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The smoke that filled the flag bridge was gone—blown out with the air when the hull was breached. Damage reports were coming in, but critical systems were still functioning. LFS Valkyrie was wounded, but far from dead. The tactical outcome was still undecided, but that was Tommy’s responsibility.

Where the hell is Amazon? Lorna wondered. Twelve minutes, Giotti had said, but that seemed like an eternity ago. She was bone tired, and she suspected some of her weariness had to do with loss of blood. She had gotten her suit patched up, and the painkiller seemed to be doing its job, but she could still feel the trickle of warmth down her right leg.

Got to focus. The fleet’s depending on you. Ian and the others on Luna are depending on you. She wondered again just how she had gotten there...how she had come to be in command of this force, the Lunar Free State’s last hope for survival...

* * * * *
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February

Lorna

The station manager turned up his collar against the cold as he watched the taillights recede in the distance. He glanced at the note in his hand, a license plate number that was worth an extra fifty bucks to him. He didn’t question the ethics of it. These days a man needed every dollar he could get. Shivering, he went back inside and checked his point-of-sale terminal screen for details of the last transaction. He fished a battered phone out of his pocket and scrolled through his contacts to find the special number he’d been given...

* * *
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The lights of the station faded quickly in the rearview mirror, and the desert night closed in. Against the blackness, the headlights were useless, illuminating an all-too-short stretch of highway. Behind the wheel, Lorna shivered. Her experience in the Persian Gulf had taught her that even the hottest deserts could be chilly at night, but the High Mojave got far beyond chilly. The temperature was near zero. She turned the heater up to full and warmed herself by cursing the car rental agent who’d assured her she could reach her destination in “a couple of hours or so.”

She supposed she really shouldn’t blame the agent. She’d deliberately avoided the big-name rental chains, and she’d disabled the car’s GPS locator. Ian had told her to be discreet about her visit, and, while the system might have helped her find her destination, it could also have been used to track her. For the same reason, her personal phone was still in airplane mode—its transmitter disabled—a holdover from the days when airlines hadn’t allowed phones to be used in flight.

The rental company was probably wondering whether they would ever get the car back, but they wouldn’t get really upset unless she didn’t show up on the promised return date. She’d picked a local company in San Diego that specialized in renting low-end cars to military personnel at rip-off prices. This probably wasn’t the first time they’d had a GPS failure (or had one disabled by some smartass military techie).

But that meant she had to rely on the static maps stored in the car’s onboard system—maps that didn’t show her present location and whose limited detail showed no marker for her destination. Eight hours and many miles of badly maintained road later, the manager at the service station told her she still had fifty kilometers to go. Lorna was used to being in the air. Surface travel was, in her opinion, a primitive way to get from place to place.

She was glad she’d at least found a station with fuel, even at fifteen dollars a gallon. That was another reason she’d picked the low-budget rental company. They still rented hybrid cars with internal combustion backup engines. The all-electric cars demanded by the environmentalists didn’t have the range for a trip like this. In fact, they didn’t have sufficient range for anyone who lived outside a major metropolitan area. The service station had a charging unit available for both electrics and hybrids, but it didn’t look as though it got much use. In addition, she would have had to hang around for a couple of hours to fully charge the car’s batteries. It was time she didn’t have to spare.

The far reaches of the desert were slowly being depopulated. In another five years, the law would outlaw private vehicles with any kind of old-style internal combustion engine in California. At one point, manufacturers had been developing hydrogen fuel cell vehicles, but fuel cell technology was also under attack by the environmentalists, who claimed the “exhaust” from FC vehicles—plain water vapor—was an environmentally damaging greenhouse gas. At the same time, the state continued its adamant refusal to allow new electric power-generating facilities to be built. Lorna wondered what would happen in five years when all those electric vehicles needed to be charged every night. Power blackouts were already an all-too-common occurrence in the Golden State.

The suburbs were being abandoned. Suburbanites were moving into elite, fortress-like high-rise towers in the city because commuting had become too difficult and dangerous. On her way out of the Los Angeles-San Diego megametro, Lorna had passed abandoned neighborhoods that had fallen into decay and were now occupied only by squatters and the empty hulks of once-busy shopping malls.

Meanwhile, people out in the desert who still relied on old-fashioned gasoline, hybrid, and diesel-powered vehicles were being hammered by outrageous fuel prices...and horses were becoming increasingly popular as a means of transportation. That brought its own problems, of course, as the animal rights people began to get involved, but most of them dared not venture this far out into the wilderness.

Despite the cost, Lorna felt better with a full tank of fuel. To a pilot, fuel was life—the only thing that kept an aircraft from falling out of the sky. Now, she could relax a bit, though her destination was still some distance away (and she still wasn’t totally confident that she could find it).

The station manager had warned her not to leave the main road. Getting lost in the desert was not just an inconvenience, it could prove fatal. But staying on the road—whose battered signage proclaimed it to be a state highway—was not that easy. California’s chaotic state budget didn’t allow for a lot of highway maintenance, and there were places where several centimeters of wind-blown sand covered sections of the road. In one place, a hundred-meter section of the road was missing the right shoulder and about a meter’s width of the right lane. Erosion had left a sharp drop from the crumbling edge of the pavement to a dry wash two meters below. Under such conditions, high speed was out of the question, and Lorna’s navigational math told her she had covered just seventy kilometers in the past hour.

She listened intently to the sound of the car’s tiny power plant. She was feeling a faint vibration through the floor, which she hoped was just an out-of-balance tire. She had learned to pay attention to such little clues, things that didn’t show up on her instruments. An engine failure now wouldn’t be as much of an emergency as it would be in an aircraft, but this was not the kind of place where she wanted to be stranded.

Of course, there was always the tracker chip...

Lorna had been born in the waning years of the 20th century—too early to get one of the chips that were now implanted in every newborn in every “civilized” nation. The chip allowed a person to be located and tracked just about anywhere in the world via satellite. It was powered by the body’s electrochemical energy and provided the location (and basic information about physical condition) of a person when queried with that person’s identity code. Government agencies also had ways of issuing blanket signals that would reveal the identity of all persons in a particular area.

The chips had been touted as a marvelous cure for society’s ills—crime prevention being the major selling point, but criminals regularly had their chips removed by illegal but readily available surgery, making them invisible to the tracking systems. Youth gang members typically had theirs removed by cruder methods as part of gang initiations. For all their promised value to society, the chips were primarily useful for finding lost children and other missing persons—living persons. The chips lost power and became inert within an hour or so after the death of their host, making them useless for finding murder or fatal accident victims.

Meanwhile, government agencies used the chips to quietly collect a great deal of information about ordinary citizens, their movements, and their activities. The government swore no such surveillance was taking place, but Lorna had spent a year as an intelligence officer in the Pentagon. She’d seen some of the information the NSA had passed on to the Air Force, and there wasn’t much doubt about how that information had been acquired.

While she hadn’t gotten one at birth, Lorna had been implanted with a military version of the chip when she joined the Air Force. The difference between her chip and the civilian version was that hers could be triggered manually by a sequence of finger-taps on the side of her neck where the chip was located to produce a distress call that would be routed to the nearest military base. The military recognized that the chips were a two-edged sword. In theory, a technologically sophisticated enemy could use them to track troop movements, so active military personnel were issued chip blockers—lightweight neck bands that blocked attempts to trigger the chip and suppressed outgoing signals. Lorna was wearing one of them, its flat, flexible shape easily concealed under her turtleneck sweater.

If she broke down, she could remove the blocker and trigger the distress call, but the military frowned on off-duty use of the capability, and she would be reprimanded. Worse, she would have to explain what the hell she was doing there—far from any destination on her registered travel itinerary. As far as the Air Force knew, she was staying in transient officers’ quarters at M.C.A.S. Miramar, where she couldn’t be tracked because all U.S. military bases were shielded. In fact, she was a long way from Miramar, traveling at night along the most desolate stretch of highway she had ever seen—at least within the borders of the U.S.

If she’d been a civilian, she couldn’t have made the trip without filing the required interstate travel itinerary with Homeland Security, but members of the military were exempt from the requirement. If she was stopped by HSA, all she had to do was show her military ID. Not that it was likely...HSA checkpoints were common around major cities, but out there, there was no sign of them. For that matter, there was no sign of local authorities. She hadn’t seen a single police vehicle since she’d left the interstate.

The vulnerability of her situation suddenly hit home. No one knew where she was, and while she had told Ian she would be coming, she hadn’t told him exactly when. Suddenly, she felt very lonely.

* * *
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Charlie Bender was one of those people who had no difficulty waking up. Though he was sound asleep when the interface began its plaintive warble on his desk, he was fully alert by the time he had the earbud in place and the remote in his hand. The handset’s display indicated an incoming call, audio only, from one of his “perimeter net” contacts.

He touched the screen and opened the connection. “Bender,” he said crisply, as though he had been waiting for the call.

“Mr. Bender? This is Fred at Crossroads Food ’N Fuel. You know our deal? About calling you if anybody...”

“Yeah, sure. What have you got?” Bender was not one to waste words.

“Well, this woman stopped for gas a couple of minutes ago. Tall, good-looking...asked me how to get to the Institute.”

Bender glanced at the time display on the remote. Almost midnight. “I’m listening,” he said.

“Well, uh, that’s it. She asked how to get there.”

“Name? License? Make and model?”

“Oh, yeah...It was a dark green Mitsubishi, probably a couple of years old, I think. California plates—number AFGR 3186. Didn’t get her name...she used a cash card to pay for the gas.”

Bender grimaced. Cash cards had pretty much replaced currency throughout most of the country. They could be obtained in any denomination at just about any retail establishment and used to purchase anything. The encrypted coding, which linked them to some bank’s database, was pretty much tamper-proof, and the microchips embedded in them self-destructed chemically when they were fully expended or reached their expiration date. Unfortunately, they were not traceable. They were sold by the banks in mass lots to distributors at a slight discount. Since they were already paid for, the banks had no interest in tracking whoever ultimately used them.

In this day of credit and debit cards, upscale members of American society regarded cash cards with disdain—something you gave someone as a gift or kept on hand for emergencies (in case your real card was lost or stolen). At worst, they were the medium for criminal money transfers, and they were used by people who didn’t want their movements traced. That might make his job a little more difficult, but Charlie had a vehicle description and license plate number obtained using the oldest surveillance device in the books—the old Mark I eyeball. It was a start.

He pressed his contact for a better description of the woman. Tall, good looking, and...? Really tall, Fred told him, with short blond hair...kind of hard-looking, but a fox all the same. Probably late-30s, maybe early 40s but a real looker...Oh, and she had on a military-style jacket, like an Air Force flight jacket with some kind of patch on the shoulder—a sword with wings.

Hmmm...a winged sword...Tactical Air Command? Interesting. Bender finally decided he’d heard enough. “Thanks, Fred. Payment will be in your account tomorrow.”

Bender keyed the remote again, cutting off the call, then crossed the room to his desk.

“Keyboard,” he ordered, and the touchpad area in front of the flat screen obediently displayed a standard keyboard layout with a point-and-tap touchpad beside it. Despite all the interface choices available, Charlie still preferred to key in all his sensitive queries. In a former life, he had survived by being constantly aware that his conversations might be overheard. In his quarters, that wasn’t likely, and he could have simply talked to the computer, but old habits died hard. Of course, computers could be tapped as well, but this computer...not bloody likely. Charlie trusted the system far more than he trusted any human.

Humming tunelessly, he put his fingers on the keyboard. First, he authorized a transfer of fifty dollars to Fred’s bank account from one of his special expense accounts. Then he pulled up a blank search model on the screen and began to fill in the information.

* * *
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Five minutes later, Ian Stevens awoke to the polite but insistent voice of the interface in his bedroom.

“Wake up, sir. Code Alpha. Wake up, sir.”

As director and CEO of the Deep Space Research Institute, Ian worked long hours, and he valued his sleep, but the A.I. had apparently decided something was worthy of his attention. Stevens glanced at the clock on his night table.

“What the hell...?” It was just past midnight.

Deep within its electronic innards, the system did a quick voiceprint match and decided it had, in fact, gotten the attention of The Boss.

“The security director has made a priority one inquiry that requires the release of information from your confidential files, sir. I am displaying the query sequence involved.”

Information began to appear on the screen. Ian got up and walked to the desk, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He looked at the displayed data.

Bender again! The security chief was playing secret agent with the Institute’s primary computer system, affectionately known as Iron Mike. Charlie was one of the very few people who knew the true A.I. capabilities of the system, and he tended to exploit those capabilities in ways that made Ian nervous. Charlie’s intelligence skills had proven useful in the past, and, for the most part, Ian let him use those skills without restriction.

Scanning the screen, Ian noted that Mike had pulled records from the California DMV, a car rental company in San Diego, and the Federal Citizen Registry. None of those systems were protected by anything but basic government-approved encryption. Cracking the low-budget encryption algorithm was child’s play for Iron Mike. But the computer was also digging into the IRS database, Union Bank of Tennessee, and the U.S. Armed Forces Central Personnel Division. Those encryption keys were a bit more complex, so Bender had been advised that the search might take several minutes.

Ian frowned. He had authorized Charlie to use “sensitive searches” (Bender’s own euphemism for covert—and illegal—intelligence-gathering in cyberspace), but only when necessary to protect the Institute’s security. Ian trusted him but kept a close watch on those activities. Mike had been instructed to keep a record and report them to Ian within 24 hours, but he would not normally wake the director in the middle of the night. There had to be something else.

Ian continued to read and soon found the reason for Mike’s concern. Bender had started with a vehicle license number and some other odd bits of data, and Mike had come up with a name and Citizen ID from the car rental company records. Charlie had keyed on the ID and asked Mike for a full background search. The problem was that Mike had data in his files on the person in question but could not release it because it was part of Ian’s personal resource files—one of the few areas off limits to the security chief.

Now why, Ian wondered, was Charlie Bender suddenly interested in her? And why now, at fourteen minutes past midnight? Hmmm...I asked her to come. I haven’t heard from her, but I’ll bet she’s on her way, and she’s just tripped Charlie’s security net. Bender had methods he didn’t discuss with the boss, and Ian didn’t mind as long as Charlie didn’t kill anyone or otherwise call attention to the Institute. I hired him to do just the sort of thing he’s doing...and he’s excellent at it.

He considered telling Mike to withhold the information, but in the end, he decided to release the file. That ought to blow Charlie out of his chair, he thought. He probably thinks he’s the only one around here who collects background information on people. Wonder what he’d think if he saw the file I have on him?

He gave Mike the release authorization, and, moments later, the interface advised him of an incoming call from the security director. A real speed reader, Ian thought with a chuckle. He selected two-way video, and Charlie’s face appeared on the screen.

“Sorry to bother you, boss, but I thought you might want to know. Looks like an old girlfriend of yours is on her way here—lady by the name of Lorna Greenwood—Major Lorna Greenwood, U.S. Air Force. She should be here in half an hour. Of course, maybe you were expecting her...?”

“Yes, actually, I am expecting her. I just didn’t know when she’d be coming. Can I assume your information is reliable?”

“Of course.” Bender sounded hurt. “And might I inquire why a USAF officer is coming here? Strictly in the interest of security.”

Ian sighed. “She’s a close friend, Charlie, but if you must know, I’m thinking of offering her a job. We are going to need qualified pilots, you know.”

“And you were going to tell me about this in a timely manner, of course...” Bender’s voice was heavy with sarcasm. From anyone else, Ian might have called it insubordination, but he and Charlie went back a long way.

“I have total confidence in you, Charlie. I’ll bet that, even as we speak, your busy little fingers are directing Mike to expand that background check you’re doing.”

“Oh, by the way, boss,” Charlie replied, ignoring the jibe, “she’s coming to us in stealth mode. Her car’s GPS tracker isn’t registering and neither is her ID chip.”

“It’s probably a military chip, Charlie.”

“Mike is aware of that,” Bender said. “He says he should still be able to trigger it unless she has it blocked.”

Ian felt a little chill as he realized just how far Charlie and his cybernetic cohort had gone. They were playing with technology that, in the eyes of the government, was top secret.

“Well, I told her to be discreet.”

“Just one question, boss,” Bender persisted. “According to what I’m seeing here, she’s a fighter pilot on active duty with a good record. Top secret clearance, so no question about her loyalty to the U.S.A. Don’t you think there’s a bit of a security risk here? How much do you plan to tell her, and how do you know she won’t just do her patriotic duty and report the whole thing to dear old Uncle Sam?”

“For now, I’m not going to tell her anything.” There was a hint of annoyance in Ian’s voice. “And I may not offer the job to her at all. She’s just an old friend coming for a visit, and she’s not going to hear or see anything that isn’t for public consumption. You’re the security and intelligence expert but assume, for a moment, that I’m not a total idiot. Whether I take it any further depends on how this little visit goes...and on the results of that very thorough investigation you are conducting. She probably won’t be here for more than a day or two, and I’ll give you a few more days after that to do your job. We’ll talk about it again on Monday. Meanwhile, I have an attractive young lady to entertain.”

“She’s forty-four, but, judging from what I see here, I’ll grant that she’s attractive...a bit too tall for my taste, though.” Charlie couldn’t keep the subtle leer out of his voice.

“She’s just a friend, Charlie, and forty-four is still young as far as I’m concerned.”

“Relax, boss,” Bender replied, with a grin. “I’m just yanking your chain. Gotta keep you sharp.”

“Okay, you got me. But I’m serious, investigate her all you like. I’ll expect a full report. Just be discreet, damn it. I do not want to draw the attention of the U.S. military.”

“Not to worry, boss. Discretion’s my middle name.”

As the image winked out, Ian noted Bender’s smile of self-satisfaction. Of course, you’re smiling, he thought. I’ve just given you the go-ahead to do what you like best...and if you do a thorough job, in a week, you should be able to tell me why I’m not sleeping with Lorna.

“Mike,” he said, “please start brewing a pot of coffee in the kitchen.”

“Yes, sir,” the A.I. replied. “A reminder: there are one hundred and fifty-two grams of coffee remaining in the machine’s dispenser. Do you wish to add coffee to your commissary shopping list?”

“Yes, please,” Ian said. “Connect me with the security duty officer.”

* * *
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Lorna almost missed the turnoff. There was nothing more than a sign with a stylized logo, the letters D.S.R.I., and an arrow pointing to a well-maintained gravel road that led upward into the hills flanking the highway. As she started up the road, she began to see warning signs. The wording varied, but the general message was the same: No Trespassing.

She was having second thoughts about the wisdom of approaching the place after midnight, when she rounded a bend and found herself at an entrance gate much like that of a military base. Floodlights illuminated the area around the small guard house, which was manned by a pair of efficient-looking sentries in desert camouflage. The one standing outside wore a maroon beret and had a holstered pistol strapped to his waist. Inside the guard house, Lorna could see a second sentry armed with a top-of-the-line military rifle. Lorna was no stranger to sentries and gates. She braked to an easy stop and opened the window.

“I’m here to see Ian Stevens,” she told the guard and presented her Air Force ID without waiting for him to ask for it.

“Yes, ma’am. One moment, please.”

His tone was pleasant enough, but very professional. Not your average rent-a-cop...probably ex-military, Lorna decided. She noticed he was wearing chevrons of rank on his sleeve. He slipped her ID card into a slot in his data pad and studied the holographic ID image that appeared in front of him. He compared it carefully with her face and the photo on the ID card. Obviously, he took his job seriously.

The other guard never took his eyes off her, nor did he relax his grip on the rifle. More than just ex-military; probably Rangers or maybe Marines. Most likely Marines, she decided. Army Rangers and other special forces types tended to be more relaxed, almost laid back. Marines, on the other hand, were always ramrod-straight—as if each of them felt personally obligated to maintain the image of the Corps, even when they were no longer on active duty. Service people joked that there was no such thing as an ex-Marine.

“Okay, Major Greenwood,” the guard said, interrupting her musings, “Director Stevens is expecting you. This is your security badge. Please wear it at all times within the Institute complex and return it at the gate when you leave. I’m sure you know the drill.” He handed her a thin, flat badge with her name and picture on it—the same picture that was on her military ID.

“It’s equipped with a local tracker and audio interface, and it’s programmed to guide you to your destination. The director’s address is Number Seven Andromeda Drive. If you have a problem, just press the red icon in the upper left corner. I’m sure you’ve seen these before, and you’ll understand when I tell you it’s programmed to warn you if you should stray into any areas where you are not authorized to go.”

“Yes, I have. I understand,” she replied. And I’m sure it will also warn you if I go astray. The technology was relatively new, but Lorna had worn similar badges on military bases for the past few years.

“Any questions, ma’am?”

“No. Thank you, Gunny.”

“Ma’am?” He gave her a querying look.

“Just a guess, Sergeant,” she told him with a little smile. “I’ve seen a few Marines in my day.”

“Yes, ma’am. Semper Fi,” he replied, and the hint of a grin told her she had guessed correctly. He stepped back and gave her a crisp salute. She returned it smartly, then drove slowly ahead as the barrier gate lifted in front of her. Hmmm...it didn’t take them long to let me through, so I must really be on their expected and authorized list. But I didn’t tell Ian for sure I was coming, let alone when. She drove further, and suddenly her security badge beeped and said in a clear voice, “Turn left at the next intersection, one hundred meters ahead.”

* * *
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The door opened, and there was Ian. He said nothing, but smiled, stepped forward, and gave her a welcoming hug and a brotherly kiss on the cheek. He was one of the few men she knew who was tall enough to do that without standing on tiptoe. Lorna was just over 193 centimeters, or six foot four, as her father used to say. She was barely under the maximum height limit for Air Force pilots.

“Hi, big guy,” she said. “I won’t ask how you knew I was coming.”

“Well, I was pretty sure you were coming,” he told her, “but I didn’t know when until I heard from Security.”

“I’m sorry about the short notice. I had a lot on my mind and needed to go somewhere and think, so I checked out a TF-22 for a cross-country ‘navigation training’ hop and flew to Miramar. I should have called from there, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to bother you...almost turned around a couple of times out there in the desert.”

“I’m glad you didn’t,” he said sincerely.

Lorna followed him into the living room of the small, but comfortable, townhouse. He got her settled in an easy chair, then brought coffee. He settled himself in another chair, and they made small talk for a while.

“The last few hundred kilometers were a real pain in the neck,” she said, “especially getting out of the L.A.-S.D. megametro. After that, Interstate 15 wasn’t bad, but then I had to deal with that so-called highway through the desert. If Nowhere is a place, then you are certainly in the middle of it.

“I’ve got a few days before I have to get back, but I was afraid I’d spend them wandering around amid blowing tumbleweed, trying to find this place. Then, when I finally got close and realized how late it was, I started to worry I might catch you in an awkward moment, maybe entertaining some lady friend.”

“Oh, I was,” he replied with a grin, “but I sent the girls home—all three of them.”

She knew he was joking. Ian was one of the most strait-laced people Lorna knew. If he weren’t so incredibly intelligent and moderately charming, he would probably be terribly boring, she believed. “Well, anyway.” She offered a grin of her own. “I’m sorry to get here so late, but I just couldn’t get that silly little car up to the kind of speed I’m used to.”

There was an awkward silence as Lorna looked down and stared into her coffee cup. 

Ian prodded her gently. “So...do you want to talk about those things on your mind? I mean, they can wait...or maybe you don’t want to talk about them at all and just need some quiet time to think. If so, you’ve come to the right place.”

“No, I want to talk about them, but I need to think a bit more first. After that, well, my old man used to say you were a great boss because you listened first and talked later. You’ve been listening to my ups and downs for a long time, and I hate to unload on you, but he was right. You listen better than anyone I know.

“Anyway, it’s late, I’m tired, and I’m interrupting your sleep, as well. So...maybe tomorrow, or whenever you’ve got some time.”

“No problem,” he said with a smile. “I’ve got the guest room ready...unless, of course, you’ve done a complete one-eighty and feel the urge to share a bed with a mature, distinguished gentleman such as myself.” It was a private joke between them.

“I haven’t,” she said warmly, “but if I do, you’ll be the first to know.”

* * *
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Lorna was tired, but despite the comfortable bed in Ian’s guest room, she had trouble getting to sleep. The trip had taken her mind off her personal issues, but, now that she’d reached her destination, those issues came flooding back.

She’d given twenty years of her life to the USAF. She’d graduated at the top of her class from the Air Force Academy, with a degree in aeronautical engineering. It had been a time when an increasing number of militant female senators and representatives had been making a big push for the Holy Grail of feminism—women in combat assignments. The Army struggled with the concept, trying to integrate women into existing line units, but the Air Force had integrated its ground support forces long before any pressure was applied and assigned women pilots to a variety of non-combat flight operations. There remained only one area to be integrated, and when Lorna had followed her Academy honors with an outstanding performance in basic flight school, she had been one of the first women to be sent to the USAF’s Fighter Weapons Training Facility for flight training with the most advanced fighter aircraft in the nation’s arsenal. Once again, she’d distinguished herself and finished the training at the top of her class.

For the next ten years, her life had been just what she’d dreamed it would be. She was assigned to first-line fighter squadrons and did several tours in the Orwellian mess of the Middle East, where one had to check the bulletin board daily to find out who was at war with whom. At one point, when the Iranians—who had arguably the best-trained and best-equipped air force of the Middle Eastern nations—were deemed to be the enemy, she’d shot down three Iranian fighters in a single engagement. The action caught the attention of the Air Force, since the Iranians were first-line pilots flying the Swedish-built SAAB 42 fighter, the only aircraft in the world judged to be in the same league as Lorna’s F-22 Raptor—and the Iranians had had a five-to-two numerical advantage at the beginning of the engagement. Her wingman had accounted for another kill, and the sole surviving enemy aircraft had turned tail and escaped. Lorna had been awarded the Silver Star for her efforts and promoted to major.

More recent years had been less rewarding. From the back-and-forth wars in the Middle East, a new global conflict had arisen. The Islamic Federation came into its own and forced Islamic nations into a strict fundamentalist mold that, for the most part, kept them from killing each other so they could turn their attention to killing the rest of the world—or forcing it into submission. Not just the Middle East, but virtually all of Africa had fallen under Federation control. Except for India, with its many millions of Hindus, most of southern Asia became part of the huge Islamic sphere of influence. The expansion of that sphere had been accompanied by a great deal of violence but little conventional military conflict.

The principal weapon of the Federation’s jihad was terror—violence against civilian and economic targets conducted by “holy warriors” who hid themselves amid civilian populations, presenting few targets for air attack. Lorna and her fellow combat pilots had been occasionally called on to support ground operations—mostly flying CAP for unmanned Predator drones that carried out the actual ground attacks, but this usually meant that a cause somewhere was already lost as the Islamic fighters came out in the open to make their final push to overthrow the terror-weakened government of some small nation that was once a friend of the U.S. The Pacific Basin and South America became hotbeds of terror activity.

Things were scarcely better in Europe, where Islamic enclaves sheltered terrorists in virtually every nation, while Islamic political activists infiltrated the indecisive governments of those nations.

North America had had its problems as well. Islamic terror cells proliferated in Mexico, where the national government had little or no say in local affairs. Americans still remembered the terror attacks of September 11, 2001, but the following two decades had been relatively quiet. Now, however, in Canada and the U.S., terror attacks occurred with alarming regularity. In Detroit, Toronto, and Montreal, local Muslim populations had made heavy inroads into local government. In Los Angeles, local officials were alarmed to find mosques springing up in ghetto neighborhoods formerly dominated by youth gangs. Worse, the leaders of those gangs were dying violently or disappearing altogether, often replaced by new leadership that quoted the Qur’an and urged gang members to embrace Islam as the New World Order.

American political leaders found themselves hampered by liberal, politically correct interpretations of the very freedoms the nation was built upon. None dared to say the world was embroiled in a War of Religion—or, at least, a war in which one side was using religion as a tool to seek world domination. To speak of it publicly would bring media condemnation and accusations of religious bigotry. One thing the leaders could agree on, however, was that for both political reasons and national security, the U.S. could no longer afford to fight the War on Terror around the world. The Jihad’s propaganda machine had succeeded in convincing most of the world that the United States was an imperialist aggressor, and any U.S. action not sponsored by the U.N. brought worldwide condemnation. While the U.N. continued to rely on the U.S. military in support of its own agenda, it considered the Jihad’s terror campaign to be an internal matter for the countries under attack.

Besides, American politicians argued, the priority had to be security within the borders of the U.S. itself. Belated efforts were being made to beef up border security between the U.S. and Mexico, and a huge amount of money and resources had been devoted to a buildup of domestic security forces. The Homeland Security Administration became a powerful force in the government, with its director promoted to full cabinet secretary status. The U.S. military—deemed unsuitable for a domestic mission—had been severely downsized. Meanwhile, citizens from coast to coast found themselves losing freedoms their ancestors had enjoyed for two centuries.

While many of her fellow officers had been released from active duty or transferred to the new Homeland Security Force, Lorna Greenwood had managed to stay with the much-reduced Air Force and had even found herself on the list for promotion to lieutenant colonel. Had it not been for the downsizing, she might have been a full bird colonel already, but, under the circumstances, she hadn’t complained. She was well positioned for appointment to command one of the few remaining tactical fighter squadrons in the Air Force, a job with which she would have been quite content. But an old demon from her past had reared its ugly head.

Lorna had known since puberty that she was attracted to other women rather than men, and when Lorna had joined the Air Force, the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy had been the rule. She realized she would have to choose between a “normal” lifestyle—which for her meant intimate relationships with other women—and a military career. She chose the latter. The military hadn’t asked, and she hadn’t told. She had kept quiet through the back-and-forth policy swings, and for twenty years, she had kept herself clear of any personal relationships beyond the basic camaraderie among fighter pilots. She had gotten a reputation as a cold-blooded bitch and was known as the Iron Maiden to her fellow pilots. In her world, that was a compliment.

It had been a lonely existence. Lorna was an only child whose mother died when she was still in grade school. Since her father’s death eight years ago, there had been few people with whom she could truly share her thoughts and feelings. In fact, there was really no one other than Ian Stevens. Her father had worked for Stevens since Lorna was a girl, and the billionaire businessman had always been like an older brother to her. He had also taken seriously her father’s dying request to watch over her. At the time, Lorna hadn’t felt she needed watching over, but it was nice to drop in and visit Ian from time to time, relax, talk freely, and let her hair down. As a result, Ian was one of the few people who knew her big secret.

Now, however, it appeared that someone in the Air Force knew it as well—or at least suspected it. With the downsizing of the military, some old-line Pentagon types were looking for a return to their good old days. In particular, they were returning to the old idea that women didn’t belong in combat. Lorna had been told—quietly and outside official channels—that she was not going to get that squadron command. She would get her promotion to lieutenant colonel, but with it she would get an assignment to an operations analysis group in the Pentagon. It was a prestigious post, and someday she might even reach general officer rank, but her days as a combat pilot were over.

She could make a fuss about it, and there might be a senator or congresswoman who would take up her cause, but, if she did that, it was hinted that some officers might come forward (perhaps even some of her former commanders) who would—regretfully, of course—explain that Lorna had told them about her sexual orientation—had in fact been very forthright and almost militant on the subject. They hadn’t mentioned it before, because she was otherwise a good officer, and they hadn’t wanted to terminate her career, but now, of course, the Air Force would have to ask her to resign her commission.

She was sure there were no such officers—particularly none of her former commanders, but with the downsizing of the service, she knew some of them could be persuaded to “remember” things to protect their own careers.

So, she could quietly take her desk job at the Pentagon, or she could leave the Air Force. She had her twenty years and would be eligible for a military pension, but that wasn’t the point. They were going to take from her the one thing that brought joy to her life—flying the most extreme aircraft ever built, pushing the machine and herself to the edge of the envelope.

She lay awake, thinking about it for a while, and finally decided she would talk it all out with Ian. He seemed to have a way of putting things in perspective, and it would probably do her good just to talk about it. On that thought, she finally relaxed and drifted off to sleep.

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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January

The Senator

Hugo Blackthorne was the Senate’s leading champion of the Naturalist cause. At first, he didn’t care much about the group’s anti-science philosophy. For that matter, he hadn’t really studied it all that closely, but Naturalists were very vocal in Blackthorne’s home state, and they had lots of money to spend on behalf of politicians who took up their banner. They also knew how to avoid the attention of campaign finance watchdogs.

The Naturalist movement was a conglomeration of many environmentalist causes that were active at the turn of the 21st century, including followers of the global warming theory. By 2010, most respected scientists had been forced to admit that long-term climate change was a slippery concept at best. Temperatures appeared to rise in some places and fall in others, the predicted increase in ocean levels had not taken place, some glaciers continued to retreat (as they had since the last Ice Age) while others defied the predictions and advanced. More importantly, the scientific community was forced to admit that none of these changes could be directly linked to human activity. Meanwhile, air and water quality continued to improve around the world, not because of pressure from environmental groups, but because emerging industrial giants, like China, continued to modernize their manufacturing infrastructure.

Still, the Naturalists were not to be silenced. They rejected all arguments against their draconian environmental policy demands, insisting that scientists were simply in league with business and government, and that the truth was being suppressed. They got lots of media attention, primarily because their predictions of doom were far more dramatic than the scientific analyses produced by their opponents.

Eventually, the Naturalists managed to distill their philosophy into simple terms—science and technology were evil, promoting destruction of the planet and the eventual extinction of humankind. For the survival of the species, mankind needed to go back to nature and live in simple harmony with the planet—using only hand-crafted tools, growing food strictly by organic methods, and never, ever, “tampering with nature.”

Most politicians were smart enough to realize the planet would not support a population of over eight billion human beings on that basis. Under political pressures exerted by the Naturalists, they were willing to allow that some forms of science and technology might be evil, and that some measures were needed to control those who would tamper with the “natural order” of things. None of them wanted to be painted by the media as supporting the destruction of the planet, and they certainly applauded any Naturalist demand that increased the scope of government control. Most of them went along willingly, though they were not true believers.

What set Blackthorne apart was that he actively crusaded for Naturalism. He delivered speeches on the floor of the Senate that were written for him by Naturalists. He sponsored Naturalist legislation. He never failed to condemn the scientists, the engineers, the purveyors of technology who were taking us to the brink of extinction. He failed to see in himself that which he had so often warned his political cronies about—nothing is more dangerous than a politician who believes his own speeches.

At times, he wished he still had NASA to kick around. The space program had been a visible boondoggle and an easy target. Now that he and his supporters had successfully killed it, Blackthorne often wondered what the scientists were up to, where they had all gone. The military, of course, still had their share of research people—as many as the military budget allowed after Congress finished funding all the latest vote-buying social programs, but very few civilian scientists remained in sight, and those were mostly academic wimps, writing theoretical papers on arcane subjects from their cloistered offices at major universities.

Others had gone to work for major corporations, but that forced them to work on commercially viable products rather than dangerous fringe research. Corporations were also subject to Naturalist pressure and had taken many products off the market rather than try to defend them in the media against Naturalist crusaders.

With all the genetic engineering people weeded out of government-funded medical and agricultural research, Blackthorne had few targets left. All the major pure research organizations were dead or neutralized, except one.

The Deep Space Research Institute was proving to be a tough nut to crack. It was privately funded—mostly by U.S. and foreign corporations that also contributed money to various political causes and politicians. Some of those politicians were members of Blackthorne’s party, who would have tarred and feathered him if he dared to attack any of their campaign funding sources. On one occasion, when Blackthorne had raised a fuss about a DSRI solar energy project—which he called environmentally dangerous fringe research—he got a visit from several other senators. Did he know, they inquired, that the project was being underwritten by Dai-Hansu Corporation, the huge Japanese conglomerate? Did he know how many of their constituents were employed by Dai-Hansu and its subsidiaries, and how much money Dai-Hansu contributed to its favorite candidates for office?

Political contributions from foreign sources were technically illegal, but had been common practice since the mid-1990s, when the Chinese gave new meaning to the phrase soft money. Blackthorne had a few foreign contributors in his own pockets, but for some senators, they were a major source of support. They told Blackthorne if he didn’t back off his attack on the Deep Space Research people, several of his favorite bills would never get out of committee (at least not in any form he would recognize). He backed off.

Aside from the solar energy project, the DSRI was primarily involved in two fields of study: astronomy (which even most Naturalists agreed was harmless) and computer technology. Most of the civilized world couldn’t function without computers, and even Blackthorne realized it would be unwise to attack that aspect of science and technology. Besides, he reflected, data breaches, virus scares, and hacker attacks justified government control of public and private computer networks. More importantly, the government needed computers; how else could it keep track of everyone and everything that was going on?

Blackthorne’s investigators told him the DSRI employed an inordinately high number of engineers for a theoretical research facility. Engineers and scientists together were a dangerous combination, and Blackthorne was convinced the Institute had a hidden agenda. So far, no one had been able to uncover that agenda, but today, that might change...

“Mr. Malcolm of the NSA is here to see you, Senator,” his secretary announced. With a smile of anticipation, he opened the door and extended his hand in greeting.

* * *
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“The NSA has nothing more than circumstantial evidence so far. There’s nothing that would indicate any kind of overt action,” Malcolm admitted, “but we don’t usually deal in overt action anyway.”

The Agency had become aware that someone was doing some subtle and sophisticated hacking of government computer systems and gaining access to sensitive data. Attempts to trace the hacker had led to blind alleys. The FBI had turned a small Manhattan accounting firm inside out, looking for a hacker who had supposedly entered the National Defense Research system from an interface on the firm’s network. They found nothing. Another trace led investigators to a phone in a bar in Montana, which the Defense Department’s computer people had insisted was a broadband connection to a sophisticated network of hackers. The FBI had turned the little town inside out and had almost gotten into a shootout with a local militia group, further straining relations between the government and the northwestern states.

No one knew what the hackers were doing inside the government’s systems. No damage had been done, nor was there any evidence that files had been modified, but at that point, the NSA had gotten involved. An agency whose funding was a blank check written by Congress (and whose methods were not subject to government oversight) had tools at their disposal the FBI couldn’t afford.

Malcolm was quite candid about it, but Blackthorne didn’t really see where the story was going. It was a fascinating tale, but what did it have to do with the Deep Space Research Institute?

It was simple, Malcolm explained. The Agency had concluded the hackers had some very sophisticated hardware and software at their disposal. They were obviously using a supercomputer, possibly even a MIC-77. That was good news for the government, since it pretty well ruled out the Islamic Jihad, who didn’t have that kind of technology.

“Using a what?” Blackthorne asked.

“You don’t know your adversary very well,” the Agency man replied. “The MIC-77 is the world’s most powerful computer system. It uses quantum-chip superprocessors, developed by the Deep Space Research Institute, which also employs some of the best programmers in the world.”

“You mean they have the only computer system like that?” Blackthorne was finally getting excited.

“No, Senator. They have the original. The commercial version is being built by IBM under license from the DSRI, but very few of them have been built, and the government knows where all of them are. And very few programmers are creative enough to take full advantage of the machine’s capability. Hell, we’ve got an MIC-77 at our agency, but our people frankly admit they’ve only scratched the surface with it. What’s unusual about the system at the DSRI is that it doesn’t exist.”

“Huh??? What the hell does that mean?”

“It means we know they have it, but it doesn’t exist in cyberspace. Just about every computer these days is connected to something—to a bank, to an online network, to websites on the global ’net. If you have a MIC-77, it can handle all your routine networking connections without using more than a tiny bit of its power and capacity. But it appears the DSRI doesn’t use theirs for such things. Of course, an outfit like that has lots of smaller, less sophisticated machines that can handle those tasks. The problem is that the Institute doesn’t seem to use their MIC-77 for anything.”

“How do you know that?” The senator knew the answer to the question, but he wanted to hear Malcolm say it.

“Through their NCSA connection, of course,” Malcolm replied. “We can see their network, e-mail, website, and research data. Pretty tame stuff, by the way, nothing you wouldn’t find on a typical technical college system, but there is no indication of a supercomputer. They’re even using government-approved encryption keys—when they bother to encrypt anything at all—so there is no question of our being able to read everything that’s on their system. We made some inquiries, using a major university computer department as a front, and they said they don’t use the MIC-77 very much since they sold the license to IBM. They say it isn’t even connected to their network and is only used for mathematical modeling—the arcane stuff that their astrophysicists and cosmologists do. They say they don’t connect it to anything because they don’t want to contaminate it with outside data. They used the analogy of a monastery in Tibet, where the monks are trying to compile the ‘nine billion names of God’...an obscure reference to an old science fiction story. That doesn’t make any sense to me, but I suppose it’s possible if you think like a scientist. They have some world-class geeks out there, people who probably see the whole world in terms of quantum mechanics. In any case, we can’t come out and call them liars unless we can get information from some other source. You know what a fuss people would make if they thought we were abusing the NCSA.”

Blackthorne was taken aback by Malcolm’s easy admission that the NSA was, in fact, doing just that. The senator was one of the primary sponsors of the National Cyber Security Act, with its requirement that every computer network provide a special port for government monitoring and only encrypt data using algorithms for which the government had decryption keys. He remembered the endless parade of government witnesses who swore that no government agency would ever conduct surveillance of private computer systems or decrypt private data without a court order.

Blackthorne was a realist. He knew there were things the government had to do to maintain order and control. He didn’t expect government agencies to adhere to such nonsense, any more than the FBI had followed the law after the Instant Computer Background Check for gun purchases had been instituted in the late 1990s. If those records had been purged as the law required, the government would never have been able to track down privately owned firearms when the Second Amendment was abolished a few years back. Still, it bothered him that Malcolm was so easygoing about violating a law Blackthorne had sponsored.

He told himself he shouldn’t have been surprised...the NSA was also doing a lot of extralegal monitoring of people via their implant chips. Blackthorne was glad he didn’t have one of the damned things—senators and members of Congress had carefully exempted themselves from the law that required every government employee to have one.

He nodded at Malcolm. “I’m beginning to see your point,” he said, encouraging the other man to continue.

“In any case,” Malcolm went on, “the DSRI is a black hole in cyberspace. Something’s going on there, but there’s no way to see what it is. We know they have the supercomputer, and we can’t believe they’re not using it, but it’s invisible. And that’s enough to give the Agency fits. On the other hand, the fact that it’s not connected to anything seems to rule them out as the hackers we’re looking for. We tracked their system activity for some time, long enough to have a record of it during periods when some of the hacker activity was taking place. We saw no unusual activity at the DSRI during those periods—”

“In other words,” the senator interrupted, “you believe they are not the hackers you were looking for, and you’re upset because you have to look elsewhere? I believe you are wasting my time.”

“That’s not what I said,” Malcolm backtracked. “I said the evidence seems to rule them out, but I’ve still got a feeling they are up to something. In any case, we still need to identify the hackers.”

“So, what are you going to do?” the senator asked.

“We’ve got something new in mind...a little trap we’ve set up. If it succeeds, we’ll know who the hackers are for sure. If they turn out to be the DSRI, that will certainly serve your purposes—and probably put some people in prison for a long time for violations of the NCSA. If the trap fails, I may be able to convince the director to put an asset inside the DSRI on the theory that they are still a possible suspect. Even if they turn out not to be the people we are looking for, that asset may produce other information useful to you. As I said, I believe they are up to something, even if they aren’t the hackers we’re looking for.”

“Asset...a spy, you mean?”

Malcolm nodded. “Our operative will be a computer wizard, and they’ll hire him because they’re always looking for talent. He’ll have no connection to us—at least no connection that’s recorded anywhere. We have the best computer security in the world, but we have to assume the hackers have access to our records.” The agency man shuddered at the thought. “We have a young man who got caught with his hand in someone’s electronic cookie jar, but we admired his work so much, we protected him from prosecution. I think he’d be more than happy to go to work for the DSRI, especially if he gets a chance to play with the MIC-77.”

“So...let’s get to the point.” Blackthorne gave him a skeptical look. “Why are you bringing this to me?”

“It never hurts to have a friend in the Senate,” Malcolm replied, “especially one who appreciates what the Agency can do to promote his interests.”

“Hmmm...yes, I see your point. Of course, that appreciation will depend on the results you produce.”

“Understood. In the meantime, Senator, might I suggest you not leave any sensitive electronic documents lying around? You’re connected to the Congressional network, aren’t you?”

* * *
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After Malcolm left, Blackthorne turned to his computer interface, a piece of modern electronics that looked strangely out of place on the antique desk. The senator had little knowledge of technology, but he knew that too much of his private information—things he wouldn’t want others to see—was in electronic format somewhere out in cyberspace.

It’s not just Stevens and his people, he concluded. If Malcolm’s bunch can look in on the DSRI computers, what’s to prevent them from doing the same to me? 

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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November

The Deep Space Research Institute

The four men stood near the center of the test building, looking up at the huge, ragged hole in the roof.

“Would someone like to tell me what happened?” Ian Stevens asked. He spoke quietly, and his tone was almost pleasant, a sharp contrast to the stark wreckage that surrounded him.

“Looks like Dr. J’s power curve predictions were a bit...conservative,” Mick O’Hara observed.

Dr. Alan Jaronski said nothing but continued to stare at his interface pad. He looked perplexed, but not overly concerned.

“How high do you figure it went?” The question came from Charlie Bender, who was not at all amused.

“Well...” O’Hara did a mental estimate. “From the position of the hole, it must have gone nearly straight up, but it came down at least thirty meters away from the building. Power cut off when it ripped the cables loose, so after that, it was just ballistic. We registered an instantaneous acceleration on the order of fifty gees, but the duration was short. I’d guess it went up, oh, maybe a hundred and fifty meters.”

“In other words, high enough to be seen from the housing complex or even the highway?” Bender grimaced as the security implications ran through his head.

“According to Mike, nothing was on the highway within two miles, and we haven’t had calls from anyone outside Complex D,” Stevens said. “I’m more concerned about safety. That unit massed a couple of tons. You’re lucky it didn’t come down on your heads!”

O’Hara, examining the concrete floor under the test stand, seemed oblivious to the criticism. “Look at these stress cracks...yeah, must have been at least fifty gees, which would have put a couple of hundred tons of pressure on this floor, concentrated right here in the plane of the impeller bands. Wow...”

“Oh, hell!” Jaronski exclaimed, still staring at his pad. “That should have been kilograms, not grams. A simple mass-conversion error! I should have asked Mike to go over the numbers.” He looked up at the hole in the roof. “Mick, I think we’re going to need a more restrictive power feed on the next test.”

“No problem. I’ll get right on it.” The engineer turned and headed back to the control room.

“However, gentlemen,” Jaronski continued, “all in all, I’d say the test was a success, at least in the practical application of the theory. I’ve got a lot of work to do...” He turned away to follow O’Hara.

“Scientists...engineers...arrgh!” Bender muttered.

Despite himself, Stevens grinned. “Relax, Charlie. No harm done. Looks like no one outside the project saw it.”

“Oh, someone saw it, all right,” Bender said. “Your girlfriend was on final with the C-130, about five kilometers out when it happened. She aborted and went around again. It’s not like her to miss a landing, but she didn’t say anything except that she was going around. No, she saw it, and she probably got a good look at that smoking hole in the ground, as well.”

“Right.” Ian grimaced. “She took the old bird up to San Francisco to pick up the latest heavy shipment from Dai-Hansu. I haven’t heard from her yet. Besides, we’re going to have to bring her into the project soon. We need to start actual flight testing within four months.”

Bender frowned. “I know, but she doesn’t have a need to know yet. You know how I feel about bringing in any more people. Hell, Ian...she’s only five months out of Air Force uniform. She keeps quiet because she thinks—like most everyone else around here—that we are doing this stuff for the government.”

“Have you found anything to indicate she won’t be loyal to us, Charlie?” Ian retorted, with a hint of irritation. “The Air Force treated her poorly. We rescued her from that, and we’ve treated her well. Besides, I’ve known her since she was a kid. We’re at a critical point, and someone’s got to be the lead test pilot. She’s the obvious choice—the only person we’ve got with the right mindset and skillset for that job. You’ve already run enough security checks on her that you probably know what brand of toothpaste she uses, and I know you’re watching her every move. I’ve given you a free hand and a lot of my own personal background information on her. Is there anything other than your general security paranoia—which is not necessarily a bad thing—that leads you to suspect we can’t trust her?”

Bender sighed. Lorna Greenwood had every reason to be disenchanted with the U.S. government, and she seemed to be intensely loyal to Ian personally and understood operational security a lot better than most of the scientists and engineers...and she was damned good at her job.

“No, I don’t.” Bender changed the subject. “While you’re talking to the geniuses, though, you might remind the Great Scientist and his Super Engineer buddy to get a crew out there and bring their ‘successful experiment’ back into the lab before someone starts poking around in the wreckage. Not everyone in Complex D has to know everything about this project.”

* * *
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Stevens returned to find Lorna waiting outside his office.

“Got a minute, skipper?”

“Sure,” he told her, “what’s on your mind?”

She carefully closed the door behind her before answering. She favored him with a wry smile that had a hint of annoyance in it. “Look, I know those people over in Complex D are doing some classified work, but if they are going to be launching missiles, they need to consider air traffic in the area. I mean...it wasn’t exactly a near miss, but you don’t want to be doing that stuff while there are aircraft nearby. For an instant, I thought someone had let loose a SAM—looked just like a launch I saw in the Middle East a few years back.”

“That,” he said, “was not a missile. That was an accident. An experiment that was a little more successful than intended.”

“If that was a success, I’d hate to see what a failure looks like,” she retorted.

“You may get a chance for a closer look at some of those experiments. There’s a project I’d like to get you involved with. When you started here, I mentioned some test pilot work...”

“Yes, I remember.” She was suddenly very attentive. “And you haven’t mentioned it since. But in that context, your experiment looked even less like a success. I got a good look at the hole in the ground where it came down.”

“That was just an experimental propulsion unit that turned out to be more powerful than expected. It was supposed to be tied down to the test bed, but it ripped loose.” He hesitated a bit then continued, “Look, I can’t give you the details today, but there will be a meeting of the project management team on Friday at fourteen hundred hours. I want you to be there; you’ll get the full story then. In fact, meet me here in my office at eleven hundred that morning, and I’ll give you the heads-up short version. You might even convince me to buy you lunch.

“Anyway, I’ve got another assignment for you
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