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Chase Konrad leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes as his private jet began its takeoff from the private airport near the Bifrost-S complex at the base of Mt. Kilimanjaro. He had just returned from an aerial inspection of the section of ocean off the coast of Tanzania where the Aquarius Ocean Thermal Energy Concept platform had been before a missile fired from a Chinese submarine destroyed it. By the time the VTOL craft had brought him there, what was left of the platform had sunk beneath the waves leaving only debris. Search and Rescue had already recovered six bodies. Konrad was relieved that he hadn’t seen any more. He had kept his composure during the inspection flight but seeing a body would have broken the dam holding back his emotions. He had gotten to know everyone who had worked on the platform. They weren’t just faceless names on a report. They were real people with faces, personalities, and families. There was no doubt that the Chinese were responsible. They hadn’t claimed responsibility, but they hadn’t denied it either, and no one else had any rational motive for the attack. China did, at least in their own minds, as payback for what happened on Mars to their people. Everyone else accepted that Konrad, Cynthia Redondo, and Greg Treacher had acted in self-defense, but not in Chinese eyes. And what made the loss of Aquarius worse was that there was nothing that Konrad or his companies could do to avenge the deaths of his employees. At least not on Earth, anyway. That thought led to an examination of possible acts of retribution on Mars or maybe on Phobos, but right now, there were no concrete, specific ideas of how to do that. And Konrad was still calm enough to acknowledge that in terms of relative power, his resources compared to China’s were equivalent to an ant versus an elephant. 

The thought of resources turned his focus to the financial situation of the Bifrost-S and Aquarius-S companies. Without the OTEC platform, Aquarius-S was just an empty shell. Its administrative staff now had literally nothing to do, and the company would soon run out of cash if it continued to pay them. He hated the idea of laying them off, but unless he could find a way of replacing the lost platform, he’d be running the risk that trying to keep paying the admin staff might jeopardize his other companies. Bifrost-S was also facing serious financial troubles. Without Aquarius, the Bifrost catapult was out of business, and the customers who had already paid deposits on future launch services would want their money back along with cancellation fees. Konrad suppressed the impulse to curse out loud when he remembered that one of those customers was the Chinese state-owned telecommunications company. Refunding their deposit was bad enough, but paying them the cancellation fee added insult to injury. And then there was the question of bringing Daedalus One back to Earth. SpaceX CEO Lynne Hollywell had promised that SpaceX would not charge Bifrost-S for bringing D-1 back down as a show of gratitude for his help saving two of their astronauts. But the SpaceX Board of Directors had suddenly gotten cold feet after the attack on Aquarius. The Chinese government had, so far at least, not attacked any SpaceX asset, and the Board was now afraid that a free retrieval of the Daedalus spacecraft might anger the Chinese enough to move against SpaceX. The Board was still willing to send a starship up to bring D-1 back down but not for free, and Konrad didn’t know if Bifrost-S had enough money to pay the cost. His micro-digital currency company was still throwing off cash, so the situation wasn’t hopeless, but it was serious. When he returned to company HQ, he’d have to sit down with his financial staff and go over the numbers, and he was not looking forward to that.

It was midnight when the jet touched down at the private airport near Houston, Texas. Otto Kuzak, Aquarius-S’s Chief of Operations, greeted Konrad as he exited the plane. Kusak had wanted to join him on the inspection flight, but Konrad had told him to stay at the company Head Office to provide a sense of continuity to the staff there. 

“How was the flight?” asked Kuzak.

Konrad snorted. “Too goddamned long. I wish Boeing would hurry up and get their super-sonic jet finished. How are things at the Head Office?”

Kuzak shook his head, his expression changing from friendly to somber. “Morale is worse now than when you briefly checked in after returning from Mars. People have had time for the reality of the news to sink in and to start worrying about their futures.”

“Did you tell them that the rumors of immediate mass terminations are untrue?”

“Yeah, I did. The reaction was fine, but what about next week, next month? They’re smart enough to know that the company can’t keep paying them to do nothing forever.”

Konrad nodded but didn’t respond right away. He began walking toward the limo that would take him to his residence. Kuzak fell in beside him. Once inside the vehicle, the two men waited in silence as the jet crew brought Konrad’s luggage to the limo to be loaded in the trunk. As soon as that was done, the vehicle began moving. 

“I've done a lot of thinking on the flight back, Otto. I want you to get the engineering staff together tomorrow morning and tell them to start looking at how well an OTEC complex could operate if it was situated on the coast at the water's edge." Konrad smiled when he saw the look of surprise on Kuzak's face.

"Ah... okay. That's definitely an idea worth looking into, but...the Chinese could still destroy it with another missile if they wanted to, couldn't they?"

"Theoretically, yes. But there would be a couple of differences. First of all, attacking a target on Tanzanian land would run the risk that the Tanzanian government would consider that an act of war, whereas the destruction of an offshore installation, even within territorial waters, is easier for them to turn a blind eye to. Secondly, now that we know what the threat could be, we can take steps to counter-act that threat. The Chinese used a missile to strike Aquarius from the air, but because it was a floating installation, they could have used torpedoes. If we put the complex on land, then the only way to attack it is by air, and I'm pretty sure that we could buy anti-missile defensive systems that would automatically fire at any incoming aerial object. If the US government doesn't let us buy that kind of system from a US company, I'm sure the Japanese would be willing to sell us their version."

Kuzak nodded. "Ha. I'm sure they would, too, after that confrontation with China over Taiwan. The Japanese would jump at the chance to thwart what they've already called Chinese hegemonic aggression. But since a land installation will have to have much longer intake pipes, the efficiency may suffer."

Konrad shrugged. "If it does, it does. If we need to scale up the plant's size to compensate, that's what we'll do, if it can be done at all, and if the company can get the money to build the darn thing."

“Yeah, the money. There’s that little detail too. I’m glad you understand that finance stuff. It’s way over my head.”

Konrad chuckled. “It was over my head, too, but I forced myself to learn it. Learning finance's arcane nuances is easier than learning how to manage the complexities of Operations. Aquarius would still be just a paper project without you to make sure things get done.”

“I thank you for those kind words, Boss, but I can’t take all the credit. I’ve got a great team behind me.”

Konrad nodded. “Yes, and you deserve credit for building that team. Giving them something to work on will hopefully improve morale too.” 

The conversation seemed to have reached a natural end as the limo pulled into the Aquarius-S corporate Head Office's parking lot. Konrad ‘heard’ his brain implant advise him of an incoming call as the vehicle came to a stop.

“Hollywell’s calling me. I’ll take it in the limo. You go on in, Otto.”

“Right. Glad to have you back, Boss.”

When Kuzak exited the limo, Konrad accepted the call. “Hello, Lynne.”

“Hello, Chase. Where are you now?

“I’m sitting in a limo parked in front of the Company Head Offices.”

“Oh. Okay. I called because I’m curious to hear how the inspection flight went.”

“Well, we didn’t crash into the ocean where the platform used to be, so I guess the flight went okay. There’s nothing left but some floating debris. I wasn’t expecting to see more, but I had to visit the site personally. I owed the people who died there that much.”

Hollywell didn’t respond right away. After a few seconds' pause, she spoke in a subdued voice. “I hope SpaceX never loses people like that. It’s a huge tragedy.”

“It’s more than that, Lynne. It’s indiscriminate murder. They lost people on Mars, and they wanted me to lose people on Earth. As far as I’m concerned, the Chinese leadership has declared war on my companies.”

“I can see why you feel that way, but realistically, you can’t fight a war with China.”

“Well, I think you mean that I can’t win a war with China, but I can strike back if I can find a way to rebuild the OTEC platform.”

“I’m not following you, Chase. How would replacing Aquarius enable you to strike back, unless you mean financially instead of militarily?”

Konrad opened his mouth to respond but decided it was premature to share the crazy idea he had conceived on the plane. “I guess I was just thinking in terms of foiling their effort to ruin me by rebuilding Aquarius as a financially successful enterprise.”

“And that’s related to why I called,” said Hollywell. “I’ve been spending most of my waking hours over the last several days since you landed back on Earth talking to my Board of Directors about how SpaceX could help Bifrost-S and Aquarius-S keep their financial heads above water. I was making pretty good progress, too, until our Board Chair received a visit from one of the Chinese diplomats stationed at their embassy in Washington. This individual made it clear that if SpaceX helped you in any way, directly or indirectly, the Chinese government would retaliate against both SpaceX and Tesla. Half of Tesla’s profits come from producing and selling cars in China. If Tesla’s megafactory in China were forced to shut down, Tesla’s stock price would crash, and because of the financial links between SpaceX and Tesla, that would impact SpaceX too. The Board Chair passed that threat on to E. M., and at his urging, the Board decided to cut all ties with your two companies. Unfortunately, we won’t be retrieving your Daedalus spacecraft from orbit. I threatened to resign in protest, but they called my bluff. I wish I had the guts to do it, but I don’t, and I’m ashamed for being so weak. I’m sorry, Chase.”

Konrad didn’t hesitate. “I’m glad you’re still CEO there, Lynne. SpaceX owes its success to you, and if you left the company, I’d consider that another tactical victory for the Chinese. And I don’t blame you-know-who for not wanting to risk everything he’s built over the past three decades to help me. He was faced with a tough call, and I honestly don’t know that I would have decided differently if I had been in his shoes. Give him my regards when you talk with him, and tell him I understand his decision.”

“I will. I was told I should have as little further contact with you as possible since the Chinese are probably monitoring communications between us. Even encrypted calls. They might not know what we’d be saying to each other, but just knowing that we were communicating might piss them off.”

“Then let’s not risk that. If I absolutely have to contact you, I’ll do it the old-fashioned way with a printed letter sent through the mail.”

Hollywell laughed. “Ha. Yes. That would work. Okay, Chase. Good luck to you, and bye for now.”

“Thanks, Lynne.” Konrad heard the click that confirmed termination of the call. As he entered the building, he found a group of staff members clustered around Kuzak, who stopped talking when he saw Konrad. The circle opened up to let Konrad join Kuzak.

“I told this group about the land-based OTEC study. We were already getting into technical considerations,” said Kuzak.

“That’s fine,” said Konrad. “Does anyone have any non-technical questions?”

One of the engineering team leaders raised his hand. “Yes, Sir. How will the company find the money to build it?”

Both Konrad and Kuzak chuckled. “Naturally, you asked the one question I don’t have an answer for right now. While the engineering teams look at if a land-based platform is workable, I’ll meet with the financial staff of Aquarius-S, Bifrost-S, and the Microcredit company to see if the money can be raised internally. I suspect not, but we have some pretty savvy beancounters working with us, and they may find a way to swing it. Knowing if the land-based approach makes sense is the first step. Estimating its cost will be the second step, and the final answer to the question of funding will have to wait until we have a good handle on the cost of getting it built and operating. So there is some urgency to getting these two steps done as quickly as possible. I don’t need detailed construction plans at this point. But the cost estimate should be as carefully calculated as possible with an appropriate contingency factor built in. Any other questions?” To his surprise, there were none. He turned to Kuzak.

“I’ll let you get things moving here. I’m going to cross the Bifrost bridge to confer with Otto Hall and talk to his people.”

“Okay, Boss. Everybody follow me up to the main conference room. Let’s go.”

Konrad watched the group head for the elevator bank, he then took the escalator to the mezzanine level, then walked over to the suspended walkway that allowed access between the two halves of the building separated by the covered space containing the massive fountain. He couldn’t remember who had come up with the nickname Bifrost bridge for the walkway. Somehow calling it the Aquarius bridge just didn’t sound right. Konrad found Hall in his office. The expression on his Chief of Operations’ face was not quite what Konrad would call depressed, but close to it.

“How was the trip back, Boss?”

“Way too long. What’s the bad news, Otto? Wait. Let me guess. The cancellation penalty fees?” 

Hall nodded. “We’re already getting penalty fee claims. The Chinese were the first ones to demand payment. That one really sticks in my craw. They’ll actually make money from destroying Aquarius. If only....”

“If only what?”

Hall sighed. “Well, the Chinese wanted us to launch a relatively small, relatively light science package into LEO. One of our engineers wondered if the catapult capacitors could hold enough power to throw that package in orbit. When he crunched the numbers, he discovered that they could. Normally we use the capacitors to handle the peak load that would otherwise exceed Aquarius’s ability to supply the necessary power. You might remember that we decided to overbuild the capacitors in anticipation of needing the extra load factor for rapid-fire launches. If we had some way of charging the capacitors, we could launch that Chinese package, and then they would have to pay us instead of us paying them.”

Konrad considered that for a few seconds before responding. “What about buying power from the local Tanzanian utility?”

Hall shook his head. “I thought of that, too, and I checked. They were buying surplus power from Aquarius, so they now have a shortage, at least during peak demand hours. At night, they have a small surplus.” Hall held his hand up when he saw that Konrad was about to say something. “I know what you’re thinking. Is that surplus enough to power the capacitors over time? Theoretically, yes. But, it would take about nine months, assuming that the nightly surplus remained constant. Looking at power loads over the last year or so, the demand, even at night, fluctuates up and down by wide enough swings that I doubt the capacitors could be charged in nine months. Even if they could, the contract with the Chinese state company specifies that the package has to be launched within eight months, or they have the option to cancel the contract and demand the same penalty fee.”

“Damn. Okay, get our engineers together in a room, all of them, and conduct a brainstorming session. How do we find enough power to fully charge the capacitors within eight months? You can tell them that whoever comes up with the idea that works will receive a year’s salary as a bonus.”

Hall grinned. “That might work, but they might generate dozens of ideas.”

“Great! Then they can analyze all those ideas to see which ones will or won’t work. If the list can be whittled down to two or three that might work, I’ll get the beancounters and the lawyers involved to see if we can afford to try one. An idea’s no good if we don’t have the financial resources to try it.”

“I’ll get that organized right away. Did you want to sit in on the session?”

Konrad shook his head. “My presence might discourage someone from suggesting an idea that they’re afraid I might consider silly. Don’t discourage any idea right off the bat, no matter how silly it might at first appear. You never know when a silly idea might trigger an ‘aha’ moment from someone else. Just get the ideas recorded during the session. Let them percolate around everyone’s brain for twenty-four hours, and then the silly ideas can be weeded out.”

“Got it. I’d love to find a way to launch that Chinese package, and then we’d get to demand payment from them!” Hall’s expression turned from excited to puzzled when he saw his boss shake his head while chuckling.

“Normally, we only insist on partial payment before the launch and final payment afterward. But given who we’re talking about, I’m going to exercise the option in the contract to require full payment upfront before the launch.”

“Oh, that’s sneaky, but I love it.”

It took a week to weed out the unpractical ideas from the list of 21 that the brainstorming session came up with. When Hall entered Konrad’s office with a tablet in his hand, Konrad noticed that his COO’s expression was somewhat somber.

“How many ideas made the shortlist?” asked Konrad.

“Just one. It’s actually a pretty good idea, but I wish we had more in case the beancounters say it’s too expensive.”

“Well, keep in mind that the beancounters don’t have the final say. Even if we end up losing money on this launch, I might go ahead with it anyway just to thumb our noses at the Chinese. Let’s see the idea.” Hall handed him the tablet. As Konrad read it, Hall could see his boss’s eyebrows rise in surprise.

“I think you’re right, Carl. This is a pretty good idea. Did someone check to see if the VTOL can handle the weight?”

“They did, and it can.”

“And the power lines can be connected to the catapult power system?”

“It’ll take a bit of work to drill down far enough to make the connection, but the engineering is doable.”

“Good. Get started immediately, along with the purchase agreement for surplus power from the local utility.”

“What about the beancounters?” asked Hall.

“Oh, I’ll get their input too because we need to know how much this will cost, but I want this launch. I’ll find the money somehow.”

As soon as his COO had left his office, Konrad began making calls.
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Two hundred thirty-three days later:

Konrad stood next to the launch bunker on top of Kilimanjaro and looked at what his Company’s engineers had accomplished. Thirty-four large cargo containers were stacked in a way that formed a triangle. Each container held a wind turbine that squeezed incoming wind down through a narrow tunnel, causing the airflow to speed up, where it turned a turbine that was connected to a generator. The top of Kilimanjaro was the perfect place for mobile generators designed for locations like ski resorts or remote mountain villages. It was windy almost all the time, and the wind came from the same direction about 89% of the time. Getting all 34 containers to the mountain's top and hooked up fast enough to top off the capacitors in time for the launch had turned out to be a major logistical challenge, but his team had managed to pull it off. The same vertical takeoff and landing aircraft that usually carried personnel to the launch bunker was powerful enough to lift the containers to the top one at a time. Bifrost-S had hired extra pilots and crew to take turns flying the craft to avoid pilot fatigue. The same winds that generated the extra power at the summit made placing a five-tonne container in exactly the right spot tricky and nerve-wracking. Konrad didn’t hesitate to pay for the relief crews. A tired pilot was a pilot that made mistakes, and those had to be avoided at all costs. 

With all 34 containers in place and hooked up, the catapult’s capacitors were receiving a steady flow of electrons and were expected to be fully charged by the scheduled launch date 27 days hence. Konrad turned around to look with electronic binoculars down the mountain at the above-ground complex located over the end of the catapult tunnel. The binoculars were powerful enough to see the Chinese cargo plane come in for a landing at the airstrip next to the complex. It was carrying the science package that would be launched. How strange that when we told them we could launch the package, they initially stalled about going ahead with the launch and then suddenly changed their minds and agreed to it again.

Further thoughts were interrupted by his brain implant, reminding him of his chance to see Daedalus One pass by. He lowered the binoculars and looked up at the western sky. With the sun behind him, it should be possible to see sunlight reflected off the Daedalus One spacecraft as it came up over the horizon. There it was! The tiny dot of light appeared to be rising up, but Konrad knew that was just the result of the changing angle he was seeing it from. Its orbital altitude was constant. That was good because it gave him time to find a way to bring the craft back to Earth. But that was only half the battle. D-1 would eventually use up all its battery power and no longer respond to instructions from the ground. At that point, getting it back down would require an astronaut's visit to perform the same operation as a tow truck driver jumpstarting a car’s dead battery. And getting that astronaut to orbit meant using SpaceX’s starship/booster rocket, which was impossible for the foreseeable future. Sending an unmanned refueling tanker up on one of SpaceX’s competitors to automatically dock with and refuel Daedalus One was technically possible but financially difficult. Unlike SpaceX, the other launch services companies did not build reusable rockets, and therefore each launch had to earn enough money to cover the cost of building each rocket. The cost of sending up the tanker in that way was 13 times what SpaceX would have charged had they been willing to do it and twice the cost of building a new Daedalus craft from scratch. And there’s no point in doing that if SpaceX won’t buy it from us. If pressed, Konrad would have reluctantly admitted that there was no longer any good economic reason to retrieve the D-1 craft now that Bifrost-S had lost its only potential customer. No other company was planning on establishing a colony on Mars. And given the difficulties the first SpaceX team of astronauts had encountered, he was no longer sure if SpaceX would continue pursuing that dream. But he hated letting Daedalus One become a derelict in orbit. 

With the craft now overhead, the hull's shape reflected less sunlight in Konrad’s direction, and the dot of light gradually faded until it was gone. He resisted the impulse to look to the east. He was on the wrong side of Kilimanjaro’s summit to see the construction site for the new OTEC complex. The basic foundations for the new complex had been laid, and construction was starting to ramp up. Financing the new complex was much easier than expected once he acknowledged that his Aquarius-S corporation was unlikely to find the funds entirely on its own. The solution had come from the Tanzanian government. The loss of the first complex had impacted them too. The surplus electricity it generated had been sold for a very low price to the local utility, and the protein-rich powdered form of the blue-green algae and seafood the complex had started harvesting as a byproduct of nutrient-rich water from the ocean bottom had been a major plus for the country. They wanted that benefit again. With confirmation from the World Bank that Tanzania could borrow the $1.3 billion needed to pay for a new OTEC complex, the government approached Aquarius-S with an offer. Tanzania would enter into a contract with the company and pay it to build and then operate the new complex. The complex itself would be owned by the government, but Aquarius-S would operate it for a management fee, and Bifrost-S would be able to buy the power it needed to operate the catapult for a price per megawatt-hour that allowed Bifrost-S to still make a profit on each launch. It was a win-win for everyone, and since the complex would be a Tanzanian government facility, any hostile action would be a direct attack on Tanzania and not on Aquarius-S. The downside was the 13 months it would take to get the new complex built and operational. Until then, Bifrost-S was on financial life-support. The Chinese launch fees would help, but every surplus dollar generated by his Mircrocredit company was being used to keep his other two companies afloat. And that wouldn’t be enough to keep all the engineers at Bifrost-S on the payroll. He had to let some go. He knew it. Carl Hall knew it, and the engineers knew it too. With work on the Daedalus/tug project at a standstill, there was literally nothing for them to do now. A few had recognized what was coming down the road and had already found jobs elsewhere. Konrad knew he was making the financial situation worse by procrastinating over the layoffs, but he just couldn’t bring himself to issue the necessary directives to HR.

An hour later, he exited the VTOL aircraft on the landing strip next to the main catapult complex at the mountain's base. Warden Sarnow, the Bifrost Launch Complex Director, met him with a frown on his face.

“We have a problem with the Chinese payload,” said Sarnow. “The technicians sent along with the package are adamant that they be the only ones to load the satellite onto the launch sled. They don’t want any of our people touching the damn thing.”

“Did they say why?”

Sarnow shook his head. “We asked more than once. They refuse to explain why. They’re standing around the pallet like security guards. They won’t even let us get near it. I can’t help wondering if there’s something about it they don’t want us to see.”

“Is it possible the satellite contains cutting-edge tech that they’re afraid we’ll copy?”

“I don’t see how. It’s supposed to be a satellite designed to observe and measure climate conditions over time. Other countries sent up similar satellites decades ago. The basic technology has been around that long. You’d think from how they’re acting that they were the first to build something like that.”

“Okay, is there any technical reason why our people have to get close to it to load it on the sled?”

“Well...no, I guess not. Our people can supervise the loading from a few feet back.”

“Then let’s do that. This might be their way of looking for an excuse to cancel the contract so that they can get back the money they’ve paid us.”

Sarnow sighed. “Okay. But I’m telling you, they don’t act like techies. They act like military pukes.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that they are military personnel. It would be typical of the kind of paranoia that their government has displayed before. The
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