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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            CONRAD - WELCOMING PARTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Melchizedek “Dek” Conrad paused as he strode off stage. Turning, he studied the developing scene behind him. He’d left the rest of the Executive Team to handle questions from the Managers, Supervisors, Professionals, and others. Even now, many of them had chosen to come down from the stands to mingle. He glanced at the half-full glass of beer he’d just set down after toasting to the opening of Haven Two.

      “Welcome to Second City,” he repeated, once again wondering at how little thought and effort had gone into the name. Knowing that he was using that as a diversion.

      The overhead filaments had dimmed to their evening glow over an hour ago. He followed the well-lit path that would take him to the main walkway into town. But instead of staying on it, he wanted to get a higher view of the surroundings, so he stepped onto the sandy ground studded with short olive trees. A few minutes later, he looked down at the valley southwest of Second City. He could not see anything, of course. It was dark.

      So why did I walk all the way up here, then? he thought, trying to tell himself he didn’t know the answer.

      He considered returning. Also, he considered sitting down. Instead, he stood there gazing into the dark.

      “You know, it would be perfectly fine with me if you decided to sulk somewhere a little more convenient,” Matsushita Sachi, Conrad’s Vice President of Security, said. She seemed to teleport right beside him.

      “I’d love to know how you do that,” he said, trying not to appear startled.

      “Then pay more attention during your training sessions. You’ve been zoning out lately. Nice speech, by the way. I think the new recruits are pretty excited about moving into Second City. Tung, Brianne, and I finished moving in yesterday. It’s strange. Second City’s layout is identical to Haven City. It doesn’t feel like I’ve moved at all.”

      “You sound like you think that’s a bad thing.”

      “Well, I don’t want to sound disrespectful of what our AIs achieved across the decades, but patterning both Haven City and Second City on Delphi? It’s disorienting. They could have patterned Second City after Arachovas or something.”

      “I think Operations changed the design for Haven Three’s city.”

      “Dek, you read that in the morning report a couple of weeks ago. Brianne and I talked about it, remember? Did the speech take that much out of you?”

      Conrad twisted his mouth into a grimace that he hoped Matsushita couldn’t see in the dark.

      She said, “Or, well, look. Tung’s demo is later this week. I think he has some insights he’s been afraid to share. Maybe it’ll be good news?”

      “Have you ever known Tung to hide good news?”

      “You sounded like you needed cheering up.”

      His short laugh sounded harsh. Shaking his head, he said, “Sorry, Sachi. But remember: I need you honest all the time. Don’t try to cheer me up; give me the facts. In this case, we both know the score.”

      “Here’s a fact for you: we haven’t lost a single person since the Ross 128 incident. And yes, I know that we’ve also not colonized a single planet. What I’m trying to convey to you, Dek, is that our plans are working. We’re making progress. We learned from our experience.”

      “It’s not fast enough,” he muttered.

      “Hmmm?”

      “Certainly, I don’t want to push forward in a reckless manner,” he said, straightening. “The Sirius Project is too important to rush. I merely remain concerned that our forward progress seems to have stalled.”

      “Practicing your next speech, are you?” Matsushita said.

      Despite himself, Conrad chuckled.

      “I suppose everyone’s wondering where I went,” he said, brushing his hands off as if he had somehow gotten them dusty.

      “No, I think they know you better than that. Still, I’m pretty sure they’d like to talk to you, if you’re so inclined.”

      “I’m so inclined,” he said. “Let’s go talk to some folks.”

      

      Conrad found that his half-full glass of beer had remained where he’d left it. Briefly wondering if the bots had ignored it on purpose, in case he wanted to finish it, he walked over and picked it up.

      Don’t want to let it go to waste, he thought, taking a sip.

      Matsushita said, “I want to bounce something off Linda. Talk to you later.”

      Conrad nodded and looked around. He saw Wyatt King, his VP of Human Resources, and Jiangsu Tung, his VP of Research and Development, talking with their heads together. They stood near the southwestern edge of the stage, as far as they could get from everyone else and still be part of the gathering.

      At least they didn’t try to escape, Conrad thought, taking another sip.

      He ambled over to the buffet table, struck by the idea that they’d bet on the weather remaining good by putting out so much food. Then, for what felt like the hundredth time, he reminded himself that they were in an artificial cavern inside an asteroid orbiting Sirius AB-I. They controlled the weather.

      Someday, I vow to get used to this, he thought, wondering if he wanted to try the Keftedakia. Then he saw boneless hot wings. He forked a few of those onto a plate and popped one in his mouth.

      Don’t know why they don’t just called them nuggets, he thought. I doubt there’s any wing meat on these at all. Though I shouldn’t sell the vats short.

      He became aware of a man hovering near the boneless wings. That’s when Conrad realized he’d been holding up the line.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, stepping back and nodding to the wings. “They’re pretty good.”

      “I haven’t had any of these since we left Earth,” the man said, and Conrad inwardly cringed at the nervousness in his voice.

      Been out here a year, and it’s still like this. We’ve got a lot of work to do.

      He searched his memory for the man’s name. The image of him arriving in one of the first waves of immigrants narrowed it down. Conrad recalled his sister was one of the Fleet’s engineers.

      “Mr. Payne, how’s your new home here in Haven Two?” Conrad asked.

      “Oh! Well, sir, it’s wonderful,” Owen Payne, a Supervisor for one of the mining stations, said.

      The man seemed frozen, so Conrad gestured to the wings and took another step back.

      “Glad to hear it. How’re things with the family?”

      “Also wonderful. Charlotte is so much happier out here! The kids are, too. Ava and Jaxon both want to become colonists. Not sure I’m onboard with that. I mean, sure, it’s important. I get that. But, you know, they’re my kids. I want to keep them close. But, uh, any idea when we’ll start? Colonizing, I mean. Lots of folks seem excited to get started.”

      “I appreciate their enthusiasm,” Conrad said, eating another chicken nugget. When he decided he had chewed it as long as he could, he swallowed and said, “Safety is a primary concern. We’ll start as soon as we can, safely.”

      “That makes sense,” Payne said, blushing when he realized how many boneless wings he had stacked on his plate. Apparently, in an attempt to deflect attention, he said, “By the way, sir, I can’t thank you enough for pulling us out of the Middle States. I’m dead sure it would have killed us.”

      “Well, Brianne and I appreciate the work you’re doing. We have a lot of construction going on. It’d come to a halt without your efforts.”

      Payne didn’t seem to know how to respond to that. Conrad, telling himself that he shouldn’t monopolize the Supervisor, said, “Enjoy the wings.”

      Conrad saw that King and Jiangsu continued their conversation. Matsushita and Linda Southfield, the VP of Exploratory Services, had disappeared. Conrad didn’t feel like using his pendant Holo-D to track them down. Finishing his beer, he placed the glass on a passing bot’s tray and picked up another.

      It’s a celebration, he thought. I should set a good example.

      Conrad fought an urge to find a table in an out-of-the-way corner and instead forced himself to mingle. Most of the celebrants seemed more than happy to exchange in small talk, which suited Conrad just fine. He had not even worked halfway through his inventory of pithy observations when he heard Director Ira Malhotra’s voice.

      “Good evening, Mr. Conrad,” she said, walking up to him. She left behind a circle of people Conrad recognized as crew members from the Resolution and Tenacity.

      “Good evening, Ira!” he said, trying to ignore the relief he felt at seeing someone he could actually have a conversation with. “How’s the fleet?”

      “Coming together well,” she said. “Resolution and Tenacity are at full strength. Indomitable and Intrepid are coming together, too. It’s almost a shame to offer up Invincible and Valorous for the weapons test.”

      “Yeah, but we both know how important that is.”

      “Indeed. I appreciate you giving us time to fully prepare,” she said. Conrad felt certain she had not intended to set off the stabs of guilt he felt. “Which means I’m of two minds when it comes to the weapons test. If it fails, I’ll have more time to train the fleet. But if it succeeds, we can finally push forward with the real intent of the Sirius Project. Well, I guess we’ll play whatever hand we’re dealt, yes?”

      “Finally push forward, you say,” Conrad said, taking a long drink. “Yeah, you’re right. Whatever happens, happens, and we’ll make the best of it.”

      “Is there anything I can help you with, Mr. Conrad?” Malhotra asked.

      “It’s that obvious?”

      “I don’t know about obvious. But I imagine you must be worried about the project. VP Jiangsu knows his work. His team is the best I’ve ever seen when it comes to R&D. I have complete faith they will come up with a solution.”

      To the one capability we’ve seen our enemy use. Whoever they are, Conrad thought.

      Forcing himself to smile, he said, “I agree. And I also have the same kind of faith in you and your fleet. It’s only a matter of time before we get back on track.”

      “Indeed. And thanks for your kind words. I should get back to my talk with Supervisor Kuzmich. He was saying something about trying to establish the criteria for deciding if he should advocate for bringing his wife out here. I don’t want to leave him in the lurch. Are you sure there’s nothing I can do for you?”

      “Ira, thank you,” Conrad said. “I appreciate your concern. Just keep doing your usual good job. And give Supervisor Kuzmich my best wishes. Or sympathy. Or whatever you think best.”

      With a laugh, she said, “I will be happy to do so, Mr. Conrad. Good evening!”

      Even one of my Directors feels the need to cheer me up, he thought, deciding not to take another sip of his beer. I need to do a better job with this Executive thing.

      Seeing that Jiangsu and King were still deep in conversation, wondering if Jiangsu had latched onto King as a conversational life-preserver, Conrad surveyed the gathering. It was still early. The crowd still looked dense and lively.

      Sighing, Conrad forced himself to chart a new course through the crowd.

      You’d think I’d be used to this by now, he thought, hoping he could ration his beer for the first orbit.
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            MATSUSHITA - THEATER OF OPERATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Matsushita Sachi walked up to the VP of Exploratory Services and said, “Hi Linda! May I take a moment of your time?”

      “Sure, Sachi!” Linda Southfield said, looking around. “Off the stage there okay? Or do you need something more private?”

      “Stereotyping me, huh?” Matsushita said. She hoped her delivery hid her worry.

      “I’m just trying to be considerate. But tomato, toe-mah-toe, I guess.”

      “Speaking of which, is it wrong that I’m still amazed we have fresh fruit out here?”

      “I hope not,” Southfield said with a laugh. “It still amazes me. But stage right will work for you?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Matsushita glanced back to confirm that Conrad was still deciding how to engage with the crowd.

      He’ll be fine, she told herself. I think.

      Stage right wasn’t exactly covered by shadows, but the structure of the rising seats cut off most of the bright lights. When the conversation behind them had faded into the background, Southfield stopped and said, “It’s Tung’s demo, isn’t it?”

      “It’s related,” Matsushita said. She crossed her arms and ignored Southfield’s raised eyebrow. “I don’t want to bring this up to the full Executive Team yet. It’s conjecture. It’s probably me worrying…”

      “You need to stop hanging around Dek so much,” Southfield said. “Seriously, his attitude’s infecting you. I have never, ever, known you to ‘just worry.’”

      “Candidly, I’m trying to soften the blow,” Matsushita said. “I’m trying to sound less convinced than I am to ease you into this.”

      “Like that didn’t just put me on edge.”

      “Okay. Alright. Linda, whatever destroyed the Dauntless in the Ross 128 system also likely destroyed the moon base. And pounded the inhabitants of Ross 128I into extinction.”

      “All of the data we recovered on the moon base confirmed that, yes. I think it’s a solid conclusion.”

      “They destroyed the Dauntless with a gravity weapon whose capability has taken us a year to replicate, even on a small scale.”

      “So far, I’m following. And I’m not terrified yet,” Southfield said.

      “According to the records we recovered on the moon base, the planet died first. Then the moon base.”

      “Yes.”

      “So why’d they stop with the Dauntless?”

      Southfield sighed. She turned and folded her forearms onto the railing that ran from stage right, across the stage, and into the shadows on the left.

      Southfield said, “Sachi, I’ve been wondering about that. I’ve also wondered, well…”

      When she trailed off, Matsushita joined her at the railing. She leaned her hip against it and said, “So, you’ve seen the implications, too?”

      “That whatever hit the Dauntless, it wasn’t their only weapon?”

      “Exactly,” Matsushita said.

      I should feel relieved, she thought. But it’s not even close. Maybe I was hoping she’d explain how I’m wrong.

      Southfield said, “I think Tung knows. I’ll bet that Dek has figured it out, too. You’re worried that it’s taken us a year to figure out a defense for the attack we think we understand. And a pale imitation of it as a weapon.”

      “A prototype I’m not convinced is going into production anytime soon,” Matsushita said. “My Director of Field Security Services has expressed grave doubts.”

      “So have Tung’s people. Hell, so has Tung.”

      “But you know the worst part, right?”

      “Uh, maybe? What do you have in mind?” Southfield asked. That made Matsushita wonder what horrors the woman had imagined.

      “We don’t know what our enemy’s other capabilities are. Our analysis of the ruins on Ross 128 I is inconclusive. We don’t know what triggers those other capabilities. We have no idea how to defend against them. And we have no idea what triggers planet-killing attacks.”

      “Well, our installations here on Sirius are still intact,” Southfield said. Matsushita noticed the woman had lowered her voice.

      “And we’re not living on the surface of any of the planets, either. We’re living in caverns carved out of asteroids. We don’t know if that’s part of the equation or not. We have untested theories. That’s all. And that means, well. That means even if Tung’s demo goes well, even if we put his new equipment into production… Linda, I don’t see how we can, in good conscience, start colonizing.”

      “And we’re recruiting colonists.”

      “Yes. And we’re recruiting colonists. Lots of them.”

      Southfield studied the hill descending into the darkness for a few moments. Matsushita shared in her contemplation. Finally, Southfield spoke.

      “We rushed into Ross 128. We lost a lot of good people. We won’t rush into this. Ira and I have talked about it. We’re trying to immunize the Executive Team against launch fever.”

      “Oh, I back that sentiment. But Linda, the whole point of being out here is to move forward with the Sirius Project. And instead of celebrating our first colony, we had to expedite the construction of Haven Two and Haven Three. This celebration is for the grand opening of Haven Two — not our first colony.”

      “Well, Sachi,” Southfield said. She seemed to reconsider her words before she went on. “Honestly, I’m worried. So I’m investing heavily in Ira’s plans to recruit and train crew. To put a positive spin on things, some of the colonists have expressed an interest in joining the fleet, so we’ll soon have five ships fully crewed and operational. So, it’s not all bad news.”

      “I appreciate your efforts. Ira’s, too. And I’m not trying to fault anyone.”

      “Well, except yourself,” Southfield said with a grin.

      “We really need to know what we’re up against,” Matsushita said. “I think I’ll add an agenda item to our Executive Team meeting tomorrow morning.”

      “You don’t think that’ll distract Tung from his demo?”

      “He’s a good man. Exposing him to concerns like this will toughen him up. And as we said, he probably already knows.”

      Southfield again gazed into the night. She said, “There’s something to that, Sachi. I remember being with Ira on the Indiana, on our first mission through the 61 Cygni Fissure. I remember listening to your training sessions, and I remember reading your security briefs. But it always felt so distant, you know? Like it was something that I’d never have to worry about. Until I did. You’re right. I think it’ll be like that with Tung.”

      “Thanks, Linda. This talk helped me clarify what steps I think we need to take next.”

      “Anytime! Shall we go back and enjoy the party?”

      “Absolutely. And keep an eye out for Dek. Make sure he doesn’t get too dour.”

      “Would it be a party without a dour Dek?”

      Laughing, Matsushita said, “Well, when you put it that way…”

      The two women headed back into the glare of the stage lights. Matsushita automatically catalogued where each Executive Team member stood and to whom they spoke. She noticed that Conrad actually wore a solid Executive smile and seemed to be in an animated conversation.

      Wonders never cease, she thought. Pushing a practiced, inviting smile onto her face, she noticed her Director of Field Security Services and headed towards the woman. Now, if we could only do what we came out here to do!
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            PORTER - A PAIR OF NINES

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re sure cooking still helps you think?” Atticus Porter, CEO of TransStell in the Sol System, asked as he slid into his chair. He eyed the medialunas and tried to decide if he wanted butter or vegetable oil this morning.

      Catalina Ojeda smoothed her armored apron. This morning, she wore it over her dark gray Executive suit, and Porter still struggled to accept the juxtaposition.

      I mean, wearing an armored maid’s uniform seemed nuts, he thought. But an armored apron over a business suit? Somehow, that’s even more, what, more nuts? Though maybe I should just call it the Catalina Original Look.

      Ojeda said, “Mr. Porter, I must confess that I feel slightly hurt that you doubt my word.”

      She brought a pitcher of orange juice from the refrigerator and poured a glass for him.

      “Catalina, we’ve talked about this,” he said, indicating she should take the chair across from him.

      “Ah, yes,” she said, taking her seat. One of the maids came forward from the serving area and finished pouring the orange juice and coffee. “Sir, if I may speak seriously for a moment, there are times when I find it hard to fully assume the, ah, Executive role.”

      Suddenly losing his urge to keep up the old running joke, Porter tore his medialunas in half. He decided to eat it plain. He liked the bitter taste of mixing it with coffee as he chewed.

      “Well,” he said around his food, “I can understand. I was just getting used to being a VP when Dek sprung this CEO thing on me.”

      He looked up when he sensed her staring at him.

      “Mr. Porter, are you saying that there is a significant difference between being a VP and a CEO?”

      “Well, yeah. Didn’t you notice a difference between being the Head of Household and the VP Of Security for South American Operations?”

      Porter noticed that she had ameliorated her glare over the past year. He had coached her not give the impression she thought he was anything but competent in public meetings — even if he did something either of them considered stupid.  Telling him he was stupid was what private meetings like this were for, he had told her. But he still wanted her to practice, even in private.

      And damn, her glares can be brutal, he thought. I wonder how she’ll react to the news I’m going to have to give her sooner or later? Probably better than I think she will.

      “Yes, Catalina?” he asked when the glare continued.

      “My responsibilities as head maid and as a VP are markedly different. I was under the impression that the move from VP to CEO was one of small degrees, at least within TransStell and our Subsidiaries.”

      “I’ll give you a hint,” Porter said, draining the glass of orange juice and smiling in thanks as the maid refilled it. “Think in terms of power and scope.”

      “Power and scope,” Ojeda repeated, primly sipping her coffee and placing it just so back on her saucer. “Oh, I think I see. You can now overrule any of your VPs, so that suggests greater power. Yet, you need to listen carefully to their advice, because they are experts in their various arenas. Otherwise, you could miss something crucial. That’s an expanded scope.”

      “Huh. That’s actually a little clearer than what I was going to say. Yeah, you got the power thing down, but for scope, I was thinking in terms of taking all of the disciplines into account, not just the one for which I’m primarily responsible.”

      Hell, she understands this better than I do. Is that why I failed so badly at TCP? Porter thought.

      “I suspect you do not fully appreciate your abilities, Mr. Porter,” Ojeda said. She gently split her medialunas and poured a little vegetable oil into the gap. “I have personally witnessed you often seeking the counsel of your VPs.”

      “Well,” Porter said. He reached for the orange juice again and shook his head. “The VPs aren’t the problem.”

      “Are you sure you aren’t exaggerating the problem?”

      “I wish I were. You know what morale’s like.”

      “The Managers, Supervisors, Professionals, Staff, and Workers are scared. They might not know the details, but they feel in their souls how close we came to destruction.”

      And now they’re led by the failed CEO of their worst enemy, Porter thought. Goddamn Dek for pushing this on me.

      “I hope that’s all it is. I still have my doubts. And me sitting down here in Argentina isn’t helping matters.”

      He thought she ignored the last part.

      Ojeda said, “A year ago, we controlled seven Fissures. Now, we influence one that we’ve partnered with the California Republic to develop, and one that’s still being contested in the EU courts. That’s scary. Speaking of which, I understand that the UN International Court is considering hearing the case again.”

      “Only as long as Argentina and the California Republic can fund the effort,” Porter said. He decided to ask for a glass of water. The juice and coffee suddenly seemed too acidic for him.

      “Mr. Porter, I’m trying to say that our close brush with dis-Corporation scared them. Naturally, as you yourself used to lead TCP, you would be the target of their fears.”

      “Don’t let Sam hear you talk like that,” Porter said. He shook his head just imagining how Samuel Beauregard, his VP of Special Projects, would react to anyone publicly voicing an opinion like that.

      “My esteemed colleague is fully capable of accepting the truth,” Ojeda said, taking a small bite of her roll.

      Well, she does seem to be one of the few people who can stand up to Sam without breaking a sweat, he thought.

      “Okay, let’s put that aside for now. Before the full Executive Team meeting today, tell me about your directorate.”

      Maybe I can wait to break the news, Porter thought, feeling like a coward. The reluctance eating at him did not help matters. I should have a feel for this position by now, shouldn’t I?

      “TCP’s political apparatus seems to have recovered in Argentina,” Ojeda said, after thinking for a moment. “We have successfully blunted their infiltration of state security services, especially the Argentinian Army and Air Force. But in those organizations, honor and loyalty are held in high esteem. We have leveraged that. That’s not so in the political castes. TCP continues to outspend us by a wide margin. So even though on an agent-by-agent basis, we fare well, the volume is blunting our effectiveness.”

      “As expected. We have ideas how to fight that. So I’m not worried yet. Any sign of new tactics or capabilities? With Janczak and Gallo apparently working well together, I’m still surprised we haven’t seen anything new.”

      “I share your concern. I have been in conversations with VP Matsushita.”

      Porter had to consciously remind himself that Ojeda referred to Matsushita Hotaru, Matsushita Sachi’s brother. He had taken over for his older sister when she supposedly died in the explosion that destroyed TransStell Deep Space-1.

      Ojeda said, “He has gathered increasing evidence that TCP is preoccupied with Epsilon Eridani and Hans Alder’s new colony there. And yes, he and I both know the scale at which TCP can operate. We know they can conduct many simultaneous operations. I will ask him through back-channels to give us an update, perhaps even before this morning’s meeting, if Security has nothing else pressing.”

      “Here’s the thing, Catalina. Even if TCP delays another month or a year. Hell, ten years, they’re still going to come after us. We can’t remain on their hit list and survive in the long term. We have to do something about that.”

      And I’m increasingly ineffective down here, he thought, feeling a sudden surge of affection for the home around him. Hell, I’m increasingly ineffective. Period.

      “Hotaru and I have also discussed that,” Ojeda said. She surprised him by using the VP of Security’s given name.

      Well, it makes sense she would form a close relationship with him, Porter mused, wondering if he could risk drinking the coffee now. He decided to try.

      “And?” Porter asked.

      “And I would ask that you give us a little more time to develop our thoughts.”

      Chuckling, Porter said, “I remember you used to be a lot more free with your conjecture.”

      “As you just reminded me, Mr. Porter, up until a year ago, the scope of my operations was this household. I am confident in taking risks that mean a food delivery might arrive late. Or impulsively hiring a member of the household staff who I have to later fire. Those risks only affected the household. Now, my decisions and my advice can potentially affect all of TransStell in South America. Perhaps across the globe. So, I listen carefully to your advice. I watch how you make decisions, and I have listened carefully to what Hotaru has told me. So, I ask you to please be patient a little longer. We are close.”

      Glad to see Hotaru is a good influence on her, he thought. The coffee seemed to settle comfortably into his stomach.

      “That’s a good explanation, Catalina. Sorry if I sound surprised, because I’m not. I’m just reflecting on how far you’ve come in a year.”

      She took in a breath to speak, so he said, “And no, it’s not time for a raise.”

      “I was not going to ask for one,” she said. He wondered what her little smile meant. “And honestly, what I earn now embarrasses me. I’ve had to donate half of it to the church my family attends, Iglesia Jesús, Divina Misericordia.”

      “Was that the Ojeda Annex I heard someone talking about the other day?”

      “I asked them to name it after someone else. But, well, my mother and father seemed so happy and proud, and I didn’t… Mr. Porter, my point is that I am more than happy with my compensation. I was going to ask if you would entertain a request for a budget increase for our off-the-books operations.”

      “Um, they’re off the books.”

      “You know what I mean! There are some techniques that I think are working well in Argentina. I’d like to prototype them up in Mexico, particularly near the border with the Texas Republic. It’s related to what Hotaru and I are working on.”

      “Write it up. I’ll take a look. But you know we’re still in a poor cash-flow position, right?”

      “You asked about new capabilities. I am trying to balance our budgetary constraints with the need to block what I fear are examples of new, or at least improved, enemy techniques. It’s been easier to sell our military equipment support contracts after the disasters. Given TCP’s advances in the political arena, I fear they are in play once again.”

      “Damn.”

      “Hotaru fears the same thing in the North American markets.”

      “Double damn.”

      “But there may be opportunities in intelligence gathering. I am working with Cristina Rojas in that regard.”

      “She’s been a good source of global intel. I think she’s done a good job integrating the data we’ve given her. Okay. Like I said, write it up. I’ll see what I can do.”

      I wonder what Ms. Rojas will have to say about my news? Porter thought. I hope she doesn’t read too much into it. Would she even have anticipated it? Did Catalina?

      “Thank you, Mr. Porter.”

      He swirled his coffee around in his cup. Looking at the half-eaten medialunas, he considered finishing it.

      “The VPs and Directors are loyal to you, Mr. Porter,” Ojeda said. Porter chuckled at how enthusiastically the maid beside her nodded in support. “Hotaru agrees. They are confident in your leadership. They are confident in you.”

      He studied the breakfast roll for a moment before deciding to be honest with himself.

      The problem’s not confidence, he thought. It’s the game. It’s the odds. We can’t survive forever if we’re this upside down. And I’m contributing to it by sitting down here. Well, by that, and…

      “Thanks, Catalina. But, you know…”

      “But that’s not the real problem,” she said.

      I swear to god, that woman can read my mind, he thought, proud of his ability to keep any sign of that thought off his face.

      Ojeda said, “And you have assigned good people to work on it. I think you made the right choice to trust your people. We will get to the bottom of this.”

      And you’re still trying to be supportive, Porter thought. But Catalina… what do you do when the hand you’re dealt just can’t win? And you’re a world-champion Euchre player — and the game’s poker? What then?

      He left the questions unsaid. Instead, he half-toasted her with his cup of coffee and tried to turn his attention to the coming day.
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      Jadwiga Janczak heard the door open behind her. Trying very, very hard not to disrupt her concentration, she dimly remembered grunting an approval when one of her Professional Assistants had asked if she could admit someone. Janczak couldn’t remember who. She rotated the bypass pruner in her gloved hand. Squinting as if that helped her mental focus, she moved the blades millimeter by millimeter, past the wicked thorns, towards the base of the branch she wanted to snip.

      She paused, trying to will the tension from her shoulder and arm. Her hand, covered by a glove that reached only to the wrist, now seemed surrounded by the thorns. She breathed in through her mouth, checked again to make sure the path she had chosen was clear, and willed her hand forward. She felt the branch touch her opened pruner. She squeezed once, quickly. The severed branch fell away.

      She almost jerked her hand back.

      “No,” she whispered, barely aware that someone large stood behind her now.

      She began to withdraw her hand. A thorn’s tip snagged her glove. She froze. Channeling all of her focus into the space surrounding her wrist and hand, she moved slightly downward, then resumed her retreat.

      With a gasp, she stood upright. Dropping her pruner into her other hand, she shook out the tension and examined her wrist to see if she had been scratched. She noted with satisfaction that her smooth, milky skin remained unblemished.

      “Jadwiga, I have to say, I’m impressed,” Constanzo Gallo’s deep voice rumbled behind her.

      “Hello, Constanzo,” she said. She turned to face him, then gave him an exaggerated curtsey. “This is your fault, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “All that talk about me learning patience.”

      “I don’t believe I ever mentioned that, at least not explicitly.”

      “Maybe not explicitly,” she said, dropping into one of the chairs adjacent to her wall of utica dioica. She noticed that Gallo showed the same amount of caution as she did.

      Those nettles sting like a motherfucker, she thought.

      As soon as Gallo settled in, a server dashed from the doorway behind Janczak and to her right. The woman pushed a low table with coffee, tea, and the kind of cookies that Janczak liked most of the time.

      “You were more circumspect,” she said, as she ignored the server laying out the refreshments. The woman took a step back, paused as if waiting for any special instructions, then dashed back to the door.

      “I have found that approach to be useful, at least when dealing with those whose innate talent sometimes blinds them to their potential.”

      “Smooth talker,” she said with a smirk. Gesturing to her left, to the mass of euphorbia milii growing on a collision course with the utica dioica, she said, “I particularly like trimming between the two. Avoiding the thorns is one thing. Avoiding the nettles is quite another. The structure of the stems, even the stem’s resiliency, are different.”

      “Hmmm,” he said, sipping some chamomile tea. Janczak wrinkled her nose. She didn’t like its insipid taste, but she knew Gallo drank it daily.

      “I’m guessing you want to talk about Epsilon Eridani II?” Janczak asked.

      “I have taken to calling it Bilskirnir, as that’s what the, um, natives call it.”

      “Who cares what those idiots call it?”

      “I use it,” Gallo said, and Janczak started in response to the steel she heard in his voice, “to remind myself of our failure. To remind myself that TCP should own that world right now, and our failure handed it to Hans Alder.”

      Janczak wanted to argue. She wanted to throw Hans Alder, the ex-chairman of the ECON committee for the European Union’s Parliament, into her Wall of Pain, as she’d taken to calling it.

      No, she thought, closing her eyes and grinding her teeth. No. Constanzo is right. We failed. That failure should burn. It should be the flame that drives our need for redemption.

      “Bilskirnir it is, then,” she said. “And I guess we’re using the English pronunciation? Looks like you still have a lot to teach me.”

      Since she did not know how to interpret the look he gave her, she turned her focus inward.

      “Yes, let’s talk about Bilskirnir first,” she said. “Still no inroads?”

      “None.”

      “I had high hopes for that wave of Professionals we sent in to cover our Security people. I still don’t know how they identified and eliminated all of them.”

      “I think I may have some insights to share.”

      “Do tell.”

      Gallo sat back and scratched his graying beard. He said, “Jadwiga, I think it’s related to how we so, so under-estimated them. From the beginning. There’s some kind of bond. Something we don’t understand. We know how they identified the Professionals we sent in as diversions. Not only because we intended them to be identified. We wanted them to keep Alder’s intelligence forces busy. After all, they stood out. They had no training. They were playing spy without any of the preparation.

      “But when it comes to our trained Professionals — as well prepared as they were, as much as they trained and drilled on the phrases and body language of Alder’s faction, in the end, they did not have the proper mindset. That’s our failure.”

      With sudden conviction and a stab of painful hatred, Janczak said, “They didn’t believe, did they?”

      “Believe?”

      “In Alder. In that fucking cause of his. They could not pretend to be Aryans, or Nords, or whatever the hell they are. They acted, at their core, like civilized human beings. That’s how Alder’s people identified them.”

      “Belief, huh?” Gallo said. “That word completes my understanding, I think. Jadwiga, we are fighting a belief system. We are fighting a unified people who define themselves by that belief. And we do not have the right tools to prevail.”

      “We don’t have the right tools to prevail — yet,” she said, surging to her feet and beginning to pace. She had to adjust her stride to miss the serving table.

      My own damned fault for rearranging everything so I could learn focus, she taught, eyeing the red flowers that dotted several of the euphorbia milii bushes. But even this, even having to take this damned table into account, it helps me focus. I could just kick it aside. But I won’t.

      She stopped and tapped her toes on the carpet. Gallo regarded her, and she could tell he wondered if she would send the table flying. She resumed her prowl.

      “We’re missing something,” she said. “What are we missing?”

      “I continue to ask myself that same question. My Directors debate it daily. I have an entire intelligence Subsidiary doing nothing but tabletop exercises. I suspect that we both know our real problem.”

      “We’re too fucking civilized,” she said.

      “Just so.”

      “Shouldn’t we be able to emulate savages?”

      “I believe there is a better way to restate the problem.”

      “Restate… Oh. Yeah, you’re trying to teach me to be clear, too. Thank you, Constanzo. Man, I admire your patience. Alder’s not exactly a savage, is he?”

      “Most assuredly not.”

      “He’s this weird combination of raving lunatic and refined gentleman. And damnit, I’m having a hell of a time figuring out how he thinks.”

      “Our work in that regard continues. But let’s set that aside for a moment. How are you feeling about our progress regarding the 61 Cygni Fissure?”

      “Playing nice sucks,” she said, throwing herself back onto the chair. She grunted when she noticed she had kicked the table hard enough to spill some of Gallo’s tea. Almost before she could think about how much the mess angered her, the server had already wiped it up. Within seconds, a fresh cup of tea sat in front of Gallo. Her skirts swishing, the server dashed back to the door.

      Janczak said, “But at least the Investment Houses seem to still be happy with us. Any idea how much longer we have to play like this?”

      “It’s my observation that the Investment Houses have both the shortest and longest memories in the Corporate world. I suspect we’ll need to ‘play nice,’ as you put it, for the foreseeable future. But, well, how about you tell me. What am I going to say next?”

      “Testing me, huh? Just like a proper mentor.”

      “More like I’m trying to demonstrate to you that you don’t need testing. But please, tell me what you think I’m going to say.”

      “You’re going to remind me that with greater stability comes greater predictability. Without chaos to mask their moves, TransStell will sooner or later fall to our superior arsenal. Of cash.”

      “See?”

      “Yeah, I’m learning,” she said with a giggle. She still didn’t understand the look he gave her. “To be honest, I’d love to walk into Helmine’s office with Porter’s head on a plate. I really, really want to see her smile when I report his Termination.”

      Janczak leaned back and imagined the expression she wanted to see on the face of her CEO, Helmine Stein. Her arms and stomach felt warm just thinking about it.

      “But, I also like to see her smile when I hit my weekly, monthly, and quarterly goals,” she said, shaking her head to dispel the pleasant fantasy of a morgue filled with Porter and his damned combat maids. “So, I’ll have to content myself with the long game.”

      Shaking his head, Gallo said, “I guess it’s something you’ll need to realize on your own.”

      “Huh? Realize what? Constanzo, I know I have to be patient! I know that nothing is more important than giving Helmine what she’s asked for.”

      “That’s my point.”

      “Sometimes, I don’t understand you,” she said. “But whatever. Yes, I’m playing nice with the Investment Houses. China and Israel are paying us hand-over-fist for logistics and construction equipment. We’re practically raping Colonial America, and 61 Cygni’s still disputed.”

      “Practically?”

      “Well, they owe us for giving them the Middle States. So they can just shut up and be happy with what they have. And then give it to us. But that’s not the point. The point is, our revenues are up, nets are way up, and we’re developing four Fissures free and clear.”

      “As trusted partners,” Gallo said with a teasing smile.

      “They can trust us to eventually sideline them. The potential’s wasted on them, anyway. They’d just piss it away. Hey, think we should make a play for Ross 248?”

      “And challenge the California Republic?”

      “No. Make a play with the California Republic,” Janczak said slowly, as if she wasn’t sure she should say that out loud.

      “They hate us, you know,” Gallo said. “The odds of them responding favorably… Jadwiga, what time scale are you talking about?”

      “Flatter them for a decade or so,” she said slowly, staring into the distance. “Aggressively bid against TransStell for another five years after that. Feign desperation. Maybe leak a story that I’m on the outs with Helmine because I fucked up and lost that Fissure. Maybe I’ll fly personally to Montclair. Act all strong but secretly uncertain. Let them talk me down to about half what the contract’s really worth. Make them think they have me over a barrel.”

      “It’s only a matter of time,” he muttered, shaking his head and chuckling.

      “Until that works? You like the plan, then?”

      “Until you realize… Never mind. Yes, Jadwiga. I like the plan. Let’s put it on the back burner and let it simmer. In the meantime, I’ve got to get to my morning team meeting. See you at Helmine’s Executive Team lunch?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it from the world,” she said, standing with Gallo. She returned his nod and watched him exit.

      The server seemed to appear out of nowhere and hovered near the table.

      “Yeah, I’m done,” Janczak said, turning towards her right, intending to walk to her desk. She changed her mind and instead walked to her left, where she’d have to skirt the wall of utica dioica. She paused and examined the last remaining spot of clear wall, between the nettles and the quickly growing Crown-of-Thorns.

      “It’s going to be interesting to see how I manage your collision,” she muttered, smiling fondly at the vines and branches. “But first things first.”

      She managed to avoid both being stung and snagged. She leapt into her seat, feeling exuberant in the freedom of being far from the plants. With a grin, she brought up her desktop Holo-D.

      “I’m going to see that smile, someday,” she muttered and began to type.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            MATSUSHITA - DUCKS IN A ROW

          

        

      

    

    
      Matsushita was about to turn down Malhotra’s offer of tea when the aroma passed over her.

      “You brewed some Chai?” Matsushita asked.

      “Yes, VP Matsushita,” Malhotra said. “It’s my favorite.”

      “Please. Call me Sachi, especially while we’re onboard one of your ships. I haven’t had a chance to try any Chai out here. How is it?”

      “If I didn’t know better, I would have sworn it came right from Karnataka,” she said. “Growing up, that was my favorite. Would you like one?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Sitting on the couch against the aft bulkhead in Malhotra’s quarters, Matsushita watched as the other woman’s long, slender fingers set out the cups. As she poured, Malhotra said, “What the ship produces is passable, but I prefer to brew my own.”

      “I find the ritual calming,” Matsushita said. “Everything from heating the water to timing how long to steep the tea. I use it to center myself.”

      Smiling, Malhotra offered her a cup and said, “I, as well.”

      Matsushita braced herself and took a tiny sip. Though it was as scalding as she expected, the steam and flavor seemed to clear her mind.

      “I’m no expert on Chai, but this is delicious. Thank you.”

      “You are most welcome.”

      Malhotra took a seat at her work desk across from the VP of Security. Matsushita could see she really wanted to ask the reason for this morning’s meeting, ahead of the full team gathering that would kick off the tests.

      No surprise she can be patient, Matsushita thought. She would have made an outstanding field operative.

      “Ira, I would like to ask for your help. To be clear: you can refuse…”

      “Unlikely,” she said with a grin.

      “Well, I appreciate your confidence, but you might not be comfortable if you think I’m conspiring against Dek.”

      “Are you? Conspiring?”

      “I wouldn’t call it that. I think he’s being rash. I would like to think we should delay the test. The problem is, I agree with him.”

      “So you want me to help you conspire against yourself?”

      “Uh, no. Well, maybe. I spoke to Linda at Haven Two’s opening ceremony. She mentioned that the two of you had spoken of the need to guard against launch fever.”

      “A particularly deadly disease.”

      “I agree. I may be infected. At today’s meeting, I want you to be clear. I want you to be honest. Dek gets bull-headed, but he listens to reason.”

      “Have you been able to convince him this is a bad idea?”

      “I haven’t been able to convince myself,” Matsushita said. “Dek’s an Executive. He sees that I lack confidence in my conclusions, even if he doesn’t understand the underlying principles or science.”

      “VP Matsushita… Sachi… we share some common experiences. We have been on both sides of weapons, large and small. We have had to face realities we did not want to face. So, I’m curious. Why do you think that I can be more confident in my conviction that we should wait than you?”

      “You were in command of the expedition to Ross 128. You saw what happened first hand.”

      “Ah. I see.”

      Malhotra held her teacup in both hands. She smiled as she inhaled its fragrance.

      “Sachi, this might come as a surprise to you, but I obsess over the details of my decisions.”

      That’s like saying Dek’s impulsive, Matsushita thought. She remained silent as the Director continued.

      “I have been over and over our decision to begin that mission. Even with the benefit of hindsight, I have concluded that we did not make a bad decision. We applied everything we thought we knew. I know you and the Executive team discussed it at length.” Chuckling, she added, “And I know I gave Linda quite the earful because I did not think the crew was ready. So, I guess in that respect at least, I think we did make a suboptimal decision. As seen with the clarity of hindsight. But still a decision that’s understandable.”

      “Are you saying we should go ahead with the test?”

      “I’m saying we need to make sure to incorporate what we have learned. Do we have as much data as we need? How do we know whether or not that’s the case? We’re learning that decisions out here can be just like the decisions we made in the Sol system — until they aren’t. I guess I’m saying we should try to be more aware of that.”

      Now I’m even more inclined to recommend we proceed, Matsushita thought.

      Malhotra said, “May I make a suggestion?”

      “Please do.”

      “Speak your mind. I will speak mine. If we all bring our best to the table, that’s all we can do.”

      Smiling, Matsushita said, “Damn it, Ira! I had hoped you could talk me down. Dek, too. He respects your opinion. He’d listen to you.”

      “It’s my observation that he listens to you quite a lot.”

      The implications of Malhotra’s words made her Matsushita quiet. She said, “Which is another reason I’m asking for your help. This is a crisis point, Ira. Candidly, I don’t know enough to advise him. And I don’t know enough to know how concerned I should really be.”

      “Then let’s face it together,” Malhotra said, raising her cup and taking a sip.

      Following the Director’s example, Matsushita thought, Maybe that’s all we can really do. I just hope it’s enough. I guess we’ll know soon enough.
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      “You’re convinced we need to be this close?” Conrad heard Matsushita ask.

      He sat beside her in the Supervisor’s conference room onboard the Resolution. His VP of Research & Development, Jiangsu Tung, sat on the other side of her. All three faced forward. Conrad glanced at the tactical display, in the lower left corner of the wall-sized Holo-D, which filled the bulkhead in front of him. It took him only a second to interpret the graphics. He realized they had reached their destination: a point just beyond the nascent Haven Three’s orbit. Right now, that asteroid was on the far side of the Sirius A/B system.

      “Based on what we observed during the attacks in Ross 128, the sphere in which the weapon interacts with space/time is limited,” Jiangsu said. Conrad could see the lines of worry around his eyes.

      Those weren’t there a year ago, Conrad thought. He remembered how the man had reacted to the loss of the Dauntless. Conrad had come close to asking him to retire. But the quality of his work had not suffered.

      Only his health, and he refused to even discuss that, Conrad thought. He kept listening to the conversation. Maybe I should have pulled rank.

      “Tung, I read and understood the assumptions that went into your recommendation,” Matsushita said. “I’m just doing my due diligence. For example, what if our weapon is less precise? What if the effects spread in a way you don’t expect?”

      “Well, Sachi, in a sense, I expect them to behave in a way I don’t expect. That’s why we’re this far away. Our current distance is three orders of magnitude beyond the maximum radius of the observed effect. That’s including padding for any energetic events.”

      “I think he means like the fusion reactors blowing up,” Director Ira Malhotra said. She sat in her seat at the end of the table, which was farthest from the hatch.

      “Thank you, Ira,” Matsushita said, laughing. Conrad thought she did that to show she did not feel not offended. “I have a passing familiarity with the terminology. In your experiments, Tung, were there edge cases that reached this far out?”

      “No,” Jiangsu said. “Even in our experiments to simulate a full weapons load on a Gallant-class target, we were unable to reach even a third of the distance that separates us now.”

      “Sounds like he’s got it covered,” Conrad said, toasting Jiangsu with his coffee cup.

      “And if I thought it would do any good, I would ask why you’re sitting here on the Resolution,” Matsushita said, snapping her head around to glare at him. “Tung and I are perfectly capable of assessing the results of the experiment and reporting them to you back on Haven One.”

      “I’m here for the same reason I flew with Ira back to Ross 128 a year ago,” Conrad said. He elected not to joke with her.

      Her concern is genuine. She deserves a genuine answer.

      “It’s not that I dispute your reasoning,” Matsushita said, turning her attention to the forward screen. They could all see that the AI-controlled Invincible and Valorous were in position. Matsushita sighed, then said, “The sheer volume of unknowns has me uneasy. It’s the same kind of feelings I had before the excursion to Ross 128.”

      “Premonitions?” Conrad asked, then wondered if she would take offense to the term.

      “Only if you could call imprecise conclusions based on incomplete data a premonition,” she said. “Ira, you’re comfortable with these arrangements?”

      “That depends,” Malhotra said. Looking at the Resolution’s Supervisor sitting at the other end of the table, Malhotra asked, “What do you think, Supervisor Trutnev?”

      Katya Trutnev did not hesitate when she said, “My team assures me that they have reviewed VP Jiangsu’s data and has complete confidence in our safety.” She grinned and said, “My Assistant Supervisor says they have begun to take bets on how bright the explosion will be. My only concern is that the results of the betting might cost some of the crew valuable sleep time.”

      “We allow betting onboard our ships?” Conrad asked, surprised.

      “Well, Mr. Conrad, if you object, we will put an end to it immediately,” Malhotra said. Conrad looked from her to the ship’s Supervisor, whose smile had not diminished. She seemed to be waiting for his answer with polite interest.

      “I hadn’t really thought about it. You’ve allowed it so far because it hasn’t interfered with the ship’s operations? And because it maintains good morale, right?” Conrad asked.

      “Just so,” Malhotra said.

      “Well, if you’re comfortable with it, I am. Next, you’ll tell me there’s a still somewhere on the ship.”

      “Still?” Jiangsu asked.

      “For brewing alcohol, if I take Mr. Conrad’s meaning,” Malhotra said.

      “No stills onboard,” Trutnev said. “The facilities on Haven One, and now Haven Two, are too good! That said, we’re considering our policy should we undertake longer duration missions away from Sirius.”

      “Good to know you’re thinking ahead,” Conrad said.

      “And for the record, I’m still not comfortable with you being onboard for the test,” Matsushita said.

      “Then let’s ask for the expert opinion of our silent partner,” Conrad said. “Ghast? Are you listening?”

      “Yes, and don’t bother trying to calculate my location based on the lag or lack of lag in my responses,” the voice said from the dimly glowing Holo-D projector in the middle of the conference table.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Conrad said.

      “Not you. You don’t have the appropriate skills. I’m talking to VP Jiangsu and especially you, VP Matsushita.”

      “I am flattered,” Matsushita said.

      “So, Ghast. What do you think? Are we safe this far away? Should we be farther out? Could we get away with being closer?”

      “How to put this in a way that you will understand… How about this? Since my Sirius self arrived decades ago, I’ve gathered data. In the last year, I’ve explored farther out onboard the Buzhou. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that I have no idea what’s about to happen. In fact, I have to say, VP Matsushita, that I strongly sympathize with your concern over imprecise conclusions and incomplete data. I can’t calculate odds unless I know all of the contributing factors. And let’s face it. Our sensors can barely discern what’s going on within our gross approximations of what attacked us in Ross 128.”

      Conrad said, “I’m not sure I heard an answer to my question.”

      “Because I didn’t offer one. But for the sake of clarity, because you humans seem to like closure even if it’s meaningless in the context of our environment, I’ll put my point in the form of an answer: I do not know. And I will not guess.”

      “Okay,” Conrad said. He felt uneasy for the first time since he had come onboard. He sensed Matsushita’s eyes on him even as he noticed Trutnev still regarded him with her ever-polite interest. “How about this? If your Sirius self were physically as close as we are now, would you recommend we proceed with the experiment?”

      “Trying psychology to discern my location?”

      “I’m completely comfortable with not knowing where you are. Were. Will be. Whatever. It’s a hypothetical. Given what we know now… No, given what we think we know, would you recommend we proceed?”

      “I would spend however long it took to develop the technology to recreate the original weapon’s characteristics,” the Ghast said. “Then I would push forward another century or two until I understood the foundation concepts and integrated the inevitable new sciences I would discover into my understanding of the universe. Then I would ask the question again.”

      Conrad looked at Matsushita, who gave him a perfect “what did you expect?” look. Shrugging, Conrad said, “I really don’t want to wait that long.”

      “Then the decision’s on you,” the Ghast said. “Don’t drag me into it. But if it makes you feel any better, I’m watching closely. We’re sure to learn a lot, whatever happens.”

      We really need to get the Sirius Project moving, Conrad thought. Whatever political structures we come up with here, at Sirius, are single-threaded. The sample size is too small. The Matsushita family’s projections agreed with the Board’s — the odds of us eventually falling into the same patterns as Earth are just too high.

      “Dek, if you want, we can postpone,” Jiangsu said.

      Conrad heard the longing in his voice. Based on Matsushita’s expression, she heard it, too, because her face softened.

      “Dek, I don’t say this to be cruel. I don’t say this to blame you. But we all pushed too hard for the Ross 128 expedition. Are you sure we aren’t doing the same thing now?” she asked.

      “If I may be so bold,” Malhotra said. “VP Southfield and I have discussed this at length. We cannot find a specific reason not to proceed with this test. But we both would like to see additional testing.”

      “That’s good feedback,” Conrad said.

      He thought, It is, too. Are they right? Should we postpone the test?

      Aloud, he said, “Tung, would another month’s testing give you a higher level of confidence in our safety?”

      When Jiangsu shook his head, Conrad said, “Another year?”

      “I fear I am in agreement with the Ghast,” Jiangsu said.

      “Well, sorry for backing you into a corner,” the Ghast said.

      Jiangsu, his brows knotting, said, “No, no, Ms. Ghast. That’s not what I mean. I mean that I, too, want to see the Sirius Project succeed. I’ve dedicated my life to it. We all have. We believe in what the project could mean for our people. But, I said ‘fear’ because your objectivity and your analytical abilities are beyond mine. So far beyond, in fact, that I fear my opinion on the matter of our safety is just a, well. Time reveals a person’s heart. I hate to make assumptions, and when all is said and done, that’s all this is.”

      Jiangsu gestured to the Holo-D and the conference table. Conrad had the impression the movement referenced the entire Sirius system.

      “We have been here a year,” Jiangsu said. “As the Ghast indicated, when I use our instruments to peer into the secrets of the Ross 128 attacks, I can only see vague shadows of what is there. And no hint of what lies beyond. Or nothing I can interpret as a hint.”

      “Tung,” Conrad said. “Yeah. I know this has been hard on you.”

      “That’s not what worries me,” Jiangsu said, his eyes suddenly blazing as he looked at Conrad. “I’m worried that more people will die. And we’ll spend another year understanding why, but not really understanding. Then more people will die. And more. I did not come here to kill people, Dek. I came here to help them.”

      Conrad successfully fought down his urge to crack a joke to pierce the awkward silence. He did take some solace in Trutnev’s unchanged expression.

      “Thank you for your candor,” Conrad finally said. “That’s what we need out here. Ghast, we might not have the tools we need. But I know this: TransStell has survived, even thrived, because we hire the best people and turn them loose.”

      He studied his coffee cup a moment and said, “I’m not going to pretend we’d be doing the brave thing to push forward. Or the smart thing. So, in the spirit of your honesty, Tung, here’s why I’m deciding we should run the tests. First, we’ll never have complete answers. There’s always a level of uncertainty. I am confident in the work all of you have done. If something goes wrong, we’ll follow the time-tested scientific method and figure it out. Second… Well, regardless of what happens next, I don’t know how much longer Atticus can hold TransStell Sol together. I am deeply worried about the indications we’re seeing from Alder, and from the team of Stein, Janczak, and Gallo. I want to get as many colonies started as soon as we safely can. Because if we can’t, and if we lose control of the situation on Earth, well, I think you know where that would lead.”

      “So we’re doing this?” Matsushita said.

      “Yeah. We’re doing this. Tung, Ira, start when you’re ready.”

      Taking a deep breath, blinking back what Conrad thought might be a few tears, Jiangsu said, “Very well. While you were talking, the Invincible completed her weapon’s startup procedures. The Valorous shows that her defensive systems are on line. Director Malhotra, can you confirm the Resolution is ready?”

      Conrad noticed that Malhotra nodded to the ship’s Supervisor.

      I really like Ira’s style, Conrad thought. He tried to ignore the uneasy feeling that had grown through their conversation.

      Trutnev said, “Assistant Supervisor Butler reports from the bridge that the ship is ready. We concur with VP Jiangsu that the Invincible and Valorous are likewise ready.”

      “Thank you,” VP Jiangsu said. He brought up a holographic keyboard using the conference table’s Holo-D. “Mr. Conrad, would you please confirm that you want me to begin the test?”

      “Yes, Tung. Let’s do it,” Conrad said. He didn’t know why he clenched his fists.

      “Very well.” Jiangsu flipped aside a holographic safety cover from the firing button. “Telemetry confirms that Valorous has raised her gravity shields. All readings nominal.”

      “To the limit of our sensors,” the Ghast said. Conrad wondered what her hushed tone meant.

      “Yes,” Jiangsu said. “All readings are nominal to the limit of our sensors.”

      That’s kind of implied, Conrad thought, his fists still clenched under the table.

      “The gravity lance also shows nominal readings, with the same stipulation,” Jiangsu said. Seeing the expression on the man’s face, Conrad wondered if he would have the courage to push the button.

      I sure hope this goes well, Conrad thought. Because if he has to see more people hurt, I’m not sure he’ll be able to take it.

      “Firing the weapon in five, four, three, two, one… firing.”

      Conrad watched the Holo-D on the forward bulkhead. He could see nothing, which he expected. The weapon did not fire in the visible spectrum. But he did see graphs indicating the Valorous’ shields came under stress.

      “Both devices are operating normally,” Jiangsu said. Then he gasped.

      Conrad had time to see the Valorous explode. A feeling of vertigo sent his world spinning. His vision dimmed and his body went numb. He didn’t know if he still sat upright or if he had fallen. Dimly, the voice losing volume by the second, he heard someone, he thought Matsushita, calling his name.

      Damn, this is going to suck for Tung, he thought. Right before everything went black.
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      “Dek!” Matsushita said.

      She sprang from her seat to catch Conrad’s suddenly limp body as it pitched away from her. She barely planted her left foot in time to give her enough leverage. Her arms strained as she pulled his head away from the table.

      She grunted as she ended up on her knees. She eased his body to the floor and placed his head on the deck.

      “Doctor Professional Mogapi to my conference room,” Matsushita heard Trutnev say from the direction of the starboard hatch.

      Not giving herself time to react, she checked his pulse, then his breathing.

      Normal, she thought, frowning. Then she had a moment to realize that she had felt some dizziness just before Conrad had fallen.

      “Should we move him?” Jiangsu asked. Matsushita noticed he now stood beside her.

      “No,” Malhotra said. “Sachi prevented additional injury; now we need to wait for Doctor Professional Mogapi.”

      Additional injury? Maybe… but what are we dealing with here? We need data.

      “Tung,” she said. “What hit us?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Then find out. Quickly, please. I take it we should not WORP back to the dock?”

      “No!” he said, his usually pale face a brighter shade of white. “If the weapon changed the local gravity curve, or in any other way…”

      “Find out, then let me know. Director, ascertain our condition.”

      “Stand by,” Malhotra said, moving to consult with Trutnev.

      Sickbay is on B deck, Matsushita thought. The Doctor Professional will be here quickly. What else
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