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            MALHOTRA - HAMMERS AND SCALPELS

          

        

      

    

    
      Supervisor Ira Malhotra realized she had been lost in thought.

      She said to herself, I’m trying to decide the training exercises for tomorrow, right?

      No, she reflected. She was really trying to decide how to decide. That realization felt like a physical weight. Because of that, she tried to plan even more meticulously than usual.

      Not exactly what I signed up for, she thought, looking around the bridge of the Indiana.

      She felt her Holo-D pendant vibrate. Glancing down at the small device in its mesh sheath, she recalled the Vice President who had given it to her.

      Celebrating my first anniversary with TransStell, she thought.

      That had been three months and almost eleven light years ago. Before circumstance had cut her and her crew off from Earth and all contact with their parent Corporation.

      Shaking off the sudden chill in her stomach, she recognized that the call’s source was Nadezhda Orlov.

      “Yes, Assistant Supervisor Orlov?” Malhotra said, leaving the Holo-D in its holster and using its voice mode.

      “Supervisor, I think we’ve found the best sequence. We’d like your approval to begin preparations.”

      Bringing up the call’s meta-data, Malhotra said, “You’re in the galley in Outer B? I’ll join you there.”

      “We’ll be here,” Orlov said just before she cut the connection.

      Malhotra hesitated before handing bridge control over to the Red Shift’s senior pilot.

      What should I do in this case? she thought. We’re in a state of war. What should a captain do before turning over control? Should I even leave the bridge during my shift? What if we come under attack?

      She brought up and reviewed the ship’s status on her Holo-D. Confirming that all key performance indicators glowed green, she also checked the short, mid, and long range sensors. She felt relieved that all three not only showed no contacts, but that they also confirmed her crew had correctly configured them to operate in passive mode.

      Acting on a sudden inspiration, Malhotra tapped holographic controls to set an alarm. She wanted to know instantly if anyone asked the onboard computers to change the sensors’ modes. She programmed the alarm to go to Orlov, too. At least she tried to configure the alarm. She frowned when she saw she had already created that alert two days ago.

      That’s not a good sign, she thought as she logged the new protocol for handing over control. She also noted that she confirmed the sensor’s settings.

      “Professional Butler,” Malhotra said, unbuckling and pushing herself out of her seat. She had become so accustomed to Zero-G that this felt natural. “You have the conn.”

      “Understood, I have the conn,” James Butler, Red Shift’s lead pilot, called as he updated his status.

      I wonder what are the psychological effects of being trapped eleven light years from home, she thought. Guess we’re going to find out.

      

      She had easily learned to move in Zero-G. But Malhotra still welcomed the feeling of gravity that grew as she climbed the ladder from the central corridor. The ladder took her through the Inner B and then into the Outer B rotating sections located amidships. She feared the long-term effects weightlessness would have on her crew. Rotating the center section might increase wear and tear on the ship’s mechanical systems, which she recognized was a real problem out here.

      Maintenance dock is rather far away, she thought.

      However, not knowing how long their enemy would force them to stay in the Epsilon Eridani system, she could not afford to incapacitate her crew.

      She remembered discussing this with the ship’s senior Doctor Professional, Kobayashi Riku. He had said that most humans could remain in Zero-G for a year with only minimal long-term effects. A small group of humans actually lived most of their lives within Earth’s asteroid belt, and since they never returned to Earth, problems like lost bone density did not seem to present a problem. Muscle-health, however, did.

      So Malhotra had ordered the rotating section into motion and had ordered daily exercises for the entire crew, herself and her Assistant Supervisor included. Doctor Professional Kobayashi had agreed but had seemed hesitant.

      Does he think I’m being over cautious? she thought. Or does he not see any way out?

      Reaching the top of the ladder, she turned, double-checked her grip on the rungs, and stepped into the galley.

      Orlov turned and smiled in greeting. Another man, wearing the uniform of a United Nations enlisted soldier, stood with his gaze fixed on the Holo-D’s display in the center of the table. He rubbed his chin and muttered something in what Malhotra thought sounded like Russian. Malhotra’s own Red Shift Engineer Luann Payne sat across from the United Nations engineer, her arms crossed. She gazed into the holographic display, too.

      “Supervisor Malhotra, we think we’ve hammered out the sequence,” Orlov said.

      Payne, belatedly realizing Malhotra had entered, pushed herself carefully to her feet and nodded.

      “Show me what you’ve got,” Malhotra said, standing at the edge of the table. She considered sitting down, but decided it felt good to feel her legs supporting her weight.

      “Oh!” Trofim Pasternak, the United Nations Chief Petty Officer, said. He served on the Golovnin, the UN cutter that had accompanied Malhotra’s own ship, the Indiana, to Epsilon Eridani. “I beg your pardon, captain, er, I mean Supervisor, Malhotra. I did not see you come in. I trust you are well today?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she said, smiling with genuine affection for the man and what he represented. Though she felt a little guilty for thinking this way, she felt relieved on her own behalf and on the behalf of her crew that the Indiana did not find herself completely alone.

      She knew the two crews could have coordinated via tight-beam communications. However, she had extended an invitation for the Golovnin’s small crew to rotate onto the Indiana for a few days each week, both for exercise and for socialization.

      We’re going to be out here a while, she thought. Might as well get along the best we can.

      “Well, here’s what we have. Professional Payne, would you like to start?” Pasternak said.

      “Sure,” Payne said, adjusting the Holo-D to show a wire-frame view of the Indiana’s main engines. “So, during the abnormal Fissure entry, we lost use of the three ventral expanders and compression coils. The port-most engine also lost its injectors.

      “Supervisor, thank God you had the foresight to pre-position the supply containers over here. Otherwise, we’d be completely screwed. I mean, our options would be severely limited.”

      Malhotra felt the near-panic in Payne’s gaze, but given the circumstances, Malhotra had no intention of making an issue out of her brief familiarity. She made a mental note to think about what else she and Orlov could do to maintain proper discipline in the long term.

      Apparently sensing that Malhotra intended no reprimand, Payne said, “We want to be careful, because we don’t know exactly what we’ll be able to mine at Epsilon Eridani III and its moons. Our pass through the inner asteroid belt gave us some indications, but we’re not sure about the logistics of mining, and the outer asteroid belt is about where Saturn’s orbit would be. It’ll be an even bigger logistics problem.

      “Sorry, Supervisor Malhotra. That’s a long way of saying we have to be frugal with our resources.

      “Chief Pasternak and I think the stash inventory has enough to fix the current damage, but it’ll leave us low on the raw materials for similar repairs. Given the recommended maintenance cycle of the engine components, we’ll be out of spec in about a year, maybe two, depending on how much we operate. Which might be affected by our mining logistics. Which will be affected by how much we use the engines. Well, I guess what I’m saying is that this isn’t just a repair issue.”

      “Understood,” Malhotra said. She had learned the importance of supply lines and maintenance during her military service flying helicopters for India. She made another mental note to discuss that aspect of their situation once they arrived at Epsilon Eridani III with Orlov and the captain of the Golovnin, Matvei Kuzmich.

      I want to keep the focus on this operation first, she thought.

      “Okay, so, here’s a quick simulation,” Payne said, tapping ghostly holographic controls. The wire-frame showed avatars representing space-suited figures removing the expanders, then prying the compression coils loose.

      “We can’t use the Golovnin’s cutting lasers to remove the expanders?” Malhotra asked.

      “No, Supervisor,” Pasternak said. “We simulated that, but our lasers and other tooling have been designed for rapid removal of hull or other ship components so we can rescue a trapped crew. It’s precise enough to not harm those we’re trying to rescue, but not precise enough to conduct repairs.”

      Malhotra nodded and smiled to herself. Pasternak maintained perfect etiquette, but she recognized the senior non-commissioned officer’s tone that indicated, “No, we did not think of that, because it’s stupid, and you should have known that, you stupid commissioned officer.”

      Malhotra took a moment to reflect on how her Corporate crew acted differently than the military people she had worked with in India. And apparently, she told herself, from the crew of the Golovnin.

      “Once we remove the damaged components, we can begin fabricating the expanders,” Payne said, gesturing to the avatar as it removed the last components, which were the damaged injectors on the port engine. “We can pre-print the injectors, because we have plenty of their metals and ceramics. But the expanders and compression coils have to be printed in one pass per component, and we’ll need to break down the originals for raw material.”

      “How long will it take?” Malhotra asked.

      Orlov said, “Somewhere around two weeks. Chief Pasternak thinks that the supply containers’ reactor array can supply enough power on the way to the gas giant, so he thinks we can have the injector ready before we arrive.”

      Pasternak nodded firmly.

      “We arrive in about six weeks, so within two months, we should be able to return the Indiana to her full capabilities?” Malhotra asked.

      “Yes, Supervisor,” he said.

      “Assuming we don’t run into anything unexpected,” Payne said. Malhotra watched with amusement as she blushed under Orlov’s glare. “Sorry, Assistant Supervisor, but I didn’t want to give Supervisor Malhotra the wrong impression. This is a complex operation.”

      “Professional Payne and I will go through the simulation over and over to reduce the chance of the unexpected, which she is right to fear,” Pasternak said. Malhotra marveled again at the man’s polished presentation. A less-experienced engineer might have come out and said Payne was exaggerating. Malhotra knew that from her own experience.

      I’ve made that mistake myself, she reflected, feeling suddenly nostalgic for those times.

      “Okay. Anything else you need to show me?”

      “No, Supervisor,” Orlov said. “I think this plan gives us a high probability of success, and I recommend we proceed.”

      Seeing both Payne and Pasternak nod in agreement, Malhotra gave the appearance of considering.

      I certainly don’t know these components well enough to have an informed opinion. They just gave me every indication they have put due consideration into the operation. I either trust my people, or I don’t, she thought. Fortunately, I do.

      “Very well. Please proceed.”

      Now, I just have to figure out what to do with a fully operational ship, Malhotra thought.
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            CONRAD - POLISHED HARDWOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      Melchizedek Conrad, Chief Executive Officer of TransStell, sighed when the elevator from his exercise room opened into his office. He regarded the polished Gunstock oak and wondered again if today would be the day he would slip and fall on its slick surface. He had considered wearing casual shoes so his life would not depend on his smooth leather soles. But he just felt tired at the thought of what would happen when his Marketing Vice President, Nayyer Kassem, saw him out of the Corporate Executive uniform.

      We’ve been here three months, he thought. I should be used to this office by now.

      Chiding himself for what his rational mind assured him was an overreaction to circumstances, he forced himself to walk out of the elevator. He did not immediately crash to the floor. Reassured, he looked around his new office. His large desk, its chair, and the couches and seats around the walls gleamed, their Redheart polished to the same sheen as the floor. The green leather of the chairs’ upholstery, imported from Malaysia, he had heard, would not have been his first choice of color. The office’s layout would not have been his first choice, either. In fact, the very location of this office building in Redding, California, in the California Republic, was not his preference. The office he really wanted had been in his old headquarters in Columbiana, Ohio. That building now lay in ruin, pounded mostly into dust under false pretenses by the Colonial American Army.

      At least my office there wasn’t trying to kill me, he thought, easing himself into his chair.

      His desktop Holo-D came to life with a slowly brightening blue-white glow. Then it displayed the morning status report. His Vice President of Security, Matsushita Sachi, had highlighted several areas for his consideration.

      When does she sleep? Conrad wondered, deciding again not to ask. Though he felt curious.

      He could not stop himself from glancing to his left. One of the Redheart tables stood near the large floor-to-ceiling windows facing east. The table sat precisely in the middle of the two windows. He frowned, noticing once again that the chairs were off center.

      We’re not going to be here long enough for it to matter, he told himself. Closing his eyes, he tried to push aside any distractions so he could dive back into the status reports. At least, I hope not. It’s a hot site, for God’s sake.

      When he came to the end of the summary, he heaved a sigh. He chastised himself. Not only would Kassem chide him for being so open with his emotions, but he did not like his growing tendency to be self-indulgent with his melancholy. Still, he could not deny that he had good reason to feel this way. Their only genuine hope of surviving past the next few months centered on the completion of the Sirius Project. Broadcast of the code phrase that would show success had still not arrived. Conrad pushed himself back from his desk.

      I wonder if Sachi has heard from her family, Conrad thought. Guess I’ll have to watch her mood during the Executive Team meeting at lunch. I thought she had planned to visit a month ago.

      Thinking of the upcoming meeting triggered a sour feeling in his stomach.

      I used to look forward to them, he thought.

      To his left, north of the off-center chairs, he saw the sitting area with almost enough couch space for his Executive Team. If they used the table with the off-center chairs and another, smaller circular table to the south, the entire team could fit.

      We could all sit together comfortably in Columbiana, he thought.

      He pushed aside the idea that he could just rearrange the office. This entire building was their hot site, their bolt-hole prepared against any physical disaster that would have taken down their primary site.

      Damn good thing we had a contingency plan, he told himself. Because damn, disaster had struck.

      They now occupied their hot site. But it was a time-share. TransStell did not have the deep pockets of a Corporation like Terran Consolidated Products. Every change to every office carried a price. His Vice President of Finance, Deepika Bachchan, assured him that they had more than enough money. But the recent disasters TCP had foisted on their South American operations had strained TransStell’s cash flow to near the breaking point.

      Conrad felt like pacing, but the thought of his leather soles on the polished floor kept him in his seat.

      I’m being an idiot, he thought. Mankind has been walking on polished floors for a long time. If I want to pace, I should freaking pace.

      Yet, he remained seated. This time, he suppressed the sigh.

      I’ve had enough of this, he thought, pulling his chair closer to his desk and bringing up his Holo-D’s directory. Time for a little family chat.

      

      “Hello, Dek,” Amelia Conrad said almost immediately. She was the Chairman of the Board for TransStell. The Conrad family had kept TransStell a private Corporation since its founding. That ensured the Conrads maintained complete control. It also meant they would remain a mid-sized company forever. Amelia was his cousin or something. In this moment, Melchizedek could not remember and he did not care to try.

      “Hello, Chairman Conrad,” he said, intentionally projecting a frosty professionalism.

      “Oh, it’s going to be one of those calls, is it?” Amelia said with a smile. Beckoning to someone out of range of her Holo-C holographic camera, she said, “Carter, you owe me a hundred dollars. Dek’s in that mood today.”

      “Goddamn it,” Carter Conrad, the Board’s Secretary, said as he came into view. “Dek, what the hell? Couldn’t you have waited another week?”

      “Glad to see you’re in such a jovial mood,” Melchizedek said. “I assume all is well in Athens, Ohio? No artillery craters disrupting the grounds? Your offices are still standing?”

      “Mostly,” Amelia said.

      “Mostly? Hey, you told me you were able to negotiate for the safety of our family compound,” Melchizedek said, sitting up.

      “Nothing for you to worry about, Dek. We are all well, and we’ve already repaired any superficial damage. The grounds are back to normal.” She chuckled, adding, “The protesters that TCP paid for have even gone home. And we’re not so weak that we can’t negotiate with the newly formed Middle States federal government to ensure our ongoing safety.”

      “But we were, in fact, so weak that we lost our goddamned headquarters,” Melchizedek said, mentally throwing up his hands at the idea of trying to maintain any kind of decorum. This was family, and he had decided in that instant that this was going to be a family argument.

      “Honestly, we’re sorry about that,” Carter said. Melchizedek saw a rare break in Carter’s cheerful demeanor. “It took our AIs by surprise. It took Sachi by surprise, too. We’ve been in contact with her family. Not even their AIs or entire Intelligence staff thought this would happen.”

      Carter’s admission took the edge off Melchizedek’s anger. He said, “Even our tenth man thought the big catastrophe was going to be in South America. We came within inches of not making it.

      “That’s what I’m calling about. What’s our contingency plan, Amelia, Carter? TCP has to be furious about the stunt I pulled with the Investment Houses. They had to sacrifice one of their Executives to appease them. The United Nations is likely to back down, and TCP has a secure foothold with the European Union’s fleet guarding the Epsilon Eridani Fissure. You know what that means.”

      “Yes, we know,” Amelia said. “We won’t take collateral damage anymore. We are now the primary target.”

      “And we damned near didn’t survive the collateral damage,” Melchizedek said, feeling foolish for emphasizing the obvious. There was something in Amelia and Carter’s attitude, though, that grated on him. “So, what’s our contingency plan?”

      “You are,” Amelia said.

      Melchizedek blinked, then studied her. She returned his gaze without changing her expression. Carter did the same thing.

      “I am? What the hell do you mean? I am what?”

      “You are the contingency plan. Why do you think you’re CEO?”

      “Because I was unfortunate enough to be at the top of the list!” Melchizedek said, feeling himself slide almost too comfortably into the role of a bickering family member. “No other Conrad was at the right stage of development! I often wondered why you let that happen, but here we are.

      “I’m serious, Amelia. What happens to the Sirius Project if TCP crushes us? TCP’s goal has got to be forcing us to liquidate. They have our psych profiles. They know we’ll protect our Staff and Professionals. They’ll take us apart, force us into liquidation, then terminate the entire Executive Team. So what the hell happens to the Sirius Plan then? What happens if we fail?”

      “Don’t fail,” Amelia said.

      “That’s criminally negligent!” Melchizedek said, his voice so loud it stung.

      “No, it’s trust. You’re a Conrad. You’re the CEO. So, do your job! It’s why we pay you the big bucks.”

      Melchizedek could only gape at the holographic projection on his Holo-D.

      

      The rest of the conversation involved a lot more shouting and gesturing. At least, it did on Melchizedek’s side. Amelia and Carter remained so supportive and serene that Melchizedek wanted to do something he would regret. He just did not know what.

      I can’t believe them, he thought after ending the call.

      His heart beating so fast it distracted him, he considered asking Matsushita to join him. He wondered if she had already discerned the Board’s attitude. Reaching for the Holo-D’s directory, he paused. Should he tell her about the conversation? Would it distract her for no good reason?

      The Board confides in her, he thought. She probably knows more than I do.

      His heartbeat would not let him sit still. Conrad heaved himself to his feet. He hoped a little physical activity like a walk might help him calm down. So, he set off to his right, towards the double doors leading to the reception area. He pushed off so hard that his right foot slipped ever so slightly on the polished Gunstock oak floor.

      “Goddamn it!”
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            JANCZAK - THE BAND

          

        

      

    

    
      Jadwiga Janczak, Terran Consolidated Products’ Vice President of Mergers and Acquisitions, stood beside the other members of her CEO’s inner circle. It surprised her she did not see her golden curls bouncing with excitement. Or maybe she should have expected her control to be better. She had not risen to her current position by indulging herself. At least, she had not indulged herself often.

      “Any surprises? Did meeting the rest of the Executive Team give you any new insights?” she heard Helmine Stein, Chief Executive Officer of Terran Consolidated Products, ask.

      Janczak watched Stein step behind her desk and felt the soles of her feet tingling.

      Calm down, damnit! she thought. She’ll see any lack of decorum as a serious flaw. And she’d be right! Maybe if I had concentrated on that goddamned Porter, she’d have more reason to trust me.

      Stein had apparently noticed that her four most trusted advisors were still standing, so she gestured for them to sit. Stein’s ease and calm felt reassuring. Janczak had invested decades in advancing through the Management ranks in TCP’s European divisions, and she liked to think she had developed an eye for who she could trust and who she could not. Over those years, she had only encountered four people who understood the world as she did. Until today, she had only worked with three of them. Now, she could collaborate with all four.

      That’s enough to explain why I’m so excited! she thought.

      As they settled in, she glanced out the curving composite window to her right. From the one hundred ninety-third floor, she could see the bright lights and brighter holographic advertisements hovering all over Jersey City. She could also see the brightly lit Statue of Liberty in the Upper Bay. One benefit of their psychological operations in North America was how it inflamed patriotism, however they chose to define it. Citizens flocked to see these gaudy symbols, Janczak reflected, seeing Stein look in the same direction.

      I’ll bet she’s thinking the same thing I am, Janczak thought.

      She considered the tourist revenue TCP brought in from that one landmark. Then she reflected on how much revenue those symbols generated for TCP. Those intoxicating thoughts combined with the excitement she felt sitting with her four most respected colleagues. Janczak almost allowed herself a moment of self-indulgent satisfaction.

      Got to keep my wits about me. This is not the time to act like a star-struck kid.

      “The files you send me were thorough and accurate,” Constanzo Gallo, the new Vice President of Security, said as he settled into his seat. The sight of his enigmatic smile and thick, graying beard strengthened Janczak’s sense of well-being. “I think your instincts about my Executive Director of Security Intelligence Services were spot-on, Helmine. So far, I’ve agreed with a hundred percent of his conclusions.”

      “As if you had any doubt,” Janczak said. Her mood loosened her inhibitions just enough to elbow Gallo in the ribs. “There’s no way she’d be wrong about something like that!”

      “Indeed not,” Gallo said with a smile. Janczak shot a covert look at Stein, then experienced a sense of relief when she saw what looked like an amiable smile. “But I thought it worth mentioning. Even the most exalted like to be reminded of the quality of their insight, from time to time.”

      “I wish I’d thought to say that,” Janczak said, crossing her arms. “Looks like I have some catching up to do!”

      “So now that you’ve met the rest of the Executive Team, Constanzo, it’s time to get to work,” Stein said with a quiet strength that sent a thrill of delight down Janczak’s spine. She saw her boss leaned forward to say, “This is directly from the Board. We have three priorities for the rest of the year. First, we need to bring down TransStell. They’re a mid-sized Corporation, but they’ve been disproportionally disruptive. We need to remove them from the table.”

      Realizing too late her spontaneous grin gave her away, Janczak cursed herself as Stein said, “Jadwiga, remember. Restraint. After the challenges our operations generated in South America, the Investment Houses have increased scrutiny. We need to do this in accordance with their best practices and all relevant guidelines. Understood?”

      “Yes, Madam CEO,” Janczak said, her smile contrite. “I honestly understand. I won’t let you down, not in the part I have to play.”

      She looked pointedly at Ethan Smith sitting to her right, across from Stein. Smith, TCP’s Vice President of Global Counsel, withstood Janczak’s gaze with more grace and calm than any other American-based Executive.

      Which is why I’ve let him sleep with me, Janczak thought, keeping the amusement off her face.

      Smith said, “I, too, understand the delicacy of the situation. My team has assembled five scenarios we think best meet the requirements. Perhaps after we finish here, the four of us could compare notes, harmonize our plans, and present them to, ah, to Helmine tomorrow morning? Perhaps at the Executive Team meeting?”

      Janczak wondered how much of Smith’s reluctance to use Stein’s first name was real and how much he affected.

      Either way works, Janczak thought. As long as he shows the proper respect!

      “I think that makes sense,” Ioana Dragomir, TCP’s Vice President of Finance, said. She sat on Janczak’s far left, beside Gallo. “I think that I’ve anticipated your scenarios, Jadwiga and Ethan, but I’d like to be sure. Also, Constanzo, it’s been too long since we worked together. Honestly, it’s great to have you with us! I’m really looking forward to picking your brain.”

      “You know,” Janczak heard Stein say. She felt a thrill of anticipation to know what idea would make Dragomir admit she wanted advice. “I wonder. As much as I hate the idea of breaking up the band, should we rotate one of us back to Europe every so often? To keep an eye on things there, and to refresh our perspective? Because, and I don’t know about the rest of you, but having been in America for this long, I’m feeling, well, not quite myself.”

      “The decadence sucking you in?” Janczak said, laughing. “But, you know, I’ve been feeling a little, well, off myself.”

      “Hmmm,” Janczak’s boss said, studying her Holo-D projector for a moment. “Think about it, please. Let’s stay focused on this operation for now, but I want your ideas on how we can maintain our edge. For the duration of this operation, no vacations. Urgency and execution are critical. Tomorrow is not too late to get me your plans for TransStell’s acquisition. Yes, I know they’re a privately held company, and yes, I know that’ll complicate matters. I mean, my god, what kind of primitive keeps a Corporation private in this day and age?

      “The next priority is to consolidate our holdings at the Epsilon Eridani Fissure. Constanzo, your Executive Director kept me informed, but I want your eyes on the situation. Please have your assessment to me after the Executive Team meeting tomorrow. That damned EU MEP — Alder’s his name — thinks he’s got the upper hand. I want to make sure we have the appropriate controls in place. I also want a plan to assume control of the 61 Cygni Fissure.”

      “Of course, Helmine,” Gallo said smoothly, and Janczak admired his confident tone.

      “Finally, there’s the matter of the additional Fissures. Constanzo and Jadwiga, the reports from your teams suggest there are five total Fissures. Do we really think that there are three Fissures that haven’t been revealed to the public? We’ve been hearing rumors for too long. We need facts!”

      Glancing at Gallo to confirm he did not want to speak first, a small gesture that surprised herself, Janczak said, “We have a very high level of confidence that there are five. I suspect, though I’m not sure, that there may actually be six.”

      Apparently seeing Gallo’s nod, Stein said, “The more, the higher the potential profit. I want to be absolutely sure we have ownership of those by the end of this calendar year.”

      “Please allow me to ask, for clarification, what do you mean by ‘absolutely’?” Smith asked.

      “I want complete legal ownership of 61 Cygni and the currently undisclosed Fissures. I want logistical control of Epsilon Eridani. Allowing the EU to have the illusion of control works in our favor. In case that’s our best tactic, I’ve directed Logan to come up with a marketing campaign to capitalize on our benevolent partnership with foreign powers. But that’s not worked for us before.”

      Janczak sniggered at the mention of Logan Brown, the Vice President of Marketing Services. One of the old guard who had been loyal to Stein’s predecessor and even to the CEO before that, Brown had not impressed Janczak. Smith remained impassive, as usual, and Dragomir almost looked like she pitied the man.

      Well, he’s performed well enough to maintain his position, at least up until now, Janczak thought. But if he crosses Helmine in any way, I’ll throw his Termination party myself.

      “Any concerns about delivering plans for the objectives so far?” Stein asked, and Janczak shook her head in unison with the rest of the team. Smith was the most out of sync with his slow, more considered movements.

      “Now, this is the part I haven’t mentioned to any of you,” Stein said. She tapped a softly glowing control. The Holo-D display filled the top of the gleaning silver desk. “This stays between us. Only us. Yes, I know it’ll be hard to keep quiet the closer we get to execution. Fortunately, by then it might not matter.

      “These five Fissures. We know that Epsilon Eridani has a planet that will support human life. We know that 61 Cygni does not, but that it has a significant source of raw materials. Those two Fissures alone might be enough. But we have to assume that the other undisclosed star systems will have something to offer.

      “The Board has directed me to come up with a way to monopolize those new resources. They’ve asked me to delivery a plan that will free us from the oversight of the Investment Houses.”

      Janczak felt Stein watching their reactions intently. Smith had frozen completely, and Janczak understood that indicated his mind had gone into overdrive. Janczak heard herself gasp, then laughed merrily with abandon. Gallo nodded, slowly at first, then more quickly, and Janczak realized he had had already thought of at least one path forward. Dragomir’s jaw had dropped ever so slightly, and her lips had parted. Her head tilted to her left and her expression remained fixed.

      Dragomir was the first to speak, and she said, “The Board wants us to establish a presence sufficient to protect our interests in spite of the Investment Houses? So that we can realize the complete return on investment for those systems?” she said in a whisper that Janczak thought sounded reverent.

      A perfect reaction! Janczak thought. Not at all like that reprehensible Porter, who disrespects us and Helmine at every turn. Prick.

      Dragomir said, “A hundred percent? Helmine, that’s, that’s…”

      “That’s goddamned magnificent!” Janczak said, clapping her hands. “We’re going up against the, well,” she added, trailing off.

      She wondered just how exuberant she should act. Even here, on the one hundred ninety-third floor of their most secure facility, they all seemed to feel a collective hesitation to voice any overt opposition to the Investment Houses.

      “I’m impressed,” Smith said. “This is quite the challenge. I’m looking forward to giving it some thought. I assume that we keep this at the ‘paper and pencil’ level? No electronic records?”

      “Correct,” Stein said. “I know that’ll be a pain, but, well, you know how it is.”

      “I am deeply honored to be working for a CEO and Board who have such expansive vision,” Gallo said, stroking his beard.

      “Damn it! I wish I’d said that, too!” Janczak said, and she elbowed Gallo again. He just smiled in return.

      “I know I don’t have to say this, but I will anyway. This is beyond secret. If this gets out, it’s likely we’ll be terminated before we even realize what happened. So protect this with your lives. I’m protecting it with mine.”

      The four of them gave a single nod, and this time, all four were in complete sync.

      “Constanzo, again, welcome to the team,” Stein said. “It’s good to have you here. Now, let’s all go justify the Board’s confidence in us! I’m looking forward to hearing your proposals tomorrow.”

      The four filed out through the mantrap separating Stein’s office from the reception area. Janczak noticed Dragomir was the last one out.

      “Good night, Helmine,” she said with a small wave.

      “Good night, Ioana.”

      When the door slid shut behind them, Janczak said to the four of them, “My god! This is going to be fucking fantastic!”

      

      “Dinner tonight?” Smith asked Janczak as they stepped out onto the Executive Team’s floor.

      “Not tonight, Ethan. Helmine just gave me a lot to think about and I want to get to work right away.”

      She felt his gaze linger on her face, and she tried to give him a bright smile.

      “You’ll get Porter,” Smith said, giving her a firm nod. “I’ll help in any way I can. He’s an affront. He cannot be allowed to exist.”

      Janczak reached out and ran her fingers down his upper arm.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” she said in a low voice that almost hurt her throat.

      Lightly touching her fingers, he nodded again and turned to stride towards his office.

      Janczak stared at the floor, letting habit guide her back to her office. Three receptionists, their black Mergers and Acquisitions uniforms perfectly pressed, sprang to their feet, even as the door opened. She knew they had watched her approach on the Holo-D above the door. She glanced at the lead Professional, who said, “Welcome back, Madam Vice President.”

      “Coffee, please,” she said. “Plain black coffee. Some cheap brand. I have work to do tonight, and I want to be pissed off while I do it.”

      “Certainly, Madam. Please forgive my boldness, but should we boil it extra long?”

      “Absolutely,” she said, then breezed past them into her inner office.

      She left the lights off so only the glow of the city one hundred and ninety-two floors below illuminated the room. She liked the moment of quiet as the diffused yellow and red lights played off her desk and chair.

      She let her mind drift back three months, when Atticus Porter, now a Vice President at TransStell, had crushed the entire company of mercenaries she had sent to bring him to his Retirement party — a party she so desperately wanted to throw for him. The thought of the accolades he had denied her kicked off a wave of rage. Smith had to go through many twists and turns to make it legal, but he had come through for her. He had given her a plan. The only missing piece was Porter himself.

      That fucking eunuch, she thought, the fury in her thoughts almost making her head hurt. I’ll show him who’s the better VP of Mergers and Acquisitions. And I’ll prove Helmine’s leadership is beyond anything he could even imagine.

      Leaving the lights off, knowing her support team would bring the coffee into her office within the next few minutes, she stomped to her desk.

      “And combat maids,” she said thickly, throwing herself into her chair. “He used combat maids! What the fuck was that about?”
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      Matsushita Sachi, Vice President of TransStell Security, felt increasingly awkward. She knew why. Even after the chaotic last couple of years, she had grown accustomed to neither news nor developments taking her by surprise. She might encounter an event that left her perplexed, but after taking it apart, after analyzing its predecessors and successors, she could always see the indicators that pre-shadowed it. She could then incorporate that new understanding into her processes and improve her detection methods.

      Now, feeling more uncomfortable by the moment, she stared at her now dark desktop Holo-D.

      I thought I was their eyes into TransStell, she thought, trying to trace the hints and implications. Am I being observed? Or, or did the Board reach out to them? Is that why the Board doesn’t have any messages for me to take back to Japan? Was it because they’ve already been talking to my family?

      She had intended to visit Japan to re-center herself. She hated that her workload had forced her to delay her trip, but she had set a date early next month to go. Her family’s insistence that she return right now, before she had helped her team settle into their new headquarters, had taken her completely by surprise.

      She had to cut her reverie short. Her Holo-D came to life just long enough to announce that Conrad had almost reached her office. She stood and moved from her Executive desk’s alcove into the wider reception area. She glanced at the large, almost tubular, pale wooden structure that served as her operations center. The dark Holo-D projectors lined the far wall above the long, black table. Unwillingly, her eyes darted to the enormous rectangular steel structures outlining her office’s perimeter. Trying to shake herself out of the mood that had claimed her, she wondered again why any designer had thought that stacking steel shipping containers looked stylish. Two of those containers, pushed apart, created the alcove for her desk. A third straddled the lower two to create a ceiling.

      At least it makes electronic counter-measures easier, she thought as she heard Conrad knock.

      Shaking her head, wondering why her CEO persisted in such arcane habits, she called, “It’s open.”

      She wondered why he was so careful to close the door behind him. She understood as he looked carefully around the room before speaking.

      “Sachi, did you know our Board has no contingency plan if our main project fails?”

      “I suspected,” she said. “Dek, I…”

      “I joke a lot about how irresponsible they all are. Especially Amelia! But this is just too much! We’re betting the Corporation on this. We’ve almost lost it more than once, you know! Well, of course you know. You were there!”

      “Dek, I have some news.”

      “Is it more important than trying to come up with a contingency plan in case Project Sirius fails?”

      “If that project fails, there’s no point in coming up with a contingency plan,” she said, suppressing an urge to glare at him.

      Sometimes, he can be so dense, she thought.

      “Hmmm,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. “Well, given our current priorities, sure. But if Project Sirius dies, shouldn’t we retool? Maybe set the stage for the next generation to try something else?”

      “Dek, I understand this is a problem. But I have some news that might take precedence.”

      She could tell her words got through. After standing silently for a moment, he said, “Well, that got my attention. What’s up?”

      She gestured for him to sit down on the rough-cloth couch. She slowly lowered herself into a chair, covered with the same tan material, to give herself time to organize her thoughts.

      “You picked a time for your trip to Japan?” he asked when she had not spoken for about ten seconds.

      That’s longer than he usually waits, she thought, suppressing a smile.

      “About that.”

      “Did Amelia forget to give you a courier package or something? I can call… Wait. Sorry. Please, what’s up?”

      “I had planned to return to Japan next month. Maybe stay for a week. I wanted to consult with the family’s Matriarch.”

      “Your mom.”

      “Yes, the Matriarch,” Matsushita said. “I believed I had lost my center, and I wanted her thoughts. Dek, before I could call to ask when would be a good time to visit, I got a call from my father.”

      “That’s, uh, Matsushita Keishi? Matsushita Holdings Corporation’s CFO?”

      Nodding, Matsushita said, “Yes. He said that he and the Matriarch want me to return to Japan. Immediately.”

      Seeing Conrad’s eyebrows shoot up, Matsushita said, “They said they cleared it with the Board.”

      “They’re interacting directly with the Board?” Conrad asked. She could see that his concern mirrored hers. “About something like this?”

      “It seems so. I asked for the reason, and he declined to discuss it. He knows I am VP of Security. He knows I have vetted all of the equipment that I am using to talk to him. It’s as safe as I can make it. Yet, he did not wish to discuss the matter over the equipment and protocols that I have selected.”

      “Did he seem angry?”

      “My father could be in a rage, and I would defy you to see it. He can hide himself from me, too. He has had a long time to perfect his skills, and he has the perfect tutor.”

      “Your mother.”

      “Yes, the Matriarch.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you’re on warm and fuzzy terms with her,” Conrad said. “I know you don’t talk about your family very often. I won’t pry. But that situation sounds awfully familiar!”

      “We are who we are,” she said, feeling her frown stretch the skin on her forehead. “I can only think of one explanation that fits all of the facts.”

      “Which is?” he asked after she became aware she had been silent too long.

      “I believe they are going to remove me for poor performance,” she said. Conrad took in a breath to speak, but she pushed forward, saying, “They’ve already talked to the Board, and that suggests coordination. They would not just remove me as I sit here in California. They would bring me back so the matter could be handled quietly.”

      “Sachi,” Conrad began.

      “We are more civilized than American Corporations,” she said, her frown persisting. “They won’t kill me. You won’t have to visit my grave at my family’s plot. But they will likely send a replacement while I’m retrained. Hotaru, maybe? He’s been VP of Intelligence Services for several years. They might want to send him abroad to improve his experience.”

      “Um, you report to me,” Conrad said.

      “And you report to the Board,” she said in a level voice.

      “I’ve already filed my post project review with the Board. They know that I still have complete confidence in you and your team. They know that, in my opinion, our chances of success plummet if you’re not sitting where you’re sitting right now.”

      “And you and I both know that we have been out of sync since the Fissures became public. I failed you when you went to South America.”

      “I’m not buying that, Sachi,” Conrad said. “Yeah, we were out of sync, but even out of sync, your performance is stellar. I’m just not syncable.”

      “And you told me to be honest with you, first time, every time. And in my professional opinion, I still think I let you down. But, be that as it may, is that really the issue here?”

      She saw him struggle to redirect his thoughts. That felt comfortable to her. Had their teamwork become too familiar? Had she somehow become blind to certain avenues of attack because of her intellectual and emotional habits?

      But that seems at odds with us being out of sync. Well, I’ll know soon enough, she thought.

      “No. It’s not,” she heard Conrad say, bringing her back to the present. “Did you give any hint that you were planning to visit?”

      “No, at least, not that I’m aware of.”

      She considered several scenarios and realized she could not trust any conclusion she reached sitting here in Redding, California. She looked up to see that Conrad had crossed his arms and had rested his chin on his palm.

      “Mr. Conrad, I’d like to request an indefinite leave,” she said. His brown eyes focused on her quickly without him changing his posture. “I need to resolve this business with my family. Once I understand the situation, I will contact you.”

      “I hope you’re reading too much into this, but I know you better than that. I can only hope there’s another explanation that eludes both of us. Because I’ll tell you this right now. I still have complete confidence in your abilities. We’re screwed if they force you to stay in Japan. Damn it all, anyway. Their timing… Alright, alright. Take what time you need. I assume Talia will fill in for you?”

      “Yes,” Matsushita said. “She’s been tuning our intelligence apparatus, so she’s up to speed on all of the minutiae.”

      Talia Segel, Matsushita’s Executive Director of Office Services, ran the intelligence portion of TransStell’s security machine. Only Matsushita and Conrad, alone of TransStell’s Executive Team, knew that Segel had served in Shayetet 13, one of the least visible and most effective counter-terrorism programs on the planet.

      “Please keep me informed,” Conrad said. “Right now, I think I’ll give our Board a call and…”

      “Please, let me work this out with my family first, if you don’t mind,” Matsushita said.

      Conrad placed his hands in his lap and said, “Okay. I owe you that. Is there anything you need from me?”

      She shook her head.

      “Alright. Then hurry back. We have a lot of work to do.”

      She stood as he did and watched him brush his slacks.

      “You taking the space elevators?” he asked, hesitating.

      Nodding, she said, “It’ll be faster than a dirigible. Not as fast as a shuttle to the station, but we have to save where we can. Deepika said our short-term cash flow is still dangerously tight.”

      “She has an annoying habit of being right,” Conrad said. “You know, Sachi, it occurs to me. We Conrads have more than our fair share of biases.”

      Sometimes it’s exhausting keeping up with how much his mind jumps around, Matsushita thought.

      “Well, it’s hard to rise to the level of Executive without acquiring some quirks along the way,” Matsushita said, proud of herself for delivering her canned response so smoothly.

      The way Conrad twisted the left corner of his mouth told her he had realized what she was doing, but that it did not anger him. Instead, he said, “Your role here has likely influenced you, too. The situation’s not always as dire as we Conrads think it is. But let’s face it: it is so often that I sometimes wonder if it impairs us.”

      “That’s, ah, an interesting thought,” she said. “You think my family might be recalling me for another reason? Like what?”

      “No idea. The Board has instructed all of us not to pry into the affairs of your family. It’s been such a mutually beneficial arrangement over the last century that I’m not inclined to question it. Let’s just say that I want to give your family the benefit of the doubt.”

      “More than you’re giving your family?” she asked with a short laugh.

      “Oh my God, way more,” he said. She saw him frown and incline his head. She knew he would often relax his discipline among his Executive Team, so she wondered what he was trying to tell her with that expression.

      “My family,” he said, shaking his head and turning to leave. Over his shoulder, he said, “That’s my point! Let me know what you find out. And have a safe trip!”

      When she heard the door click shut behind him, she looked over to the darkened Holo-D on her desk. Then she looked around her new office as she reflected that her old office, the one that had been so comfortable, now lay in ruin almost four thousand kilometers away, in Ohio.

      Maybe Dek’s right, she thought, taking in her operations center and seating area. Maybe there’s another explanation. But my old office was destroyed because I missed something. I can’t keep on like this. I need to do better.

      Walking back to her chair, she sat and brought up her Holo-D’s directory. She had to complete plans for her trip.

      But if there’s not another explanation, well, this place never felt like home, anyway.

      She tried to distract herself with her Holo-D messages. She almost convinced herself it worked.
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      “Hard to believe your old telescope survived the attack,” Samuel Beauregard said, his booted feet on one of the two low, dark-walnut tables in the underground living room. Circumstance had forced Atticus Porter, TransStell’s Vice President of Special Projects, to make the room do double-duty, as it was now also his main meeting area. Both he and Beauregard had slouched on the deep cushions on two of the four long couches. They sat across from each other.

      Beauregard pointed his cigar toward the old scratched casing of the thirty centimeter reflector telescope. The case stood along the wall to his left and Porter’s right. Porter regarded the old telescope and smiled.

      “I thought for sure that I’d find it in pieces, if I found it at all,” he said, taking a sip of the Yerba Mate that he preferred now over coffee. His head maid insisted he take every other cup cold. Something about cancer, she said.

      Well, that’s what medical insurance is for, he thought, grimacing at the bitter, vegetal taste. He wondered, just for an instant, if he should switch back to coffee.

      Well, when in Rome, he thought.

      “Bet you don’t get much time to use it,” Beauregard said in a tone that attracted Porter’s gaze.

      “Well, being dozens of meters underground, let’s just say the sky’s not quite right.” Porter moved himself to the front edge of the cushion and put his cup on a coaster.

      Almost before his hand left the cup, Catalina Ojeda, his head maid, silently moved from her standing position beside the preparation room’s door and gracefully retrieved the cup. As she retreated, Porter arched his eyebrows at the direction of Beauregard’s gaze.

      “I signed the agreement,” Beauregard said. “I know all about our code of conduct. You forced me to memorize it, remember?”

      “I remember,” Porter said. “I was wondering if you did.”

      But Porter smiled to take the sting out of his words. Though he would never admit it to his old friend, Porter actually felt impressed with how quickly Beauregard had adapted to TransStell’s Corporate culture, which differed greatly from that of their previous company, TCP. Porter honestly had expected Beauregard to struggle with the idea that he could not just use his Executive status to claim any non-Executive he wanted to spend time with. His old friend not only impressed him. Beauregard surprised him.

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m younger than you, boss. Memory’s still very sharp, thank you very much.”

      “I read your report about the reclamation work over at Arequipa, Peru. I’m not surprised you think it’ll be a ten-year project to secure the volcano and restore the city. Despite that, you’re showing excellent progress. Good work, Sam. Anything you didn’t say in the report?”

      “Only that I’m honestly surprised the UN didn’t pull their troops out. I figured what with a plague, a nuclear meltdown, and another volcanic eruption, we might have exceeded their tolerance for pain. Damn it, Atticus. I really wish Liam had confided in us. He might still be alive today if he had.”

      “He was the Secretary-General for the UN’s Sol System Defense Protectorate,” Porter said, pushing himself back into the cushions. Porter really liked the furniture’s craftsmanship. He had been astonished to find they manufactured it locally. These cushions might not compete directly with the finest printed materials, but they had a character that appealed to him. “The man spent his career fighting people like us.”

      “Yeah, I get that. And I’m not arguing with you, boss. Still, I really felt like we had made progress, you know? I thought we had a good working relationship.”

      Porter looked at his friend, not bothering to hide his surprise, and said, “Didn’t think you had it in you, Sam!”

      “I’m serious. Him and that Colonel Mamani both. We worked well together.”

      “Did I see that she stayed on?”

      “Yeah,” Beauregard said, tapping his cigar on the ashtray. “Took a few weeks leave, but she came back more determined than ever. I’ll tell you this, sir: I couldn’t’ve finished half of what we’ve done without her help. She knows the locals, and they trust her. Knows how to get things done, she does.”

      “They trust us yet?”

      Beauregard nodded, saying, “Yeah, but only because they see she does. Well, at first, anyway. Now that they’ve seen us make progress, and that some families are able to return to actual homes, well, that helped.”

      “Now we have to stick the landing,” Porter said, rubbing his chin.

      In his peripheral vision, Porter saw Beauregard take a slow draw on his cigar. Porter could not remember if Beauregard has selected a brand from Cuba, Brazil, or Nicaragua. Porter preferred the woody spice notes from the Nicaraguan cigars. But he couldn’t fault the other two. After a moment of silence, he noticed Beauregard’s gaze.

      “Okay, what’s up, Sam?”

      “Well, boss, like I said. I think we’re building good relations here. I think the locals are starting to trust us.”

      “What do you think, Catalina?” Porter said.

      “I think it is just as Mr. Beauregard says,” she said, her hands folded in front of her white apron. Porter noticed it was the standard cloth apron, not the combat-armor apron that had helped her defend the house a few months ago. He still could not bring himself to believe he had fought beside two of his maids against well-trained mercenaries. Also, he could still not believe they had won.

      Porter took in a breath to speak when Ojeda added, “And just to be clear, though I am sure that Mr. Beauregard’s obvious sincerity and honor played a significant role, what has really endeared the population is that you told them what you were going to do, and then you did it. That is quite a contrast to the Corporate Executives they are used to dealing with.”

      “That’s one sarcastic maid you have there, boss,” Beauregard said with a laugh.

      “I apologize if I have in any way mischaracterized you, Mister Beauregard,” Ojeda said with a slight bow.

      “No, no. I do, in fact, have considerable sincerity and honor. At least, I know I fake it well. But you’re absolutely right. We give our word, and then we keep it.”

      “We tried to be honest in our old roles,” Porter said, wondering why he felt the need to defend himself.

      “You might have,” Beauregard said. “And I was always honest with you. But look where it got us!”

      “It got us a good job where I get to work from my plantation,” Porter said, gesturing around.

      “I could point out that the top portion of your plantation is more or less kindling,” Beauregard said.

      Porter interrupted him before he could go on, saying, “The contractors have cleared the debris. It’ll be good as new in another year. Better, because I intend to upgrade defensive systems.”

      “What, you plan to station an entire infantry division up there?” Beauregard said with a laugh. “Or maybe an armored division? Jesus, man, you held off an entire company of mercenaries! I doubt even TCP would be stupid enough to pull that kind of stunt again.”

      “They’ll adapt,” Porter said. “Neither Stein nor Janczak is going to back off. They’ll keep trying to kidnap me so their Board can decide what to do. Then it’ll be all nice and legal.”

      “You know, boss, I have to wonder about that. I mean, well,” Beauregard said, then trailed off.

      “Out with it, Sam. And if you’re worried about saying anything in front of Catalina, she has my full trust.”

      “Thank you, Mister Porter,” she said with another slight bow. Porter could not tell if the gesture conveyed irony or not.

      “I’m not sure it’s my place,” Beauregard said, taking another draw of his cigar.

      “Now I know you’re screwing with me. What are you thinking?”

      “Why are you here, boss?”

      Porter glanced at Ojeda, who did not move in the slightest. He glanced around the room, looking for inspiration. Finding none, he said, “What are you talking about? I’m here because I wanted to retire here after leaving TCP. This is the plantation I spent twenty years planning and building.”

      “But you ain’t retired, are ya?”

      Porter blinked, knowing that Beauregard using the word “ain’t” was an affectation he used to express sincerity. Porter remained silent, waiting for Beauregard to continue.

      “Boss, you’re exposed here. Why didn’t Mister Conrad or VP Matsushita bring you back to Columbiana?”

      “Because I was safer here?” Porter said, laughing as he recalled the satellite imagery of the wreckage the Colonial American Army had left.

      “Yeah, that was a problem. But Matsushita, I mean VP Matsushita… she got everyone out safe, right? Had all the plans drawn up, even simulated them annually so they’d be ready. She got word that the Colonial American Army was on the way, and bam! Everyone, Staff, Professionals, Management, and Executives, are safe and sound in Redding. And ain’t nobody going to screw around with the California Republican Army. That’d make the fighting over in what was Saudi Arabia look like a kid’s birthday party celebration. You know, where one kid pushed another one?”

      “Sam, I’m not following you.”

      “What’s TransStell up to?”

      “That’s how you help me understand what you’re saying? Jump around topics? Christ, Sam, it’s been a long day. Just what the hell are you trying to tell me?”

      “Has CEO Conrad told you their big secret plan yet?”

      “He has not. He’s been a bit busy.”

      “You know that him delivering a field hospital by helicopter all the way from Ohio to La Paz has become a bit of a legend, even among the UN troops?”

      “I’m not surprised,” Porter said, grinning at the imagery of their CEO literally dropping a field hospital out of the sky. “But just so you know, I still have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “How many VPs are not in Redding?”

      “One,” Porter said, tapping himself on the chest.

      “Do I need to put it on a slide deck?” Beauregard said, throwing his hands up and almost scattering ash on the sofa. Porter saw Ojeda look sharply at the gesture, judged it did not damage the furniture, and returned her gaze forward.

      “I’m here because I chose to be, Sam.”

      “You’re exposed. Our hot site enjoys the projection of the California Republican Army. Canada and Mexico have pledged support to the California Republic, too. And here we sit, dozens of meters below the ruin that used to be your retirement home. And they haven’t read you in yet on the big secret project. That doesn’t seem odd to you?”

      Porter pushed himself up again to perch on the edge of the sofa. In his concentration, he almost did not see that Ojeda put a cold glass of Añapa on the coaster in front of him. He took a sip and marveled at the balance of flavor Ojeda had managed.

      “Thanks,” he said, nodding to her. She just smiled in return.

      “Okay. You’re saying you don’t think they trust me,” Porter said, looking to Beauregard for confirmation.

      “Or me,” he said. “But that doesn’t bother me because you trust me. It does bother me that they don’t trust you.”

      Porter considered several responses, but none of them satisfied him. Taking another sip of Añapa, he put it back down on the coaster.

      “Sam, I’m living where I want to live. We’re making a big difference in South America. TransStell pulled my ass out of TCP. Yours, too. I told you about the retirement party TCP had planned, right? I expended an entire clip and still didn’t make it out. If TransStell’s recruitment team hadn’t arrived, I’d’ve been terminated.”

      “And thank God they made it in time,” Rearguard said, tipping his cigar in Porter’s direction. “I’m just saying they should trust you more, and it pisses me off that they don’t.”

      Porter wanted to object. He wanted to point out the logical flaws in his friend’s argument.

      “Well, thanks for your support, Sam.”

      He picked a hell of a time to be rational, Porter thought, leaning back into the deep cushions.
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      Jack Booth sat on the red upholstered seats along the back wall of his favorite Brussels bar, The Feathery Bear. He hunched over the circular table and stared into his glass of dark brown Uncommon Lion's Head Stout Dark Chocolate. The waitress seemed excited when she told him they had gotten in another shipment. Partly out of consideration for her feelings, and partly because he honestly enjoyed that stout, he had ordered one. One became two, two became three, until now, when he sat in front of his sixth pint.

      A casual observer would likely think he was drunk. At least, that was his intent. He needed time to think, and in his experience, he rarely had more alone time than when the other bar patrons thought he was drunk.

      That had been Booth’s plan, which was why he ignored the shadow that tumbled over him. Hoping it was just someone preparing to sit down at the table beside him, he kept his eyes downcast. Yet, he felt his thighs tensing.

      “Figured I’d find you here, mate!” a cheerful voice said, loudly enough that Booth could hear him clearly, but softly enough that people even standing close by could not hear.

      Heaving a sigh, Booth tried to keep his eyes half closed when he looked up and sat back.

      “Hello, Lucas,” Booth said.

      “Well, don’t you sound happy to see me!” Knight said with a chuckle. “Mind if I join you?”

      Booth mentally winced when Lucas Knight used his cane to gesture at the wooden stool. It was on the other side of the table from Booth. Slowly, Booth gestured for him to sit.

      That’s my fault, Booth thought, trying not to look at the cane or hear the faint metallic clang as Knight hung it by its handle from the tabletop. Booth drank half of his pint of stout.

      The waitress hurried over and said to Knight, “What’ll you have?”

      “You have Sunset Red in stock?”

      “Sure do! And you, Mr. Booth. Need another?”

      Booth slowly shook his head. Smiling, the waitress hurried back to the bar.

      “They treat you well here,” Knight said. Booth wondered how to interpret the smile on his friend’s face. He sincerely hoped it was not pity.

      “Well, we have an unspoken agreement,” he said. “They don’t mention what happened, and I keep visiting their establishment.”

      Knight slowly tapped his ring finger on the table. The stout suddenly feeling acidic in his stomach, Booth realized it was about time for That Talk. The talk that he had expected from Knight for days now. He had even spent some time yesterday and this morning preparing for it. Booth had some ready answers for the Knight’s most likely tactics.

      The waitress, the gloss of her shoulder-length brunette hair reflecting the yellow and amber lights, sat a glass of Sunset Red in front of Knight.

      “Thank you, miss!” he said cheerfully, toasting her.

      Smiling in acknowledgment, she turned her attention briefly to Booth. Out of the corner of his eye, Booth could see that her smile softened just a little.

      Great, he thought as she turned and walked away. Even the waitress feels sorry for me.

      “How can you drink that?” Booth asked Knight as he put the glass down. “It tastes like copper took a piss.”

      Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Knight said, “First, how the hell do you know what copper piss tastes like? And second, I have better taste than you do, so, well, piss off.”

      Booth just shrugged and went back to hunching over his drink.

      “So, I was reading over the reports of Mr. Alder’s escapades at the Epsilon Eridani Fissure,” Knight said. Seeing Booth’s sudden glare, he said, “Now, see here, you know as well as I do that it’s common knowledge that we’re interested in that. Hell, everyone is! So stop glaring daggers at me.

      “Kinda surprising, if you ask me, that Parliament seems to buy his explanation that he needs to be there to keep an eye on things. Man’s not served a minute in his life. Yet, he claims his presence is necessary for the German Blue Asteroid Fleet to function properly? Man’s got balls, if nothing else.”

      Booth just shook his head, wishing that if it was time to That Talk, Knight would just get on with it. Booth laid out the opening moves in his mind. Knight would
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