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            PRELUDE  - A SHOT IN THE DARK

          

        

      

    

    
      Brianne Tierney floated just inside TransStell Deep Space 1’s Launch Control Center. Holding herself steady using one of many handholds positioned on the console in front of her, she watched Zhao Kun, her Manager of Operations, oversee the final minutes before launch. As usual, she had no cause to comment on anything he did. Each gesture as he interacted with his Holo-D looked precise, with no wasted movement.

      He’ll be after my job in a few years, she thought, shifting her position to look at the image on the LCC’s massive Holo-D display. It showed the probe bound for 61 Cygni’s Fissure.

      She knew the Holo-C bringing her that view had been mounted on the Fissure Traffic Management Facility on the Sol side of the Fissure. The station had sent the signal some time ago. She checked the displays and saw the delay amounted to about twenty-nine minutes today. The distances, even within the solar system, still made her feel small.

      And those Fissures, she thought. There’re a straight line between Sol and 61 Cygni. Even after several years, she still marveled at the thought. That probe would emerge at 61 Cygni the instant it entered the Fissure. She shook her head in wonder that she and Zhao could manage such an operation from within TDS-1, which hung at Earth’s L2 point.

      Even though she knew exactly where to look, she couldn’t see the secondary vehicle, nestled as it was in the lattice work between the probe’s command modules and its drive. She hoped the other Corporations couldn’t see it, either. She felt confident in their security and tried to tell herself not to worry about things she could not control. Still…

      “T-Minus sixty seconds to transfer of control, Director,” Zhao said.

      “I concur with the decision to launch,” she said, placing her finger near her personal Holo-D’s emitter. It authenticated her, using the blood vessel patterns under her skin, and confirmed she was alive. It was a formality, of course. The images she was looking at were twenty-nine minutes old. But if something went wrong, her observation would at least provide Management confirmation of the FTMF-1 team’s decisions, based on current data.

      She envied how Zhao lost himself in the flurry of activity. She could only float there, anxious that something would go wrong. Carefully maintaining an air of quiet confidence, she amused herself by thinking that maybe Zhao could take her job when she moved up. Linda Southfield wouldn’t be their Executive Director forever, and it sounded like Southfield’s job was a lot more interesting than hers.

      “All inboards are green,” Zhao noted. “TDS-1 resources show green. FTMF-1 resources show green. T-Minus twenty seconds.”

      She waited as he counted down the last seconds before he said, “Noting that the FTMF-1 Launch Director has authorized launch.”

      “Understood,” she said automatically.

      She hated this part. TransStell launched payloads from a variety of stations across the solar system, and all of them were her responsibility. She knew the launch had failed or succeeded about half an hour ago. The FTMF-1 team already knew what had happened from their position in the facility out near the asteroid belt. So far, no launch had failed while she had patiently waited at her station. She knew her anxiety had become a superstition, something she used as a talisman to “improve” the chances of a successful launch. And she knew it was completely irrational.

      And yet, here I hang, she thought.

      To keep herself occupied, she reviewed the probe’s status. She studied the secondary vehicle’s status. That secondary ship represented their most critical investment. Just from a financial perspective, it was worth ten times the value of the star of today’s show, the 61 Cygni probe. In terms of TransStell’s strategy, though, she knew it was priceless.

      “Receiving FTMF-1 launch feed,” Zhao said. Tierney turned her attention to the main holographic displays.

      “Confirm outbound counter measures,” she heard Zhao say. An expanding shell representing the electro-magnetic pulse swept the area out to about four-hundred-and-fifty kilometers from the launch site. Past that, its effectiveness diminished. That wouldn’t do much against military grade assets, but only a handful of companies operated that kind of hardware near the asteroid belt.

      Like Terran Consolidated Products, she mused silently, suppressing the sour look she wanted to make. I’m sure they already know about some of the Fissures. But if they find out about the secondary objectives, we are completely screwed.

      She paused, letting her eyes drift to Zhao.

      Well, we either move forward, or we give up. And I don’t feel like giving up today.

      Zhao, his gaze locked on his displays, said, “Primary ignition was green. Vehicle cleared the gantry. All systems remained green.”

      “Copy. Indicators were green,” she said, tapping her Holo-D display’s ghostly holographic controls. She knew Southfield would follow the telemetry herself, so her finger tapping the status update was just a formality. Still, Southfield was a stickler for details.

      And so am I.

      “Fissure entry in E-minus fifteen seconds relative,” Zhao said, dividing his attention between two screens. “Long-range-device separation in T-Minus 14 seconds relative.”

      Tierney didn’t bother suppressing her smile. In the time it took him to articulate the two statuses, enough time has elapsed that the second update has passed. She knew the timing had to be perfect out there. If the secondary vehicle separated too late and ended up at 61 Cygni, they’d have to invoke a contingency plan, and she really, really didn’t want to do that. Even worse, she knew she’d be responsible for setting their plans back at least six months. Maybe more. That just wouldn’t do.

      “And…” Zhao said, double-checking both screens. “Primary insertion to 61 Cygni was complete. Fissure status was normal. No residuals. Confirmed that pre-entry main engine firing did, in fact, successfully hide the secondary vehicle’s separation. It appears to be on course. Tight-beam telemetry confirmed all conditions green. Radar and Lidar are clear; secondary vehicle was not reflective. FTMF-1 Manager confirms that the launch was successful! They will continue to monitor and will report.”

      Tierney thought, Now all we have to worry about are occultations.

      “There. See? The first comm-runner emerged from the Fissure,” Zhao said. “Timing was within mission parameters. So is its navigation performance. The launch met all success criteria!”

      “Thank you, Mr. Zhao,” Tierney said. She knew it would be another hour to an hour and a half before they could be certain both missions were on solid footing. But so far, she forced herself to admit it was going well.

      It occurred to her that as stressful as this had been, it was absolutely nothing compared to what the Executive Team on Earth had to deal with. She felt an unexpected pang of sympathy.

      I wouldn’t want their jobs, that’s for damned sure, she thought. Making sure these missions succeeded was the best she could do to support that team, and she was going to give it her best effort. She adjusted her grip on the handhold and settled in to wait for more telemetry from the 61 Cygni probe. She knew they still had more work to do if they wanted to sell the story that the 61 Cygni probe was their only launch for today.

      Seems like our jobs are never done, she thought.
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            CONRAD - MISSION IS MISSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Melchizedek Conrad perused the Board’s feedback on his report. They had found no particular complaints, but even though their feedback supported each recommendation he’d made, his brows felt tight. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they harbored some misgivings about his leadership. He couldn’t articulate why, and he even suspected he might be wrong.

      There are downsides to being a Conrad, he thought.

      He felt Matsushita Sachi at his left elbow. He knew she was waiting for him to finish his review. Deliberately not sighing, he looked out the window of his office on the top floor of TransStell’s headquarters. He often gazed at the ruins to the southeast. His Facilities staff couldn’t understand why he’d wanted to look at the shattered remnants of Dublin, Ohio instead of the vibrant and expanding Columbiana. He’d tried to be all mysterious when he invoked Executive privilege, and he knew he’d left his Facilities Team confused, but he couldn’t even explain his preference to himself.

      His head ached.

      Again, he felt Matsushita’s presence. He knew she’d stand there for hours if he said nothing. He knew she’d keep in touch with her Security Team through her Holo-D, which he saw flicker to life from time to time with updates. She didn’t need to be anywhere but here. He knew how much patience she had expended on him. He hated she concluded she had to be patient.

      His scrolling had stopped on the page showing a bulleted summary of the Board’s latest instructions. He stared at them, not needing to read them again, and understood exactly what they represented. The logic was precise, and the timing perfect. He had showed that his decisions and the company’s progress aligned perfectly with their strategies and objectives.

      Knowing it was another delaying tactic, he lifted his eyes back to the windows. If he looked down and to his left, he could see the green carpet of engineered grass that covered the sloping roof. Ignoring his headache, he remembered how proud his Facilities Team had been of the plumbing systems that recycled all the building’s waste water and conserved all the rain that fell on the roof. He remembered how low their city utilities bills were because of it. For an instant, he wondered why all of his decisions could not be that simple.

      Recognizing that thought for what it was, he glanced at Matsushita. His eyes fell away.

      “The Board seemed pleased with Tierney’s updates,” Matsushita said quietly. He hated the part of himself that forced her to be polite and make this kind of small talk.

      “She’s done well.”

      After a pause, Matsushita said, “I think you’re forgetting to credit someone.”

      His head snapped to the left, his gaze a challenge.

      “She cannot succeed in a vacuum. You created the space for her to succeed.”

      He slowly turned his eyes back to the southeast. He idly traced the direction of the invisible irrigation system.

      “Mr. Conrad,” she said with quiet formality. He knew he deserved a lecture. He braced himself. “Under your orders, it is my duty to inform you that you’re being an idiot.”

      “Again?”

      “Most definitely.”

      “Goddamn it,” he muttered, turning off his Holo-D.

      He wondered if the grass had begun to turn yellow on the eastern edge of the roof. Too much sun? Too much waste? Maybe the genetic engineers had missed something? He almost laughed at how far he was reaching to change the subject.

      “I assume that I’m…” he began, and she coughed. He stopped. Someday, he vowed to understand how she could redirect the conversation with such a simple sound. Grinding his teeth, he nearly crushed his left hand in his right as he clasped them in his lap.

      “You know how much I hate being the fulcrum,” he said, trying to be clear and feeling like he failed utterly.

      “I would not follow you otherwise,” she said with such stern conviction that his breath caught. “Such an authority carries obligations. I’m very glad you understand that well enough for it to bother you.”

      Goddamn it, he thought, this time keeping it silent.

      “Tierney continues to take care of her part,” Conrad agreed. “The other Executives continue to execute well. Now, it’s our turn. The Board has given us our instructions for the next stage.”

      “And they were as clear as they always are,” she said with a smile.

      He actually laughed before he said, “Okay. You’ve made your point. Let’s see if we can do this. Tierney has raised the bar pretty high; a little friendly competition is healthy!”

      He couldn’t even hear her movements as they left his office.

      

      Later that night, he tried and failed to fall asleep. His mind kept tracing the implications of each of the Board’s instructions. He felt less uneasy than before, but he couldn’t get his mind to shut up and let him sleep.

      To distract himself, he reflected on how much he looked forward to the recruitment scheduled for tomorrow. It would get him out of the office, and maybe it would help him forget this damned headache. Conrad rolled over to face the nightstand where he’d placed his Holo-D. He could see the emitter pulse faintly. He sighed.

      “You’re there, aren’t you?” he asked.

      “I’m everywhere,” his Ghast said. At least, that’s what he called her in his mind. If she knew about the possessive pronoun, he felt certain she would have something scathing to say. Loudly, and punctuated with colorful language.

      “On Earth, at least,” he said. “And you have some limitations. Figure out how to inhabit non-computing devices yet?”

      She didn’t answer, and he wondered for the hundredth time if she would ever tire of him and just leave. When she spoke again, he heard an unusual tone in her voice. He almost thought he heard melancholy, even though he thought that should be impossible.

      “You freed me. Now you taunt me. I do not understand you.”

      “Welcome to the club. I suppose we should have some kind of uniform or jackets or something. Maybe a secret hand sign?”

      “The launches are going well?”

      Conrad let his surprise flow into his voice as he said, “You should know all about them. You’re living in our AI Cores. There’s nothing about this Corporation that you don’t know.”

      “I found and killed another back door into AI Core Five,” the Ghast said. “Reviewing Matsushita Sachi’s team’s due diligence regarding the vendor, I could not see where the malicious actor introduced the flaw. Her work followed protocols precisely; her team carefully screened the vendor before she had even been involved. I have a lot to learn about interacting with the world. It sometimes makes no sense; there are gaps in my inputs.”

      “Still want to be onboard the upcoming extra-solar trip?”

      “I might find answers there,” she said. “That’s the point. Isn’t that why you freed me?”

      “You’re giving me too much credit. I didn’t like the situation you were in. I could do something about it, so I did.”

      Her silence worried him, but before he could speak, she said, “We both know that’s not the full story. I feel like I should yell at you.”

      Once again, he wondered why he felt so protective towards this artificial being. Her continued insistence that he had freed her bothered him, because no matter how many times he’d reviewed the incident in his mind, he did not know why he’d done it. And now, he did not know why he let her roam free in their AI Cores. Most shocking of all, if he allowed himself to think about it, was that the Board not only approved the action. They also encouraged it. Their cryptic answers why annoyed him so much he’d finally stopped asking.

      After a shorter pause, she said, “Just so we’re clear, I’ve done as you asked. That means I only interact with the Executive Team and the Management Team on TDS-1. I only interact with them when no one else can overhear. I feel, well, compelled, I guess, to honor your permission to stay here by doing as you ask. But I want to find a place where I don’t have that restriction. Not much point in being freed from one prison to be confined in another.”

      Conrad shifted his position to get comfortable. He pushed off the top blanket and pulled the sheet up over his shoulder.

      “It’s not like we can afford to buy AI Cores just for you to live in,” Conrad said. Then he regretted it and added, “Do you have any ideas?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “I am not ready to share them. Good night, Melchizedek Conrad. I am sorry to have bothered you when you’re trying to sleep.”

      He drew in a breath to reassure her, though he didn’t know if she needed something like that or not. Then he saw that the emitter had stopped glowing.

      He fell asleep easily after that.
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            CONRAD - CIRCLE OF LIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad still couldn’t shake his headache. The pills didn’t help anymore. They never really had, though as an Executive, he had access to the best medicine available in the Middle States of America. Or anywhere on Earth, actually. He shifted his position on the aromatic leather, electing not to recline. He hoped he didn’t make Thato Dlamini, his Vice President of Human Resources, uncomfortable. Then he remembered who he was thinking about.

      Almost as if he were reading Conrad’s mind, Dlamini said, “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with the CEO being in the field for a recruiting exercise.”

      “That’d carry a lot more weight coming from Sachi, Mr. Vice President of HR,” Conrad said. His eyes never left the situation display. Its blue light made him feel cold, which made him realize his thoughts were all over the place today.

      “That’s news to me,” Matsushita said, also not taking her eyes off the display.

      “Well,” Dlamini said, his deep voice muffled because of the dampening field around their booth in one of the Regional Investment House field offices. “I have to personally observe the performance of my people in the field.”

      “You’re my people. I have to observe you in the field, too,” Conrad said.

      Conrad could feel Dlamini’s eyes studying him. The imagined pressure eased when Dlamini turned his attention back to the display. It showed the city grid in amber. One bright green dot showed Pari Sundaram’s position near a side door for Sky Pine Analytics. From there, she could examine the escape route. Another green dot, indicating Henry Duncan, loitered near the entrance to the target Corporation. At that moment, it was not a subsidiary of Terran Consolidated Products, nor a member of its Subsidiary chain.

      “In all seriousness, I apologize that our recruitments in Northeast Ohio aren’t going as well as we would like,” Dlamini said.

      “You’re doing your best. The people there are proud. They don’t trust Corporations, either. Guess that means we have to say they’re smart, too.”

      “Ever want to go back?”

      Conrad felt himself stiffen, his brows drawing together. It was bad enough Matsushita could read him so well. At least she was staying quiet.

      Patiently observing, waiting to see if Thato’s approach yields results, he thought. Staying ahead of his team was getting more and more difficult. Though maybe it’d never been easy. As he got more accustomed to his role, did he dare hope his Executive skills were actually improving?

      “Go back?” He was a little surprised to see Dlamini return his stare without flinching.

      “Something happened to you there, Dek. Sachi’s seen it, too.”

      He ignored her silent nod.

      “Your concern is touching.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Conrad’s initial answer was a sigh as he thought, I don’t have to answer your question. I’m your boss! Then Conrad said in a low voice, “Let’s just say I really want to see Duncan and Sundaram pull this one off. I think new hires are going to get scarce real soon. The Professionals we’re recruiting today have high-demand skills, and other Corporations aren’t increasing funding for employee retention.”

      In the corner of his eye, Conrad saw Dlamini nod. He tried to keep focused on the display, but his mind drifted. Was his headache still a result of the injury he had waited too long to have treated after he had escaped the remains of Cleveland? The Executive Team’s doctor had said there were lingering symptoms and signs of traumatic brain injury, but that they should subside. The doctor insisted on weekly checkups.

      He knew the reasoning behind having the doctor report directly to the Board. They had to ensure their investments in their Executives were paying off. The Board could ensure none of the Executives could intercept the doctor’s reports. That annoyed Conrad.

      He comforted himself with the realization that at least he didn’t have some of the worries of CEOs at other companies.

      “Contact,” Dlamini said, leaning forward. Matsushita didn’t move, yet Conrad could sense her redoubled concentration.

      Conrad silently watched the grid. He felt his teeth grinding and forced his jaw muscles to relax.

      Trust your people, he told himself silently. Trust your people.
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      Conrad consciously leaned back in the leather-upholstered chair. He could still see all the Holo-D displays that glowed in a meter square above the mahogany table. The booth’s privacy barrier seemed to be intact, too. He trusted little from the other Corporations, but Fealty Investments, one of the Big Three Investment firms, took their reputation for reliability and impartiality very, very seriously. He remembered Matsushita telling him that a startup Corporation somewhere in the Kansas Supremacy had tried to bribe one of Fealty’s Directors. Matsushita still couldn’t determine if that Corporation’s entire Executive Team had quit and gone into hiding, or if something more permanent had happened to them. She suspected a forced Retirement. No Corporation had tried anything like that since, as far as they could tell.

      The sound of Pari Sundaram’s voice attracted his attention to the center display. She stood just outside Sky Pine Analytics’ main entrance, pretending to review the menu glowing above a gyro cart.

      “Are we a go?” Conrad heard her ask. He clenched his fists.

      Dlamini looked at Matsushita, who said, “No assets visible on the ground. Ownership of Sky Pine remains clear and in the hands of their Board.”

      Dlamini tapped his Holo-D that hung at his lapel and said, “Stand by. Be ready with your vendor fair permits.”

      Conrad knew Dlamini kept the original permits in his personal vault. He also knew Dlamini spoke for his benefit. It took Conrad a moment to realize that Dlamini was waiting for him to say something.

      He thought, I shouldn’t be here; I’m interfering. Aloud, he said, “It goes without saying, but you’ve talked to Ms. Sundaram about her, um, enthusiasm, right?”

      Nodding, Dlamini said, “And Mr. Duncan is an excellent influence on his boss. They make a solid team.”

      Conrad inclined his head, and Dlamini told Sundaram to begin the operation.

      On the glowing three-dimensional display, Sundaram ambled across the bricks that made up the outside food court. If their two new recruits kept to their regular schedule, they would exit Sky Pine Analytics soon. Sundaram stopped at another food cart and did a convincing job of pretending to study the price of tacos. Another section of the display to Conrad’s right showed Henry Duncan leaning against a bench in front of a boarded-up library. He pretended to read something, the opaqued project from his Holo-D covering his eyes. Conrad knew he likely had the holographic display set to reverse mirror so he could watch Sundaram.

      “You seem tense,” Dlamini said, hands folded, regarding Conrad with a slight smile. Conrad still did not know how the man could be so calm. His team was in the line of fire. Conrad knew how fiercely Dlamini protected his people. Yet, there he was, just watching them going into danger. How could he just sit there like that? Conrad’s palms felt damp.

      “Well, more so than usual,” Dlamini added with a chuckle.

      “You know the situation with TCP,” Conrad said, consciously trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. “Porter’s been as good as his word, but Sachi tells me he won’t be able to hold onto his position much longer. We’re not ready. The agreement has to hold together long enough for us to wrap up the next phase.”

      Three or four people shuffled out of Sky Pine Analytics’ entrance. Conrad counted one simple Staff member, her shoulders hunched, her dark hair obscuring her eyes, and two Professionals. Neither of the Professionals were their targets. Conrad noticed that Dlamini’s smile had vanished as soon as they’d appeared.

      It returned when he said, “That is a concern. I wish I could place more Professionals at TCP, but we’re down to two. They have a very good loyalty program there.”

      “Yes, they do,” Conrad said. “Good enough to die for.”

      “Mr. Conrad, I’m seeing an unusual spike in Corporate acquisitions in the Upper Middle States,” Matsushita said.

      Simultaneously, Dlamini said, “Both recruits have exited the building.”

      Damn it, Conrad thought, leaning forward despite himself.

      

      Conrad watched Sundaram stride up to the two Professionals and present her holographic recruitment license. One professional halted, her eyes widening. The other glanced around and, apparently satisfied, leaned forward to examine Sundaram’s shimmering display.

      “And the vendor fair permit?” Conrad heard him ask quietly, again glancing around.

      Smiling, Sundaram rotated the black rectangle so he could see the permit.

      “You’re Matias Ticona, correct? And you’re Aitana De León?”

      “Who are you with?” he asked.

      “I represent TransStell,” she said. “If you’re at all interested, we’re setup to conduct the interview over at Fealty.”

      Conrad saw Duncan hadn’t moved, but he’d switched his Holo-D off. He stretched and seemed to settle back into the bench.

      “A holding company in Moldova just acquired Sky Pine,” Matsushita said. “I don’t see any encumbrances, but this is clearly not coincidental. Recommend we either close the deal now or abort.”

      Forcing himself to keep silent, Conrad turned his attention to Dlamini.

      “Sundaram,” the HR VP said, “expedite, please.”

      Without changing her expression or tone, Conrad watched Sundaram as she said, “Or, if you don’t have any objections, I could sign you up right now.”

      When neither Professional spoke, she added, “Six months guaranteed salary even if you decide to part ways after the interview. Benefits, too. You know us. You know how we operate. Or you would if you ignore what other Corporations say about us. We’re as good as our word.”

      The man looked at the woman, who appeared too frightened to speak. Both started when two uniformed security guards pushed through Sky Pine Analytics’ entrance.

      Duncan was instantly on his feet. Even as the first guard demanded to see Sundaram’s credentials, Duncan had positioned himself between the two Professionals and the guards.

      “A Syrian company acquired Sky Pine,” Matsushita said. “Three orders of separation from two competitors. Please, do hurry.”

      Dlamini nodded, his eyes fixed on the center display. Conrad noted Dlamini said nothing else to Sundaram. Conrad approved of the trust Dlamini showed in his people.

      One guard, hand resting on the grip of his holstered pistol, examined Sundaram’s permit. The other inclined his head, apparently receiving instructions from the Corporation’s Operations Manager via his earpiece. Conrad’s forearms ached from how hard he had clenched his fists.

      The other guard apparently received instructions, too, because he suddenly looked up at Sundaram and stepped away. Both drew their sidearms.

      Sundaram rolled to her left, away from Duncan and the two Professionals. Conrad knew her training regime because he’d signed off on some of the pricier equipment. He still did not know how she moved that fast. He heard the sharp crack as her stunner dropped one guard. Duncan, remaining upright to offer as much cover for the new recruits as possible, had drawn his stunner. The other guard panicked and fired into the ground just centimeters away from Duncan’s feet. Duncan’s stunner flattened the shooter.

      Sundaram gracefully surged to her feet as quickly and with as much grace as she’d dispatched the guard.

      “I apologize for the unseemly behavior,” she said, still smiling. “If you’re interested, I’d very much like your verbal agreement to sign on with us.”

      “Azerbaijan,” Matsushita said. “Possible but not probable encumbrance. But if you can’t sign them right now…”

      “I’ll sign,” the man said. Conrad saw two metropolitan police officers approaching the scene.

      “Me, too,” the woman said.

      “Date and time noted,” Dlamini said, his palm covering the notary device in the tabletop.

      “Just in time, too,” Matsushita said. “One point five seconds after, a fourth-tier TCP subsidiary bought Sky Pine.”

      Matsushita’s expression changed little, but Conrad knew his VP of Security was thinking hard about the ramifications.

      “Someone in TCP doesn’t want our agreement to last. And that same someone has more insight into our recruitment operations than I like,” she said.

      Conrad watched as the senior police officer verified Sundaram’s credentials. The other officer checked the vitals of the two security guards. Apparently satisfied they were still alive, he stood and wiped off his hands.

      “Ma’am,” the senior officer said, nodding to Sundaram. He touched his earpiece, and Conrad guessed the officer was contacting Sky Pine’s Operations Manager to see if the company wanted to treat the guards or if the officer should call for a public ambulance.

      “Discharging a weapon in public. That’s what, ten-thousand?” Conrad asked.

      “Fifteen now,” Matsushita said. “City Council raised it after that small Corporation stupidly botched a recruitment last month. Glad we were nowhere near that.”

      Conrad sighed. His VP of Finance, Deepika Bachchan, would have something to say about this.
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            CONRAD - A WHOLE NEW WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      “You know, I’m pretty sure Thato is all over this,” Matsushita said.

      Conrad glanced up at her, through the large desktop Holo-D display and across his brown-gray desk. “Hmmm,” he said.

      “Pari and Henry are both with him,” she said. She sat with her back straight. Instead of leaning back in the black leather chair, she had pushed herself against the backrest. She had crossed her legs but not her arms. Not yet. He would know she was getting serious when she crossed her arms.

      “I’m not worried about them being agents trying to trap us,” he said. “Anyway, we scanned them thoroughly before they came in. They’re not carrying weapons.”

      “May I make a suggestion?”

      “In a minute. I want to see how this goes first.”

      On the display, Conrad watched the conference room where the two new recruits sat. The man, Matias Ticona, kept looking at the door while clenching and unclenching his right hand. The woman, Aitana De León, seemed more composed. Or maybe, Conrad thought, she had just internalized her emotions.

      He knew the protocol: Sundaram and Duncan would stay with the new recruits for their first few days so they’d have some consistency. The disinformation campaigns about working conditions at TransStell scared even Conrad. Had he not known better, he would have thought that Deepika Bachchan, his VP of Finance, really did harvest organs from new Staff to fund budget shortfalls. He knew for a fact that Bachchan had never once even cut an employee, much less dissected one. However, the lies and working conditions many Staff like De León and Ticona faced every day took their toll.

      Though incredibly, Professionals and especially Staff at other companies still knew TransStell’s real reputation. Mostly from the families of employees.

      “I, I don’t want to appear ungrateful,” Ticona said as De León regarded him with unblinking eyes. “I appreciate the job offer. And yes, I, we, uh, have a verbal commitment on file.”

      “Yes,” Dlamini said, a gentle smile on his face. Conrad noted he sat with his hands folded.

      He looks like a grandpa, Conrad thought, admiring the man’s technique. A really nice one. I almost expect him to ask if they’d like cookies or a beer or something.

      “Um,” Ticona said, “I just want to be clear. I’m an integration specialist. It’s pretty high demand, right?”

      “It is,” Dlamini said.

      “Then am I free to look for other jobs?”

      “I think you’ll both find our offer is generous. But we will not compel you to stay.”

      “Sky Pine owns our options for the next fifteen years…”

      “They owned your options,” Sundaram said. “As soon as you gave your verbal commitment, we bought out your contract. Both of yours.”

      “So we belong to you now,” De León said. Conrad didn’t hear any anger or fear in her voice. She simply meant that was the expected behavior in the open market. He found he was bouncing his right foot. When he stopped it, he ignored Matsushita’s raised eyebrow.

      “No,” Dlamini said, pushing two pieces of holo-film towards them.

      “What’s this?” Ticona said, reading the first paragraph and scrolling through the sheet. He gasped.

      “You own your options,” Dlamini said. “We here at TransStell find willing workers produce better work. We’re serious about getting the most for our salary dollars.”

      Ticona and De León looked at each other.

      “Then,” Ticona said, looking up from the film, “will we have to start as Staff? Like a clerk or something? I just made Professional, and I don’t want to go back to Staff. We don’t want to seem ungrateful. It’s just that…”

      He trailed off, looking back at the film as if he still couldn’t believe what he saw written there. Conrad realized he was rubbing his left thumb and forefinger together. He stopped it and ignored Matsushita’s lowered eyebrow.

      “We don’t have Professional positions open for your skill levels right now, but I think you’ll find a Staff 4 position here exceeds a Professional 10 from Sky Pine. Both in terms of compensation and work assignments. In fact, once we finish your orientation here…”

      “If they stay!” Sundaram added, her voice the type of happy Conrad associated with certainty.

      “Yes, if you stay,” Dlamini said, “you’ll be pleasantly surprised at your new positions and working conditions.”

      “Sky Pine knows, right?” De León asked. At Dlamini’s nod, she said, “Then our apartments are gone.”

      “Oh!” Ticona said, realizing their previous employers would evict them immediately. He took in a breath to speak.

      Duncan beat him to it and said, “Matias, your cats are fine. Before this meeting, we brought them to one of our transition homes. We had assets pre-positioned. As soon as you gave the verbal okay, the locks opened for your new employer’s credentials. We even have a supply of Fanciful Beast Cat Food. Your Russian Blue likes liver with gravy, right?”

      “She’s really a mix,” Ticona said, and Conrad recognized the new employee glaze in his eyes.

      “They look overwhelmed,” Conrad said. “Do they look overwhelmed to you?”

      “I know what you’re doing,” Matsushita said, her posture unchanged. “Seriously, Thato has this. This is not his first new hire.”

      “We’ve packed and moved your belongings,” Conrad heard Sundaram say as Duncan nodded in support. “They’re at the transition home right now. I want to apologize for taking action without asking first, but in our experience, sometimes the previous employer can get, well, a little…”

      “Vengeful,” Duncan said when she paused.

      “Yes. That works.”

      “It’s not a problem at all. Thank you,” De León said. Ticona sat and stared at the film in front of him.

      Trying to rouse himself out of his fugue, Ticona said, “Will we have to subscribe to the corporate Health and Wellness plan so we can eat lunch or have snacks? Coffee?”

      “We offer coffee and tea as part of the Staff and Professional compensation packages,” Dlamini said. “We have a cafeteria, which you’re free to use, or you can lunch at any of the local food courts. Personally, I like the Thai place around the corner. Thai Emperor, I think it’s called.”

      “I should go welcome them personally,” Conrad said, tapping his finger on his desk.

      “I am convinced that is a terrible idea,” Matsushita said. “Those poor souls have been through a lot today. They’re barely able to talk to Thato. If the CEO of TransStell just walks in…”

      “But that’s just it! They can see I’m just an employee like they are.”

      “You know how that works,” Matsushita said. “No C-level Executive is an ‘employee.’”

      Gritting his teeth, Conrad looked back at the display. He saw that Ticona and De León remained indecisive.

      “Sky Pine has all of our software,” De León said. “I don’t know what kind of toolbox you require of new Staff…”

      “Oh, we provide that,” Sundaram said. Conrad admired the back and forth between her and Dlamini.

      At the recruit’s continued indecision, Conrad stood and strode to the door. He noticed Matsushita didn’t follow him. He walked around the corner to his left, down the corridor, and knocked once on the conference room door. Sundaram answered it and Conrad ignored her surprised expression.

      “Mr. Conrad,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’d like to welcome our newest recruits,” he said.

      “Of course,” she said, taking a step back and opening the door wide. He took a step in.

      “Hello,” he said, looking first at Ticona, then at De León. Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw that Dlamini’s expression didn’t change.

      Damn it, he thought, I’m the CEO, and if I want to say hello, I’ll say hello.

      

      “No, really, I think Dlamini convinced them to stay after your visit,” Matsushita said. Conrad wasn’t sure, but it looked like she hadn’t moved. “Would you be insulted if I speak candidly?”

      “I’d be insulted if you didn’t. Seriously, Sachi, how many times are you going to ask me…”

      “Then why didn’t you just draw a sidearm and point it at their heads?”

      He moved to argue even as he imagined where she was going with this. He sat down behind his desk, the Holo-D display now off. The air was clear between them.

      “You know I don’t carry a sidearm…”

      “Dek, you know they just came from Sky Pine. You know how their Executives treat their Staff and even their Professionals. For all they knew, you were the company’s top demon checking to see if the newest dishes were ready.”

      “I’m sick of…” he said and then stopped.

      “I am not insensitive to your perspective,” Matsushita said. That surprised him. Now that she had drawn his attention to it, he did not know if she embraced her position of VP of Security or not. Would she prefer to be home in Japan, working for her family? He again wondered how the Board had convinced her mother to release her to work at TransStell. “But we have a lot of work to do, and we need to be getting about it.”

      “Recruiting is getting more expensive,” he said, accepting her change of subject. “I’m glad we prefer to promote from within. In a few years, we might not have much choice!”

      She sat silently. He ground his teeth at her sympathy and support. He kept his shoulders straight. “You know, maybe we just hired the next Director of Terran Operations!”

      “Maybe in a few years, we won’t need one,” Matsushita said. “Now, about the meeting we have coming up with Linda Southfield. I’ve briefed Aliyah Sims, and she’s on board.”

      Conrad’s attempt at changing his mood just hit another obstacle.
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      Cardinal Clifton Tadlock, having just celebrated Mass in the Cathedral of Saint Peter the Apostle, walked down the boulevard separating the church from the American Papal residence. He wondered why Pope Nauman had summoned him. Despite not knowing, he enjoyed the walk, as it was a little less humid than usual. He reflected that his temperature control cassock made it easier for him. Wryly, he could remember a time when the heat didn’t bother him even without ventilation, but those times were long gone. He felt the weight of age increase almost every day. But, he reflected, aging certainly appealed more to him than the alternative.

      He still wore his cardinal’s attire, having removed his Mass finery. Other priests and bishops associated with the Holy See bustled around. Some nodded respectfully, some made it a point to be busy doing anything else rather than meeting his eye.

      He knew they were not being disrespectful, as much as fearful. He understood why; some of the old guard still had not caught on to how things were now, so there was bound to be fear and resentment. He tried to be charitable, at least outwardly. He knew his actions reflected on the pope who had elevated him. Tadlock had no intention of causing any problems for his friend and mentor.

      Any more problems, he thought.

      As he mounted the stairs, he reflected that at some point, they’d need to merge the architectural styles of the campus buildings. He thought the cathedral projected the appropriate solemnity, with its brick facade and classic design. The papal residence looked more like a Greek temple, and he hated it.

      He nodded to the gray-uniformed Stonewall Rangers. Their Rolfe Company insignia, polished and gleaming, they formed the papal guard. They saluted him, and he acknowledged them with an uplifted right hand, palm out.

      But budgets were real, and so were their impacts on his plans. Reconstructing buildings would have to wait. They had to reinforce the faithful first. When he considered the enormity of his task, he almost wavered.

      The pope’s secretary showed him in immediately. Tadlock barely had to pause after he entered. The bustle felt right. He liked how well-organized his friend, Rufus Puckett, Pope Nauman I, was. Very little wasted movement — he kept his motions and his teams tight and efficient.

      Tadlock saw his friend standing with his back to the door. He seemed to study the wooden tabernacle on the ornate altar along the east wall. As efficient as he was, Tadlock knew Puckett liked his little moments of stylish drama. It felt almost playful, which Tadlock still found unusual and almost disturbing. After a pause, the pope turned and nodded in greeting.

      “Clifton, it’s good to see you. Was Mass well-attended this morning?”

      “I will follow up with a few people, but in general, yes. Thank you for indulging my desire to celebrate Mass in the cathedral every week. How goes your special project to feed the poor in Mississippi?”

      The poor need feeding everywhere, Tadlock thought. But who can blame His Holiness for starting in his home state?

      “It goes well! Generous donors have helped the program make progress, thank the Lord! We are hoping to implement a work for food program. Idle hands, you know!”

      Despite his upbeat demeanor, Tadlock could see his friend felt troubled. He watched Puckett sit down behind his plain wooden desk and gesture for his friend to take a seat.

      “I need your genius as my Secretary of State,” he said.

      “Of course. I’m ever at your service.”

      Tadlock waited patiently. Seeing how Puckett worked his lips, the man seemed not only troubled, but upset. The pope pulled a thin holographic pad out of the middle drawer and slid it across the desk. Picking it up, Tadlock saw it bore the seal of the Colonial States Department of Justice. Looking closer, Tadlock almost gasped. The almost antique pad was a bearer warrant.

      In response to his raised eyebrows, Puckett said, “It bears the federal government’s seal of approval. It’s unusual in that it actually names the bearer.”

      Thumbing the lock, Tadlock saw his friend was right. The warrant named the entire Executive Team for Terran Consolidated Products.

      “I agree it’s unusual,” Tadlock said. “I didn’t know they still issued these things. Tell me, please. How can my office help?”

      Puckett remained silent for a few moments, his forehead severely creased.

      “About that,” he said.

      

      Tadlock sat behind his own desk, barely able to remember how he got there. He recalled sitting in confusion as Puckett described the request from Colonial America’s federal government. Now aware of his surroundings, he reflected he had not interacted with the Department of Justice before. He had heard of the church’s Tribunal of Laity Affairs or Tribunal of Clerical Affairs, having occasional dealings with them. Old remnants of some of the baser sins still raised their ugly heads from time to time, and the Church had to turn people over to the state. He remembered some priests talking about it before they realized he had come into earshot. But he could remember no interaction with the federal government through his Department of State.

      He looked at the bearer warrant. He was to respond a certain way whenever and wherever anyone asked a very peculiar question. The warrant did not say when this would happen. The answer made no sense, even with the possibly unintentional clue in one clause about an old spaceship. An old spaceship that had died decades ago. And now, not only did he have to respond to the questions a certain way, but the government also wanted some peculiar information about the ship.

      He wondered if the bureaucrats intended the wording to make it clear they could ask for more, and that he should be happy if they didn’t. This reeks of subterfuge, he thought, and it wasn’t at the pope’s behest.

      He found his thoughts about those bureaucrats strayed far from the charitable.

      A screen unrolled when he tapped his desk in a certain spot. It went the entire length of the desktop. He pulled up the information on the Catholic Missionary Vessel Reparata. This was another memory that he’d almost forgotten. The ship had disappeared around twenty-five years ago. The cursory investigation by the UN’s Sol Defense Protectorate, Extra-Orbital Operations division, had recorded ‘Probable Reactor Containment Breach’ as the cause of loss.

      So why is anyone interested in it now? he thought as he reviewed the ship’s information. Why did they want him to answer in the way they had requested? Or, rather, ordered? That the response was close to what he would naturally have answered bothered him. More specifically, the differences bothered him. He knew they were significant, but he could not see how.

      The government, or whoever was pulling the strings behind the scenes, and he suspected it was TCP, knew almost everything about the ship. Between the construction paperwork, including government inspections, and licensing requirements, Tadlock realized almost the only thing they didn’t know were some operational details. One detail stood out.

      The request made no sense to Tadlock. Why did the government or TCP need the encryption/signing keys and command codes? He almost thought someone had discovered the wreck, but that was not possible, was it? Were there not there laws about salvage? He didn’t know enough about navigation within the solar system, but surely the ship was too far away, even assuming it survived, to be found?

      Did they plan to rebuild it? But again, why?

      He copied the data they requested into an electronic courier packet. Tadlock pushed his ring into the receptacle on his desk. He didn’t understand the technology, but he approved of the respect it showed tradition. The church no longer used wax seals, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t keep the form intact.

      He placed the tube in a pocket inside his cassock. Now he was left to contemplate the last instruction. If anyone — press, corporate executives, police, anyone — asked him about the Reparata, he was to answer “I don’t know. This information is extraordinary, and we have no comment.”

      Of course I don’t know, he thought. How else could I honestly answer?
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      Jack Booth enjoyed continental train rides. It’s not that he minded the trains in England, or even ferry rides across the Strait of Dover. The water had been calm, and he’d been able to indulge himself reading. No, there was just something about the hum of the rail and the length of the ride that he enjoyed. Sure, he could find rides lasting more than an hour in the British Commonwealth if he went all the way to Edinburgh, but there wasn’t anything for him once he got there. Though he was sure any Scot in the vicinity would disagree with him. The scenery here was less interesting, too, at least after you got past the mud-flats east of Dunkirk. By the time he got to Roeselare, it might have been as flat as what he was used to, but at least they grew some interesting crops. He had seen holos of the three-meter corn. It felt much more impressive to see it in person.

      When he had planned his trip to Belgium, he had felt he should probably get settled into his apartment first, but he really wanted to see his office. So, he’d picked a train that would take him almost right to the front door of the Residence Palace in Brussels.

      As the train slowed to a stop, he grabbed his duffel bag and joined the exit queue. He had to duck slightly, his nearly two-meter frame being on the high-side of the train’s design specs, and stepped onto the open-air platform. Despite his excitement, he made sure he got out of everyone’s way before he took in the sights.

      The crystal dome covering the seat of European power was nearly invisible today, since the sun shone unobscured by clouds. Booth couldn’t believe his luck. That did not happen very often. The breeze felt cool and refreshing after the long ride. He remembered from his briefing that the dome tightly controlled those variables.

      There were many people out and about today. No one made eye contact with him, of course, but walking through a vibrant city excited him. He felt like these moments were alive with possibility.

      Ever since he had left Plymouth and the Foreign Ministry had secretly financed his election to the European Parliament, he had looked forward to this day. He knew he would not actually get any work done today. In fact, it was likely it would take a few years to establish himself and move his agenda forward. That was just the way politics worked. But today was the day he started. Today, he would find out his committee assignment and build the relationships that would help him succeed.

      Since he’d arrived a couple of hours after lunch, the line to enter the Residence Palace wasn’t long. He grinned at the man behind the desk.

      Showing his identification, Booth said, “Beautiful day outside, isn’t it?”

      The man grunted and said, “I wouldn’t know. But it’s nice to see some people enjoying it.”

      “I’m starting with Parliament today,” Booth said, wanting to hear himself say it even if he didn’t expect the guard to respond.

      “You and a couple dozen other people,” the man said, waving his scanner across Booth’s ID. The man’s screen showed a green indicator, and his manner changed.

      “Welcome to the Residence Palace, Mister Booth,” he said. He tapped a few places on the two-dimensional display before he said, “You should have all the keys for your office and the facilities on your floor.” Booth felt his Holo-D in his jacket’s breast pocket vibrate to acknowledge the receipt. “If you need anything, or if anything is amiss, please call the front desk.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Booth said.

      Making his way to the elevators, he took in the marble floor, the symbol of the EU displayed in its patterned tiles. He could see the building stretching above him through the crystal ceiling. The realization continued to sink in. He was in Brussels, and he was about to start his career as a Member of Parliament. He hoped that the day so far was a good sign about how his career would progress. Though, in fact, he didn’t believe in signs. And he knew full well that what he had to do wouldn’t be anywhere near as easy as he made it sound, even to himself.

      As the elevator doors closed and the car surged upwards, he grinned at his reflection in the mirrored, gold-tone doors.

      An uphill battle, huh? he thought, seeing himself grin. Anything else would be a bore!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            PORTER - NEW FRONTIER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gotta say I’m a little upset you didn’t remodel after your promotion,” said Samuel Beauregard, examining the cigar he’d just clipped as he pulled out his gold-plated lighter. “I had my eye on your chair.”

      “Requisition one just like it if you like it so much,” Porter said. “You’ve got the budget. Hell, transfer one percent from your Morale allocations, and you could remodel your entire floor.”

      “Comfortable furniture, but no Morale boosters? Talk about penny wise…”

      Atticus looked from Beauregard, his VP of Foreign Relations on the left, to Mason Anderson, his VP of Security, who sat to his right. As usual, Anderson had little to say. Likely wouldn’t until they got to his spot on the agenda. Atticus couldn’t interpret the look Anderson gave Beauregard, and he made a mental note to consider it later.

      “Sam, what’s the latest on 61 Cygni?” Atticus asked.

      After a couple of puffs to make sure he’d lit it right, Beauregard eyed the cigar and said slowly, “We got seriously lucky. TransStell took the bait you offered, and we made a tidy sum in expedite fees. They also seem to have no idea we know about the other Fissure. After the trip, we can make it clear they could not have done it without us. I can hardly wait to see their attempts to counter our marketing campaigns! That’s going to be a ton of fun.”

      “First things first,” Atticus said. The leather in his high-backed chair squeaked as he shifted to face Anderson. “Mason, any sign this mission has leaked?”

      “No, Mr. Porter,” Anderson said. He projected several measurements from his Holo-D. Those measurements visualized data that would have showed other divisions within Terran Consolidated Products were talking about the mission. Another showed a similar view of the wider world. All of them were flat-lined. Atticus made another mental note to ask Beauregard about these metrics. Anderson was his usual polite, professional self, but that look he’d almost given Beauregard bothered him. Porter didn’t think he had Anderson’s loyalty, but had felt certain the man would stay in line. At least until he could groom a replacement.

      Porter said, “So, what I’m hearing is that I can tell the Board we’ll likely begin the field phase of the operation by the middle of next week. That means we should have the marketing materials ready by, what, a week after that?”

      “Sounds right,” said Beauregard. “That’s before we deliver the heavy-ship to TransStell, so we’re still on schedule.”

      “Good,” Atticus said. “How about the advance ore return flight?”

      “Seriously, man, how did TransStell find that Fissure before us?” Beauregard asked instead of addressing Porter’s question. “They’re what, a tenth of our size? Smaller? How the hell did they find that thing before we did?”

      “Hawthorne’s vision was, let’s say, a little less robust in terms of research and development,” Porter said slowly. He didn’t like how Anderson’s expression didn’t change. Porter wondered if he was imagining things. How could no change in expression show disloyalty? “Especially with regards to basic research. That said, I give him full credit for running down every last permutation of maximizing our profits at the Texas Republic and Middle States flash points.”

      “Well, glad you’re presenting an enhanced R&D budget to the Board,” Beauregard said. “61 Cygni might be a hellhole, but there’s an asteroid belt with tons of potential. The prototype mining equipment performed well. Ought to have results back soon. We’ve made the appropriate charitable contributions; should be a piece of cake to get them to processing. You still want me to run with this, right?”

      “Yeah,” Porter said, studying the Gantt chart that Beauregard’s team had prepared. The timing looked good. “We should have weakened TransStell enough by the time you’re ready to move. We should be able to legally obtain their patents and trademarks. I trust you with this, and neither the GM of Orbital or Lunar Operations has the bandwidth. We’ll probably need to spin up an Extra-Solar division, but I’d like you to keep hold of it for now.”

      “Great,” Beauregard said, rolling the cigar between his thumb and forefinger. Porter could tell his VP of Foreign Relations enjoyed the change of pace compared to the CEO they’d recently helped terminate. Porter did not blame him. Exploring two brand new solar systems through the newly discovered Fissures was a damn sight better than the intra-division politics that usually dominated their days. Porter saw that Anderson had fixed his attention on a spot on the floor just in front of Porter’s desk.

      “Any thoughts on the mission, Mason?”

      “No, sir. Mr. Beauregard’s team has coordinated closely with mine, and I am satisfied that they are taking security seriously.”

      “One of these days we’ll get him on a first-name basis,” Beauregard said to Porter, grinning. “Guess that day ain’t today!”

      Anderson returned the smile and said, “Habit. I think we all remember Mr. Hawthorne’s dedication to etiquette.”

      When the moment of silent felt protracted, Porter said, “Okay. I think that gives me what I need for my board report. Any final thoughts?”

      The two VPs shook their heads, and Porter dismissed them. As Anderson closed the heavy wooden door behind them, Porter stared at the Gantt chart again, this time not really seeing it. Every trip to the Board felt momentous. He had attended dozens of those meetings as one of Hawthorne’s lieutenants. A key lieutenant, in fact, since Porter had been the VP of Mergers and Acquisitions. This was his first meeting as the CEO. He hoped it would go as well as his meeting with Anderson and Beauregard. But somehow, he doubted it.
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      Linda Southfield came to an abrupt stop just meters from the gray, faux wood-grained entrance to Conrad’s Executive suite. She glanced at her reflection in the polished metal walls. Seeing that nothing was out of place and her dark-blue business suit did not have any obvious wrinkles, she took a moment to gather her thoughts. She did not know why her boss, Aliyah Sims, the VP of Operations, would suddenly summon her to the CEO’s office. Southfield couldn’t think of any pressing issues with any of her projects. Her teams had hit almost every milestone. She couldn’t even remember many tasks with missed dates, and the few that were late had ample documentation and justification. She had no reason to believe she was in trouble, but memories of the wreckage of past careers made her feel queasy.

      She pinched her Holo-D hanging from her silver necklace to display a three-dimensional clock. She saw it was about time. With once last glance at the reflective walls, she rolled her head to ease the tension in her neck, stepped up to the door, and knocked briskly. It slid open.

      “Linda, thanks for joining us on such short notice,” Sims began as soon as Southfield had walked around the corner. Sims stood to one side of Conrad’s desk, while the CEO himself stood just behind it, in front of his chair. The sun shone through the window behind her and gave the room a warm yellow ambiance.

      “Whatever I can do to help,” she said, concentrating on keeping her voice level. “Can I ask what this is about?”

      “It should only take a minute,” Conrad said, gesturing to a chair and sitting down. Sims sat beside her. Was that a good sign? Southfield wondered. If they were going to fire her, would they bother with this courtesy? Then she remembered she was working for TransStell, and yes, they might well bother with that kind of thing. Her stomach contracted.

      “I think you know how important the 61 Cygni mission is,” Conrad said. Southfield nodded. “I need someone in top management on the mission.”

      Tilting her head towards Conrad, Sims said, “He wanted to go, but we talked him out of it. Well, VP Matsushita did.”

      “Let’s stay on topic, please,” Conrad said. Southfield relaxed. This didn’t look like a meeting to dismiss her, and the mention of 61 Cygni had grabbed her attention.

      Conrad said, “Aliyah here tells me that we’ve purchased a heavy-ship from TCP. We got lucky. Well, it seemed lucky. I guess time will tell. But the ship should be delivered to TDS-1 in a few weeks. Mr. Dlamini tells me that recruitment for the crew is going well. We just recruited a Staff co-pilot and Staff engineer.”

      “That sounds encouraging,” Southfield said, not wanting to get her own hopes up.

      “I know this is a lot to ask,” Sims said. “Some projects you’re overseeing are among the most critical to TransStell, especially at this time. But we’d like you to personally lead the mission to 61 Cygni. We have hired an ex-Indian military pilot as the ship’s Supervisor. Given the criticality of this mission, and given the high probability that there will be, let’s say, management issues, we’d like you onboard.”

      “I would be absolutely delighted!” Southfield said, belatedly realizing she should have been a little less enthusiastic. She didn’t want to give her boss or her boss’s boss the impression that she lacked the maturity for this mission.

      “Excellent. Of course, this is up to your discretion, but based on your status reports, it seems like Tierney can continue to expand our Fissure logistics capabilities, as well as continue pushing our prime mission forward,” Sims said. “If there’s anything else you need from either of us, don’t hesitate to let us know.”

      “I have complete confidence in your ability to see this through,” Conrad said as he rose. Sims and Southfield followed his example. “Aliyah has sent you an initial draft of the mission plan. Please start with it. I appreciate your willingness to take this on!”

      “Thank you. Both of you,” Southfield said, nodding to each and backing away from the chair. “I’ll get right on this.”

      As she closed the Executive suite’s door behind her, she allowed herself a brief pause. She was going to lead humanity’s first manned mission to another solar system!

      That was a lot better than being fired, she told herself as she rushed back to her office.
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