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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MALHOTRA - A LITTLE TOO CLOSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Supervisor Ira Malhotra floated in the center of her cabin. She had turned the lights down, but now she thought that might have been a mistake. At the end of a long, long day, the dim lights exacerbated her longing for sleep. But there was one last thing she needed to do. Too many years of field experience demanded it.

      Looking at her Holo-D, which was in standby mode, she saw the ship’s time was just after 2300 hours. She didn’t know what time it was on the Sol Fissure Traffic Management Facility just a couple of kilometers away.

      I’m too tired to remember: are they on GMT like us?

      Bracing herself against her cabin’s ceiling with one hand, she lowered the fold-up table along the inner bulkhead. Then she hesitated. The station’s Manager and Supervisor might well be asleep.

      That made sense. Their Executives had just turned back what would have been a catastrophic attack, but the ramp up had been traumatic. That had exhausted her, too. People needed time to recover from that kind of strain. Malhotra knew that the civilians on the station had no combat experience. At least she felt able to draw on her previous career to maintain her equilibrium.

      “Though I wish I didn’t have to,” she muttered, then placed the call. A deep conviction that their luck couldn’t hold forever haunted her. She could not sleep until she had done something about it.

      Malhotra had to wait at least a minute for Manager Jacob Lopez to answer. She braced herself to apologize for waking him, but she saw the out-of-focus Command Center in the background.

      Look like he’s up late, too, she thought.

      “Supervisor Malhotra,” he said, smiling. The creases beside his eyes suggested a genuine reaction. The bags under his eyes made him look as tired as she felt. “Figured you’d be lights out by now. What can I do for you?”

      “Apologies for the late call,” she said.

      “Ah,” he said, dismissing her concern with a wave of his hand. She noticed he’d braced himself before making the gesture.

      He’s been in Zero-G long enough to have developed good habits, she thought.

      “I’m finishing my post-project review,” he said. “With the Indiana returning to the Sol system from 61 Cygni, I figured it’d be a good idea to finish the paperwork. You know how demanding Executive Director Southfield can be! Nah, that’s not it. She had a hell of a time of it, too, and I want to show our support by having everything ready. I imagine she’s going to face a lot of questions Earth-side.”

      “That’s commendable of you,” Malhotra said. She reflected on her own memories. She recalled how important Southfield’s oversight had been during Malhotra’s mission to 61 Cygni. “In fact, that’s partly the reason I’m calling. Um, you know how close we came to total disaster today, don’t you?”

      Lopez’s smile collapsed.

      “Yes, I do,” he said. “Frankly, I’m amazed at the tactics you came up with. I’m impressed as hell with my team’s innovations, too. They actually turned a shuttle into a missile and gave us a working laser turret! But… Yeah, I know. All that preparation would have bought us about what, one, maybe two seconds, if the Terran Consolidated Products’ squadron actually attacked? The United Nations and European Union squadrons saved our lives.”

      “I’m sorry to sound indelicate,” she said, watching him closely to see if this was too much for him after such a long day.

      “I’m responsible for every man and woman on this station,” he said, his eyes fixed on hers through the holographic projection. “You have combat experience, and I don’t. Say what you need to, Supervisor. Maybe you have some ideas to improve our situation?”

      “I know we need to improve it,” she said. “I’m still a little new here at TransStell. How well do our Executives take bad news?”

      Lopez let out a surprised laugh and said, “Has Executive Director Southfield ever dressed you down for delivering bad news? Honestly, I can’t even imagine her doing that.”

      Malhotra remembered her first days with Linda Southfield on the Indiana. She remembered her own hesitancy and how it had taken genuine effort for her to learn she could be candid with the Executive Director. She could almost pinpoint the moment when, during the mission, her instinct to be evasive around TransStell Executives vanished.

      Her smile must have told Lopez what he wanted to know, because he said, “Well, our Executive Team is even worse. Or better, depending on your perspective. They insist on honest information. I’ve heard stories about how some other Corporations do things. ‘Shoot the messenger’ and all that. But not here. How were things in the Indian Army?”

      “Air Force, actually,” she said without heat. “But I take your meaning. Withholding information during combat can and will result in deaths and mission failure.”

      “Well, you’ve probably seen how un-military we are. But we have the same mindset when it comes to mission. Between you and me, I think it’s one of our secret weapons. While other Executive Teams groom their underlings to tell them only what they want to hear and then make terrible decisions that aren’t based on reality, well… We use facts to make decisions. Crazy, I know.”

      Utterly insane, she thought. Which is one of the reasons I hired on.

      “That’s really good to hear,” Malhotra said. “May I ask for your help? I have bad news that I want to package most effectively, and I don’t want to bother Executive Director Southfield with it yet. She’s exhausted from the long day.”

      “I’ll be happy to help. What bad news do you mean?”

      “Just what we’ve been talking about. We almost experienced a catastrophic mission failure, and we need to avoid allowing ourselves to be placed in this position in the future.”

      “If by ‘mission failure’ you mean ‘utter annihilation,’ then I agree. I’d really like to avoid that! Let me guess: after seeing you in action, I’m guessing you have some great ideas you’d like me to help you sell up the chain. Maybe some fancy military tactics?”

      “Ideas, yes. Tactics will come later. We have a lot to do before we’re ready to develop our tactics.”

      “Are you going to suggest we develop a military like TCP and other large Corporations? They call them Security Forces, but we all know what they really are.”

      Malhotra felt a surge of irritation, and she kept her expression neutral. She had expected him to be exhausted, and she had counted on her military training to put her in a position to ease him into this conversation. She knew it was her own fatigue that had frazzled her patience. Forcing herself to acknowledge that she should feel grateful that he seemed so enthusiastic, she spoke.

      “I’m not sure. I just know we need new capabilities, and I’d really appreciate it if you could help me get the conversation started.”

      “Okay!” he said before letting out a long breath. She guessed he’d locked his toes into a foothold on the deck, because he threw both arms behind his neck in a huge stretch. “I’m sorry, Supervisor Malhotra. Would you mind if we start this tomorrow?”

      “Oh, certainly!” she said. Her irritation evaporated. “I just wanted to bounce the general idea off of you tonight. We’ve had a long day, and there’s no way we could bring our best to bear on this issue now. The Indiana will probably remain here for a few days. May I set aside some time with you tomorrow?”

      “Sounds good,” he said. “Mind if I pull in Supervisor Akamai? She brought some ideas to me earlier today. Or is this… what, compartmentalized or something?”

      “Please feel free to ask her to attend. Anyone you think might help, but it’ll be best to start small so we don’t get off track. Supervisor Lopez, I really appreciate you taking my call tonight. I’m looking forward to our discussions tomorrow!”

      “Good night, Supervisor Malhotra,” he said, waving to her before the Holo-D’s display winked out.

      Without even realizing it, Malhotra braced herself against the deck and folded her standing table against the bulkhead. Now she felt like she could sleep. She debated whether she should change into her bedclothes, but again, her body seemed to move on its own. Not even a second after she’d snapped the last bed-strap to her uniform, she had fallen asleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            STEIN - APOLOGIES ACCEPTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Helmine Stein strode up the stairs towards the CEO suite. Her CEO suite, she told herself, taking in the surroundings. The office sat nearly at the top of Terran Consolidated Products’ high rise, which took up most of south Manhattan’s old Finance District. Stein drank in the effect these stairs would have on Executives, Professionals, and Staff. They would have to walk up to the enormous golden double doors. She noted how the walk would impress upon anyone that they were about to come before the Power that drove TCP. More importantly, it would impress upon them that they were not that Power. She filed the information away.

      No Executive Staff greeted her when she pushed her way through the doors. Even at just after 6:00 a.m. local time, she expected to be greeted. She anticipated that greeting to be predominantly shock, and if she were honest with herself, a little awe. Then she remembered that the CEO she had just deposed, Atticus Porter, had not used this office. He’d stayed in the office he had occupied in his previous position as Vice President of Mergers and Acquisitions.

      Why? she wondered, brushing past the receptionist’s desk and through another set of double doors. She paused in the kill zone as the doors closed behind her. After a moment, the door in front of her opened. Was that another sign of his weakness? Did he not…

      As she walked into the CEO’s office proper, she froze.

      “Oh,” she said. “Well, I guess I can’t blame Mr. Porter for not working in here. Jesus God!”

      A strong aroma of leather struck her. Even though the huge curving windows in front of her, looking south, opened on the city below, the room felt dark. Mahogany paneling covered everything that wasn’t a window, and even they had a dark, almost copper tint. To her left, she saw the personal elevator beside the serving area’s door. Her desk was a squat, dark, wooden something.

      Monstrosity was the only word she could think of.

      Baroque carvings covered its face. The Executive chair looked more like a throne. Unless it had some kind of power assist, she could not imagine how she could even move the thing. The chairs arranged in front of it were stark wood, stained from extensive use, with no cushions.

      This won’t do, she thought, walking behind the desk. She found the chair did indeed have small electric motors. She pushed it back from the desk and stared at the stained leather.

      I’m not sitting in that, she thought. She knew Staff had likely cleaned the entire room after Alexander Hawthorne’s forced retirement, a retirement that made way for Atticus Porter, but her stomach recoiled at the thought of touching anything. Taking another look at the room, she saw the enormous bed in the northwest corner.

      Maybe I’ll use Porter’s old office until the remodel’s done, she thought. She heard a commotion in the kill zone. Not gunfire. It sounded like someone was in a hurry. She touched the holster under her cloak.

      “Madam CEO,” a breathless Mason Anderson, her Vice President of Security, said as he burst in. Even though his brown beard and hair looked immaculate, he looked disheveled and terrified.

      “Mr. Anderson,” she said, her gaze level. “Did you give Mr. Porter a suitable retirement party?”

      “Um… Well, Madam CEO, the thing is…”

      She waited quietly, her arms crossed over her shoulder cloak. She had worked with this man to plan today, but most of the communications had been over secure remote channels. Aside from Executive Team meetings, she hadn’t often seen him in person. She felt her opinion edging downward.

      After a moment where he struggled to find the right words, she said, “Mr. Anderson, I do not know how my predecessors greeted bad news. But I need data. I cannot make decisions in a vacuum. So, good or bad, I need you to tell me what is going on. And I don’t have a lot of time to spare on this. My schedule’s full for the day.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he said, taking a deep breath. “Mr. Porter just killed the entire security team I sent after him. Well, most of them. Then before the survivors could rally and retire him, a TransStell recruitment team… They got him, Ms. Stein. Porter is now an Executive with TransStell.”

      “How did Mr. Porter manage to kill an entire security team?”

      “He had a sidearm, and…”

      “Prior to beginning the operation, you accounted for and secured his weapons, did you not?”

      “Well, yes, the AIs disarmed all of his weapons, and…”

      “Apparently, they didn’t disarm all of them. Or he could not have eliminated valuable assets. Isn’t that correct?”

      “Right, Madam CEO,” Anderson said, his hands working by his sides.

      “What was Mr. Porter’s former position here?”

      “He was the VP of Mergers and Acquisitions, Madam CEO.”

      “And as the VP of Merges and Acquisitions, didn’t Mr. Porter have access to an arsenal that included a wide variety of weapons? Energy weapons and manual weapons?”

      “Yes, Ma’am. That is the case.”

      She felt herself moving closer and closer to deciding a single termination hadn’t been enough for the day. She asked, “When you prepared the teams for today’s party, did you include steps to account for and disable manual weapons?”

      “I… I’ll have to check the procedures, Madam CEO…”

      “You will tell me right now, Mr. Anderson. Did you or did you not take steps to account for and disable manual weapons?”

      She saw recognition in his eyes. He knew how he answered would determine his employment status.

      He tried once to speak and faltered. Swallowing, he tried again and said, “It seems that even if we did, we missed at least one sidearm.”

      She let her gaze fall to the desk. Replacing the CEO, even when half the Executive Team had helped her accomplish the feat, would still traumatize the Corporation. Everyone would wonder who was next. While that could be good for discipline, it was terrible for performance. Knowing she needed peak performance immediately, she told herself that Anderson’s honest admission gave her enough to work with. At least for now.

      “Is there any indication that Mr. Porter left us any surprises?” Stein asked, turning her icy blue eyes on Anderson again.

      “None, Ma’am. I have two teams sweeping his apartment and old office now.”

      “That fits Porter’s profile,” Stein said. “He’s not the type to destroy anything unnecessarily. In that, I prefer him to his predecessor.” She looked around the room and visibly shuddered, mostly for Anderson’s benefit. “My God, this is ugly…”

      “Shall I have the VP of Facilities…” Anderson began.

      “Does the VP of Facilities report to you?”

      “Um, no, Ma’am, I thought…”

      “Then you will not ‘have’ the VP of Facilities do anything. I am capable of issuing my own instructions.”

      Swallowing again, Anderson said, “Yes, Madam CEO.”

      He flinched when she abruptly pulled her pendant Holo-D from inside her cloak.

      “That will be all, Mr. Anderson,” she said, turning her attention to the now glowing display. “Report to me when you are certain that Mr. Porter and his allies left no surprises. I would like to use his old office until this one is remodeled. I expect that report by 0800 hundred. Dismissed.”

      “Yes, Madam CEO,” he said, hesitating before he bowed and scurried from the room.

      He bowed? she thought, her concentration momentarily broken. This place is in worse shape than I thought.

      

      Four days later, Stein sat in Atticus Porter’s old office. She didn’t like its decor, either. He had preferred much lighter wood paneling, so she didn’t feel like she’d entered a crypt. Still, she found the fireplace gaudy and pretentious. The chair’s leather upholstery felt too soft. Being that comfortable didn’t help her concentrate. Still, Porter hadn’t kept a bed in his office. The man hadn’t been incompetent, just weak.

      “Just another few days and my office will be ready,” she said. She felt so unproductive. Her heart raced as she thought of all the initiatives she wanted to start. But first things first.

      The desk’s Holo-D blinked. Seeing it was 0900 hundred, she knew who would be on the other end of the call.

      Two heads and torsos appeared above her desk. On her left was Artiom Pinzari, Supervisor of the Lake Rabun, one ship in TCP’s Gyrfalcon Fleet. On her right floated a hologram of Gintarė Pikus. Pikus held the position of Supervisor, Watts Bar Lake. Stein thought the woman’s nose looked too big, and she took it as a sign of character that Pikus had never had it fixed.

      Stein thought, We waste effort on extraneous details.

      Stein much preferred her people to focus on developing the traits that were important, starting with loyalty. She almost felt pride when she considered how much of that loyalty these two had shown her over the years, even back to her early days as an Executive at TCP’s EMEA branch.

      “Supervisor Pinzari, Supervisor Pikus. I have read your reports. Now I’d like your personal thoughts on the operation.”

      “Madam CEO, I would like to offer our sincerest apologies for our failure to achieve our objectives,” Pikus said, her eyes narrowed, her brows lowered. Stein couldn’t see her arms in the projection, but given the set of her shoulders, Stein imagined Pikus held her arms behind her back. Glancing at Pinzar, Stein saw he had adopted a similar posture. He nodded to confirm Pikus’s apology.

      “I will not hold my field Management responsible for failures within the Office of Foreign Relations or Security,” Stein said. Neither Pikus’s nor Pinzari’s expressions changed. Stein hadn’t expected them to. A failure still hurt, no matter the cause. She approved of that sensibility. “I have reviewed your reports and the logs of your actions. Thank you for carrying out my instructions to the best of your abilities. Now, please answer my question. What are your thoughts on the operation?”

      Stein knew that on the bridges of the Watts Bar Lake and Lake Rabun, her two Supervisors could see each other’s projections. Stein noticed that neither looked at the other before Pikus spoke. That suggested to her that the two of them had planned what they would say in advance. The CEO also approved of her Management team being prepared.

      “Madam CEO, you’re aware that TransStell had not deployed the Fissure Traffic Management Facility with armaments. Their shuttles were likewise unarmed. And of course, the ship we delivered to them had no weaponry or defensive systems.”

      When Stein nodded, Pikus said, “Yet somehow, they had prepared a defense. We could have broken through it within minutes. If the UN and EU squadrons had not arrived, that’s exactly what we would have done. What concerns us is that they were able to improvise any defense.”

      “So, in your judgment, TransStell has fielded competent Management, Professionals, and Staff?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Far in excess of what Security had anticipated. In excess, even of what our own Fleet intelligence had modeled.”

      “Does this impact any of our long-range strategies?”

      Pinzari started to speak, and Stein noticed Pikus hadn’t moved.

      So, they’d not only discussed what they were going to say. They’d rehearsed it, too, Stein thought. My American Executive Team could learn a lot from these Supervisors. Then she turned her attention to Pinzari, who was speaking.

      “No, Madam CEO. However, we have several recommendations to adjust our tactics. There is an impact on Operations as well. We have prepared proposals we would like to route up through our Director to the GM of Orbital Operations.”

      Stein nodded thoughtfully, saying, “Leo and Hugo will add their insights and forward the package to me. I am confident they will do so quickly. Please, do submit your reports. It’s critical that we get this right.”

      “Madam CEO,” Pikus said, but Stein held up her hand.

      “Supervisor Pikus, Supervisor Pinzari. If for one moment I thought you were incompetent or unable to fulfill your duties, I would execute your succession plans. You know how much I depend upon your competence and sincerity, so let me say again: I will not hold my field Management responsible for the failure of others. Rest assured: I have taken steps to improve performance in those sectors. Do you have anything else to report? Any other observations that are not in your official reports?”

      “No, Madam CEO,” Pinzari said.

      “Very well. Please include the observations you shared with me in the package you send to Leo. Hold nothing back. I want the entire Orbital Operations chain to be up to speed on this. You’re going to be critical in the coming months, and I need everyone to be informed. That will be all.”

      “We will get on that right away, Madam CEO,” Pikus said. “Thank you for your attention and support.”

      Both holograms vanished.

      Stein swiveled her chair to the right and pushed herself up. The stretch felt good, especially across her shoulders. She had been sitting too long. Pacing to the faux fireplace, now quiet and dark, she gazed at it. Then she shook her head.

      “It’s worse than I thought,” she said, turning back to the desk. “It’s high time I put this Corporation back on the right track.”

      She sat behind her desk and got to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            INTERLUDE - SCREAMING AT THE VOID

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is it just me, or are these launches getting harder and harder to hide?” Director Brianne Tierney said. She fretted with her chair’s straps. Tierney just couldn’t get them to lie flat, and she imagined they dug into her skin. She knew they didn’t. Still, she wanted some kind of outlet for her low-level anxiety.

      Zhao Kun, sitting at a similar console beside her in the darkened Launch Control Center, kept his eyes focused on the Holo-D’s three-dimensional projections. He spoke as he changed the view on the left.

      “Perhaps it’s impolite for me to ask, but are you maybe bothered you didn’t get promoted into VP Southfield’s old position? You shouldn’t feel bad! VP Southfield performed extraordinarily well during the 61 Cygni mission. Hard to believe it’s been a year since then!”

      “If you have to half-apologize when you ask me something like that, maybe I need to reconsider your training,” Tierney said before sighing. “No, it doesn’t bother me at all. I meant what I said before. I belong out here. And it’s not like I can ever go back to Earth. Besides, I want to be on TransStell’s cutting edge. This is where we make or break our future.

      “That’s what’s bothering me. Sooner or later, another Corporation is going to notice that we’re launching heavy payloads towards Sirius. They’re going to wonder why. They’ll sell the information to a larger Corporation. Heaven only knows what happens if the TCPs of the world learn about this. Because they’ll do something about it.”

      “I’m showing that the Primary Vehicle PV’s onboards all show green. Signal strength is good,” Zhao said, swiping the display to change the focus.

      Stifling another sigh, Tierney scanned her display and said, “Control Craft CC onboards are also green. Signal is steady and strong.”

      “We should see the Observing Craft OC lose visual with the PV… now. Looks like we can continue to trust orbital mechanics,” he said with a glance at his boss.

      “Noted,” she said, knowing the events she now witnessed had taken place around 45 minutes ago. They were using Jupiter to hide their launch from Corporate spies and government observatories today.

      Tierney had lost track of how many launches they’d performed. She looked at a tiny box in the upper right of her Holo-D. It told her this was the one hundred and sixty-eighth launch.

      For seven years, she and Zhao had overseen these launches. She and Zhao would be only the latest team in that role, which went back decades. So far, even TransStell’s highly skilled VP of Security, Matsushita Sachi, had found no sign that any other Corporation knew anything about them.

      Our luck can’t hold forever, she thought. She turned her attention to Zhao when he spoke.

      “CC reports PV has launched the decoy satellite. Separation is clean; all aspects of its flight profile are correct. PV hull polarization is complete. Confirmed. PV is configured for long-duration flight.”

      “I will say, Mr. Zhao, I find your professionalism very reassuring.”

      She hid her smile when she saw his face freeze. She rarely complimented him directly, but she found his reactions endearing.

      “Um, thank you, Director. I understand the gravity of this assignment, and I intend to perform to the best of my abilities. If that means going through the same protocol one hundred sixty-eight times, then I’ll go through the same protocol one hundred sixty-eight times.”

      “I’m surprised you knew that number off the top of your head.”

      “It’s in the upper right of the display. But thank you anyway.”

      She thought, Touché.

      Aloud, she said, “Yeah, that’s how I knew, too.”

      “PV's primary burn looks good. CC and OC report no abnormalities. No sign of observation. The UN and Colonial States’ Jovian observation satellites will be over the PV’s horizon in five, four, three… Burn complete. Baffles deployed; infra-red signature now masked except for a direct line aft. Decoy has extended solar wings; TransStell’s ninth Jovian observation satellite has begun its work.”

      “It’s a shame it’ll suffer an unanticipated malfunction in a few days,” Tierney said, her voice wistful. “I’d like to see us do more science at Jupiter. Plus, the clouds are just beautiful.”

      “You’re all over the place today, Director,” Zhao said, surprising Tierney. “We got this. We have a hundred and sixty-eight successes with zero failures. Surely…”

      “Zero failures so far,” she said, then turned slightly towards him, her palms up. “You’re doing your job. So am I. This platform’s doing its job. All I’m saying is that I feel more anxious with every launch. I can’t imagine the universe won’t mess with us at some point.”

      “Maybe we should blow up a PV as an offering?”

      “That won’t work,” Tierney said, turning back to face her console. “The universe will take care of it for us, one way or another, and it won’t accept any false offering.”

      It’s far too crafty for that, she thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            CONRAD - BETTER THAN BEING BORED

          

        

      

    

    
      Melchizedek Conrad leaned back in his chair and let his eyes focus on the horizon. Since his chair faced south, he could see the lights of Columbiana twinkling in the haze.

      Wind must be from the southeast, he thought, remembering the heavy manufacturing districts in the south and southeast portions of the city. Seeing the lights growing brighter as the sun sank calmed his nerves. He didn’t know why. They were just city lights. But he was too tired to question it.

      He heard his Vice President of Security, Matsushita Sachi, pour hot water into a cup. Conrad turned his head to the right and saw her precisely measure the loose-leaf green tea into the infuser before dropping it into the cup. He marveled at the economy of her movements. Recalling how she applied that economy to hand-to-hand combat gave him yet another reason to feel glad she was on his side.

      She placed the cup onto a saucer and picked up the infuser’s porcelain in her other hand. Then she walked over to stand in front of his desk. She made a slight gesture towards his desk, and he nodded his approval. She placed the saucer on his desk. He looked at the time on his desktop Holo-D. He felt pretty sure that in just about two minutes, ten seconds, she’d remove the infuser and place it on its caddy.

      He gestured to the wall-sized Holo-D that completely took up the western wall on his right.

      “We’ve made a lot of progress today, I think,” he said.

      Matsushita took a moment to study the display. She nodded once, then twice, before turning back to him. She regarded him silently for a moment.

      “Yes, I think we have,” she said. “I’m relieved that the EU has made a long-term commitment to both the 61 Cygni and Epsilon Eridani Fissures. Not to be disrespectful of our friends at the UN, but even in Earth orbit, their ships might not have been enough to dissuade TCP from becoming, shall we say, adventurous?”

      “I also feel like they are being too cooperative,” Conrad said. “After all the work we went through to reach out to them, it almost feels anticlimactic.”

      “I should really talk to the Board about the training they put you Conrads through,” Matsushita said, smiling to show she wasn’t entirely serious. “You still have too many expectations about causality that skew your perceptions.”

      “Oh, and you don’t have any such concepts? What about karma?”

      “Let’s not be stereotypical. Unless that’s another topic I need to bring up with the Board?”

      “Like they’d listen to either of us,” Conrad said, wondering if he should pour himself another cup of coffee. His Executive Staff had set out his whole team’s favorite coffees, teas, and sodas. Not much remained on the serving table behind him.

      “It’s working out well that TCP forced us to honor the contract to buy one more Americana-class ship,” Matsushita said, tapping the saucer, her expression distant. “We don’t have the capacity to devote to building our own heavy ships right now, at least for that purpose. Negotiations with the EU and UN’s suppliers are just wrapping up, but as of right now, we have two ships that are mission capable.”

      “The Indiana and the Ohio,” Conrad said, watching the time. Recalling a status update earlier in the week, he said, “The Ohio is just finishing refit, isn’t she? And didn’t we give her to that new hire, Jeronimo Molino? We recruited him from Colombia, right?”

      Matsushita nodded and said, “Glad to see you’re paying attention to the morning status reports. It’s like you’re a real Executive! I’m still in shock that you haven’t gone off world in a year. I mean, you, Melchizedek Conrad, delegating and doing actual Executive things? It’s almost too much.”

      Waving aside her teasing, he said, “Ancient history. I mean, just look at all this fun and exciting work we’re doing! It helps that I’m not having as many headaches.”

      Removing the infuser and placing it on its caddy, she looked straight at him and said, “You know it’s important work, right? That we need to do this to survive.”

      He saw that she’d removed the infuser two minutes and five seconds after setting it on his desk. Right on time, he thought. Aloud, he said, “Since we’re being all frank and what not: yes. That’s why I’m doing it.”

      She sipped her tea. He thought he remembered it being an import directly from Japan. He wondered if her family actually grew it on one of their many estates. Or maybe on the estate of a family aligned with hers?

      “Well, let’s put the finishing touches on this,” he said, leaning forward and pushing himself up. “I have a call with eight CEOs tomorrow, followed by an update with Liam Martin at the UN. I want to get enough sleep before that.”

      “That’s a great idea,” she said. “You make terrible decisions when you’re sleep-deprived.”

      “Why the hell do I keep such a disrespectful VP around?” Conrad said, shaking his head. He paced to the Holo-D display and cleared an area to make notes.

      “I often wonder that,” she said, leaning back and taking a sip of green tea. “My record is honestly pretty terrible.”

      “We’re still alive. That’s why I haven’t fired you.”

      “That’s a pretty low bar,” she said, and he knew why her voice conveyed such an accusing tone.

      “Remember? We’re leaving ancient history behind us. And I still maintain there’s no way you could have foreseen an attack from that UN cutter.”

      He held up his hand to stop the argument she almost always brought up.

      “Ancient. History,” he said. “Now, help me finish this, or I might just change my mind.”

      “It’s my honor to serve,” she said.

      He thought she might actually mean it.
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            CONRAD - LINGERING DOUBTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Conrad entertained a brief fantasy. He imagined himself slipping quietly out of his chair and easing himself through the door that led to his exercise room. In this waking dream, he saw himself working off the frustration at having sat through two full days of meetings. Best of all, not a single member of his Executive Team noticed he had left. They were all too focused on planning the year’s strategy.

      He glanced back at the door, trying to keep his expression neutral. Matsushita noticed immediately, and her slight smile told him she knew what he was thinking. Thato Dlamini, his Vice President of Human Resources, noticed too and gave him a mock scowl. The fantasy vanished.

      Conrad studied the plan on the Holo-D. Even after intently discussing the plan for two days, he could not see any way to improve it. Still, he hesitated. Committing to this course would put TransStell’s cash flow in peril. Yet, each element of the plan prevented something even worse from happening. He took a breath to speak when someone else took the floor first.

      “I know I’m still new to the Executive Team,” Linda Southfield’s holographic self said from the left side of the Holo-D display. Conrad thought she must be about two-thirds of the way to the Mamoru Mohri Commercial Station right now. She had taken the trip because she had wanted to meet in person with the Supervisors of the Indiana and the Ohio at the TransStell Deep Space Station 1. The ships had docked with TDS-1, which orbited at the L2 point trailing the Earth/moon. Conrad remembered Southfield protesting that she wanted to attend this meeting in person, too. He’d vetoed her idea when he saw what her attendance would do to the launch schedules. Though he couldn’t fault her enthusiasm.

      She had paused, almost as if she expected someone to contradict her. She’d been doing that all year, and Conrad thought it was time she put that affection behind her.

      She went on, saying, “We have a lot riding on the South American front. Please, let me assure you: I have no personal issues with VP Porter. I’m familiar with his record. Even when he led TCP, he…”

      She faltered for a moment as she searched for the right words. Atticus Porter’s holographic self, now TransStell’s Vice President of Special Projects, cleared his throat in the Holo-D display right beside her. She looked in his direction, apprehensively.

      Conrad wondered how much computing time the AIs had spent aligning the Holo-Cs so that the angles were right to support natural human motions like that. It would not have looked right if Southfield had looked to her right instead of her left because of how the Holo-D projected the two.

      “Madam Vice President,” Porter said, his voice as level and calm as always. “I appreciate your concern. I led the company that we recognize as our enemy. A mortal enemy, in fact. It is natural that you would feel distrustful.”

      Porter seemed to look around the room at the rest of the Executive Team assembled in Conrad’s office. Conrad admired how the man could create a sense of presence with just a few words.

      Porter said, “As I’ve said before, there are three ways I can build your trust. The first is to ask you to respect your instincts. Not my arguments or suggestions, but your own instincts.

      “Second, Madam Vice President, even when I led TCP, are you aware of any actions I took against TransStell?”

      “I am not aware of any such actions,” Southfield said. Conrad felt a pang of sympathy for their newest Executive Team addition, but he wanted to see how she handled this.

      “The second is to draw your attention to the insights and suggestions I’ve shared with you. Do they meet the stated objectives? Do any of the key performance indicators represent factors that are inconsistent with success? Are resources allocations in line with the budget we’ve allocated? In short, to the best of your knowledge, does it look like my plans will achieve your goals?”

      Southfield seemed to glance at Conrad. He nodded for her to continue.

      “To be frank, Mr. Vice President, I found the plans impressively complete and robust.”

      “We’re all one family here,” Porter said, his attention fixed on her. “I know that even a year in, many of you consider me an unknown and potentially dangerous agent. Please, do not hesitate to air your concerns. For my part, I would much rather address them in public, among all of us, as quickly as possible. We’re a team. I’d like to do what I can to help us gel.”

      Taking a breath and considering the audience, Porter added, “As much as all of you, I know the danger that TCP represents. I’m sure you’re well aware of this, but please let me bring it up now, as I think it is relevant. TCP employs weapons across the spectrum. They often sow distrust and doubt among an Executive Team and lower levels of Management within Corporations they target. In effect, they undermine authority and trust. The result is that in a moment of crisis, the Corporation cannot respond. And TCP wins.

      “I urge you not to let that happen here. And just to emphasize: I am not asking you to accept me or my actions on faith. I am asking you to judge me on the merits of the initiatives I propose, and on how well I live up to my commitments.

      “Madam Vice President, does that address your concerns? And please, be honest. We are all on the same side here.”

      Conrad watched Southfield’s reply with great interest.

      “I appreciate your candor, Mr. Vice President,” Southfield said. Before she could continue, he interrupted her.

      “Please, call me Atticus. It’s a small thing, but I think it’s important.”

      Southfield almost smiled as she realized the position he’d placed her in. Cocking her head to one side, she said, “Atticus, thanks for being so understanding. And the rest of you, sorry for derailing the meeting like this. I’m aware of the stakes. I’m about to order two spaceships full of people into harm’s way. I really want to make sure our house is in order.”

      “No apology necessary,” Porter said.

      Conrad paused for a moment to see if anyone else wanted to weigh in. Dlamini sipped the cup of coffee he insisted on holding rather than placing it on its saucer. That reminded Conrad that he should thank Dlamini for his idea to recruit Porter. The other Vice Presidents sat quietly.

      Conrad said, “Linda, please continue to voice your concerns. Atticus, thanks for your understanding. Are we good on this topic?”

      Southfield and Porter both nodded, so Conrad continued, saying, “Any other thoughts or input? Is this the plan we’re going to put into motion?”

      He felt Matsushita’s gaze on him. Not for the first time, he felt her judgment, and he didn’t like it much.

      He thought, This is a huge decision. What’s she expect from me?

      Matsushita said, “We know our plan is simply a framework. We’ll need to make real-time adjustments as our plans encounter reality.”

      Smiling, Dlamini said, “No plan survives contact with the enemy’s plan.”

      “Indeed,” Matsushita said. “So, Dek, I think that even if we look back on this plan and see the dozens of things we missed, it has achieved its purpose for now. We’ve established a common understanding of the situation. We’ve given each team a blueprint to move forward. And the plan provides the financial and other resources those teams will need to succeed.”

      “Again. Is this the plan we want to put into motion?” Conrad asked, and he wished he had taken a moment to breathe before speaking. Even he heard the annoyance in his voice. He knew Matsushita had done nothing to earn that response.

      “Well,” Dlamini said, “I think we’re in agreement that we can’t think of anything else to add.” The rest of the Executive team present, including Southfield and Porter, who were virtually present, nodded. Conrad didn’t like Porter’s regard. He felt Porter judged him as harshly as Matsushita.

      But Conrad got the point they were trying to make. He knew TransStell was not a democracy. Conrad held the title of CEO, and that meant he had to decide. He reflected on how much easier momentous decisions felt in the heat of the moment. Reacting to live fire seemed a lot easier than this. Maybe because in quiet times like this, it felt easier to think of everything that could go wrong.

      He thought, And under fire, it’s over a lot faster if I make a bad decision.

      Clearing his throat and forcing himself to take a deep breath, Conrad said, “Alright then. Let’s do this. Linda and Atticus, it looks like you’ll encounter resistance before the rest of us. Let us know if you need anything.”

      Porter’s smile made Conrad think that the man knew Conrad has asked for something so obvious just to have something to say. Conrad felt proud of himself that he didn’t grind his teeth. He knew most of his team would have seen the muscle in his jaw, and he didn’t want to give them yet another reason to think less of him.

      “Linda,” Matsushita said, “I’ll make myself available if Supervisors Malhotra and Molino want to discuss options. I’m confident the intelligence packages I’ve sent will give them everything you need, but please conference me in if you think I can help.”

      “Thank you, Madam, um, Sachi,” Southfield said. Conrad felt amused that Southfield still struggled to bring herself to use Matsushita’s given name. He could completely understand how the VP of Security intimidated Southfield.

      “Thanks, everyone, for your time,” Conrad said, standing. The rest of the Executive Team followed his example, then filed out. Conrad watched as two or three of them started discussing how to coordinate their teams. Matsushita lingered a moment.

      Conrad forced himself to remain silent. He studied the Holo-D display that still glowed to his right.

      “It’s a good plan,” he heard her say in a quiet voice.

      “It’s a good framework,” he said in just as quiet a voice.

      She didn’t speak for so long that he finally turned to look at her. For the first time he could remember, she looked hesitant. He’d trained enough that he recognized how well she maintained her center of balance. Each step proceeded from a firm foundation. Now she looked caught between standing and walking. The sight unnerved him.

      “Something on your mind?” he asked.

      “I didn’t want to bring this up in front of everyone. We’ve already discussed it to death. Dek, are you sure we want to proceed with the legislation before The Middle States’ Senate? Before now, we’ve been content with proposing laws and regulations so that TCP would have to expend lobbying resources to kill them. But you know that if this passes, TCP and their allies are going to react with hostility. And before you say it, yes, they’re already reacting with hostility. But a quarter of my models forecast a tripled assault on our regulatory base, a quarter of them forecast a vicious counter-Marketing campaign, and the last half…”

      “What did half of the models suggest?” he asked when she trailed off, which was something else she seldom did.

      “Chaos. There was no firm prediction because no country has ever directly confronted TCP before. Not in recent history. They will know we’re behind it; they know who our allies are in the House and Senate. We even own a timeshare with the President, though it’s a fraction of what TCP owns. But Dek, this could get serious.”

      “Look, it’s too late…”

      “No, it’s not. You know, there are other levers our allies could pull. Are you sure this is the right thing to do?”

      “We have to push them, Sachi. We can’t let them dictate the terms of the engagement.”

      “That makes perfect sense. But do you think that poking the bear in the eye with a sharp stick, before we’ve finished figuring out how to get out of the cave, is the best approach?”

      “I know you think I equivocate. I know you all think I’m hesitant and I’m not showing the best leadership.”

      “Dek, that’s…”

      “I’m convinced we need to push them. If you can give me a better approach, one that’ll dominate their attention, I’m all ears.”

      “Not all strategies lend themselves to ‘gun to the head’ deadlines. Let’s look for the right opportunity…”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that we don’t have all the time we want. Or need.”

      Conrad saw Matsushita’s aborted hand gesture, and he knew she wanted to say more. He watched as she pushed herself to her full height and restored her center of balance.

      “I wanted to be sure you felt convinced this is the right course,” she finally said, her voice quiet again.

      Forcing a smile he didn’t feel, Conrad said, “It’s okay if you think I’m wrong. And despite how much I seem to bitch about it, please keep bringing your concerns to my attention.”

      Shaking her head, she muttered, “You don’t bitch… Dek. Look… The Executive Team trusts you. Every single one of us is ecstatic that we don’t have to make the final decisions.”

      “You playing the tenth man this month?”

      “No. We tagged Atticus to do that. I’m glad we added him to the Executive Team, by the way. Now we actually have 10 VPs, and I don’t have to double-up on tenth man duty.”

      “But you’re so good at it!” Conrad said, and he felt ashamed of himself because he could feel himself relaxing as they moved onto a new topic.

      “Well, thank you.”

      She lingered another moment, then said, “You got this, Dek.”

      Surprised, he turned to look at her, but she had already started for the door. As he heard it close behind her, leaving him alone in his office, he wondered. He detested seeing that his VP of Security felt like she needed to offer words of comfort. He felt convinced that her yelling at him would have been easier to take.

      I really hope I made the right decision, he thought. He shutdown the wall Holo-D and stood in the relative darkness, considering.
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            PORTER - SETTLING IN

          

        

      

    

    
      Atticus Porter didn’t even look up when Catalina Ojeda, the household’s head maid, placed the chilled glass near his arm. He did not need to look up because he felt the cool air brush the back of his hand, and he smelled the Añapa’s fruity aroma. Before coming to his plantation near Santa Rosa, Argentina, he had never even imagined trying a fruit drink. Now, his maids knew it was his favorite drink, second only to coffee and bourbon.

      “Thank you,” he said absently, studying the Holo-D on the bar. Today, he had decided he wanted to work sitting on a bar stool with a view of the pool. The ceiling fans created a pleasant breeze. It still felt hot for March, but the insulation under the terra cotta roof kept most of the sun’s heat outside. Having spent most of his life in the Executive suites in Terran Consolidated Products’ Manhattan offices, he had been completely unaware of what clean, outside air smelled like. At least, it smelled pleasant if the wind wasn’t directly from the East. Some of the manufacturing plants here left unpleasant, oily smells in the air.

      “You’re welcome, sir,” Ojeda said. Porter saw her bow slightly, take one step back, then pivot on her heel. He felt glad she seemed more at ease now, especially since she’d learned quickly that neither he nor Samuel Beauregard, his Executive Director of Special Projects/Operations, expected her to do more than manage the household.

      The sun had reddened at the end of a long day. Porter sat, carefully considering everything that had happened during the meeting with the rest of the Executive Team. He heard hard leather boots pounding the tile floor, and he swiped the Holo-D display clean. He didn’t want Beauregard to know he’d been double-checking facts about Linda Southfield, especially after what had just happened.

      “Well, I feel much better,” Beauregard said. He popped the top off a beer imported from Belgium and tossed the cap on the dinner table. Then he heaved himself onto the bar stool at the other end of the bar.

      “Have you tried the local beers?” Porter asked.

      “A couple of them. They got a great imperial stout. Still like this, though,” holding up the bottle of pale ale.

      “Your thoughts?”

      “On the meeting?” Beauregard said, and Porter smiled at how well they could read each other after all their years of friendship and service as TCP Executives. When Porter nodded, Beauregard said, “I don’t know, Atticus.”

      Porter sat silently, letting Beauregard gather his thoughts. He sipped the fruit drink as he waited.

      “I hate to look a gift horse in the mouth,” Beauregard finally said, after taking a long drink from the bottle. “But damn, does this outfit feel cheap ass, or what?”

      Laughing, Porter said, “Never let it be said that you beat around the bush.”

      “No, seriously! What was Southfield even bitching about? You’ve given her zero — zero! — reasons to complain. Hell, even I’ve been well-behaved, at least as far as they know! We’re getting that mess at Arequipa contained. You and I did that! Well, we had help from some of the locals. Rojas has been a real help there.”

      Porter remembered first meeting Cristina Rojas, the head of the South American Stewardship Organization. He recalled most clearly how grateful he had been that she arrived unarmed.

      “But we did that. Conrad gave us an assignment, and we carried it out. What else do they want?”

      “Well, you’ll notice Conrad made no complaints,” Porter said.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’ll grant you — the man is a decent CEO. No presence at all, but hell, sometimes I prefer that. It’s just… I don’t know… I got used to sitting on top of the world at TCP. Feels like we’re slumming now, you know?”

      Behind him, out of Beauregard’s sight, Porter noticed that Ojeda had come back into the room. She pushed a cart with a small bowl of fruit and other snacks. Apparently, she’d discerned that he wasn’t ready for bed, so she brought some snacks for her Executive and his Executive Director. He appreciated her understated competence, but he saw the disapproving look she shot at Beauregard when he spoke of “slumming.”

      “TransStell isn’t a slum,” Porter said, seeing Ojeda relax a little. “They’re not TCP, but they’re certainly capable.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I’m glad I’m here as opposed to being six feet under. That would have sucked! I’m just saying it’s an adjustment, you know?”

      Nodding, Porter said, “Yeah. I know. But honestly, tell me this. Are you enjoying yourself?”

      Beauregard tried to look sour, but he failed as a smile erupted on his face.

      “Hell, yes! For a while there, I didn’t think we’d be able to get set up in Arequipa. But man, we’re rocking it! What about you?”

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. You were TCP’s CEO. Are you okay with being a VP? You loving it here?”

      Porter slowly looked around the living room. He caught the smell of chlorine from the pool. He looked at the chairs clustered around the fireplace and the bright orange tablecloth on the long dining room table. His eyes fell on Ojeda, who stood beside the door, her hands folded in front of her. She nodded to acknowledge his look.

      “You know,” he said, taking a sip of Añapa. “I’ve wanted to retire here for decades. This is how I wanted to live, Sam. And now that I’m here, I find I don’t want to leave. I want to live like this. I want Ojeda to bring me fruit drinks every day. I want Rocio to bring me coffee in the morning. And yeah, I want to be an Executive operating out of my retirement home.

      “What worries me… Well, can it last?”

      “Huh?” Beauregard said, frowning.

      “What I mean is… TransStell and I… hell, TransStell and both of us… We barely survived Stein’s ambitions. TransStell wasn’t even her target. I was. Now, well, you heard some of the intelligence from Matsushita. TCP’s seriously angry with all of us. They barely survived when they weren’t the target. Now…”

      When he trailed off, Beauregard said, “I get it. You love this life. You want to keep it. And you think TCP’s going to stomp TransStell and us into dust.”

      “That’s not exactly how I would have said it.”

      “Well, you got all the fancy words. I just know how to do shit. You think they can pull it off? Do we need to get ourselves recruited by another company?”

      “Hmmm,” Porter said. “Knowing Stein’s animosity, only direct enemies of TCP would even consider us. And let’s face it: There aren’t many direct enemies of TCP left. Honestly, I’m not aware of any. Competition at that level is a real monster.

      “That leaves other companies the same size as TransStell. None of them are as capable. You’ve seen the product we’re turning out. Smaller companies? They’d be worse at keeping us alive than TransStell.”

      “So we’re here for the duration,” Beauregard said, draining his bottle. As soon as he set it down on the bar, Ojeda appeared behind him and swapped it out for a full bottle. Porter hadn’t even seen where she’d pulled it from. Under the cart, maybe?

      “Hey, thanks!” Beauregard said. She smiled and bowed slightly. After taking a long drink, he said, “I’m thinking, if TransStell succeeds, we get the lives we want. And to be honest, because that’s just the kind of guy I am: I like it here, too. Sure, I miss the Morale workers. Damn, they were… Ahem,” he said, and Porter felt a mild shock that Beauregard seemed to be embarrassed when he glanced at Ojeda. “But it ain’t worth dying over. So, I think you know your mission.”

      Porter said, “Yeah. With the resources of a mid-sized company from a back-water, barely alive country, we need to defeat the most powerful corporation on Sol III. Piece of cake.”

      “And you’re already thinking of how to do it, aren’t you?”

      Porter laughed and toasted Beauregard with his cup.

      “My part of it, anyway,” Porter said. “We need to secure South America.”

      “So what are we waiting for?” Beauregard said, stretching. “Let’s hit the ground running. Tomorrow morning, of course. I’m beat! These all-day Executive Team meetings suck!”

      Porter jokingly grimaced at the juxtaposition of Beauregard’s aggressive attitude and his appetite for sleep.

      “You’re still staying in the main house?” Porter asked.

      “Yeah. I might take you up on your offer to convert Rest Island to my place,” Beauregard said, and Porter recognized the reference to Isla Brücke Resto. “But this ain’t bad. And besides, Miss Catalina here,” he said, gesturing to Ojeda, “takes real good care of us.”

      More than anything else, Porter saw Beauregard’s sincere appreciation as a sign that he had felt at home at TransStell. Back at TCP, that kind of attitude wasn’t just rare. It was impossible.

      “All right. Well, I’m going to finish some research. See you in the morning.”

      “Night, boss!” Beauregard said, pushing himself off the stool and striding past the dinner table deeper into the house.

      “Shall I turn down your covers?” Ojeda asked.

      Porter drained his Añapa and sat back, thinking. He almost didn’t notice Ojeda when she silently approached and picked up the glass. Just before she backed away, their eyes met, and she smiled slightly. He reflected on how different this was from his experiences at TCP. Her smile didn’t look calculating. It didn’t invite physical intimacy, and it didn’t convey the fear that he would force some kind of contact. Ojeda did her job; she did it well; she knew she did it well. Also, she knew he thought she did it well. He frowned at a feeling of camaraderie that he’d not experienced before.

      “Are you okay, Mr. Porter?” she asked, hesitating.

      “I’m good,” he said in a quiet voice. “Thank you. Clean up here, then call it a night. It’s been a long day for all of us.”

      “Well, thank you, sir. If you need anything, just ring, and either Rocio or I will attend to you.”

      “Do you still want some help?” Porter asked.

      “Well, sir, a third maid would help distribute the work. Please, do not let me give you the wrong idea! Rocio and I love working here! The hours are not a problem! But sometimes I fear that one or the other of us might be indisposed, and there may be a delay in service.”

      Bringing his budget up on this Holo-D, Porter confirmed what he remembered. He still had more than enough dollars in his staff budget.

      “Hire someone who’ll do a good job, just like you and Rocio,” Porter said.

      “Thank you, sir. I’ll have some candidates for you to review by the end of the week!”

      “No need. You know what we need. Hire whoever you think will do the best job. I’ll sign the contracts.”

      “Mr. Porter. I’m honored! I will not let you down!”

      Porter could not help but smile at the look of enthusiasm on her face. This was a novel experience, too. One he thought he could get used to.

      “Then I’d better get to work holding on to all this,” he thought, bringing the Holo-D back online. He immersed himself in Matsushita’s reports and the reports from the local United Nations Terran Defense Protectorate’s South American, South command.

      So many opportunities, he thought.
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      “I’m not convinced we should meet like this,” Stefan Linde, a member of the European Parliament elected from Sweden, said. Jack Booth, himself an MEP from the Great Britain Commonwealth, shared one of his medium-wattage smiles at how obviously Linde had tried to look casual as he sauntered to the black bar table.

      “It’s all good,” Booth said, maintaining his smile. “I even invited Alder and Ockert, but both of them have taken to not attending my invites. Convenient, innit?”

      Linde shook his head slowly. Booth could tell from Linde’s smile that the MEP from Sweden couldn’t find fault with Booth’s logic. Still, the man appeared uneasy.

      “At least,” Booth said, seeing one of the wait staff approaching, “that’s my line of thinking. Did I miss anything?”

      “Just a coffee, please,” Linde said, which sent the young woman scurrying back to the serving station. “Jack, to be honest… I’m just not sure. And hello, Arabella. How are you today?”

      Linde had turned his attention to Arabella Davis, Booth’s lead analyst. She hovered close to Booth, and Booth appreciated how Linde tried to put her at ease. He had hoped by now that she’d be more confident in public. They’d been in Brussels for a year, but she still seemed painfully shy. Booth let himself feel the sudden surge of anger at Hans Alder for his role in that, but then he pushed it aside. He didn’t want to become self-indulgent. The stakes were simply too high.

      “I’m, um, I’m fine, thank you,” Booth heard Davies say. She even gave Linde a quick curtsey. Booth wondered where she had picked that up. He certainly had not suggested it to her.

      Booth once again admired the speed of the service here in the Brasserie nestled in the back of the Residence Palace in Brussel’s European Quarter. The server had set Linde’s cup of coffee in front of him; the handle positioned just so. Though Booth still suppressed the twelve-year-old in him whenever he heard the term ‘brasserie’. He still associated it with women’s intimate apparel, which he mused was not an unpleasant thought.

      He thought, Focus, Jack!

      As the server retreated, Booth said, “Have you learned something I should be worried about?”

      “Maybe. I don’t know. Why don’t we talk about why you called me first?”

      “Okay! Arabella here has come up with another discovery. Arabella, would you explain, please?”

      “Well,” she said, gripping the edge of the circular tabletop, “I’d call it less a discovery and more an inference. You know how we thought there were five Fissures?”

      Linde nodded and picked up his cup of coffee, saying, “With only the 61 Cygni and Epsilon Eridani Fissures being public so far. I think the UN and EU both suspect up to five.”

      “Well, um, the team and I think there might be six. Maybe more.”

      “Really?” Linde asked, putting the cup onto the saucer with a loud clink. “Where do the last ones go?”

      “It might be important to talk about why you think they’re there,” Booth said to her.

      Davies nodded and said, “TransStell has smart Executives. They’ve made sure that none of their space traffic goes near the undeclared Fissures. So I thought, why not see where they aren’t going more often than anywhere else? You know, are they conspicuously not going somewhere?”

      Linde scratched his chin and said, “But how… Oh, you think they’d try to… But space is huge!”

      “Yes,” Davies said, now placing her palms on the table. Booth felt relieved to see her warming up to the conversation. “It is huge. So, if we just looked everywhere that TransStell wasn’t going in a complete circle around our solar system, well, that’d be impossible!

      “So instead, we thought, most of the Fissures are less than 15 light years long. Or whatever it is. I guess they’re not exactly long because they cut through space/time. Anyway, we thought, why don’t we check where TransStell traffic doesn’t most often not go in line with the stars fifteen light years and less from Earth? Because the Fissures are also, at least so far, straight lines to nearby stars.

      “And guess what we found?”

      Booth could see that Linde was still struggling to visualize the premise. He said, “Just how much traffic does TransStell generate?”

      “Oh, you’d be surprised. I was! Very surprised. TransStell has a huge mining presence. Almost as big as the top-tier Corporations. I didn’t know that. Glad I’m working for Mr. Booth on the ECON committee. I got access to lots of data I’d never seen before! It was awesome!

      “Is awesome, I mean. Anyway. Guess what we found!”

      Booth saw that Linde’s hesitation melted under the weight of Davies’ enthusiasm.

      “I don’t want to spoil your surprise, so I’ll guess the obvious. You found one or more Fissure candidates?”

      “We did!” she said. “The statistical deviation was slight. Almost to the level of round-off error! But not quite. There are one, maybe two, Fissure candidates that TransStell traffic avoids more than other places.

      “One is on a line to Ross 248. It’s a class M star. But I’m really excited about the other one. It’s Procyon! It is actually a binary, with the primary being class F and the companion being a white dwarf. Class DQZ, which means it’s a degenerate! Isn’t that interesting?”

      “A degenerate star?” Linde asked, laughing. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “I hadn’t, either,” Booth said. “So don’t feel bad.”

      “Procyon B has a 40-year revolution, and as a binary, it’s not likely to have a stable habitable planet. But it’s not impossible! More probable, I think, than Ross 248.”

      Booth looked on in concern when Davies winced and became quiet. She removed her hands from the
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