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Already?

Jay narrowed his eyes at the screenshot of the Missile Chief's latest social media post. She was standing next to her latest greatest missile.  Beaming with pride.  She was dressed in her standard mishmash of local style fluffy skirts and military surplus fatigue pieces.  Her handbag was nice, she'd clearly upgraded.  

He leaned closer to squint at a small detail, then pushed himself back and pulled out his reading glasses.  

The corner of a phone was poking out of the front pocket of the designer bag.  

"Hey," Jay called.  The computer monitors blocked the view of his desk mate, the resident officer, and he refused to stand on tippy toes to see over the top. He instead opted for just yelling at Captain Yevgeny.  

"What?" She called back.

"Did you see the new report on the PGE  Missile Chief?"

"Hold on," she called out over the sound of links being clicked.  "Ooh, that's a nice bag."

"I know, right," Jay absently answered as he scanned through the report's citations and live links.  "But look at the pocket – the phone, does anyone know what it is?"  He started clicking furiously through the hyperlinks, filling with nervous energy.  

What do we have a literal army of analysts for anyway?  

He fixated on the missing piece of information until he successfully channeled all the nervous energy into old, familiar, safe anger.  

"Thought you'd be more concerned about the fucking missile..." Captain remarked.

"It looks like an old QCC-1002." Jay hit more links looking for confirmation.  

"Yeah..." Captain drew out the word, clearly distracted.  

"The spies wrote that exploit for QCC-1002s a few months ago," Jay rushed to explain as he continued to fail to find the evidence he needed, "they can make the phone spoof a C Band emitter."

Silence. 

"Like the Missile Chief's homing beacons." he tried not to snap.

Silence.

"Like the kind she had her goons slap all over that fucking hospital and we couldn't figure out how she was driving the missile to target." Every word came out with increasing intensity. 

Captain Yevgeny rolled in her office chair past the monitors and around the desk to face him.  "You're still mad about the hospital?" She looked him in the eyes.

"It was three weeks ago," Jay did snap this time, "you should still be mad about the hospital.  We should all still be mad enough about the hospital to do something."  He felt his face flushing.  He could hear echoes of Hiro's voice telling him to just calm down, it wasn't the end of the world.  

Except it had been the literal end of the world for three people.

"We can't launch a response every time they hit us."

He liked the captain as much as he ever liked any resident officer.  She at least always signed his soldiers' timecards on time.  But he couldn't stop the outrage over the standard officer bullshit line from showing on his face. 

He tried to calm himself.  Keeping just enough anger to keep him going, but not enough to interfere with sounding like the voice of reason.  "Then what's the fucking point of an asymmetric war?" He sort of succeeded. 

"To justify propping up the industrial base while we wait for the Hostis and/or the civil war to properly start," she provided the sort of honest answer Jay hated.

What's the point of fighting a war if we just let people die anyway?  He thought about Hiro's last moments in the hospital room.  A supposedly routine procedure gone wrong just because an adversary that had never thought about nor even heard of Hiro wanted to hit their society where it hurt. Mission accomplished.

The captain looked concerned.  "Retaliating against the Missile Chief isn't going to bring him back."

"I know that," Jay snapped, depression converted instantly to more anger.  "I have underdeveloped emotional regulation and control,” he recited his therapist's description, “I'm not delusional."  He also didn't have any obligation to share his diagnoses with a fucking officer.  Not since the latest coup.  But as good as it felt to give into the angry outburst, it wasn't the best method to get his way.  

Jay took a deep breath. "The caption says she launched her new missile to stand ready in orbit," he forced himself to speak in a neutral tone, "if she does have a QCC-1002, we can use it to spoof a beacon and the missile can transfer her to heaven instead of innocent civilians at a hospital."

She returned his stare.

"It would be funny," he argued.

The edges of Captain's lips threatened to smile.  "That would be pretty funny," she admitted.

The Perpetual Growth Economy Heresy was founded on the idea of perma-deathing anyone over their randomly dictated age limit in order to redirect resources to growing the population.  As stupid as it was, and as devout as Jay was, he wouldn't have a problem with it if they only imposed the time out function on themselves.  God had finally delivered on the promise of eternal life –for the most part.  Why crazy heretics like the PGE cult would willingly and actively throw that all away was beyond his comprehension and above his pay grade.  

"You still got to do a DD214," the captain scooted her wheely chair back to her station.

Jay turned back to his own station and clicked on an antsy pop up notification.

‘PGE Missile Chief selector tied to legacy QCC-1002 mobile device.’ 

"You still need the form," Captain Yevgeny called over the monitors, apparently getting the same update.  "You need to ID ETL with I2U Warfare, confirm the exploit with CCO under CAH authorities, confirm access to the device and coordinate with medical for TTHRs in order to get permission for the NCTH."  Her head popped over the top of the monitors.  

Jay looked up at her.

"Got it?" She asked.

Jay resisted the urge to remind her that chiefs didn't take orders from captains.  "No," he answered, "we had that reorg; you lost me like five acronyms ago."

——-
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JAY STARED AT THE POSTER.  It made no sense.  There were several diagrams, punctuated with text which quickly devolved into math before culminating in a proud graph of ... something.  It just looked like lines and shit to him.  

"Don't you have a requirement to actually explain how you blow through your budget?" Jay looked up at Dr. Chen.  He was Alice's new postdoc, he was tall, like everyone born in this weak gravity, but skinny.  He had apparently graduated yesterday and looked barely old enough to start high school.  

"Sorry, I was held up, some kind of drama with the local security guards," Alice signed as she burst through the overpressure curtains, nearly tripping on a stray optical fiber Child Genius Chen had left on the floor.  

Jay rushed to catch her.

She caught herself, picking up the fiber and setting it on top of a pile of millions of dollars of scientific mess.  

"What do you think of our poster?"  She signed, smiling and pointing excitedly.  Her petite frame made her look like the child next to Dr. Chen. 

Jay smiled back, looking down into her big light eyes.  "Your project is amazing..." he somehow simpered as he signed back. 

Dr. Chen let out an annoyed huff, "Shouldn't you be at work?" He asked outloud. 

"Shouldn't you be in daycare?" Jay snapped and felt his face flush, he focused on Dr. Chen until he successfully turned his embarrassment into anger.  He cleared his throat.  "Well, the PGE Missile Chief appreciates your work," he signed to Alice.

"So what did they reverse engineer now?" Alice signed with shrug.

"You seem way too casual..." Dr. Chen turned his scrutiny to his boss.

She just shrugged again. "It's just the end stage of the Innovative, Irregular, and Unconventional Warfare project life cycle," she told him, her hands expressing the sarcasm better than the spoken word could. "Someone thinks of some horribly novel way to wreak havoc and destruction–"

"You mean you think of the novel way. You never give yourself enough credit," Jay interrupted.

Dr. Chen rolled his eyes.

She went on with her explanation, "–then someone gives me a pile of money to test it –" 

"Yes, usually me," Jay signed, nodding along.

"–then they give a much bigger pile of money to a contractor to make it –" Alice ignored him and continued.

"Usually one that just so happens to have a lot of officer investors..." Jay interjected.

Alice gave him a shrug of cynical acknowledgement.

The young postdoc looked disillusioned.

Alice continued, "–and then they realize it's too terrible to ever use–" 

"We have differences of opinion on that," Jay inserted.  

"–and they throw it in the trash, where our adversaries then steal it," she finished her explanation to the horrified child. 

Jay couldn't count the number of similar themed work related rants he'd had with Alice over the years.  Hiro used to call her his 'work spouse'.  He'd preferred Jay to not bring his work frustrations home, not having much of a stomach for it.  He'd been more than happy to encourage Jay to push that part of his life on Alice instead.  

"At least distributed entanglement's inpossible to weaponize..." Dr. Chen offered hopefully.

"If anyone could figure out a way, it's you," Jay signed as he smiled more at Alice.  Hiro would've been more horrified than the postdoc.  Despite how much he had liked Alice personally, he had never understood why or how everything she touched seemed to inevitably turn into destruction. 

She has a gift.

Jay realized he hadn't answered her question.  "It's that thing you made from the locals' quantum teleportation thing," Jay explained, making sure he got the technical signs right, "the one for puncturing the Hostis ships."

"Oh my God, you did turn distributed entanglement into a weapon," Dr. Kid bkurted out, though he was clearly trying not to look impressed.

"Don't blaspheme," Jay snapped audibly at him.  God was going to be mad enough at its colonists when they finally finished the causeway to unite the two planets, they didn't need to set it off with flippant disrespect.  Hiro would have argued they should have actual respect for the being that literally gave them eternal life in heaven.  

Except Hiro didn't get to live forever.

"It's not exactly rocket science," Alice explained, understating her weapon prototype, "they made a system for people to go through rocks. We turned it into a way for rocks
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