

    
        
          Enigma

        

        
        
          Stephen L. Thompson

        

        
          Published by Stephen L. Thompson, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ENIGMA

    

    
      First edition. May 18, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Stephen L. Thompson.

    

    
    
      Written by Stephen L. Thompson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PART I

PART II

Sign up for Stephen L. Thompson's Mailing List

Also By Stephen L. Thompson

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART I


[image: ]


Stopping before a door with a blood red “Go Away!” painted on it, Said Nalick pressed the buzzer then pounded on the door with his fist several times.  After a few seconds he shouted, “Get your skinny ass out of bed, Carlos.” When he heard something stirring inside, he took a step back; in case Carlos took a swing at him.

The door whipped open and a gangly man with a shaved head and dark circles under his eyes stood naked in the doorway.  Putting his elbow on the door frame he leaned forward.  “What?”

“There’s a job, and you’re next on rotation.”

With a grunt, Carlos turned around.

Said followed him into the room and closed the door behind him.  Carlos went into his bathroom, farted, and began urinating, all with the bathroom door still open.  Turning away, Said looked around the tiny room.  A narrow bed with twisted sheets filled half the space with the floor around it carpeted in clothes, data pads, and beer bottles.  A large viewscreen showing rolling hills lit by greenish-blue moonlight filled one wall.  Swords and battle axes covered the other walls.

Yawning, Carlos came out of the bathroom and sat down on the bed.  “What is it?”

“There’s a problem with a slicer.” Said tossed a data pad and Carlos caught it with both hands.  He flicked it open to a display of a comet nucleus with data scrolled along the side.  “This one’s been a pain,” Said continued.  “On a previous slicing six months ago, the tube caught on a boulder.  Joel went out and managed to work around it.  Probably the same problem again, but this time we’ll wedge it.”

Carlos looked up from the pad.  “What?  It’s still almost four kilometers across.”

Said spread his hands and rolled his eyes.  “I’ve heard,” he said conspiratorially, “that the Almighty Board is wondering if it would be faster – and hence more profitable – to just crack a nucleus and pick up the pieces than to make slow, careful, precise slices.”

“You’re joking.”

“I wish.”

Carlos shook his head.  “I guess they won’t be the one’s flying through the debris field.”

“Exactly.” Said sighed.  “Anyway, when this problem came up this time, it was seen as a chance to test a new technique.”

“Lovely.”

“It’s just a test.  While wedges can – sometimes – work on chunks, nobody has ever tried wedging a full nucleus.”

“Because everybody knows it’s a bad idea.”

“Carlos, everybody who works out here knows it’s a bad idea.  Unfortunately, there is no hard data to prove how stupid the idea is, so if we can show the board how stupid it is–”

“They’ll make it standard policy.”

Said gave a humorless chuckle.  “Probably.”

Shaking his head again, Carlos looked back at the pad.  “I guess there are worse ways to kill a couple of days.”

“Actually,” Said began, but then sighed.  “Another moronic idea the board has been thinking about is reducing the use of tunnel pellets.  So instead of tunneling right there and getting this over with, you’re going to have to go the slow way?”

Carlos looked to the ceiling.  “How far is it?”

“Eight days.”

“So paying me to drink beer and watch porn for eight days is cheaper than using two tunnel pellets?”

“If you hold the accounting ledgers at the right angle....” Said chuckled.  “Not even then, but that’s because we live in the real world, not the world of the board.”

Carlos sighed.  “How do I get out of this moronic job?”

“If you find a way, take me with you.” Said shrugged.  “It is what it is.  It will be a couple of hours before we get the wedges loaded.”

“I’ll be there.  Cursing, but I’ll be there.”

“As long as you’re there.” Said opened the door and left.

Dropping the data pad on his bed, Carlos went into the bathroom grumbling about the moronic board.
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A hot shower made a new man out of Carlos Molina.  The circles under his eyes had faded and he wore his most patched – and therefore most comfortable – coveralls as he walked to the station’s mess.  Even at mid-shift, there were about twenty technicians, maintenance personnel, and managers having whatever meal fit their schedules.  

Carlos looked around the room, then walked up to the man cleaning the pastry display case.  Tony looked up and asked, “What the hell do you want?”

With a grin, Carlos replied, “I’m starting out on a mission.”

“And I suppose you want your lucky mashed potatoes,” Tony asked as he stood up.  With a wide smile he said, “About time you start pulling your own weight.”

“Somebody around here has to.”

“Some of us already do.  Hell, some of us work every day.”

“And some of us are smart enough to avoid such fates,” Carlos replied, fighting to keep a straight face.

Tony pointed at Carlos with his wash rag.  “Do you want the ‘special’ mashed potatoes?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

In reply, Tony only shrugged.

Carlos took a step back and made a low bow.  “I bow before your superior intellect and culinary threats.”

Tony gave a curt nod.  “That’s better.”

A few minutes later, Carlos sat in a deserted corner of the mess with his “un-special” potatoes and a cup of Martian coffee.  The kitchen staff joked that Carlos must be superstitious because he always ate mashed potatoes before leaving on a mission and when he returned.  The truth was Carlos just loved fresh, mashed potatoes.  They were his comfort food, reminding him of his childhood growing up on a potato farm on Sandra.  It seemed everyday his dad would bake or fry some potatoes, but his specialty was mashed, having them two, or even three times a week.  

But then his parent’s bad business sense led to them having to sell the farm and their eventually divorce.  Which lead to Carlos running away at sixteen and joining a freighter crew.  And twenty some years later he ended up here.

Carlos shook away the memories and took out the data pad to study the nucleus while he ate.  The original nucleus had been a nine-kilometer-long bowling pin.  In the past year, the smaller half had been diced into half-kilometer chunks which were then towed back for the station’s melters; giant solar ovens that separated the volatiles from the solids.  All that was left of the nucleus was the roughly four kilometer in diameter bottom.  Like most nuclei this was covered in impact craters, with one at least a kilometer in diameter.  Such heavy cratering of nuclei was common, meaning most were just rubble piles held together by ice and their weak gravity.  All of which meant it wouldn’t take much to shatter one.  

“Stupid board members.” Carlos put the pad down and focused on his meal.
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From the mess, it was a short walk to the hangar where his ship, Mîm, waited.  When he reached it, he saw the chief hangar mechanic Vidya checking on the ten wedges that dwarfed the Mîm.  Each wedge consisted of two square, metal plates twenty meters on a side with sixteen high pressure hydraulic pumps between them.

“Everything okay?” Carlos asked.

Not turning around Vidya replied, “As long as your malab ship doesn’t explode, the wedges should be just fine.” She then turned to Carlos and smiled.

Carlos patted Mîm’s hull and spoke as one comforting a child, “Don’t you listen to the mean old chief.  She’s just jealous she doesn’t have your curves.”

“You didn’t seem to mind my lack of curves at the New Year’s Eve Party.”

“That’s because I was drunk,” Carlos answered.  “A few more beers and Said would’ve looked good.”

Vidya punched his shoulder, but laughed while she did it.  “Come on, they’re not paying you to be an asshole.”

“I throw that in for free.”

Still bantering, they walked around the modified freighter going through the pre-flight checklist.  Satisfied he would return to annoy her some more, Vidya signed off on his mission.  As was pre-launch custom, he gave her a kiss on the top of her head.  Then for himself, he smacked her butt.  He just barely got out of the way of her fist.
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Once Carlos stowed his gear – some clothes, a few data pads, and his last two cases of Black Ice Beer – he went to the bridge and strapped in.  Within a minute everything was powered up and in the green.  “Station Command, Mîm, I’m ready to launch.”

A second later Ivan, the station AI – or Intelligent Program as they called themselves these days since “artificial” was derogatory – replied with, “Standby.” It was very progressive of the company to hire an IP under contract instead of just building one into the station.  Carlos had never worked with one before, but even for a computer program he found Ivan cold, calculating, corporate.  Ivan was the main reason Carlos had voted against granting them citizenship the year before.

After a few moments Ivan returned with, “Mîm, I’m taking control of your systems.”

Carlos checked his displays, “I confirm you have control.”

The Mîm’s docking bay sealed and massive vacuum pumps sucked out most of the air.  Carlos looked over his displays and – even though Ivan already knew – transmitted, “Station Command, Mîm, hull integrity is holding.”

“Confirmed, Mîm.  Standby for launch.”

The docking bay’s outer door opened and what little air there was vented into space.  The grav plating under the Mîm powered down and with gentle thruster firings, Ivan launched the Mîm.

Even though Carlos had done this hundreds of times before, a chill still went through his body as if he had dived into an icy pool.  But instead of a mere shallow pool of water this was the infinitely deep blackness of space.  What saved him from drowning were the brilliant stars burning in the thick swath of the Milky Way.

It took a few seconds for him to find the faint point marking the yellow star with the bland Earther name HD 14412.  But to a Sandran like Carlos, it would always be Second Sol.

After glancing home for a few seconds, Carlos looked closer.  Scattered amongst the multitude of distant stars were warning lights
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