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            PAYNE - PROMOTION JETTISON

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen Payne paused just outside his old office door. His title still glowed on the wall — Supervisor, Mining Services, “TSMF-4.” But the rectangle where his name should have been now glowed a blank gray-white. He stuck his head through the open hatch and smiled faintly.

      TransStell Sirius Mining Facility-Four. I worked here. Man, it’s hard to believe I’ve been out here almost five years, he thought, his smile growing. Hard to believe I used to live in Wooster, Ohio. And, damn. It’s hard to believe I’m in a space station orbiting a planet around Sirius. How screwed up is that?

      A frown flickered across his face. Then, with a last look around, he strode along the passageway that curved slightly upward, at least from his perspective. Through the next hatch, he saw his old boss, Manager Marcin Kaczmarek, standing at his desk. Looking down at his desktop Holo-D, Kaczmarek frowned as his eyes read some text that Payne could not see.

      “Hey, Marcin, you got a minute?”

      “Owen! Hi!”

      Kaczmarek rubbed his eyes, squared his shoulders, and smiled to greet his old subordinate. He reached out to shake Payne’s hand, saying, “I thought you’d already started at your new position! I mean, we gave you a proper sendoff, didn’t we?”

      Payne winced at a blank spot where his memory of a party should have been.

      I haven’t drunk that much since… um, ever, Payne thought. He grinned at the sight of Kaczmarek’s sympathetic look. But, well, I’ve never had friends like this before. It’s… it’s very cool.

      “Oh, yeah! No complaints there. I, uh, wanted to finish cleaning out my desk, that’s all.”

      Kaczmarek sat down and leaned back in his chair. He gestured for Payne to sit down, too.

      Yeah, he’s not buying it, Payne thought as he sank into the cushions.

      “You cleaned out your desk last week, Owen.”

      “Oh, yeah. I forgot.”

      They both chuckled before Payne said, “Alright, I wanted to stop by and say thanks. For giving me a chance here in TSMF-Four. I was new, didn’t know nothin’ about nothin’, and you took a chance on me. Just wanted to say I appreciated it.”

      “Hard to shake old habits, huh?”

      In response to Payne’s questioning look, Kaczmarek said, “From your old job, what was it? That thing you did in Wooster?”

      “Oh! Assembling engine blocks. Well, bolting heads onto engine blocks. Yeah, well, huh. I hadn’t thought about it much lately.”

      “See, that’s a good sign! It’s one of the steps of healing, I think. Stage one: buckle under the psychological weight. Stage two: get out from under it. Stage three: wake up screaming. Then, get your footing, forget about the weight, then every once and a while realize it still affects you. I’m pretty sure those are the stages of recovery. I read it somewhere.”

      “Poetic, Marcin. I’m moved.”

      “I’m paraphrasing, obviously.”

      “Um, yeah. Obviously. Still, I can’t disagree. You’re right. But it doesn’t change the fact you didn’t need to hire me and you did. So you’re either a pretty decent sort of guy, or you’re a complete idiot.”

      “My money’s on idiot.”

      “Well, mine, too, but who knows? We should assume positive intent and all that, right?” Payne said. Smiling, he thought, I’m going to miss working for this guy.

      “Well, just promise me one thing, okay?” Kaczmarek said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t screw up too badly. You’re going to report right to a Director. If you screw up, it’ll make me look bad. I’m getting on well with our… well, my Director. So don’t screw it up!”

      “Well, we wouldn’t want that.”

      “Damn straight.”

      Payne studied the floor in front of Kaczmarek’s desk.

      Kinda hard to believe I won’t be working here anymore, he thought. The sentiment did not feel forced, but it did feel like a habit. When he prodded it, it felt authentic. But he felt like it was a shadow from his past. He sighed and looked up to say something. The look on Kaczmarek’s face made him pause.

      “What’s up, Marcin?”

      “You sure you want to work for Exploratory Services, Owen?”

      “Um, yeah?”

      “They’re going to be on the front line.”

      “Well, I’m going to be the Manager of Fleet Operations. Most of my work will happen here in the Sirius system. I’ll help them as they fight on the front line. I was kinda doing that here, right? I mean, being part of the mine-to-printer conveyor.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. You saw what I did here. You were my boss.”

      Frowning to call Payne out on what Kaczmarek clearly thought was a terrible joke, he said again, “Owen, are you sure?”

      “Mostly.”

      “Mostly, huh? I think… That is to say, you know, Owen…”

      When his old boss seemed at a loss for words, Payne said, “Okay, Marcin, what aren’t you telling me? You hear something?”

      “No, no. Nothing concrete. It’s just… there’s going to be a war, Owen.”

      “And there’d be a war if I still sat there,” Payne said, nodding in the direction of his old office.

      “Yeah, but… I don’t know, man. I got a bad feeling about this. Fleet’s, well, fleet’s different, you know? They’re some tough people. You’ve heard the stories of what happened at Ross 128. And they still go back out there, after all that! If a shooting war starts, I know we’re supposed to be safe here at Sirius, but, man. You’ll be part of fleet, Owen. You might have to go out there in a starship.”

      “Um, about that, I’m pretty sure that Director Malhotra has some ideas on how to prevent a shooting war. Pretty impressive stuff.”

      Kaczmarek shifted in apparent discomfort.

      Payne frowned and said, “What, you don’t think she can do it?”

      Payne wondered if he should apologize to Kaczmarek, given the man’s astonished expression.

      Yeah, I sounded kinda pissed. But, you know, I guess I am pissed.

      “No, it’s not that,” Kaczmarek said.

      “You think I can’t do it?”

      “Owen, that’s not the point.”

      “Then what are you tryin’ t’say?”

      Closing his eyes and shaking his head, he said, “Dude, I’m saying we can want peace in all kinda different ways. Don’t matter none if that Alder douche wants war. You know? That’s what I’m trying to say. I mean, when’s the last time humans tried to stop a war and actually, you know, stopped it?”

      Payne leaned forward and tried to say something decisive. He couldn’t find any words to use.

      Damn. He’s right, Payne thought, sitting back.

      Payne said, “Well. Maybe the Director has thought of that. She’s on top of things. Seriously, man, I’ve seen her in action. Knows her stuff. She came back from Epsilon Eridani alive. Not once, but twice! And she hasn’t had to kill a ton of folks to do it!”

      “Dude, turn it around. How many times have peaceable people won wars? Like, since we crawled outta the muck?”

      Payne tried to answer, realized he had no basis, and snapped his mouth shut. Kaczmarek winced at the sound of Payne’s teeth coming together.

      “Well, history’s not my best subject,” Payne said as he ran his fingers through his black hair.

      “I’m just worried, Owen. Working here, we’re pretty safe. No one has FTL drive of any sort except us. Yet. This war is partly because we have to keep it that way. I mean, even if that douche learns we’re here — and it’s a pretty high priority to make sure he doesn’t — it would take him decades to get here. But we both know we’d whack them before they got anywhere close.”

      “Well, like I said, I’ll be working in system most of the time, and…”

      “The problem, Owen, is that we’re all stretched thin, right? All of us. Fleet, manufacturing, the colonists, even the Executives. You seen the CEO or VP of Security recently? I swear to God, it looks like they’ve aged twenty years since last summer!”

      “Well, yeah. I’m kinda worried about them, truth be told.”

      “Say you stayed here. Say you needed extra help in a mine. A team nearby had some slack time. You could either put your people on double shifts, or you could ask some of those nearby folks to fill in. Or pull people from other related departments. Right? Isn’t that what you’d do?”

      “I’d, um, well… Damn it, man, now I’m worried!”

      Kaczmarek’s brows knotted, and he studied his hands. Then he seemed to brighten.

      “Hey, want me to file a performance report? Say you screwed something up so bad that I had to put you on work improvement? I’d promise to do the mentor thing and straighten you out. Then you could stay here! What do you think?”

      Payne stared at his old Manager before laughing and shaking his head. Kaczmarek chuckled.

      “All I’m saying,” Kaczmarek said, spreading his hands wide, “is that I’m worried, and I want you to be careful. I mean, your wife might kick my ass for letting you go if you get hurt or something.”

      Payne arched an eyebrow as he tried to manufacture a feeling of good-natured camaraderie. But his old Manager’s warning had joined forces with some worries he had tried to sequester deep in his mind.

      I didn’t want Charlotte and the kids to worry, he thought. I still don’t. Damn, how am I going to hide this from them?

      He grunted.

      “I believe in the Director. Well, Executive Director, now, I guess,” Payne said, smiling to show he didn’t harbor any anger. “I think she’s going to do something pretty cool. And you know what? I hope I can help. I got new AI friends. They’re doing some cool work, too. I think we got this.”

      Nodding, Kaczmarek examined his desktop. Then he stood and extended his hand to Payne.

      “Executive Director Malhotra is lucky to have you,” he said. Payne felt the sincerity in their handshake. “And I bet those AI friends of yours will kick some ass, too. Just be careful of Amaterasu’s hologram. She’s hot as hell! Charlotte might kick your ass for looking, then kick mine for letting you go so you could look.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Keep in mind: I’ll have my hands full with logistics, so make sure you and the other Managers don’t screw up the mining operations. I’m going to need a ton of manufacturing output!”

      “We’ll do what we can! Take care, Owen.”

      Payne nodded, shoved his hands in his pockets, and ambled through the hatch.

      I don’t need to worry, he thought, waving once more to Kaczmarek. I’ll spend most of my time in Haven One. In the Sirius system. Right? Sure. I’m sure I’ll be working here.

      He wished he could convince himself to feel as certain as he did yesterday. Or even before the meeting with his old boss.

      “Damn it,” he muttered.
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            INTERLUDE - CHILLY RECEPTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Matsushita Hotaru shuddered. Such dramatic displays of emotion felt foreign to him. As the Vice President of Security for TransStell Sol, he had overseen many operations that had a higher body count. He had participated personally in many of those operations. The number of corpses on the bridge should not have phased him. But the scene unfolding in front of him disturbed him in a way he had never experienced.

      This is such an unsavory affair. I can’t believe these crewmen seem so at ease with this, he thought, hands on his hips. Floating just inside the bridge’s port hatch onboard the TransStell Exploratory Fleet vessel Persistence, he watched two crewmen from the German frigate orbiting nearby Ross 248 I. They grunted and groaned as they positioned the last of the frozen corpses into position at the pilot’s station.

      I still can’t believe the German Ministry of Defense agreed to this, Matsushita thought. Thinking of the Minister’s stern expression, Matsushita understood, despite his disbelief. They’re taking this seriously. I suspect they blame themselves. But, really — Alder came out of nowhere. We didn’t see him. Even Terran Consolidated Products didn’t see him.

      “Ah!”

      Matsushita turned when he heard the deep voice from the passageway behind him. He saw General Fridolf Engel, commander of Germany’s space-based military, Raum, glide onto the bridge.

      “I was told I could find you here, VP Matsushita. I see my crewmen have almost finished the, ah, installation.”

      “It appears so,” Matsushita said, shaking the general’s hand. “I very much appreciate you visiting Persistence in person, General.”

      “We take this very seriously,” Engel said, surveying the bridge.

      He acts like this is just another day in space, Matsushita thought. Well, I guess I must look no different.

      “VP Matsushita, I feel compelled to ask you again. Are you certain we must keep this part of the operation secret from our contacts at TCP? They’re leading the fight against the Fourth Reich, after all.”

      Matsushita shot a significant look at the two crewmen who had taken a step back from the corpse. One started to wipe the sweat from his brow, frowned at his hands, and pulled his gloves off first.

      “They’re actually with our Foreign Office,” Engel said, correctly interpreting his look. “We elected not to expose the regular Raum crews to any of this.”

      “Ah,” Matsushita said.

      That explains why they seemed so comfortable. Though I’m sure I don’t want to know what they do routinely, if this is normal for them.

      Matsushita automatically suppressed a smile.

      As if I have any room to talk.

      “Well,” Matsushita said, “I believe you’re aware that my Corporation has been feeding intelligence to TCP?”

      “I’ve heard rumors of such.”

      Matsushita let out a practiced chuckle and said, “Despite that level of cooperation, we have some reservations about how TCP has pursued their campaign.”

      “Do you think they’re just in this for the publicity?”

      “Do you think that, General?”

      Engel regarded Matsushita. The general stood about half a meter taller than the VP of Security. Engel slowly shook his head.

      “No, I don’t. They’re the ones who coined the phrase ‘Fourth Reich.’ They’re the ones who have stirred up public sentiment in our favor. Did a damned good job of it, too. I think they are sincere in their desire to end Alder’s reign.”

      “But?”

      “But? But. I’m not sure… Ah. Well. No point in hiding what you already know, is there?” Engel said. “Between the two of us, Mr. Matsushita, I suspect that TCP is playing a long game. Unusual for a Corporation, but that’s how it seems to me. No offense.”

      “None taken,” Matsushita said. “So you think they aren’t in this to stop Alder, but to take possession of the Epsilon Eridani Fissure and star system?”

      “Well,” Engel said, scrutinizing Matsushita’s expression, “that’s what they did with five other Fissures, isn’t it? They offered discounted services to various governments, obtained the cooperation of those governments, and became the de facto power in those five star systems?”

      Five star systems that are still under the control of the Investment Houses, Matsushita thought. Which is what we need. Feeling bile rising in the back of his throat, he added to himself, We need that, but damn. The price to humanity… Saving humanity is awfully expensive.

      “One has to admire their marketing prowess,” Matsushita said, watching the two crewmen salute Engel before exiting through the starboard hatch. “And their restraint. Ten years ago, TCP might have tried a security fleet solution — and we’d be having a very different conversation right now.”

      “Likely so,” Engel said. “So, you wish to keep this from TCP because, why? Some Corporate games you’re playing?”

      Matsushita studied his fingernails and thought, I wish I could tell him. I believe this man is someone we could trust. But — the Sirius Project will only work if no one on Earth knows. Because if anyone found out, it would eventually come to the attention of the Investment Houses. And our hopes and plans would come to nothing.

      “Yes,” Matsushita said.

      “Hard to believe that anyone would not want to see the Fourth Reich fail, just as a matter of conscience.”

      I can tell him this, at least, Matsushita thought. He said, “General, you know that ‘Fourth Reich’ is just TCP’s marketing moniker, right? That Alder himself doesn’t seem to see it that way?”

      “Oh? We have no intelligence from New Berlin on Bilskirnir. How does the despot see it?”

      Matsushita let his eyes wander across the corpses all around. They had been dressed in standard TransStell fleet uniforms. He looked at the frozen bodies beside the pilot and co-pilot stations. His eyes swept past the corpse at the Security station, past the one floating beside the engineering station, and stopped at the form hovering near the command chair. He could just see the woman’s short brunette hair over the Holo-D table between him and the starboard hatch.

      Yet even those bodies did not chill him as much as the words he prepared to say to Engel.

      “According to our intelligence, Mr. Alder sees himself as the leading edge of the Third Reich.”

      “The… third? Mr. Matsushita, that’s history. It’s dead and buried. Well, until the day Alder stole two of our deep space asteroid rescue fleets, we thought it was buried. How does he figure he’s leading the third?”

      “Because,” Matsushita said, turning to fully face Engel. “Because Mr. Alder thinks that the events leading up to WWII were a caricature of what his movement should have been.”

      Engel’s eyebrows shot up towards his bald scalp.

      “He thought… he thinks… that horror was a…”

      Matsushita watched in silence as Engel turned. Even from behind, he could see the general’s jaw muscles bulging. “Mr. Matsushita, you do remember, don’t you, how many people died in that war? And you’re saying that… That Alder… What are you saying?”

      “I understand your reaction, General Engel. Believe me, this revelation struck me the same way. But I had to put aside my reaction and focus on what this tells us about the conflict here and now. Alder. He is obsessed with correcting what he sees as the mistakes of history,” Matsushita said. “This is why we are taking action outside of TCP’s view. We understand the threat better than they do. Yet, if we bring this to their attention, it would be viewed as us upstaging them. You can’t bring it to their attention, because you had no way of obtaining this intelligence without coming to us.”

      “Ah,” Engel said, nodding as he rotated to Matsushita. Matsushita could see the man’s mind was elsewhere, but the VP appreciated that the general seemed to understand. “TCP nearly destroyed you before. The intelligence you’re feeding them gave you some relief?”

      He drew that conclusion on the slightest of evidence, Matsushita thought. He recalled who the two crewmen who had just left reported to, and suddenly, he wondered.

      Are they watching us as closely as TCP? Well, that’s a stupid question. Of course they are. Our interests just align in this moment.

      “Still,” Engel said. Matsushita saw that the man now spoke with personal conviction. “My impression was that Alder was a madman trying to recapture what he saw as past glory. If what you’re saying’s right — if Alder actually knows what he’s doing, then… I do not like this information, Mr. Matsushita.”

      Welcome to my world.

      “TCP is doing a credible job,” Matsushita said. “They are playing a vital role, in fact. And they have the deep pockets they need to continue the conflict indefinitely. Our fear, and I’m sure your strategists share this perspective, is that they will become complacent while Alder develops technology we all might find inconvenient.”

      Engel and Matsushita locked gazes. Engel’s people had been present when TCP and Germany learned that Alder had industrial printers. Alder’s people had also stolen blueprints for most of the materiel they’d need for full-scale battle fleets. And all the components and supplies to keep them flying.

      The general thinks he understands, Matsushita thought. But he only understands a small fraction. Though he’s right that even that much might be lethal to his forces. My concerns are more long-term.

      “You seem to be in the know,” Engel said in a musing voice. “I don’t suppose you could share some of your intelligence with us?”

      “I would love to,” Matsushita said, allowing the exasperation he felt flow into his voice. “But our agreement with TCP is covered by an NDA and exclusivity clauses. I will do nothing to endanger it — for reasons you have already discerned.”

      “And your plans for this?” Engel said, gesturing around the bridge. “This is also not something you can share with us?”

      “We shared it with your Defense Minister. He approved it. But it must not become generally known until the right time. Though, General?”

      “Yes?”

      “When it becomes known, it would help if you look surprised in a way that makes it seem you’re only mostly surprised.”

      Engel coughed out a laugh and said, “I think I can manage that!”

      “We would all appreciate it,” Matsushita said, managing to bow formally to the general even in zero-g.

      Please make it convincing in an unconvincing way, Matsushita thought, gesturing for the general to precede him through the hatch. An awful lot depends on it.
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      “Why, it’s Generalleutnant Brunner!” a voice said behind her.

      Generalleutnant Luisa Brunner stopped and spun on her heel to confront the speaker.

      This is an interesting coincidence, she thought. Her growing tendency to think in sarcastic tones had begun to concern her.

      “Oberstleutnant Lehner, good morning. I did not know you were in the Ministry of Defense today. I would have stopped by to pay my respects.”

      “Oh, Reichsführer Gruber sends me to and fro,” he said, gesturing vaguely all around. “Keeping His Excellency safe is a full-time job. I’m just glad I can play a role, even if it’s a small one.”

      Well, I can’t argue with your priorities, she thought. Perhaps that’s why I’ve found working with you so productive. Still, seeing you here, now of all times…

      “Tough business, what happened to Silver Fleet,” he said, shaking his head and studying the ground between them. He looked up, his eyes bright under his eyebrows. “I am impressed with how decisively you took care of the cause of that debacle.”

      “Yes, well, I but did my duty. Just as you do yours. It shames me we could not deliver the Sol side of the Fissure to His Excellency. We have the ships. We just don’t have crews.”

      “Still no solution, eh?”

      He knows there’s none, she thought, studying his pale face, his overly red lips making his perpetual grin obvious.

      “We will leave no stone unturned,” she said, her control uncharacteristically slipping to allow some bitterness into her voice.

      Lehner took a step towards her. In a quiet voice, he said, “Generalleutnant, may I give you a word of advice?”

      Why do I feel this way every time he says something like that? Brunner thought. He hasn’t shot me. Not yet, anyway. I should have learned to just hear him out.

      “I welcome your insights, Oberstleutnant. If I didn’t say it before, I’ll say it now. The situation with Silver Fleet might have had a far darker conclusion had you not shared your perspective with me.”

      “Ah. Well, I am very glad to have been of assistance. As for now. Generalleutnant, you have His Excellency’s ear. You know his dedication to avoiding the mistakes of the past. Trust that conviction. Trust him. Push for what you know to be necessary. At least,” he said, chuckling and taking a step back. He dusted invisible dirt from his black uniform jacket. “That’s how it looks to me. You must trust your own judgment, of course.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Lehner. If His Excellency does, in fact, trust me, then that just increases the pressure on me to deliver. And I intend to do just that.”

      “Why do you think he listens to you?” Lehner said. Throwing his arm out and upward in the standard salute, he said, “Good day to you, Generalleutnant! And best of luck.”

      Returning the gesture, she said, “And to you, Oberstleutnant.”

      With a final nod, he reversed direction and disappeared down the corridor.

      That was no coincidence, she thought, turning on her heel and heading for her meeting. She wished she could decide if that realization was good or bad.

      

      “We’ve read the final report. Several times.”

      Brunner, standing at full attention in her blue-gray dress uniform, nodded crisply and said, “Yes, Minister.”

      “And your conclusions have not changed?”

      “They have not, sir.”

      Dietrich Wolf, the Minister of Defense, asked, “You have no further information regarding the incident to share? No more information about why the Indiana decided to visit us at that time, under those circumstances?”

      “That is correct,” Brunner said, her neck and shoulders stiff. With practiced ease, she kept her discomfort off her face. “We have gained no new insights into any aspect of the incident.”

      “Then, might I inquire as to why you asked to meet with the two of us?”

      Brunner’s eyes flicked to Wolf, the man she reported to. She also glanced at Richeza Werner, the Minister of Science.

      “Begging your pardon sir, but I wonder if I might ask for your indulgence?”

      She sensed the two Ministers exchanging glances. Wolf cleared his throat and said, “You’re beginning to make me nervous, Generalleutnant. Yes. Please. Sit down. What is it that’s on your mind?”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, moving to one of the wooden chairs in front of Wolf’s desk. Brunner had requested the meeting be held in Wolf’s office. She had been careful to deliver the invitation herself, in person, just as she had delivered the invitation to Werner. That woman sat on the leather couch against the wall.

      This is too serious a matter to risk interception, she thought. She inwardly grimaced, though her body remained motionless, when she thought of the Schutzstaffel and their extensive surveillance network. She felt confident she was not a target of theirs. She felt just as confident that she wanted to avoid becoming one.

      And yet, Mr. Lehner chose to say hello to me, just minutes before this meeting, Brunner thought. That was surely just a congenial chat between friends.

      Once again, she wondered at her increasing levels of sarcasm.

      “My staff informs me your office is free of any extraneous devices,” Brunner said, her back straight even as she sat.

      “Ah,” Wolf said, nodding. “So it’s one of those conversations. But, of course it is. Yes. My people inform me that we are free to talk here. Put another way, we are free to speak of whatever is necessary to bring His Excellency’s vision to pass.”

      “It is precisely about Chancellor Alder’s vision, and our efforts to make it real, that I wish to speak,” Brunner said.

      “Then, speak,” Wolf said. She watched him settle back in his chair and gesture for her to continue. Werner added her agreement.

      Was Lehner being honest with me? Or setting me up? Brunner thought. She cleared her throat. It doesn’t matter, does it? I still have to do what I need to do.

      “This conclusion is in the report,” she said, nodding to the Holo-D still glowing on Wolf’s desk. “But I’d like to emphasize it. We still have no idea how Indiana managed to be where she was in the same timeframe that we planned to launch our assault. Orbital mechanics are a precise science. Yes, we have traced her course backward. Yes, we believe the ship made a base in the outer debris field. There wasn’t time for her to go farther out. But for her to have a weapon that could target our AIs…”

      When she trailed off, Werner said, “If it is any consolation, I’ve had my people working that angle for some time.”

      Approximately since I shot your Secretary of Technological Sovereignty and Innovation, I bet, Brunner thought. Despite that, she admired Werner’s dedication. Werner could have objected to the action. She could have played politics. Instead, she had done what she had to do.

      Which is the same thing I’m trying to do, Brunner thought. She clamped her teeth tightly together as a wave of camaraderie engulfed her.

      Werner said, “We have theoretical models that explain how such a thing was possible — but only by making assumptions we can’t verify and that do not seem reasonable. There is something here that we do not yet understand.”

      “I fear such ignorance, in front of His Excellency,” Brunner said, keeping her expression contrite. She examined Wolf and Werner’s face for any telltale signs.

      “There is something you should fear more,” Werner said. She leaned forward, grasped her knees, and studied her knuckles. “You should fear feigned certainty where none exists.”

      Excellent, Brunner thought. Then, let’s try this.

      “I concur,” Wolf said, nodding cordially to Werner. “Rest assured, Generalleutnant Brunner. His Excellency demands our honesty. It’s natural to want to deliver perfection in service of his lofty vision. But if we can’t deliver perfection, we must at least deliver honesty. Competency, certainly. But honesty above all.”

      “I appreciate hearing that, Minister Wolf,” Brunner said. “Then, in the spirit of honesty, I must tell you. I can see no way of being ready for another attempt in anything under a year. I know that we have the hardware ready. I know that we had hoped to have possession of the Sol side of the Fissure by now. But we just don’t have the crews.”

      “And conscription of people without the aptitude would be worse than waiting,” Wolf said in a musing voice. “Service onboard a spaceship is even more strenuous than the demands placed on a submariner.”

      “Just so,” Brunner said. While his reaction was everything she hoped it would be, she still felt hollow at the admission. “Hearing that you have no objection to this conclusion, I would like to say that as we vet the population for people with the aptitude — people who might not yet know they have such latent abilities — there are other things we can do. Other steps we can take to better defend ourselves.”

      “I have already laid some of the groundwork with the Labor Minister,” Wolf said, smiling grimly. “We’ve had to delay the next several months’ worth of new ships, but soon we will have two more industrial printers online. They will be dedicated to defense.”

      “I fear New Amsterdam will have to make do with old-fashioned construction techniques,” Werner said. Brunner disliked the rictus on the woman’s face.

      It looks so out of place, given how willing she was to hand me the pistol, Brunner thought. She returned her attention to Wolf.

      “Sir, that is excellent news.”

      “Not only that, Generalleutnant Brunner,” Werner said, sitting back and folding her hands in her lap. Her face had relaxed into a more natural smile. “My team just presented me with some promising research.”

      “Secretary Krüger’s work has begun to bear fruit?” Brunner asked. She allowed her eyebrows to move upward.

      “Indeed,” Werner said. Brunner thought she saw relief on the older woman’s face. “It’s not quite ready…”

      All three of them looked at Wolf’s Holo-D. It flashed red, blue-white, red. After sharing a concerned look with Brunner, Wolf answered it.

      “Yes?”

      “Minister Wolf, apologies for the interruption,” a woman’s voice said.

      She’s one of the fleet communications officers, Brunner thought. Her personal Holo-D began to vibrate urgently. Forcing herself to remain focused and calm, she felt her left eyebrow arch.

      Dáinsleif is calling, she thought. That’s Generalmajor Hofer’s ID.

      The fleet communications officer said, “Sir, we have just detected something exiting the Fissure.”

      “We have protocols for that,” Wolf snapped. “Still, I cannot consider this good…”

      “Sir, begging your pardon, but… please allow me to patch you into Blue Fleet.”

      “I have Generalmajor Hofer on the line now, sir,” Brunner said. “May I?”

      Wolf nodded and gestured to his Holo-D. Brunner threw her display to the larger holographic display.

      “Sir,” Herbert Hofer, the generalmajor Brunner had placed in command of Blue Fleet, said as his head and shoulders materialized above Wolf’s desk. “We have observed several asteroids of a variety of sizes come in through the Fissure. Many of them included low-yield nuclear devices.”

      “Casualties?” Wolf asked. Brunner pressed her lips together.

      The time lag is going to be quite frustrating, she thought.

      Wolf shook his head when he remembered that real-time communications were not possible.

      “I hope he…” Wolf began.

      “Our assets remain undamaged. No casualties. The enemy does not seem to be targeting our defenses — not our ships, not our sensor platforms. They’re passing into our space and just blowing up in seemingly random patterns.”

      “Diversion,” Brunner said. Wolf frowned in thought.

      “Generalleutnant, we suspect the explosions are a diversion,” Hofer said. “I have directed our sensor operators to become creative. Either the diversion is itself supposed to draw our attention, or our enemy has a new capability. We will immediately report any findings.”

      “Mr. Wolf, may I ask that we adjourn so I may oversee our response?” Brunner asked, standing.

      “Of course,” Wolf said, rising as well. He gestured to the door.

      “Generalleutnant,” Hofer’s voice said. “We are responding according to protocol. We see no need to deviate at this time. I will report all significant findings. Hofer, out.”

      “Mr. Wolf, I am heading for the basement C&C. I will inform you when I arrive.”

      “Good hunting, Generalleutnant!”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Brunner marched for the stairs. As the sound of her heels echoed in the corridor, she mentally reviewed the formation of Blue Fleet, now on active Fissure defense duty, and Yellow Fleet, in formation around Bilskirnir. She shook her head slowly.

      Unless they’re willing to commit more ships than they have on the other side of the Fissure, there’s no way they’d try a direct assault. So, what are they trying to do? Did TCP suddenly develop courage? At the same time they lost the intellect to use it?

      Despite trying to sound self-assured, her stride almost faltered when she recalled the Indiana.

      What am I not considered? What is their objective? And who are they?

      She took the steps down two at a time. Possibilities cascading through her mind, she threw open the doors to the first basement level and headed for the fleet command-and-control center.

      I cannot allow this to continue. Careful to keep her expression impassive, she thought, His Excellency cannot allow it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            MALHOTRA - RESTART

          

        

      

    

    
      Ira Malhotra stood, arms crossed. She looked down at the three massive Holo-D displays lining the room below her. They dominated the Security Command-and-Control Center in Haven City. She scowled at the production schedule taking shape on the left Holo-D.

      Opening a channel to the man sitting at one of the consoles nearest that screen, Malhotra said, “Mr. Torres?”

      “Yes, Director Malhotra?”

      She took in a breath at his use of her title.

      We’re both Directors, she told herself. I can’t just order him around. I’m not onboard a ship right now.

      She sensed someone enter the small office behind her, an office on loan from the Security team.

      Well, if they can’t be bothered to announce themselves, I can’t be bothered to acknowledge them, she thought. Out loud, she said, “I appreciate the effort you’re putting into accelerating the delivery schedule. I could not ask for better support from Manufacturing Services. But that date is still six months past what the operation requires.”

      “We’re still refining,” he said. Malhotra, still ignoring whoever had entered the room, stepped forward. Looking through the angled window, she could see Jose Torres, Director of Manufacturing Services, swivel in his chair and look up at her. “The Cocytus-class ship is a completely new design, and I’m afraid we’re still working through some of the new processes we have to develop to support her.”

      I had hoped they would come to these conclusions on their own, Malhotra thought. She pulled out her pendant Holo-D, found the files her engineer onboard ship had created for her, and sent them to Torres.

      “Mr. Torres, I completely understand. That’s why I’ve provided new requirements — requirements that don’t demand such a radical new design. I don’t need fighter bays, and I don’t need so much offensive firepower. What I need is a platform that allows me to command multiple fleets.”

      “And we’ve updated the design several times to accommodate your new requirements. I appreciate your clarity, Director Malhotra. My team has found it easy to apply your⁠—”

      She saw Torres look down at his own pendant Holo-D when he received her files. Seeing an opportunity, she said, “Perhaps looking at this from a different perspective will help. I asked my engineer onboard Resolution to take a look at the situation.”

      Well, she’s technically not my engineer, Malhotra thought. But I think he’ll get the point.

      She said, “We thought that starting from the Gallant-class design and building out might be more efficient. Hopefully faster.”

      “But the power requirements… oh. Huh. Director Malhotra, please give me some time for my teams to review this.”

      He looked up, and the grin she saw surprised her.

      Torres said, “One of my people actually suggested something like this. But, well, someone thought you might be married to the characteristics of the original design, and… Let me get back with you, okay?”

      “Of course,” Malhotra said, nodding in an exaggerated way to make sure he could see her from the control center’s floor. “I appreciate your help and flexibility, Jose.”

      “Ira, we’ll get right on it,” he said. He turned to the console, apparently to put his words into action.

      “Not bad,” a woman’s voice said behind her.

      “Oh!” Malhotra said, spinning around. “Linda! I wish you would have said something!”

      “You seemed busy.”

      Malhotra wondered at the shrewd expression that Linda Southfield, VP of Exploratory Services and her boss, gave her.

      “What?” Malhotra said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You see something. You’re worried. What is it?” Blowing out a fast breath and squaring her shoulders, she said, “Sorry. How can I help, Linda? You obviously have something on your mind.”

      Smiling, Southfield walked to the window overlooking the control center below. She gestured for Malhotra to join her.

      Nodding to their right, Southfield said, “What do you see there?”

      “Well, I see Matvei and Katya working on our strategy. You can see their work on the center and right screens.”

      “Yes. And what else?”

      Katya Trutnev, the Supervisor of the Resolution, sat in the right-most chair. Matvei Kuzmich, a Manager Malhotra had been forced to keep in command of a single ship, the Tenacity, sat to her left. Malhotra wrinkled her nose at the number of takeout containers piled on the chair beside Kuzmich. The console in front of him seemed to have sprouted empty coffee cups.

      “It appears my Manager of Twenty-First Fleet has neglected his custodial duties.”

      “Ira?”

      “Yes, Linda?”

      Sighing in apparent exasperation, Southfield crossed her arms and said, “What time did you start today?”

      “Oh six hundred sharp.”

      “What time is it now?”

      “Um,” Malhotra said, glancing at the various clocks along the top of the massive Holo-Ds. “It appears to be slightly after twenty-one hundred.”

      “Uh, huh.”

      “My team is used to long hours,” Malhotra said. She had to consciously not cross her arms.

      “And Mr. Torres and his team?”

      “You just saw him smile when I gave him permission to change the design.”

      “I saw him smile in relief when you gave him permission to do something reasonable that might get them out of here sometime soon!”

      Malhotra looked down at Torres’s back. He seemed to be in an animated conversation with someone via Holo-D.

      “He appears content to me.”

      “Ira, look. I love how you’ve turned this around. I could not be more thrilled with how you’ve embraced the challenge in your own way. I…”

      “Yes, yes, you’ve given me the praise bit. I know what kind of sandwich you’re serving. What’s really on your mind?”

      “You don’t think Matvei looks tired?”

      “He always looks like that.”

      “You don’t think the heap of food containers is a hint?”

      “He’s never been particularly strict with his housekeeping.”

      “Ira!”

      Malhotra turned and put her palms on the console in front of the window. She forced herself to take a few calming breaths.

      “Linda,” she said, locking her gaze on an empty console between Kuzmich and Torres. “You weren’t there. I’ll grant you — you knew what was at stake. You fought through the facts, you weighed the alternatives, and with the rest of the Executive Team, you concluded that we had exactly two options. We could either technologically cripple Epsilon Eridani or exterminate them.”

      Malhotra appreciated that Southfield didn’t speak in the moment of silence. Malhotra needed that moment to organize her thoughts.

      She said, “When it came to it, when it looked like I’d have to pull the trigger… Linda, I couldn’t do it. I’m not doing it. I’m not committing mass murder, even if it’s to save the human race. Greater good? How can a greater good justify murder? Short answer: I say it can’t. And if that answer’s not good enough, replace me. In fact, I’ll offer my resignation right now.”

      Malhotra grimaced at the sound of her own voice. The words had just tumbled out. Months of walling them off had imposed an emotional toll that had just come due.

      “Ira,” Southfield said in a quiet voice.

      Malhotra pushed herself upright and turned to face her VP.

      Southfield said, “I honestly can’t imagine what you went through. I was all the way back here at Sirius. I could wring my hands and feel guilty. Sure. That sucked. But… goddamn, Ira. I’m sorry to have put you in that position!”

      “You command the fleets. It’s your job,” Malhotra said, her smile genuine.

      “We’ve been all through this already. No need to go back over it. I support your direction, Ira. Not everyone in Epsilon Eridani is a freaking Nazi. Your plan means we can leave those people alive. And who knows?”

      Southfield shrugged and grinned, saying, “Maybe TCP or someone else can free them. That’s not our task. We’re having enough trouble with the Sirius Project! So don’t worry. I support you. The whole Executive Team supports you. Hell, the Board supports you. Which means…”

      Southfield’s sweeping gesture took in the team working below.

      “You were in the sprint phase of this race while you were in Epsilon Eridani,” Southfield said. “We have eyes on that system now, and everything’s quiet.”

      “For now,” Malhotra said.

      “Yes. For now. Which means we are now in the marathon phase of this operation. Yes, push the teams as hard as you need to. But we’re all stretched thin. Push them too hard, well. You know.”

      “Yes, I know,” she said, clasping her hands behind her back. “And I know that… Damn it, Linda. I know. It’s just… I can see the solution. I think. It’s right there. We just need to get there before Alder’s ready to move again. This new plan, with support from TransStell Sol and a few of its Gallants…”

      “Don’t forget the generous donation of some universities.”

      “I’m still not happy we had to use bodies donated for medical research, but yes. With all that help, we have the material for the first phase of the plan. I need to get the second and third phases ready to go before Alder takes the Sol side of the Fissure. You know what it means if he accomplishes that.”

      “Yes, I do,” Southfield said. “And I know what happens if you work yourself to death. Or, as if more likely, you work everyone else to death and wonder what happened.”

      “I…” Malhotra said. She stopped when she realized she could not defend her position. “Okay, I get it. But I swear to you that I haven’t asked anyone to work longer hours than I’m working.”

      “Which still doesn’t bode well for mere mortals,” Southfield said, chuckling.

      Malhotra just shook her head.

      “It’s important I make sure you understand that,” Southfield said. An amused note in her voice drew Malhotra’s gaze. “I mean, it’d be unseemly.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “For an Executive Director to work people to death.”

      “A… what?”

      “I’m promoting you to Executive Director, effective immediately.”

      Malhotra closed her mouth after she realized it hung open.

      Southfield said, “You’re doing the work. Have been for a while now. It’ll help team cohesion if you have the right title. It’ll give you room to promote some of your own people.”

      Malhotra noticed
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