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Introduction to the Omnibus Edition

When I started writing the adventures of Aiyana Rosewind Cassidy and Kendra Marissa Foster-Briggs, I had no idea how popular they’d become or the directions they’d take me, which is probably a good thing.

Kids?

Treecats?

Colonies?

And let’s not forget antimatter bombs, an egomaniacal Primus, assassins, interacting warp fields...and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.

But it’s been a heck of a ride so far. 5 novels, 3 short stories (not in this collection), a novelette, a total upwards of 600,000 words, and they still have more tales to tell.

I think that we’re going to be exploring the Cassidyverse for a long time to come!

Now, a couple notes on this edition. First, I’ve included the complete text of each novel, but I have left out the afterwards. My rule is one book, one afterward. Period.

Second, while I haven’t done anything to the text I have cleaned up some of the formatting, made it a bit more uniform across all the various books.

Third, the various appendices have been removed to declutter the experience. Let’s face it, you bought this so you can binge the book, right? Right! So why would you want ten or twenty or forty pages of interruption between books? You wouldn’t, naturally. Now, if you really want them, they’ve been expanded and moved to the Terran Federation Technical Manual.  

Fourth, and finally, about the divisions in the novels. Each novel is divided into novella-sized books. The reason goes back to the origin story, but it’s a pattern I’ve adopted and kept with for the main Cassidy Chronicles novels. The novels about the Pike lack these divisions, you may have noticed.

Enjoy the deep dive into the Cassidyverse!

Adam

The Road to the Stars
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To Gene, for daring to dream

To Michaela, for helping me follow mine
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23 June 2025, Geneva, Switzerland (AP): Today the Artemis Accords were officially ratified. Officials from the previous signatories – the United States, Japan, India, Canada, the United Kingdom, France, Israel, Ukraine, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand – applauded as Salome Rossi, the recently-elected 58th Prime Minister of the Republic of Italy, added her name to the treaty. First announced by then-President Donald Trump (U.S.) in 2020, the Artemis Accords aim to allow for Lunar mining by private concerns.

China and Russia, notably excluded from the Accords, jointly renewed their opposition, and called for a “free moon, freely available to all.”

The United States space agency, NASA, plans to launch its long-delayed Artemis IV mission to the moon on July 16 to coincide with the 56th anniversary of the launch of Apollo 11, the first successful mission to land a man on the moon and return them to Earth. Artemis IV will carry six astronauts – four men and two women – to the moon, remain on the surface until pre-landed habitat sections are erected and deemed functional, and then return two astronauts to Earth. The four who remain will be the first official residents of the moon.

“The Accords will allow for the establishment of permanent colonies on the Lunar soil,” said Dr. Curtis Philips, Director of Operations at NASA. “If we had to rely on raw materials from Earth, the colonization of the moon would take decades, if possible at all. The ability to extract minerals, metals, and gases from the moon itself will speed the process immensely.”

When asked about other nations presence on the moon, Dr. Philips said, “We welcome the participation of all the signatories of the Accords in the effort to establish a permanent, human presence on the moon.”

The joint Sino-Russian lunar program, Yue Liang, has so far failed to match the success of the NASA program, but Dr. Gao Ling, Minister for Space Affairs for China, insisted through a translator that they were on track. “We are proceeding according to plan and expect to report a successful launch and Lunar orbit of a manned Siyayutsaya Luna spacecraft within the month.” When pressed for further details, the Minister declined to comment.

The widow of the former President, Melania Musk (Trump), attending the ceremony in his honor with her current husband Elon Musk, said, “It proud would have made him, seeing the world being best together to exploit the moon.”

4 April 2032, Houston, TX (UPI): Today NASA announced that the nascent Lunar colony, named by some “Luna City”, has achieved self-sufficiency in three of the four major categories.

“We have long been energy-independent, due to the abundant sunshine available on the surface,” said Dr. Danna Gomez, Director of the Artemis Project at NASA. “In addition, the Lunar rocks contain a higher-than-normal percentage of Helium 3 (He3), which is an ideal fuel for fusion reactors. By utilizing that energy, we have been able to unlock sufficient quantities of Carbon, Oxygen, Nitrogen, and Hydrogen. With these, we are not only able to manufacture a sustainable atmosphere, but also provide the nutrients needed for successful farming. The plants grown in farming further reinforce the sustainability.”

When asked about the fourth category, metals and other minerals used in manufacturing, Dr. Gomez admitted, “We have run into difficulties extracting adequate quantities of exotic metals from the regolith. Silicon and iron are plentiful, which has allowed for the rapid construction of the Artemis Colony buildings and the dome, but more advanced metallurgy is so far eluding our best efforts.”

The dome Dr. Gomez refers to is the double-walled atmospheric shield over the nascent colony. The outer surface is composed of high-iron glass, which gives it a greenish tinge, and is approximately 5cm thick. There is a lattice of carbon fiber beams in the two meters between the outer dome and the inner dome. Scattered across that lattice are canisters of rapid-expand sealant which are primed to rupture in case of a pressure drop. The inner dome is aluminum oxynitride, commonly called transparent aluminum, coated on the outer side with low-iron glass and 3cm thick. These domes allow for maintenance of Earth-breathable atmosphere without the need for pressure suits and cover an area of nearly an acre.

Self-sufficiency is the stated goal of the Artemis Project. Dr. Gomez estimated that, with improved refinement techniques, metallurgy of the metals required to maintain a high-tech colony will be feasible within five years.

18 October 2039 (AP): Today the former head of the Sino-Russian space program, Dr. Gao Ling, was executed for crimes against the state. Informed observers suggest that this was punishment for the consistent failures Dr. Gao encountered in his twelve-year career as head of Yue Liang.

Although Dr. Gao has claimed twice to have landed a crew of Chinese and Russian cosmonauts on the far side of the moon, no proof has ever emerged. The first mission, Siyayutsaya Luna Six, was only the second successful launch of the Siyayutsaya Luna craft. Siyayutsaya Luna Six was reported to have lost contact while on the moon due to a catastrophic loss of pressure in the vehicle.

After the aborted Siyayutsaya Luna Seven in 2031 and the explosion on the pad of Siyayutsaya Luna Eight in early 2032 that forced a rebuilding of the launch facilities, no outside observers were allowed to view any Yue Liang proceedings. It was reported that Siyayutsaya Luna Eleven had landed on the moon and returned to Earth; however, none of the cosmonauts were named or allowed to speak to anyone in the press. It was widely speculated that the spectacular fireball seen by inhabitants of the Australian outback on the night of February 15, 2034 was in fact the Siyayutsaya Luna Eleven burning up on re-entry.

The Yue Liang program is reported to be suspended, though there has been no official confirmation.

3 August, 2045, Artemis City, Luna (Reuters): Representatives from each of the nations of the Artemis Accords held a historic meeting today at the Colony Center in Artemis City, the first such meeting on Luna since their signing two decades ago, to announce an amendment to the Accords.

“In light of the continuing inability to refine sufficient materials to maintain and advance the development of the Artemis Colony, the nations of the Accords have therefore come to the following agreements. First, to expand the reach of the Artemis Accords to include all non-planetary bodies in the Solar System, including, but not limited to, asteroids, comets, Kuiper Belt objects, and others. Second, to devote increased planetary resources to the exploration and exploitation of said non-planetary bodies with an eye specifically to discovering off-planet sources of materials required for the continued survival and expansion of humanity’s presence in the Solar System. Third, to jointly build the ships needed to do such exploration and, if desired, establishment of other colonies. And fourth, to support the Artemis Colony in every possible manner, including zero-cost shipments of all needed minerals and rare-earth metals, until such time as alternate sources are available.”

No questions were taken after the announcement, but Dr. Danna Gomez, former Director of the Artemis Project, commented.

“These steps should prove to be highly limited in scope and duration,” she said. “There continues to be evidence that harvestable quantities of rare-earth metals are within reach of the Lunar colony.” Dr. Gomez was removed from her post in 2043 after failing to achieve success in the mining of those metals, necessary in most high-tech applications.

Exceptions to the materials export order are expected to include basic infrastructure needs, with an emphasis on transportation and agriculture. Additionally, countries which are not signatories to the Accords are not bound by them. 

BOOK ONE: Signs and Portents 2118
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“I’m telling you, if we don’t do something, three-quarters of the population of Earth will be dead within twenty years, tops!”

“And I’m telling you that we don’t have the resources to do anything about it!”

The argument was taking place in the office of the United Earth Director of Distribution’s office, in the Norman Borlaug Building, in Geneva. The Distribution Directorate had become the most influential faction in the UE bureaucracy over the past decades, largely due to the UE policy of providing a Basic Living Stipend to its citizens. Thus, though there was a General Secretary and other titled positions which were officially higher-ranking than the Directorships, the true reins of power passed through Distribution. The Honorable Mya Arabella Hartman, PhD (Agronomy) currently held that position, had done so for several years, and looked to maintain a firm grip on it for the foreseeable future. She was a serious-looking brunette in her forties, wearing a business suit that was just this side of severe. Her opponent today was the Assistant Director for Procurement, Theodore O’Quinn. A lanky ginger, he matched her seriousness with his own intensity, and continued shaking his head.

“The reason we’re going to starve is the same reason we can’t do anything about it – everything we need to maintain a high-production agricultural sector, everything we could use to mount any sort of resistance, has either been ‘donated’ to the Solarian Union or is being bought by agents outside the UE’s control!” The disgust in his tone was obvious.

In the century since the Artemis Amendment, the balance of power in the Solar System had tilted further and further in favor of the outplanets and away from Earth. The Amendment had given first rights to all of the signatories’ production of palladium, platinum, rhodium, yttrium, lanthanum, and a whole laundry list of other minerals, to the then-struggling colonies. It was initially seen as a measure of mercy, since the difficulty in kick-starting a high-tech manufacturing industry off Earth was nearly insurmountable without support.

As the years progressed, savvy Artemis administrators had consistently downplayed their capabilities. They insisted that the continuation of exports from Earth was the only way to ensure the growing colony’s survival, even as the erstwhile colony was dispatching ships of its own to the asteroids and to Mars. To the growing concerns of the United Earth government, which had succeeded the United Nations in 2071, the Artemis Colony always presented reasonable explanations. ‘It’s more economical to build spacecraft in vacuum.’ ‘Our people, having grown up dealing with space, are far more suited to working in these conditions than Earthborn astronauts.’ ‘We’re exploring the system to find reliable sources so we can stop depending on the Earth.’

Eventually, the explanations stopped as the ability of the United Earth to resist declined. The shipments of ores continued, as Terrestrial laborers transported them to launch facilities, which then shuttled the precious minerals off-planet. Old mines were scoured for the most trivial traces, new mines dug, and the vast scrapheaps and landfills were picked over.

By the time the United Earth realized the predicament they were in it was too late. The Artemesians, allied with the Martian and Titan colonies, were the de facto government outside the Earth’s atmosphere, and demonstrated their reach by destroying the planes carrying a UE strike force. They did this with a kinetic bombardment from orbit, targeting the planes with guided lumps of iron, accelerated by the gravity well. That was the end of any organized attempt to stop the extractions and the unofficial birth of the Solarian Union.

“Everything is running ragged,” continued O’Quinn. “The Union takes the metals we mine, so we can’t repair the equipment that fails. Many of the systems are running on the emergency backups now, and if those go, the system is going to start to collapse!”

“So what do you suggest?” said Roosevelt Lynch. He was the Director of the Protective Services of the UE; essentially the head of what little military there was. His background was evident; while his hair was going to grey, his mahogany skin bore the scars of too many unfortunate encounters, and his body wore the suit like it would be more comfortable in camouflage.  “We can’t get to them, we can’t organize the locals, hell, we can’t even spit in their faces since they never come dirtside!”

“We could force the non-signatories to provide the metals to us exclusively,” said O’Quinn, tentatively.

Lynch shook his head. “We don’t have the kind of muscle we’d need to project a force like that, even if we were sure that the Union wouldn’t just drop rocks on us for the attempt.”

“There’s also the question of legality,” added Hartman. “The UE was created to bring the nations of the world together peacefully, willingly, voluntarily. If we use our strength to bend the non-UE countries to our will, how are we any better than the Union?”

Lynch nodded his agreement.

“Add to that the legal requirements of the Amendment,” continued Hartman. “As long as they demonstrate a need, we are obligated to provide the metals to them, so any metals we receive by our – our - our conquest, will only be lost to the Union.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it!” Lynch snarled. “All we have is their word that they can’t fill their internal demand. It’s not like we can go up and inspect! Not only that, but the Union’s fleet of merchants, escorts, shuttles, habitats, you name it, just keeps growing. No wonder they need more and more metals, even though we know damned well that they produce more in a month from the asteroids than Earth does in a year!”

“That is a problem,” admitted Hartman. “But what can we do about it? We have thirteen billion people in the UE, and another four billion in the unaffiliated countries. Most of them spend much of their lives barely surviving. They work at the reclamation yards, in the mines, in the refineries. Those that don’t are engaged in agriculture which has regressed to barely better than early twentieth-century tech. We can barely keep them all fed in a good year, and that’s with imports from outside the UE. There’s nothing we can do from down here.”

“Maybe that’s the problem,” said O’Quinn.

“Of course it’s the problem!” erupted Hartman. “We inherited a broken system from the old United Nations, and haven’t been able to get out from under all the antiquated and, frankly, disastrous treaties and protocols they generously gave us. The biggest mistake the UE ever made was to agree to take on the obligations of the UN unconditionally! Now, we’re stuck with it.”

“Actually, I have an idea,” admitted O’Quinn. He looked to the Director. “Madame Director, may I access your systems?”

“What for?” she asked.

“I have a presentation,” he replied.

“Go ahead,” she waved. “At this point, what can it hurt?”

O’Quinn bustled about for a minute, then announced, “Ready.”

The lights in the office dimmed, and a wall screen, which had been emulating a window, changed to the words, “Operation Take Back the Night”.

“Very poetic,” dryly remarked Lynch. “With what?”

“I’ll get to that,” said O’Quinn. The words changed:

“Problem: Solarian Union control of orbitals”

The words blurred and changed again:

“Problem: Solarian Union treaties”

And again:

“Problem: Inability to organize openly”

“We know all this shit,” said Lynch. “Is there a point coming soon?”

“Maybe if you just explained it, instead of this little dog-and-pony show?” suggested Hartman.

O’Quinn grinned sheepishly. “It helped me think it all through,” he said. “But I’ve been working on this for a while, so I can probably do without it.” He turned off the presentation.

“The Solarian Union holds the orbitals. From there, they make their demands for the metals that they claim they’re owed due to the Artemis Accords and Amendment, right?” He didn’t wait for either of the others to corroborate his statement but continued on. “And since they hold the orbitals, any time we try to organize any resistance, all they have to do is drop rocks on us until everyone’s dead or demoralized.” He took a deep breath.

“We need a way to take back the orbitals without the Union knowing we’re about to do it.”

“You’re good at stating the obvious, but I could get one of my assistants to do that if I wanted smoke blown up my ass,” snapped Lynch, standing. “Madame Director –”

“Sit down, Mr. Lynch!” Surprised, Lynch did. “Mr. O’Quinn, are you proposing we go to war with the Union?”

“Yes,” answered O’Quinn flatly. “Madame Director, we’re already at war with them, and we’re losing. The only difference is we’ve allowed them to bring the war to us, dictate the terms under which it is fought. Right now, it has been almost purely diplomatic and economic.”

“And you think the solution is to bring the war to them?” continued Hartman.

“It’s the only way we can win,” he answered.

Hartman sat in thought for several long minutes. Finally she nodded. “Possibly I agree. The Secretary can be convinced, as can the other Directors. But this is a huge gamble, for the planet and for our own necks. Keep that in mind, Mr. O’Quinn.”

“Cer-certainly!” stammered O’Quinn. “I actually got the idea from an ancient television show –”

“Television?” asked Lynch, incredulously.

“It was a form called anime,” continued O’Quinn. “Science fiction, and they really looked at what seemed to be impossible. But in this show, the problem was a group of alien invaders who were dropping bombs on the planet. The surface was ruined, and everyone was living underground.”

“Doesn’t sound like anything we have now,” said Hartman. 

“No, not as such, but the point was they had to work undercover, underground, in order to be safe from the bombs. I got to thinking, if we organized underground, did our building underground, the Union wouldn’t know what we’re doing.”

“Possibly,” said Lynch, looking interested for the first time. “Possibly. Their gravitic imaging systems will make that trickier, but if we go deep enough...” His voice trailed off in thought before he shook his head. “No good. For us to be shielded, we’d have to be under at least a hundred meters of solid rock. Less, if we had iron ores mixed through,  but if we’re building a spaceship down there, well, it wouldn’t be much good if we couldn’t get it to the surface.”

“What about under the oceans?”

“Hmm? Well, water is more transparent to GI systems, but, oh, maybe half a kilometer? I’d have to check. But that’s a whole other set of problems.”

“And advantages,” said O’Quinn. “If we’re building underwater, then we have to deal with pressure, right?”

“Right.”

“Which is similar in scope to dealing with vacuum.”

“Hmm.”

“How do you intend to engineer these spaceships? As you’ve noted, the Union gets all the metals which would be used in high-tech applications. I would think spaceships would require a huge quantity of them?” asked Hartman.

“Engineering will be a challenge,” said O’Quinn. “But I do have a solution. I propose that we strip every last bit of material out of machinery that we can replace with, ah, let’s say, ‘less advanced’ versions.”

“Go from aircars to horse and buggy?” sneered Lynch.

“Not quite that dramatic,” argued O’Quinn. “But to a degree, yes. Let me ask you, what is the one resource we have in abundance?” Both Lynch and Hartman looked puzzled.

“Humanity. As you pointed out, Madame Director, we have thirteen billion people in the UE. Let’s use that pool!”

“Are you really suggesting turning untrained crews loose to do work on the seabed?”

“No, not for those jobs, at least not primarily. But right now, we have engineers and skilled mechanics and other highly trained professionals babying all the tech used in farming, aquaculture, and other subsistence programs. If we remove the tech –”

“I see!” interjected Hartman. “By stepping backward, technologically, we won’t need the same level of expertise to maintain production.”

“We might even increase it,” O’Quinn elaborated. “If we allow the workers to directly benefit from the crops and foods they help grow, won’t they work just a bit harder to make sure that everything keeps going?”

Hartman was nodding.

“It goes against the principle that everyone contributes to the good of the whole,” she mused. “But for this purpose we could be flexible. Yes. I think that could work,” she agreed. 

“And what do we tell the Union?” said Lynch. “They’ll be able to see what we do when we pull the current equipment and replace it.”

“We do it gradually, and we tell them the truth: we’re replacing machinery that we can’t maintain with more robust versions.”

“And when they ask for the salvage metals?”

O’Quinn shrugged. “We’re allowed under the Amendment to keep a certain percentage for vital infrastructure. There’s no way that they can argue that agriculture and food production aren’t vital.”

“So we have an idea to build spaceships, a place to build them, a way to get the materials to make the guts of the ships, and a workforce,” summarized Hartman. “One little issue. How do we get enough materials to build the hulls? Aren’t they usually titanium?”

Lynch nodded.

“And titanium is right at the top of the list of metals the Union claims,” finished Hartman.

“I have a couple ideas about that. First is, we don’t build the hulls. We salvage them,” answered O’Quinn.

“Salvage? There haven’t been a half-dozen uncontrolled reentries since the first colonists landed at Artemis. And those usually burn up. There wouldn’t be enough to build a single orbital vehicle, let alone anything that will be able to take a war to them,” protested Lynch.

“Not that kind of salvage. You’re right, there isn’t enough forged titanium on the planet to make the kind of forces we need, even if we stripped every gram. No, what we do is salvage wet navy ships.”

“Now I know you’ve flipped!” burst out Lynch. “That is the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever heard! You want to take ships – steel ships, I might add, which is considerably heavier than titanium - and turn them into spaceships?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I want to do!” snapped O’Quinn. “I’ve run all the numbers and it can work!”

“And how do you intend to get these ships to the bottom of the ocean without the Union noticing us moving them? Or do you have a brilliant plan to deal with that? Madame Director –” pleaded Lynch. 

“I agree, this fantasy has gone far enough,” said Hartman, standing. “You have wasted far too much of my time, Mr. O’Quinn. Get out of my office. If this is the best solution you can create, then you can be assured that you will be leaving this department immediately.”

“The United States Second Fleet!” said O’Quinn desperately. That froze both Hartman and Lynch.

“What are you talking about?” demanded Hartman.

“It’s a fleet that sank at anchor in 2098,” said Lynch. “Hurricane Alondra. Worst naval disaster in that country’s history.” He frowned, thinking. “They were off...Mobile, I think.”

O’Quinn nodded.

“So it’s a sunken fleet. So what?” said Hartman.

“It’s a relatively modern fleet,” said O’Quinn. “It’s in water that’s shallow enough to allow for recovery, but deep enough for concealment. That’s how we get them in place, without the Union noticing,” he directed to Lynch. “And it’s been relatively untouched in the twenty years since they sank.”

“Why?” asked Hartman.

“Hurricane Alondra devastated most of the New Confederacy,” said Lynch. “The United States had blockaded their southern cities, like New Orleans, Mobile, and Pensacola, using the Second Fleet. They didn’t take them off station until they knew Alondra was moving in, for whatever reason. Even then, they only ordered them to gather in Mobile Bay, and most of the ships were overwhelmed by the storm. The ongoing low-level hostilities between the US and the New Confederacy kept anyone from doing recovery work.”

“So we go in and, what, turn sunken ships into spacecraft?” scoffed Lynch.

“More or less,” agreed O’Quinn. “The largest ones. Look, it’s perfect. They’re easily accessed, they’re still in good condition, and they didn’t sink because they had huge holes blown in them. They were just overwhelmed by waves and weather.”

“The United States is a signatory to the Artemis Accords,” mused Hartman. “But they’re not part of the UE. In fact, I don’t think any of the countries on that continent are, with the exception of Canada.” She thought some more. “We might have trouble claiming jurisdiction over the wrecks.”

“They’re in Mobile Bay. That means that the New Confederacy will want to have a say, since that’s definitely territorial waters.” Lynch didn’t look happy about that.

“If we went public, we would,” said O’Quinn. “We’re not going public. This is all sub rosa; if it isn’t, if the Union hears about it, we’re done for.”

“This is lunacy,” said Lynch, but there was a thoughtful look in his eyes.

“Which is all we have left,” countered O’Quinn. “Twenty years, remember? And that includes the unaffiliated countries, so if they want to save their asses, they’ll support us, if only by not opposing us.”

“That’s a good point,” said Hartman. “If we move forward with this at all – and that’s a huge if – we’ll need to get the support of the North American nations, if for no other reason than they’re the only ones who aren’t crippled by the Artemis Accords.”

“If they’re not crippled,” argued Lynch. “Why would they agree to support us?”

“They might not be crippled,” agreed O’Quinn. “But they’re certainly hampered by the restrictions the Accords impose on the rest of the world.”

“You said you had other ideas?” said Hartman. “If the salvage idea turns out to be too difficult.”

“There is one company we might be able to convince to help us,” said O’Quinn. “They provide most of the lift out of the gravity well for the Union, which means they’re the only company that is currently building spacecraft in any quantity. If they throw in with us, then we can use their existing manufacturing facilities to build ships for us.”

“I think that’s a better option,” said Lynch firmly. “Even if your Second Fleet is in the condition you think it is, converting them to spacecraft wouldn’t be just difficult; it would be a nightmare.”

“Why didn’t you start with that idea? What’s the company called?” said Hartman.

“Heavy Lift Corporation,” answered O’Quinn. “And they’re the problem. They have close ties to the Union since they do most of the lifting to orbit. I don’t know if we can trust them not to try to play both ends against the middle.”

“A good point,” said Hartman. “I think I might have to take a direct hand in this.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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“Heavy Lift Corporation, office of the president,” said the receptionist.

“Aiyana Cassidy, please,” said a voice.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Cassidy is unavailable. I can give you an appointment to talk to her,” she checked the boss’s calendar. “Next Tuesday at three-fifteen.”

“Please check your caller ID,” said the voice. “I’ll wait.”

The receptionist pulled up the record. “It’s blank,” she said.

“Correct,” confirmed the voice.

“It can’t be blank,” she argued.

“Obviously, it can be,” said the voice, patiently.

“And what is that supposed to prove?”

“That whoever is calling Ms. Cassidy has the ability to block a system which is supposed to be unblockable.” Before the receptionist could protest, the voice continued. “That means whoever is calling either has the power to command the network, or has the hacking chops to spoof it. Either way, I think Ms. Cassidy will want to talk to them, don’t you?”

“Hold,” said the receptionist, and used her implant to cut the voice off. A quick thought, and – 

“Boss,  I’ve got something weird going on here,” she said.

“What sort of weird, Kara?” returned Aiyana’s cool contralto.

“I have a call on your personal line, but they’ve done something and blocked the ID.”

“That’s – okay, it’s happening, so it’s not impossible.” There was the briefest of pauses. “Put them through.”

“Ms. Cassidy will speak with you,” said Kara, making the transfer and then disconnecting.

“Aiyana Cassidy. Who is this?”

Aiyana Cassidy, owner and president of the Heavy Lift Corporation (HLC), and known to her friends as Cass, was more amused than annoyed. A tall redhead, Cass had been running HLC for the past seven years since she and her wife had inherited control of the company. Several companies, actually. More than several. Actually, when she bothered to think about it, the total worth of their holdings was about that of, oh, most of the countries in the area of the former United States. 

Neither she nor Kendra Cassidy, her wife, had grown up wealthy. Their inheritance was an accidental, and wholly unexpected, byproduct of Cass’s side work when she was a lowly researcher at HLC. Through a series of improbable events the two women had found themselves fleeing an assassination attempt, crossing the continent multiple times, losing, finding, and then being betrayed by their husband, and finally ending up as two of the most influential people on the planet.

Days like this, she longed for the simplicity of her optics lab.

“Ms. Cassidy, thank you for taking time out of your day. This is Mya Hartman, head of the Distribution Directorate at the UE.”

“Madame Director, it’s an honor to hear from you, but this is just a bit, ah, unusual, isn’t it?”

“Rather,” chuckled Hartman. “My technical services people had quite a time managing their little trick.”

“I should think,” said Cass wryly. “I don’t imagine you commed just to show off your technical abilities, though.”

“No,” said Hartman. “Would you be available for a meeting?”

“With whom, and why?” said Cass, antennae twitching.

“Myself, and other members of my staff,” answered Hartman cryptically. “And I’d rather not discuss this over the comms.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” muttered Cass. She pinged her implant and checked.

“The soonest I can get to you in Geneva is next week, even by jumpship,” she said regretfully. While revamping HLC took a fair portion of her time, she was still heavily involved in the project which had nearly led to her death: teleportation. The system was fully developed and ready for mass installation, but hadn’t yet been widely approved. Stations that had a teleport were few and far between, which put them out of the running for a hop from Houston to Geneva. That left the normal means of transportation, and though she could afford the fastest ships, there was also the matter of existing commitments.

“Oh, no, Ms. Cassidy. I wouldn’t dream of asking you to come here,” protested Hartman. “We are happy to come to you. This isn’t a formal meeting, after all. Let’s just call it a discussion of potentials. Strictly speculative.”

Cass’s eyebrow raised at that. She knew who Mya Hartman was, of course, and the single most influential bureaucrat in the global government didn’t simply offer to drop by without a compelling reason.

“That’s very generous,” stalled Cass. “Today is probably out, but I have some time tomorrow evening. I’ll have to check with my wife, though.” Even as she was speaking another part of her mind was messaging Kendra. Implants were still developing and weren’t generally available, but Cass’s connections had kept her abreast of the newest innovations. Always a quick adopter, she and Kendra made sure that their inner circle was equipped and updated.

Babe, we’ve got incoming.

What’s up? came the instant reply, though Kendra was at their home near Los Alamos, and Cass was at the HLC headquarters in Houston.

Mya Hartman wants a meeting with me tomorrow night!

Bring her to dinner, get her on our turf, maybe we’ll sic the girls on them, answered Kendra.

Ooh, good idea.

All my ideas are good, was Kendra’s smug response before closing the connection.

“Of course, I understand,” Hartman was saying. “I realize this is short notice, but it is an urgent matter.”

“Tomorrow will be fine,” interrupted Cass. “At eighteen. That’s late for you, I know, but you say this is urgent. I don’t want to keep you waiting.”

Cass could hear the grimace in Hartman’s voice. “Eighteen is fine. My staff will make the travel arrangements.”

“I’ll have someone meet you at the Los Alamos tube station once you know when you’re arriving. Unless there’s anything else?”

“No, not now. Until tomorrow.” Cass closed the circuit before Hartman could reply. She knew that she was being deliberately rude, but she’d had enough international intrigues, thank you very much, and didn’t appreciate being dragged into another one.

Shaking her head, she spoke. “Kara, clear my schedule for tomorrow.”

“Boss?”

“Clear it. All of it.” Cass thought, then said, “And get hold of Director Montana at OutLook.”

“Right away, Boss.”

Cass had already moved to her next task.

Candice, she messaged.

Yes? answered Candice Sanzari, the head of her personal security. Sanzari had been one of a baker’s dozen who had rallied to her and Kendra’s side all those years ago. Since then, she had practically welded herself to Cass’s side, dedicating herself to keeping Cass and Ken safe. From the initial four agents who had stayed on after the crisis, Sanzari had taken charge of enhancing and expanding the team. Now, she commanded three dozen personal protective services professionals, drawn from across the best military and agency traditions. Then, they were sent to OutLook for further intensive training under their Operations expert, Mikki Stone, a former Navy SEAL Master Chief. Any that passed that regimen were deemed acceptable.

We’re going to have guests tomorrow. Heavy hitters. We’re going to need escorts from the tube station, plus, oh, hell, I don’t know. This is your specialty, not mine.

Cass could almost hear the grin in Sanzari’s response. Damn right it is. Who is it?

UE Director Mya Hartman and staff. I don’t know exact numbers yet.

Sanzari’s whistle wasn’t audible, but Cass still heard it. I’m going to want backup on this.

Whatever you need to do. Cass would have continued, but Kara interrupted with, “I have Director Montana.”

Gotta go. You want anyone from OutLook? Going to talk to Cris.

Anyone she can spare.

Got it.

“Hi Cris, how’s business?”

“You never start with that question, Cass,” answered Christina Montana, their hand-picked Director of OutLook. Prior to meeting Cass, she had been an agent, like Kendra, at the company. Where Kendra had been a courier and assassin, Montana (or Cris to a select few) had specialized in “hurting people and breaking things,” as she used to say. Her skills, and loyalty, had been tested and proven during Cass’s quests to rescue a friend, reunite with Kendra, and then finally topple the forces seeking her death. As a result, she had been placed atop the pyramid at OutLook, a position she had never expected but had excelled at. “What’s going on?”

“The UE Director of Distribution is coming by for dinner tomorrow night,” said Cass without any further preamble. “I need your help.”

“You got it,” replied Montana. “What do you need?”

“Sanzari asked for whoever you could spare to back up her usual teams.”

“No problem. I’ll check the rosters and have a list to her in a half hour. She can pick anyone she wants.”

“I’d also like to borrow Mac’s services,” continued Cass.

“Do some digging?”

“You know it. There’s no reason that I can think of she’d be interested in us. That just means I’m missing it.”

“You want Mac on-site, or can she do it remotely?”

“Remote works for me. If there’s anything sensitive, though, she might want to deliver it in person rather than over the net.”

“I’ll tell her. Anything else?”

Cass thought. “Who do you have in the UE? Anyone well-positioned?”

She could hear Montana searching. “Nothing right now, sorry. We don’t generally have HumInt resources just hanging around here and there, you know. Only on assignment.”

Cass shrugged and said, “It was a thought. No, that’s it, then.”

“Right, I’ll have that list to Candice shortly.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Cass. “I nearly forgot. Is Mikki busy tomorrow?”

“Just the usual training, why?”

“Can she come babysit? Lisa and Little Mikki always behave better when their Aunt Mikki visits.” Cass and Kendra’s daughters were three and four, respectively, and as frighteningly intelligent as their parentage would suggest.

Montana laughed. “I’m sure she’d be happy to. I’ll let her know.”

“Thanks. How are things going?” asked Cass.

“The usual,” answered Montana. “Keeping busy. Kinda miss field work, but not really.”

“Yes, well, your talents were underutilized.” They talked for a couple moments longer before Cass said, “Okay, I’ve got to go. Lots of planning to do.”

Kara, her aide, was in the office seconds after the connection was broken. “I’ve cleared everything for tomorrow.”

Cass checked her implant for the changes. “That’ll work. Nicely done! Now, how loaded is Friday –”
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Cass arrived home at her usual time.

“Why is the head of the UE Distribution Directorate visiting?” asked Kendra, after collecting her kiss.

“I don’t know! She commed me this afternoon, got her techs to spoof our systems so she wasn’t identified. I thought Mac set things up so that couldn’t happen?”

Kendra thought about that. “She did, but as good as she is, Mac’s only one person.” Amanda McAllister ran the IT side of OutLook. Like Montana, she was a former agent. Also like Montana, she had been pulled into the events swirling around Kendra and Cass. She was not primarily a field agent, specializing in attacking vulnerabilities in targeted computer networks, but she more than held up her end through those trying weeks. When it was all over, she was elevated to her position as Montana’s de facto number two.

“Let’s talk about that after dinner,” suggested Cass. “I’m sure the girls want to see us.”

“Point,” agreed Kendra, wrapping an arm around Cass’s waist. “Let’s go see what the terrors have done today.”

They made their way into the residential side of their home, separated from the various offices, bunks, and other function rooms that managing a multi-trillion credit trust necessitated. Their still-reluctant attorney, Archie Leach, occasionally voiced his opinion that they really should turn over management of the D.D. Harriman Trust to trained professionals. They argued right back and, so far, had prevailed. Still, it was an imposition that both resented. Riches did not bring freedom, they had discovered. Opportunities, yes, but plenty of responsibilities.

Kendra opened the door to the kids’ rooms.

“Mama!” yelped Mikki, jumping to her feet and wrapping her arms around Kendra’s legs.

“Hey there munchkin,” said Kendra, bending down and swooping the little girl up in her arms.

“Mom!” said Lisa, a heartbeat behind her sister, and launched herself at Cass. With the extra warning, Cass was able to catch her and lift her without the thump. Both girls had gotten Cass’s auburn hair, though it seemed that Lisa was going to get her height. Even though she was a year younger, she was several centimeters taller than her older sister.

“Hi baby,” said Cass. “What did you do today?”

“I did my letters!” declared Lisa, wriggling. “Put me down, I want to show you!” On the floor again, she dashed across to a desk.

“And what did you do?” Kendra asked Mikki.

“I read my book.”

“Which one?”

Mikki’s answer was lost in Lisa’s return.

“See? See? Look!” she demanded, waving a paper. Laughing, Cass took the offering and showed it to Kendra. The letters were wobbly but recognizable, a result of Lisa’s still-developing motor skills.

“A, B, C, E –” started Lisa.

“A, B, C, D, dummy,” said Mikki.

“I am not a dummy! Mom, Mikki called me a dummy!”

“Mikki,” said Cass, warningly.

“Sorry,” mumbled Mikki.

The chaos continued for a few minutes before Cass and Ken were able to get free. “Dinner in fifteen minutes,” said Kendra. “SARAH, remind them.”

“Yes, Kendra,” agreed the home’s Self-Aware Response Advanced Heuristics program as Duke, one of a half-dozen  guards Sanzari had  assigned to watch over the girls, walked in.

“Ladies,” he said, pausing. “Problem?”

“Hi Duke,” said Kendra. “No, just checking in with the girls. How have they been today?”

“Pretty good,” he answered. “Mikki gave Lyn a hard time about reading; Lyn helped her find a different book, Mikki settled right down.”

Kendra laughed. “That’s her M-O, all right. They should be getting ready for dinner.”

“We’ll have them there,” he assured her. 

Dinner was almost always family time, at Kendra’s insistence. “We fought hard for our ohana,” she had said the first – and last – time she’d come home late. “I’ll be damned if I let work keep me away!” Since then, dinner had become a fixed point in their lives. Even the arrivals of Mikki and Lisa had only caused the most temporary of pauses, and both girls had been raised to expect time with their mothers every night. Today was no different.

It was only after dinner was cleared, the girls cleaned up and put to bed, that Kendra and Cass retired to the office they shared with Sanzari.

“Did you get the people you wanted?” asked Cass, once all three had settled in.

“Yes, thank you. Cris was able to provide me another two dozen agents for tomorrow and into Friday.” Despite her years with the Cassidys, Sanzari always maintained an edge of formality.

“Will that be enough?”

“It should,” was Sanzari’s thoughtful reply. “I’ll bring all of my people inside, run overlapping coverages so we can double up, and leave the OutLook people to maintain the perimeter. I’m also going to activate SARAH”s Case Theta once your guests arrive.” SARAH had a range of defensive programs; Case Theta essentially sealed the interior of the building. Electronic and physical shielding moved into place, as well as a lethal “No-Go” zone that would extend fifty meters from the walls.

“That won’t make the Director happy,” mused Kendra.

“I don’t particularly care how happy she is,” returned Cass angrily. “She’s not making me happy by imposing on us, so I see it as returning the favor.”

“Is there anything else?” interrupted Sanzari. “I think this is moving beyond my pay grade.”

Cass managed a smile. “No, Candice. Goodnight.” Sanzari stood and left before Cass spoke again.

“I wonder if has to do with HLC.”

“Why?”

“Well, I’ve heard about some tension between the UE and the Solarian Union. Almost all of our lift capacity is bought by the Union, except what we use ourselves for the Diana Project and Enterprise. I’ve talked to other orbital carriers, and they’re even worse off: almost every kilo is bought by the Union. The UE can’t be happy about that.”

Kendra thought about that. When they inherited the Trust, there were certain items of particular interest to them both. Cass had taken over HLC and changed the R&D focus to teleportation and the execution of her theories, while still building improved hulls to expand their fleet. Kendra had been enamored with the partially-completed warp ship, which she immediately rechristened Enterprise. Combining their two passion projects had resulted in the Diana Project, an ambitious gambit to build a self-sustaining habitat at the Earth-Moon Lagrange Point called L5, which trailed the moon by roughly five orbital days.

The Lagrange Points were metastable areas of balanced influence between the Earth and the moon, where a satellite could remain in orbit with minimal expenditure of fuel. Less fuel meant more cubic for people, labs, food production, waste processing, energy capture, all the things which would make a permanent habitat possible. From there, they envisaged manned deep space exploration, not just pottering around the limits of the Solar System.

The Solarian Union objected, with little effect. Not only did HLC control the majority of the planetary lifting capacity, but they were also the major manufacturer of the hulls that did the lifting. Additionally, since the Trust wasn’t a government, or any sort of governmental agency, the Amendment didn’t bind them. Certainly, they paid handsomely for the necessary materials, but they were also in a position to do so. In the three years since the first pieces had boosted out to L5, Diana had grown from a few pressurized modules to a sprawling structure that spanned nearly half a kilometer. Plans were also progressing to install grav plates throughout Diana to provide about three-quarters Earth normal gravity to the permanent and transient residents. To date, they had managed to cover about a third of the existing structure, and all the additions were being constructed with grav plates already integrated.

“No,” she finally agreed. “They’re not. But what can they do? They can’t shut us down; HLC provides, what, eighty percent of their lift?”

“Closer to eighty-five,” said Cass. “And no, I don’t think they can shut us down. Could they have gotten to Hartman, force her to apply pressure to us? If the UE caves, they could make some serious problems for us.”

Kendra shook her head. “The Sonoran Republic isn’t part of the UE. None of the former U.S. is, except the PRM.” She consulted her ‘plant. “There’s something called the Confederation of Nations that they’re all part of, but it’s more a mutual defense pact against outside aggression, rather than anything I’d call a government.”

“Then why?”

Kendra shook her head again. “Beats me. You’re the genius in the family, remember? I’m just the former sensie star.” 

That elicited a laugh from Cass. “And assassin, and courier. What was it that Cris called you once? The ultimate agent’s agent?”

“Okay, okay,” conceded Kendra. “So maybe I have a few skills, here and there. What we need –”

“Agent McAllister is at the front door,” interrupted SARAH.

“- is Mac!” finished Cass. “Why am I not surprised she’s here?”

Kendra finished messaging Lizzie, who was covering the front, and said, “Lizzie will bring her back.”

It was only moments before there was a knock, and a pair of slim brunettes stood in the doorway. The one in the lead had long hair, done into a sensible ponytail, and was uniformed. The other had short hair and gave off the impression of being constantly in motion, though she was standing still.

“Cass! Kendra!” exclaimed Mac. “Oh, man, it’s amazing to see you both, I just wish I could get here more, but any excuse to come visit, isn’t it weird that Hartman wants to see you so bad she’ll travel here, I have a bunch of searches running, I can check on them from here, and do you mind that I came or should I go back to the office, I can do that if this wasn’t a good idea.” This was all said breathlessly as she gave each woman an energetic hug and then stood, waiting.

“You never change,” observed Kendra. “Of course we don’t mind you came, the only thing that surprised me was you coming tonight. What did you do, tap Cristina’s lines?”

“No, not tap, not as such, but they’re just sitting there, you know, and if I’m supposed to keep up on everything happening I have to have all the information, and it’s hardly even eavesdropping, I mean I just have programs to skim for important words, and of course my name, otherwise how will I maintain my image of a miracle worker, and you aren’t going to tell Cris, are you, she’ll be sooo angry with me, she won’t talk to me for a week!”

Cass laughed. “No, we won’t tell Cris. If she didn’t figure it out on her own, it’s not our place to tell her.”

“Oh, thank you, that’s great, and I’m supposed to tell you that Chief Stone will be here in the morning, she’s doing an all-night training evolution, I’m glad I was through my training before she came on board, I thought it was tough before but I’ve heard that it’s even worse now, though did you know we haven’t lost an agent in almost three years, but she said to tell you that she would shower before she Jumped, she said you’d appreciate that, and she’s looking forward to hanging out with the kids.”

“Okay, we’ll tell the girls in the morning. Your usual room is available, but you have to promise me you’ll get some sleep.”

“Oh, I don’t need much sleep, never have, I just like to –” Mac abruptly cut off when she looked up and saw Kendra. “Yes, ma’am,” she finished instead.

“Good. We’ll plan to meet at eight.” Mac left, and Cass and Ken continued their planning into the night.
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The meeting didn’t start at eight.

It might have been on track to be on time, but the Master Chief showed up at quarter till eight, and once she was there the house devolved into chaos.

“Auntie Mikki! Auntie Mikki!” Two auburn-haired missiles launched themselves from the breakfast table at the Chief, who had enough presence of mind to set down her duffel before swooping them up to squeals of happy laughter.

“How are my favorite billy lids?” she said.

“Come and play!” said Lisa.

“I wanna show you –” said Mikki at the same time.

“Hold on, hold on!” laughed Stone. “One at a time! And let me say hello to your mothers before you drag me off into your lair!” She set the youngsters down despite protests.

“G’day, Cassidys,” said Stone. Her faint Australian accent had gotten stronger in her semi-retirement. Cass suspected it was her way of intimidating the agents she trained at OutLook. “What’s new?”

“Did Cris fill you in?”

“She did that. High mucky-muck from the UE dropping in uninvited tonight.”

“That’s about the size of it,” confirmed Kendra. “We’re home planning today, so we were glad you could come to hang out with the girls.”

“D’ye need me to sit in on anyone?” she asked, fending off grasping little hands.

“Certainly when they arrive, maybe later. We’ll talk later,” assured Kendra.

“Don’t give your Aunt a hard time!” Cass warned the girls.

“We won’t, mom,” assured Mikki.

“Nuh-uh,” agreed Lisa. “Come on, Auntie Mikki!”

“You promised you’d show me how to do a leg sweep!” insisted Mikki from the other side.

“Me too!” chimed in Lisa.

“She promised me!” retorted Mikki.

“I wanna know too!”

The squabbling sibling voices faded quickly.

Mac was, for once, speechless.

Kendra was staying home as well. Unlike Cass, she didn’t have any official duties, or titles, within the sprawling holdings of the Trust, but she usually split her time between Los Alamos, at home but trying to stay out of the way of the kids, and the venerable Jet Propulsion Laboratory, in Pasadena. Pasadena was part of the Republic of Los Angeles, in the California Confederacy, and had been the center of design for the warp ship. As such, Kendra had gravitated there and, well, made a nuisance of herself.

The engineers and theoreticians who had been working on the project – originally called Pegasus – couldn’t prevent her from renaming it Enterprise after the fictional ships, but they damn well could put a stop to her design ‘suggestions’. Most of them, at least. The ones that mattered.

Since one of the first changes was to move the construction from groundside out to geosynchronous orbit, lift cost be damned, suddenly aerodynamic considerations and the need to start at the bottom of the gravity well were made moot. That allowed them a new perspective on her directives as to what it ‘ought’ to look like. They ran the numbers, found that it wouldn’t impact the performance, and gave a collective shrug of the shoulders. 

So the ship was long, with a rounded upper hull, a cylindrical lower hull, and two ‘warp nacelles’ projecting on arms from the lower hull. The warp nacelles were nothing of the sort, of course, as they had explained to her. Current theory only demanded creation of a single warp field, which was the purpose of the lower hull. But they had to agree, the nacelles did make for an excellent location for fuel collection, processing, and storage.

Dr. Valari Roberts, the project manager, had looked on the changes wrought by Kendra’s arrival with deep skepticism. Or, well, maybe complete distrust would be a better way to describe it. She’d spent eight years of her life working on the Pegasus, working her way up to oversee a team of nearly five hundred scientists, engineers, machinists, and others, and being the second-ranking scientist on the project. More than anyone else, this was her baby. She had been one of the two physicists responsible for the breakthrough in manipulation of warp fields that would allow humans to finally break the light-speed barrier. She was also the single person most responsible for the radical new inertial damper designs which would revolutionize sublight spaceflight, reducing the crushing acceleration forces to something humans could tolerate by two orders of magnitude. It was a gigaBruin endeavor, one that would finally free humans from the tyranny of gravity and the chains of the Solar System. Then in waltzes this – this – actress! And suddenly her word was no longer The Word.

It took Kendra the best part of two years, and all of her considerable skills, but eventually Dr. Roberts stopped looking askance whenever Kendra entered the room. Of course, if Kendra was being honest, that was at least partly due to the fact that she’d put Roberts into her position. That had been the result of an apocalyptic argument with her predecessor, shortly after the ultimate control on the construction had passed to Kendra.

At the time, her mind awash with the images culled from a lifetime of old science fiction, Kendra immediately started putting her stamp on the project. She had seized on the use of the compound CeeSea as an armor coating for starships which would routinely travel at or above c.  This view was not shared by everyone involved with Pegasus. The most notable objections came from the director, Dr. Carnahan.

“The density alone makes it ideal for an armor!”

“Why does a starship need armor?” retorted Carnahan. “This is an exploration ship.”

“Even I know about micrometeorites!”

“That’s what the navigational deflectors will be for. Projecting a field of repulsive energy beyond the hull of the ship to intercept, yes, micrometeorites.”

“And if the deflectors fail?”

“They won’t fail.”

“And if they fail?” she persisted.

“They. Won’t. Fail. It’s my own design, I’ve tested it under every possible condition here at the laboratory, and it’s passed every time.”

“Lab tests don’t guarantee success in the field, Alexis.” Carnahan didn’t yet realize when Kendra got angry she concealed it under a layer of perhaps-inappropriate informality. As long as she was using surnames and titles, you were fine. “I’ve had far too many gizmos and gadgets the quartermaster promised me were foolproof fail when I needed them to put all my faith in lab tests. But okay. Let’s say that the deflectors work, and you don’t need an armor backup. This stuff reflects, what, ninety percent of the spectrum?”

“This stuff, Ms. Cassidy, is passivated chromium Seaborgium in crystalline metallic form,” sniffed Carnahan. “You’re correct, it’s highly reflective. Your point?”

“Besides that it’ll look cool? Think of it! Most forms of electromagnetic radiation reflected away? Put a layer of this on and you won’t have to worry about the ship heating up in sunlight!”

“It’s called thermal absorption. Heating up, oh, never mind, I don’t know why I’m arguing with a person who never attended college. In any case, the regulatory system I designed is fully capable of disposing of any excess heat produced from solar radiation.”

“Alexis, who is your assistant?”

Dr. Carnahan was put off stride by the seeming non sequitur. “I have a number of assistants.”

Kendra tried again. “Who’s your number two? The person in charge when you’re not here.”

“Nobody is in charge when I’m not present; I can be contacted at any time. They merely follow my directions.”

A visibly frustrated Kendra calmed her voice. “Then who would contact you if something happened you needed to know about?”

“Ah. That would be Dr. Roberts.”

Kendra closed her eyes. She had just gotten her ‘plant, and using it hadn’t yet become natural. When she opened them, Carnahan was staring at her. 

“Are you feeling well, Ms. Cassidy?”

“Quite well, Alexis.” No more was said about the armor; they chatted about other matters related to the project for several minutes.

The conversation was interrupted by a knock at the door.

“Excuse me, Ms. Cassidy,” said Carnahan. “Enter!” she called.

Val Roberts walked in.

“Is there a problem, Dr. Roberts?”

“No, ma’am,” said Val. She pointed to Kendra. “I got a message from Ms. Cassidy to come to your office.”

“Ms. Cassidy summoned you? And you simply came? Dr. Roberts, this is highly irregular to say the least! You left the work that I assigned you to do at the, the, the whim of some sensie actress, who has no idea what critical experiment she may be interfering with? I’m afraid I may have to reconsider your position in this endeavor.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” added Kendra.

“I’m glad there’s something we can agree on,” said Carnahan.

“I don’t think it’s exactly what you’re thinking, Alexis.” Kendra’s tone was mild.

“What the devil are you talking about? This is all –”

“Alexis. It’s time for you to go away. Someone else can run the project.”

She sputtered but nothing coherent came out. Kendra sat patiently. Eventually, the sputtering gave way to words. “This is impossible!”

“No, Alexis, I don’t think that word means what you think it means. You see, the impossible does happen, fairly frequently in my experience. Dr. Roberts. Can I call you Val?”

“Certainly, Ms. Cassidy.”

“Val, how long have you been working in this field? And how long have you been here?”

“I received my doctorate in 2104; I was doing research for my professors before that, but I’ve been actively pursuing warp theory since getting my degree. I’ve been here since ‘09.”

“How dare you!”

Kendra whirled on Carnahan. “I will tell you this only once, Dr. Carnahan. Shut up. This no longer concerns you.” 

Carnahan’s mouth opened and closed several times, but no sounds emerged.

Returning to Roberts, Kendra continued. “How much of the design for the drive do you understand?”

Flashing a quick look of apology at Dr. Carnahan, Roberts said, “Truth be told, ma’am, it’s my design, based on the Carnahan Theorem with my own modifications.”

Kendra’s smile lit the room. “Great, Val! Congratulations!”

“Ma’am?”

“Hold on a moment.” Kendra returned her attention to Carnahan. “You have one hour to clear out your desk and get off the campus. You’re fired.”

Ignoring the steamkettle noises, Kendra turned back to Roberts. “I need a Director. It’s your job until you can’t handle it. We’ll work out details about pay and benefits, but whatever she got, you’ll get plus fifty percent. Are you game?”

“I, what, yes! Is this for real?”

“Absolutely for real. Come on, let’s go to your office. You have an office, right?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Guiding Roberts out, Kendra called over her shoulder. “One hour, Alexis. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything punitive about your next job. I’ll be happy to write you a recommendation.”

As they walked toward Roberts’ office, Kendra continued to talk. “We have to get a few things clear. First, my name is Kendra. If you can’t deal with that, you can call me Ms. Cassidy. You keep saying ma’am, and I’m going to look for my mom. We clear?”

“Yes, ma – Ms. Cassidy.”

“Nice save. Second, you can keep calling this project ‘Pegasus’, but the name changes right now.”

“Ma – Ms. Cassidy?”

“She’s the Enterprise.”

“I can live with that, I guess.”

“And that brings me to the hull. I’ve got some ideas for the shape, but we can talk about that. But that chromium stuff is amazing!”

“What chromium stuff?”

“The –” Kendra checked with her ‘plant. “Passivated chromium Seaborgium in crystalline metallic form.”

“Oh, yes, the CeeSea!”

“That’s such a better name! Why couldn’t Carnahan use that?” The discussion continued, and continued, and continued. And Enterprise ended up being slated for an outer coating of CeeSea.

That had been a promising start, and the additional gigaBruins she’d poured into the project probably helped. She’d shamelessly traded on her shared ownership of HLC to have an entire orbital construction facility built, where the Enterprise was being fabricated. And Dr. Roberts had to admit that the possibilities inherent in a teleportation system had made the transition from a ground-capable ship to a strictly non-atmospheric craft much more sensible.

When Kendra commed her to inform her that she wouldn’t be coming in today, Roberts was shocked.

“You’re always here!” she said.

“And you’re always complaining that I’m there too much,” countered Kendra. “Today you get your wish.”

“But – we’re supposed to be doing a static test of the warp field today! You’ve been talking about it for weeks, what could possibly be more important!” 

Kendra could see the preparations for the test behind Roberts. It was true; this would be the last full-scale static warp field test before the drive was installed in the ship, and she had planned to be there. Still, her ohana needed her home today, so she simply shrugged. “I wish I could explain exactly why, but believe me, Val. If it were anything else, I’d bail and be there.”

“It’s not going to be the same without you here,” admitted Roberts. “I think you’re almost as invested in Enterprise as I am.”

“You know it,” agreed Kendra. “Keep me in the loop today. If I can, I’ll do a holographic sync.”

Roberts nodded. “We’re on track for noon. If anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.” She closed the connection.

“I’m sorry, hon,” said Cass, stepping to Kendra’s side and hugging her. “I know you wanted to be there today, but I really appreciate you staying home to help plan.”

“You’re there for me, I’m there for you. It’s what families do.” Kendra turned her attention to Mac.

“What have you dug up overnight?”

Mac raised a finger, chewing furiously. Once she swallowed, she said, “Not much, their firewalls aren’t worth anything, I got through them pretty easily, but their Operational Security is good, I couldn’t find anything in there except the very basics about when they’re arriving and how many she’s bringing, I’ve already given that information to Candice, and by the way the guys from OutLook will be here by ten, she’s already got their patrols all set up, I put all their biometrics into SARAH, I hope you don’t mind, I just figured it would be easier to get it out of the way before they got here.”

“That’s fine, Mac, what exactly did you find out?” said Kendra.

“Like I said, I found out when they’re going to arrive, and how many people, and who they are, and –”

“Let’s break this down,” interrupted Cass. “One piece at a time. When are they arriving, and how?”

“They’re coming on commercial tube, the Richmond-Houston-Los Alamos run, they’re going to arrive at seventeen twenty, Candice has that too so she can arrange a proper escort, do you want to know how they’re getting to Richmond?”

“No, not important,” said Cass immediately.

“Hold on. It might be. Mac?”

“They’re going commercial suborbital from Geneva to Norfolk, all under assumed names.”

“It is important.” Kendra was frowning. “That’s not right. I can see, maybe, them using the tubes to get across the continent. Suborbitals and Jumpbugs can land at the LA spaceport, but it’s not really that much of a port. It would be noticed. But Norfolk could land an official UE ship and not even blink; they’ve got heavy traffic coming from all over. No, they really don’t want to be noticed. And if they don’t want to be noticed, then this is definitely not an official visit.”

“They’re coming incognito, so?”

“Let’s go over the rest. Mac, who is coming?”

“Well, there’s Director Hartman, and there’s another Assistant Director, his name is O’Quinn, and the head of their Protective Services, a man named Lynch, they each have an assistant, and then there’s four security guards, that’s a total of ten.”

“Cass, something’s rotten. This Lynch, he’s in charge of what military they have. Why would the Distribution Directorate be bringing along a military specialist? There aren’t any riots, no problems with either procurement or production –”

“None that we know of,” amended Cass.

“Good point. Mac, dig into UE. Find out if there are any disruptions that would need the UEPS to get involved.”

“On it,” said Mac.

Conversation stopped when the OutLook reinforcements arrived and until the inevitable chaos was sorted out. They reconvened in the office.

“Do you have anything, Mac?”

“No Cass, there’s nothing going on, the UEPS aren’t deployed anywhere, I mean, they’re deployed everywhere, but they’re just standing around, or doing training, they’re not actively involved in anything right now, there isn’t even any peacekeeping missions going on, oh, they’d love to get a toehold in the Border States but that’s the one thing the Confederacy, U.S., and Texas all agree on, they’re not letting the UE get more of a presence on this continent than they already have in the PRM, not that any of them are really worried about the UEPS getting frisky if you know what I mean, any of their militaries are powerful enough to swallow the UEPS whole without a burp.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Cass mused. She sat at her desk, fingers steepled in thought. “No problems with distribution, no problems with procurement, the UEPS is relatively weak...”

The other two let her think undisturbed. Mac continued her snooping into the UE files, while Kendra closed her eyes and activated her holographic avatar at JPL, first pinging Roberts to warn her.

“Thanks for the advance notice,” said Val once she’d flickered into life. “I didn’t want to wear my coffee today.”

“That’s me, kindness all the way. How’s it going?”

“No glitches yet,” and Roberts knocked on the closest table.

Kendra smiled. “Knocking on polycarb? Really, Val?”

“It’s a lab, there’s no wood. Look, you know how huge this is, and while I’m confident...” Val let her voice trail off.

“A little extra luck never hurt,” agreed Kendra. “I got it. Hey, I wanted to ask you, have there been any people asking around the site lately? Maybe officials, and I don’t mean the usual baksheesh grabbers.”

Roberts’ face scrunched as she considered the question. “No,” she said finally. “Nobody I’ve heard about. The LAR came by last week for their quarterly kiloBruin, but you knew about that. What’s going on?”

“Probably nothing,” said Kendra. “I won’t distract you further. I still plan to holo in for noon. Let me know if anything changes.”

“Will do.”

Kendra cut the link and opened her eyes to see Mac staring at her.

“Where did you go, I mean you were here but you weren’t, you were using your ‘plant for telepresence weren’t you, I hope it was somewhere interesting, but while you were gone I was able to pull a little more information out of UE, I don’t know if it’s related but I think it’s important.” Belatedly Mac shot a glance at the still motionless Cass.

Kendra correctly interpreted the look and explained, “When she’s thinking hard, you could set off a fire alarm, or pour a glass of water down her back, or –” She stopped when she saw Mac’s face. “Not that I’ve done either of those.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Anyways,” said a red-cheeked Kendra. “She’s off in her own world until she decides to come back. We can talk, no worries.”

“Um, okay, yeah, I guess I get it, I mean I get like that sometimes when I’m trying to crack a tough network, I just get pulled in and wrapped up in what I’m doing, there was this one time that I was working the problem, it was a server that I needed to access, well, I didn’t need to but I wanted to, and I started in the afternoon and the next thing I knew it was tomorrow morning, so yeah, I get it, as long as she comes back soon.”

“Mac.” Kendra’s tone was weary. “What was the important thing you found?”

“Right, I went digging into what the three leader-types have been doing lately, and there was a report, well, not really a report, more like a memo, it came from that O’Quinn guy to Hartman, and that makes sense since she’s his boss, but here’s the thing, she was the only one he sent the memo to, no file copy, and it doesn’t even exist in his account any longer, the only copy is the one Hartman has, and then get this, not two days later he and Lynch are meeting with Hartman, a meeting that doesn’t show up on any logs, any calendars, and the only way I found it is the biometric scanners they use in their offices track their movements, and all three converge in her office for an hour when their schedules all say they ought to be somewhere else, and then the very next day Hartman contacts Cass, so what was in that memo?”

Kendra didn’t say anything; she knew better than that. Sure enough, in just a few seconds Mac continued.

“I tried to pull a copy of the report from her files, I found it easy enough, but she has some really next level encryption going on, I was able to extract it but it’s still locked, it looks like it’s at least a six-key cipher, and there’s a sort of electronic dead-man’s switch on it which will totally randomize the file if there’s a failed encryption attempt, so I have to disable that first and I’m still trying to track down the code, I’ll get there, but until I do I won’t be able to start working on it.”

Once again, Kendra resisted the temptation to interrupt.

“But the UE records everything, most of it is wiped on a twenty-four hour cycle, but Hartman is almost Nixonian in her obsession with properly documenting meetings, so her records are held for review for ninety days, some of them she puts into permanent storage, but the meeting she had with O’Quinn and Lynch is in there, I can tell because each file is labeled with the attendees, and I’m working on extracting the audio now, it’s still going to be a while but I should have it before noon.”

Kendra still waited a heartbeat before speaking.

“Good job, Mac, keep us advised. Was there anything else? Important, I mean.”

“They want us to go to war for them,” Cass said suddenly. “It’s the only thing that fits.”

“What? War? How do you figure? And we’re two people!” She mimed looked around at an invisible crowd. “We’re not a navy!”

“No, but we can build them a navy; we can cut off the Union and cripple their supply of rare earth metals; and we have the Enterprise. And don’t forget the Cassidy Process.” Much to Cass’s amusement and embarrassment, her teleportation theory had been tagged with her name when it had gone public.

“Holy Zarquon,” whispered Kendra.

“It’s the only thing that makes sense, for values of sense,” replied Cass. 

“It’s insane!”

“That too. But what else could they want? We have things that they need, but live in a place they can’t simply demand them.”

Kendra’s response was cut off by Mac’s exclamation. “Got the file! Although I think I got booted out of their system, yeah, my bots are toast, I hope we don’t need to get back in there because they’re onto me now, well, not me personally, but they know the weakness I exploited to get in, and now that they know they’ll close it as soon as they can, I would if I was them, and until then they’ll be monitoring any activity.”

“Can we hear the recording?” asked Kendra.

“Oh, yeah, no problem –”

“Now, please?” said Cass.

“Right, yeah. Now.” Mac tapped the keys, then the recording of the meeting played. Cass, Kendra, and Mac all listened, Cass taking notes.

“How the frak do you do that?” asked Kendra when it ended.

“Do what?” replied Cass.

“That freaky predict-the-future shit.”

“It’s a blessing and a curse,” said Cass, airily. In a more serious tone, she continued. “They don’t mention either the transporter or the Enterprise. I wonder why not?”

Before Kendra could speculate, Mac interrupted. “Kendra, O’Quinn mentioned he got an idea from television, about the sunken ships, and since you’re so into that era do you have any idea what he was talking about?”

Kendra frowned. “I – yeah, there’s something, I can sort of half remember it. Hold on.” Her eyes closed and she got the faraway look of a person consulting her ‘plant. 

“Ah!” she exclaimed, opening her eyes. “It was called Star Blazers, and it was a cartoon –”

“Cartoon?” asked a confused Cass.

“Think CGI, but the images were hand-drawn. Twenty-four different images for every second.”

“Whoa,” said an impressed Mac. “That’s a lot of work!”

“And it was a children’s show,” added Kendra. 

“But what is he talking about?”

“I won’t go into the plot, but they took a sunken battleship – that was a heavily armed and armored ship, really large, like three hundred meters long and thirty wide. They installed updated weapons and some sort of space drive and launched it from a dry sea bottom, don’t ask, into space to fight their enemies.”

“Sounds pretty improbable,” commented Cass.

Kendra shrugged. “Science fiction. But I can sort of see how O’Quinn went from that to Second Fleet.” She turned thoughtful. “Let me ask Val.”

“Who?” said Mac.

“Val Roberts, she’s in charge of the Enterprise build.” Closing her eyes again, she pinged Roberts again, then activated the holographic avatar.

“Kendra, this isn’t a good time!” said an obviously frazzled Val. 

Kendra noted the time, less than half an hour before noon, and winced.

“Sorry,” she said sincerely. “I got caught up in something and didn’t check the countdown. I’ll come back after the test.”

Roberts sighed. “Will this take long?”

“Just one question.”

“One.”

“Could we put a warp drive into a ship? Like a wet navy ship?”

“Why would we – wait, forget that. If the ship was big enough, yes. Wouldn’t do you any good unless you could get it into orbit, and then you’d have issues with, you know. Vacuum. But yes, we could put a warp drive into a ship.”

“Thanks.”

“That’s it? You’re going to ask a ridiculous question like that and then just leave?”

“I said one question. Ping me after the test and we’ll talk more.” Kendra disconnected.

“We could do it,” she said, opening her eyes. 

“Are you serious?”

“Val said it’s possible to put a warp drive into a ship’s hull.”

“You got that in a thirty-second telepresence visit?”

“Not the details, but she said yes, it’s possible.”

“Right, so...”
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The political center of the Solarian Union was Artemis, of course. It was the largest and oldest extra-Terrestrial center of humanity, after all, and was best positioned to monitor activities on the mother planet. Theoretically, all four of the semi-autonomous polities that comprised the Union had an equal say in the decisions. However, after Artemis, all the other colonies and outposts had issues of their own which led their interests inward rather than outward.

The Martian Colonies were doing fairly well now, after a rocky start in which nearly twenty percent of the colony perished in an as-yet unexplained plague. Mars had an atmosphere, albeit thin, and some stores of ice, and archaeobiology suggested that life had once existed on the red planet. The planet itself was poor in most resources, forcing them to rely on Artemis for most tech, food, and raw materials. Artemis wisely maintained close ties to Mars and could reliably count on their vote of support in the majority of matters. 

The Asteroid Miner’s Guild held the largest volume of space, occupying asteroids, cometary remnants, and planetoids throughout the inner system, but were also the second-smallest polity by population. They did contribute to the Union’s economic health and military far out of proportion to their size, which explained their seat at the table of the Union, but of their hundreds of small outposts only a very few were self-sustaining. All the others depended on trade to survive, within the Guild or within the Union, depending on the need. Fortunately, the very nature of their existence – asteroid mining – provided sufficient valuta to keep the food flowing. Their mineral-rich territory also led them to oppose the general policy of enforcing the Amendment, but they hadn’t yet been able to swing any others to see their point of view.

The final polity, the Titan Colony, was too newly-established to spend much energy doing more than surviving. Indeed, the colony had only been barely founded when the brief conflict between Artemis and the UE occurred, so their independence was more an accident of timing than an expression of political desire. Still, they were recognized by the other three.  Unfortunately for them, their distance, nearly eighty light-minutes from the sun, made communications in real time impossible. However, if they could keep the colony going long enough, the riches of Titan could make even the heavy metals coming from the Miners seem paltry.

Titan was uniquely positioned in that it was the only planetary body to have oceans, lakes, and rivers of ethane and methane, all floating on a water ice surface. While other moons in the system possessed water, they all had profound issues. Ganymede, Europa, and Callisto all orbited Jupiter, whose broad and powerful magnetosphere presented a formidable obstacle to human exploration. The other outer system moons, those around Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto, along with the Oort Cloud and Kuiper Belt objects, could hold potential, but they were even further from the sun than Titan. That left Enceladus, orbiting Saturn, but there was a particular problem with Enceladus: the Non-Colonization Treaty of 2064.

The treaty, signed by the member states of the United Nations, as well as the Artemis and Martian Colonies, and reaffirmed in 2104 by the UE and Solarian Union, forbade any permanent manned habitation on either Enceladus or Europa. Both moons were known to possess conditions which made them potentially amenable to life similar to that found on Earth. Astrobiologists howled at the possibility of a permanent human presence on either moon, leading to a rare show of alignment between science and realpolitik. No serious effort to breach the treaty had been made, perhaps due to the disproportionate percentage of people in the Union who were involved in the sciences simply to survive the hostility of space.

Titan, though, had the potential to be a source of volatiles and organic raw materials second only to Earth itself. Unfortunately, that potential was locked beneath an atmosphere of methane blizzard,  lakes of ethane, and a surface of literally rock-hard ice. Soil and rocks as found on Earth, or Luna, or Mars, were conspicuously absent, leading to huge issues in the colonization process. The colony survived, and had even begun to grow, but their seat in the Union was predicated on potential, not current abilities. They, too, were hugely dependent on Artemis to keep the colony viable, and rarely dissented on any policy direction Artemis set.

Within Artemis, certain families had risen to prominence. While outwardly presenting themselves as a representative democracy, they were in truth an oligarchy with the merest sheen of democratic principles. There were elections, and the citizenry – all residents on Luna over thirty days – could choose freely, but surprisingly the Free Luna Party always ended up with the lion’s share of the legislative seats. Oddly, too, all of the elected (and selected) officials of the FLP tended to have some sort of connection to each other, usually by family.

The family at the heart of the FLP was the Newling family, descendants of the third person to alight on Luna when the Artemis IV mission landed. But what mattered to the family history is that the first two had returned to Earth, while Newling and three others had remained on Luna. Through carefully arranged alliances and marriages, the other three First Families had all been inextricably bound to the Newling family and followed their lead in all public policies.

At least, that was the illusion presented to the masses. Behind closed doors, it was somewhat different.

“Get this traitor out of my sight,” snarled the person at the head of the table, pointing halfway down the left side. “He’s a disgrace to his family.”

The unfortunate man was roughly seized by a pair of guards.

“What shall we do, Primus?” asked the shorter of the two.

“Toss him out the nearest airlock. Wait,” said the Primus, as they lifted him from his feet. “That would be a waste.”

“Thank you Primus, thank you, thank you for your mercy,” babbled the man. He was middle-aged, with brown hair starting to thin, and was dressed as suited a member of the Four Families.

“Throw him in the reclamation system,” amended the Primus. “He can give one last service to Artemis.”

The guards easily hauled the screaming man from the room.

“Primus Newling,” said a woman next to the now-empty seat. “My uncle only suggested that we could reduce our reliance on Earthly materials if we seek substitutes from the Miners.”

“Be very careful, Cousin.” Newling pointed a long finger at the woman. “They will fulfill every jot and tittle of the Accords as long as I am Primus.”

“Yes, Primus.”

Primus Newling looked about the room at the remaining nineteen members of the Families, ignoring the double dozen of her personal armsmen lining the walls. Squabbling and fighting over scraps, she could handle. That came with the territory, and it kept the lesser Families occupied. But questioning her decisions, the decisions of the Primus, just couldn’t be tolerated, no matter the source.

“President Whitmore,” she said, turning to the right. “Let us examine the points that my late brother raised. If we wished, could we maintain our current rate of development and expansion solely from Union resources?”

While Primus Newling was the power behind the Families, she held no official position in the government. Indeed, she rarely made a personal appearance in public, preferring to be seen only remotely with the various members of the leadership she wished to support. 

Tom Whitmore was descended from the fourth and least prestigious of the Four Families. They still wielded enormous power, compared to the citizens of Artemis or the other Union members, and he was determined to improve his family’s standing. Being chosen as President, putatively the most powerful office in the growing nation, was a step toward that goal.

“Yes, Primus. We could. It would even be a net economic gain for us.”

“Explain.”

“Minister Pitt has the details, I believe.” Whitmore gestured toward an older woman across the table from him. She was tall in the manner of Luna-born, with prematurely white hair and the radiation scars of someone who had spent far too much time on the surface. Her mind was sharp, and she’d held her position as Minister of the Treasury against all comers for over fifteen years. Many of the other Families suspected that, when she finally left the post, there would be a rather embarrassing mess to clean up, coincidentally explaining how the Pitt family had risen in power during her tenure. Unfortunately for the families, that revelation seemed very far away indeed.

“I do, Mr. President,” said Pitt, rising. “If we were to turn to the Miners exclusively for our supplies of palladium, platinum, and the other metals we claim from the UE under the Amendment, we would realize an annualized savings of roughly seventeen percent.”

“How is that possible? The UE supplies are provided to us at no charge, as the Amendment decrees. There’s nothing cheaper than no charge,” said the Deputy Assistant Minister of Production, Autumn Newling. She was a member of a cadet branch of the family and had no realistic chance of ever reaching a more powerful position, but she was diligent and hard-working.

“You are correct, Deputy, but you forget the lift costs we pay to have the supplies boosted out of the gravity well.”

“Surely they can’t be so great!”

“For some of the companies we’re forced to deal with, no. The issue is the largest provider, a company called HLC. Their rates had been consistently lower than their competition, which is why they became our provider of choice. That allowed them to increase their share of the overall lift industry, which in turn allowed them to keep their rates lower. It was beneficial for both the Union and the company.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“About five years ago, there was apparently a change in philosophy within the company. A woman named Aiyana Cassidy, who had previously been a researcher at one of their labs, emerged as their chief executive, and one of the changes she made was to increase the tariffs for lift to the Union, but only on the Amendment-mandated items. The previous rate was ten thousand Sonoran credits per kilogram to low Earth orbit. She increased that to ten thousand Sonoran credits per decagram.” She peered at Autumn. “That was before your time with us, I believe.”

“That’s outrageous! Didn’t we protest?”

“Oh, certainly we did. We registered a complaint with the UE, worded most strongly.”

“And?”

“And they did nothing. There is no love lost between the Union and the UE, which could explain their inaction, but the reality is they simply didn’t have the authority to intervene. The main offices of HLC are located in a nation which is not subject to the rules, regulation, and control of the UE, and they simply ignored them. Well, that’s not precisely correct. They increased the tariffs again, to twelve thousand credits per decagram.”

“I advocated stronger measures,” spoke a woman with military bearing. This was Davie Whitmore, Minister of War. She had passed through the Artemis Military Academy and through the officer ranks quickly, partly on family connections and partly on ability, and had reached her current position eight years prior. It was unusual, to say the least, for the War Minister to remain in their post for more than two years, as they were officially appointed with the advise, consent and approval of the top ranking officers. Davie was tough and competent, despite the accelerants which had been applied to her career, and had earned the respect of her peers.

“And?” asked Autumn, turning to Davie.

“And I convinced the Primus at the time that we would be worse off,” said Minister Pitt, forcing Autumn to turn back. “Putting aside the public relations aspect of slaughtering the civilian employees of an Earthside corporation, the fact is that HLC is responsible for boosting nearly eighty-five percent of our total imports.”

“Madame Minister, I may not be in the Treasury, but couldn’t we contract with other companies?”

“We could, we have, but no other company has the capacity that HLC possesses. We might be able to squeeze an additional five percent from all the others, but that still leaves us desperately short. It’s not all bad news; the tariffs that HLC charge us on the non-Amendment supplies continue to be below the rates their competitors charge. It is only to the Amendment supplies that the surcharge applies.”

“What does this Cassidy person have against the Union?”

“We don’t know,” growled the Primus. “Not for lack of trying.”

Colin Dent, the Minister of Intelligence, picked it up. “She was virtually unknown before five years ago. Records show that she was, as Minister Pitt indicated, a researcher for HLC. She disappeared for several weeks around the time of her wedding, and that made a minor splash on the planetary networks as she was marrying a minor celebrity and an artist. She resurfaced only long enough to quell rumors and settle the story before disappearing into anonymity again.” He paused, obviously preparing the next statements. “We have been largely unsuccessful in gathering any other information. Their cybersecurity services are some of the best we have ever encountered, and we have yet to crack them despite thousands of man-hours” effort. Her physical security is excellent, as well; she is routinely escorted whenever she leaves her home. Our agents have attempted contact on eight occasions; on seven, they were unable to get within speaking range of Cassidy. The eighth occasion, our agent did get to speak with her for a few seconds.”

“What happened?”

“It’s unclear. The agent has no particular recollection of the events. Somehow he ended up in the hospital with multiple fractures, contusions, and other injuries. Clearly, her security forces are committed to their jobs.”

“That’s not good.”

“The point,” interrupted Pitt, “Is that Cassidy is obviously opposed to the Amendment, for some unknown reason. She has since increased the tariff to twenty four thousand credits per decagram, purely as a punitive measure. If we simply stop the import of Amendment supplies from Earth, and pay the Miners rates, we will easily save seventeen percent. That is paying for the supplies, plus paying for transit.”

“Then – and please, Primus, excuse my ignorance, I simply wish to be informed – why not do so?”

Primus Newling glared, then relented. “We have to maintain the balance of power.”

“I still don’t understand,” said a nervous Autumn.

War Minister Whitmore answered. “There are over seventeen billion people on Earth. The Union barely comprises a hundred million. Our sole advantages are the Accords, and specifically the Amendment, and our position at the top of the gravity well. By demanding the UE fulfill their end of the Amendment, we cripple their ability to create any war materiel. And, by virtue of being above them in the well, we are well-positioned to suppress any active measures of resistance. If we were to allow them to build any ships, we would face a far more difficult challenge.”

“I thought we had a powerful navy?”

“We have the only navy. That’s not the same as a powerful navy. We can maintain order in the inner system, respond to emergencies, and project force downward onto Earth, but that is predicated on there being no effective resistance. If the UE ever manages to build armed spaceships, we are going to have a serious fight on our hands.”

“I think I understand.”

“We’ve spent far too much time on this,” snapped the Primus. “Minister Dent, I want you to personally take charge of another investigation into this Cassidy person. She sounds like she needs to be taught a lesson.”

“Yes, Primus.”

“Anything else can wait until our next meeting.” The Primus stood and the various ministers jumped to their feet. Without another word, the Primus, followed by her armsmen, left the conference room.
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“Director Hartman,” said Cass, greeting her at the door shortly before eighteen. “Welcome to our home.”

Hartman and her entourage were escorted by a dozen of Sanzari’s operatives, and looked uncomfortable.

“I hope you had a smooth journey?” continued Cass, stepping back.

“Yes, thank you,” answered Hartman, shifting into polite diplomat-speak. “You live in a lovely area.”

Cass smiled graciously as the last of the visitors entered and the door closed.

“SARAH, activate Case Theta,” said Sanzari. “Authorization Sanzari, 1-B, 2-B, 3.”

“Case Theta activated. Be advised that unauthorized exit will be met with lethal force.” Durasteel shutters slid down over all the exterior doors and windows, and a subtle hum added itself to the home’s normal background noise.

“We don’t have time for diplomatic games,” said Kendra, moving to stand next to Cass. “You’ll find that you’re out of communication with Geneva, or anyone else you may have set up as a contingency.”

“At least a platoon, given her position in the UE,” added Stone, stepping forward. “It’s SOP. I’d guess an orbiting Falcon, possibly two, ready to drop. They’re probably shitting a brick right about now. We might want to let her reassure them.”

Hartman’s eyes flashed but she didn’t say anything. Instead, O’Quinn took up the baton. “And why should she do so? We come to your home peacefully, making no demands, and this is how you greet us? With cages and threats?”

“I don’t know who you are, but I’ll tell you anyways. We wanted you to know that we’re taking this meeting seriously,” reassured Cass. “She’s one of the most powerful people on the planet. How reassured would you be if we didn’t take precautions?”

Her words penetrated the anger. “We are not prisoners, then?”

“You are our guests,” soothed Cass. “Here.” 

She handed Hartman a comm.

“Feel free to contact anyone you want.”

“Telling your lads to stand down might be a good start,” suggested Stone. “Before they do anything we’ll all regret.”

“Yes,” agreed Kendra. “Let them know that you’re secure, so we can get down to business.”

Through the exchange, the rest of entourage had been silent. Now Lynch, face reddening, stormed forward, yelling. “This is outrageous!” He wound up to swing at Cass but suddenly found himself flat on his back as Kendra swept his legs out from under him. Before he could recover, she rolled him over and sat primly on his back.

“You might want to control your animals. There’s a leash law in Los Alamos. Strictly enforced,” she said, grinning. 

“Mr. Lynch, please behave yourself,” said Hartman, trying to hide a matching grin. “We are guests, after all.”

“They’ve cut us off!” protested Lynch, his voice somewhat muffled.

“And we invited ourselves to their home, with barely a day’s notice, when they had absolutely no obligation to receive us. We show up with ten people for a meeting that I qualified as –”

“Discussion of potentials,” supplied Cass.

“Yes. Exactly. I think a little caution is warranted, though perhaps it could have been applied a bit more diplomatically,” added Hartman.

Kendra shrugged, still sitting on Lynch. “I never had much use for diplomacy in my career. Either I dodged trouble, or I was there to cause trouble.”

Cass redirected the conversation. “In any case, Madame Director, if you’d like to contact your troops?”

“Oh, yes. Quite.” Hartman punched a code, waited, and spoke a few hushed words before handing it back to Cass. “Taken care of. They were getting a bit worried.”

“Can I get up?” said Lynch.

“Are you going to behave?” Kendra returned. “Or does Cass need to get the restraints? And I tell you now, you won’t like them. They’re not your size, for one thing.”

Cass blushed but said nothing.

“I’ll behave,” muttered Lynch, still fuming.

“See?” said Kendra, standing. “Was that so tough?” Sanzari unobtrusively motioned to one of her guards to position themselves near Lynch.

“We have a meal ready,” said Cass. “This way.”
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Dinner was remarkably relaxed and civil, all things considered. Only Hartman and O’Quinn, plus one assistant, ate with Cass, Ken, and Mac. The rest of the entourage, including a red-faced Lynch, were encouraged to go with Sanzari’s guards to the large common kitchen they used for meals. Cass announced a moratorium on business discussion until after the meal, partly to keep the lightening mood improving, and partly because she recognized the need to have Lynch present for any serious talks.

Their meal was interrupted just once, by Stone, who escorted the girls in. Each ran to their birth mother and spent several minutes telling stories of their days before Stone gathered them up and shooed them off for bedtime.

“Adorable,” commented Hartman.

“Thank you,” said Cass. 

“Do you have any children?” Kendra added.

“No, I never found the time.”

Cass and Ken shared a glance. 

“Find it,” said Kendra. “Don’t wait for the right moment; that never comes.”

“Never?” said Hartman, looking pointedly at Cass and Ken.

“Almost never,” amended Cass, laughing. “Do you know how we met?”

“I received a general background on you both, but nothing in-depth. Mostly what’s in the public records.”

Cass looked thoughtfully at her. “How urgent is the official part of this visit?”

“Mmm. I’d say it’s important, but not urgent. I – we,” she corrected, looking to O’Quinn. “We have time.”

“We took accommodations in town,” amended O’Quinn.

“Good! Although to tell this, I’m going to need a drink.”

“That rough?” asked a concerned Hartman.

“No,” said Kendra, rising with Cass. “But it’ll take some time.”

In the end, with Mac’s inimitable help, the tale took an hour to tell. Hartman, O’Quinn, and the aide, a young woman named Jessica Staples, were left sitting in their chairs with jaws dropped.

“Oh my,” breathed Hartman. “That was quite the –”

“What ever happened to that criminal in California?” interrupted O’Quinn.

“Junior?”

“That’s the one.”

“I ended up buying his half, cheap, through a dummy corporation. Turns out that Junior wasn’t half as smart as he thought he was, left all sorts of incriminating evidence just lying around, stuff that even the Confederacy cops couldn’t look away from.”

“Didn’t that just make him angrier at you?”

“Dummy corporation,” reminded Kendra. “He may have suspected at the time, but I was careful to keep well away from any direct involvement. I may have borrowed Mac’s services to do the digging, but...”

“Then what happened to Junior?” repeated O’Quinn.

“Last I heard, he’d been thrown in the San Fernando prison on tax evasion charges.” She shrugged. “You can’t cure stupid. He forgot that he didn’t have the muscle to cover his moves, got sloppy, and got caught. All it took was one run of his DNA through the files, and he was toast.”

“And are you still involved in that organization?”

Kendra laughed. “No, I swapped my share in the company to Junior’s partner, a slimy piece of work named Kimball, in exchange for sole possession of the sensie studio. I cleaned it up, got rid of anyone who tried to strongarm the talent, or walk the shady side of the street, and let it run the way I wanted my old studio to run, back in the day. Now I have the money to do it right, and the access to professionals to ensure I can continue doing it.”

“All of our dealings are clean,” said Cass. “If that’s what you’re getting at.”

Hartman looked at O’Quinn, then back to Cass. “Yes, and no. We’d prefer to avoid any entanglements with certain elements. On the other hand, given what we want to do, what we need to talk about, a familiarity with the, what did you call it? ‘The shady side of the street’? That might come in handy.”

“Then I think it might be time to retrieve your Mr. Lynch,” said Kendra. “I’m sure he’ll be on his best behavior.”

“I’m sure he will be.”

The group reconvened a few minutes later in a large room that was held aside for the occasional, unavoidable, meetings. There was plenty of room for Lynch and the other two aides to join them, while the four escorts stood with four of Sanzari’s. It seemed that the informality of the kitchen had thawed those relationships as well. The only one who was standoffish was Lynch. Since the girls had gone to bed, Stone had been invited as well, for her military background.

Hartman introduced the other two aides as Lara, from O’Quinn’s office, and Nicola, from Lynch’s. There weren’t any assistants or aides sitting with the Cassidys. Mac was there, and Stone had been brought in, despite her protests that she wasn’t cut out for, as she put it, ‘dealing with panty-waisted bureaucrats.’

“You asked for the meeting,” said Kendra without any preamble. “Talk.”

“Is this secure?” asked Hartman.

“If you mean, are we protected from outside sources tapping into our systems and getting access to the audio and video of whatever we’re going to say, then yes. That’s one reason Mac’s here, to add the human element to our AI’s security. If you mean, are we free from recording? Then no. Our AI monitors everything in this house, and right now she’s storing it all in her permanents. It won’t go anywhere else,” assured Kendra hastily, seeing the frown on Hartman’s face. “But this is for our protection. We’re businesswomen, not politicians, but we know to cover our asses when dealing with them. No offense.”

Lynch snarled, but Hartman showed a wry smile. “None taken. Very well. Ladies, we need you to build us a navy.”

Cass flashed a look at Kendra.

“A navy? Wet or space? And would you like that with the deluxe options, or just the basic package?” Kendra’s tone was mocking if you were being charitable.

“I don’t know who you think we are, or what we can do, but we’re not in the business of military hardware,” added Cass. “Our businesses build cargo lift for orbital work.”

“You’re building a habitat at L5, to go with the orbital construction yard you’ve already built in geosync over Houston. And that doesn’t get into the deep space exploration ship you’re building in orbit as well. So let’s not talk about, “We just build cargo lift.” You know how to do more than that,” Lynch said with a sneer.

“All of that is accurate,” retorted Kendra hotly. “But we never claimed not to. It’s not what our businesses do. If you came here to get a navy built, then we’re talking business, and that’s just not what we do!”

“The only ships we build, and sell, are cargo ships, meant for ferrying materials out of the Earth’s gravity well and back. Those other projects? Yes, we’re doing them. But we’re doing them because we believe in getting humanity off this dirtball and into deep space!”

“So you support the Solarian Union?” O’Quinn’s voice held more than a hint of despair.

“Those fraknuggets? Not likely!” Kendra was contemptuous. “They’d love nothing better than to put us out of business altogether and spend the next millennium puttering about the system, mining asteroids and huddling under domes. No, thank you!”

“We do our best to deal with them neutrally.” Cass was much calmer than Kendra. “They pay us to build hulls for them, we build hulls. They pay us to lift cargo into orbit, we lift cargo into orbit.”

“They’re stripping the globe bare!” insisted O’Quinn.

“Is there anything I can do to stop them through HLC? You think that I can wave a wand and make them go away? HLC is a private company, not a government. We don’t have an army. The most we can do – which I have done, by the way – is raise our prices to astronomical levels. I know exactly what the other lift companies can provide for tonnage, so the Union really has no choice but to deal with us. Nobody else builds hulls in the quantity we do, either.” Cass shook her head. “I hate what the Union is about, and what they’re doing to the green hills of Earth, all while hiding behind the damned Accords. Again, what can I do to stop them?”

“You could refuse their business!”

Cass scoffed. “Not likely. Remember, they’ve proven that they’re willing to kill from orbit. What’s to stop them from dropping a rock on Houston? Or Wichita? Or any of the other HLC offices, facilities, or factories? Maybe you want to explain to a family why mom won’t ever be coming home? Or have a disaster worse that the flooding of New Orleans?” She paused to shake her head.

“Tell us what you want – not a navy. We can’t do that. What’s your endgame?”

Hartman spoke. “We want to get the Union off the neck of the planet, deal with us as equals, and eventually let the UE get back into space.”

“Zarquon! Why didn’t you just start with that?”

Hartman had the decency to look abashed. “It is rather a reach, isn’t it? ‘Hello, can you help us free the planet from the tyranny of our former colonies-turned-masters?’ Hardly the sort of thing you bring up over dinner.”

Cass nodded.

“And we really do need you to build us a fleet,” added O’Quinn. “But not the type you are thinking.”

“Oh, you mean your idea to resurrect the Second Fleet as spaceships?” Kendra dropped innocently.

Hartman and O’Quinn looked shocked. Lynch looked outraged, again, which Cass was starting to think was his default setting.

“My. That hit a nerve,” she said instead. “I said we were businesswomen. I never said we weren’t smart, or didn’t have access to good intel.”

“How do you know that?” Lynch demanded. “That meeting was utterly confidential!” He turned on O’Quinn. “You! Who leaked info to them? It had to come out of your office, you’re the one who came up with this hairbrained idea!”

“Me?” shot back O’Quinn. “More likely you! You’re the one who hated the idea from the start and wanted it to fail!” He half-rose from his chair, matched by Lynch.

“Gentlemen, gentlemen!” Hartman tried to calm the two, but her words went unheeded. 

“Oh, bugger this,” snapped Stone. With a few quick strides, she was between the two diplomats, arms outstretched. “Oi! Stow it!”

Lynch tried to push her arm away, snapping, “Get out of my way, bitch!”

Cass winced. That was a mistake.

Stone shoved O’Quinn back into his seat with one hand before whirling to face Lynch. With both hands free, she grabbed Lynch under his arms and lifted. Much to the surprise of the former soldier, he found himself off the ground in a heartbeat.

“Hey!” he shouted, but that was all he managed. With another heave, Stone tossed him at the wall. His head impacted first, then his shoulders, then he crumpled to the floor. Before he could recover his wits, Stone was at him, snapping a roundhouse kick that stopped just short of separating his jaw from his skull, and another blow to his chest with her heel on the return. Finally she knelt, grasped his hair in her hands, and slammed the back of his head into the unforgiving wall. Lynch slumped to his side, unconscious.

Kendra was furious. “Hartman, I want him out. Now. He’s a bully and a boor and he can’t hold his temper.”

“That’s the second time he’s gone straight to violence,” said Cass. “Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me. I agree. He goes. Now. And if you won’t, well, there isn’t anything more to discuss, is there?”

Both sets of guards were in the room now. Hartman nodded to two of hers. “Remove him. Clean him up, but get him out of here. When he wakes, do not let him back in under any circumstances.” She turned to Cass. “Is there anywhere we can put him he won’t cause trouble?”

Cass looked at Kendra, eyebrow arched. Kendra nodded.

“SARAH, guide – I’m sorry, I need one of your names.”

“Collins,” said the taller guard.

“Guide Mr. Collins to the soundproof room in the East wing.”

“Yes, Dr. Cassidy,” said the house AI.

“There are restraints in the room,” Cass said to Collins. “They’ll hold him without any trouble, and you two can lock yourselves inside with him so he doesn’t get too frisky if he tries to get loose. It’s not shielded; your comms will still work internally, so if you need help you can get it. SARAH, monitor that room for any problems.”

“I always do,” replied SARAH.

The two guards lifted Lynch and carried him from the room, helped by two of Sanzari’s people.

“Why do you have a room with restraints, you haven’t had any of that sort of problem since the mess with Derek, or is there something that happened I don’t know about, and why do you need it soundproofed, and ohmigawd - !” Mac suddenly stopped and turned a bright red.

Nearly as bright as Cass, as a matter of fact.

Kendra just silently laughed.
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The atmosphere remained tense after Lynch was removed. Nobody spoke for long, long minutes, until the silence was finally broken by Hartman.

“How do you know about Mr. O’Quinn’s Second Fleet idea?” she finally said.

Before Mac could say anything, Cass intervened. “I believe that the industry term is proprietary information, Madame Director.”

“Is that the way we’re going to play now? All formalities? And I thought we were getting along so well.”

Kendra sighed. “We were, until that jackass decided to go off the rails again. Why did you bring him, again?”

Hartman lifted one shoulder in half a shrug. “He was in the initial meeting, and he is the Director of Protective Services. If we’re going to talk about active, armed resistance to the Union then he seemed to be a logical inclusion.” She looked directly at Cass, then Kendra in turn. “Dr. Cassidy, Ms. Cassidy. I apologize for my error.”

A glance between them was enough.

“Accepted,” said Cass, far more lightly than her previous tone. “And please, if we’re going to get anywhere in this discussion, I’m Cass. She’s Kendra. Doing the whole “Doctor Cassidy” and “Ms. Cassidy” is way too formal, not to mention confusing.”

“Then, please, call me Mya. Mr. O’Quinn is Theodore.”

“People usually call me Ted,” corrected O’Quinn. “Not the Director, of course.” That actually evoked a mild laugh.

“Fine. What say we start over, one last time?” Cass suggested.

“With more wine,” amended Kendra. “I think wine will help.”

Wine was distributed and the conversation started again.

“Mya, you told us that you wanted to get the Union off our backs and get the UE into space, right?” Cass looked for confirmation.

“That’s right.”

“Why? And don’t go all noble on me. No politician does anything for purely noble reasons. What’s behind this push?”

“I’ll answer that,” said O’Quinn. “In twenty years, the UE will have starved to death unless we can use our own minerals to improve conditions for our people.”

“Is that just the UE, or is it the whole world? Not to be crass, or cold, but doomsayers have been predicting a Malthusian disaster since, well, since Malthus!” Kendra gestured around her. “Sonora’s in pretty good shape, for example.”

“Oh, there are pockets which will be less impacted,” agreed O’Quinn. “But nowhere is immune. There simply aren’t enough rare earth metals being mined to supply what the UE needs plus satisfy the demands of the Accords.”

“And the demands are increasing,” added Hartman. “We can barely keep up as is.”

Kendra nodded. “And since the Union has the upper hand, no pun intended, they’re aware of everything you try.”

“Exactly.”

“Can’t the UE break the Accords? The Amendment, at least?” Cass looked up from her notes. “That would solve the problem, right?”

“We can break them, but then they drop rocks on us,” said Hartman. “I’m not willing to sacrifice any innocents.”

“But they have plenty of rare-earth metals!” insisted Mac. “It’s all over their systems, they’re trading in hundreds of kilos a week, just about anything you want to name, it’s being mined out of the asteroids mostly, their system security is really shoddy, it’s not even a single system, they might call themselves the Solarian Union but there’s no single organization, it’s just a bunch of colonies that more or less get along, or more or less go along with Artemis, and the only thing they all agree on is that they want the UE to keep shipping up ore, and like I said they have kilos and kilos of the stuff!”

“Can you share that with Mya? Mya, would that allow the UE to get out of the Amendments?”

Mac nodded, fingers working, while Hartman spoke. “We’ve had that information for years, regularly updated. As your specialist just said, their security is truly terrible. It still isn’t enough.”

“Why the frak not?” said Kendra.

“Because they can drop rocks on the UE.” Cass was nodding sadly as she said it. “While they might have a legal right to break the Amendment, that doesn’t do any good if the Union can force the issue.”

Hartman was nodding. “We have no military worth speaking of. Oh, there’s Lynch’s Protective forces, but they’re little more than a glorified police force. There’s no air or sea mobility worth discussing. The craft which is carrying our support?” She nodded at Stone. “You were right, by the way, it’s a Falcon transport. We had to rent it from the Republic of Texas for the duration. We don’t have any of our own.”

“In other words, you can’t project the force you have,” said Stone.

“Yes, exactly.”

“Ted, you had talked about refitting the Second Fleet. You totally stole that idea from Star Blazers, didn’t you?”

“Wha –”

“Hello? Mya, you did a background check on me. What was my hobby before I got into the Diana Project?”

Mya looked inward. “Twentieth, early twenty-first century pop culture.”

“Television and movies – sensies. Once we heard your meeting, and yeah, we heard it all, I did some digging. Wasn’t hard. So you want to turn Second Fleet into a bunch of Argos. How? Did you work the details out?”

O’Quinn looked to Hartman for permission before speaking. “We’ll have to do this in stages. First, evaluate the wrecks for usability.”

“Part of that is hull size,” added Hartman. “Kendra, how big is your warp drive?”

Now it was Kendra’s turn to look surprised.

Hartman looked just a bit smug. “Come now. We have our own sources of intel. Besides, you haven’t exactly been quiet about your projects.”

“Um. No, I guess not. The warp drive itself is fairly compact. Maybe fits in an area two meters wide, five meters long, three meters high.”

O’Quinn was enthusiastic. “That’s great! Almost any hull could take a warp drive then!”

Kendra looked regretful. “No, you really couldn’t. First there’s the radiation that the drive puts out. It’s easy enough to shield, for values of easy. Nothing exotic, or complicated. But it takes space. Then there’s the system that actually manipulates the warp field, and that takes up way more space. Finally, you have to consider that creating a warp field isn’t cheap, in terms of energy. Our test rig has two superconducting capacitors, each of which can store –” She stopped and checked her ‘plant. “Two terawatts. We use those to initiate the field, not run it, but good news, maintaining a warp field takes way less energy. Only about six gigawatts. Oh, and those capacitors need something to charge them. We use a He3 fusion reactor, so there’s that, plus fuel storage.”

“She’s saying it’s not small,” Cass clarified.

“How many cubic meters would the whole system need?”

“Let me ask my project head.” Kendra sent a ping to Roberts, asking her to open a hololink.

The voice started before the projection focused. “Do you know what time it is? Did you ever think I might be  busy with something else?”

“Were you?” asked Kendra.

“That’s not the point,” insisted the scientist, her image appearing. “I could have been.”

“But you weren’t.”

“Well, no.”

“I’ll bet you’re still at the test site. How did it go?”

“No problems at all! We ran up to full power, held it there for six hours, then smoothly collapsed it. Everything worked exactly as it did last time, and the time before. Boss, we’re ready!”

“You’re amazing, Val! That’s great news! Okay, so here’s an off-the-wall question for you.”

“Since when do you announce them?”

“Shut it. If we wanted to install a warp drive, how much space would it take up? Cubic meters.”

“What do you want included? Control runs? Fuel tanks? Sensors for warp navigation?”

“Just what has to be in proximity.”

“None of it needs to be in proximity. We could have the capacitors a kilometer away if we wanted, but we’d pay a penalty in current lost in transmission.”

Kendra resisted the urge to grind her teeth. “Let’s say we wanted to retrofit a ship with a warp drive.”

“Good luck with that! None of the ships your wife builds at HLC is designed for the stresses –”

“Can I have the simple answer, please? Hypothetically, then.”

“Hypothetically? Say five thousand cubic meters. That’s for the drive generator, capacitors, controls, and annie, plus shielding. Doesn’t include anything else.”

“Okay, that’s –”

“And this hypothetical ship better have massive Bussard scoops.”

“Right, good point –”

“And don’t forget the grav plates. Don’t want your crew floating around.”

“Oh, yes –”

“You’ll need good inertial dampers integrated into the design, otherwise, floating or not, that crew’s going to be paste the first time you push the accel.”

“Val!”

“What? It’s a goddam ridiculous question, Kendra! There is one, count ‘em, one, warp drive in existence, and it’s going to be installed in Enterprise just as soon as we get it dismounted and checked over for transport to orbit! We’re building more, but these aren’t like hoverbike engines, you can’t just order one off the shelf. At least for now, after we finish with the essential components, they’re going to be custom-built for the ship they’re fitted to.”

Kendra sighed. “Thanks for confirming what I thought.”

“If that’s what you thought, why didn’t you just ASK that?”

“Long story. I’ll comm you tomorrow –”

“You’re not going to leave me hanging!”

“- and fill you in.” Kendra shut down the link and turned to O’Quinn. “That’s what I thought. No warp retrofit for the fleet. And also no wave motion gun if you were thinking about that. That’s total felgercarb.”

“Felger-what?”

“Never mind. The point is, we can’t do what you’re thinking of. Sorry.”

Cass had been chewing the inside of her lip pensively. “Actually, we might be able to do something.”

Kendra whirled to face her wife. “You’re shitting me.”

“We can’t do a warp drive, or that gun thing, but Ted didn’t say anything about those, did he?”

“Hmm.”

“Ted, what exactly do you want to lift into orbit?”

“In the simplest form, something that will let us take the war to the Union.”

“What about an Orion?” said Cass.

“What’s an Orion?” asked Hartman, interested.

“It’s a really old idea for pushing heavy loads into orbit. Before Photonic Laser Thrusters, someone – Niven? Pournelle? Some rocket scientist – thought of building a big plate, stacking stuff on top of it, and then setting off nuclear bombs beneath it. The detonations would push the plate up with whatever was on the other side.”

“Holy shit,” whispered Kendra. “Nukes?”

“I didn’t say it was good idea,” Cass chastised her. “But it was the inspiration for the PLTs. We do the same thing, we just skip the violent turn-matter-into-energy part. Remember E=MC2? Well, you can apply that here.”

“I get that,” said O’Quinn. “But you can’t be thinking about setting off nuclear weapons beneath a ship?”

“No, I said that’s a bad idea. What I was thinking of was we build a plate, and then instead of nukes to lift it we use the most powerful PLTs we can build.”

“So we lift a plate into orbit? So what?”

Cass looked exasperated. “A plate with stuff on it. We refit the ships, strap them to the plate, and launch. Once in orbit, we release the ships and you’ve brought your war to the Union.”

O’Quinn was stupefied. “That’s brilliant!”

Cass shrugged. “I never said I wasn’t a genius.”

“Wait, wait,” interjected Stone. “Before you all get swelled heads. How are you going to get these ships onto this plate? I thought you all said the Union watched everything and had a nasty habit of dropping rocks on things they didn’t like. You think they’ll be chuffed to let you patch up warships for any reason?”

“Not if they think we’re going to strip them for scrap,” answered Cass.

“Why would they think that?”

“Because we’re going to buy them from whoever owns them and announce our plans to do just that.”

Quickly, Cass sketched out more of her idea. It all hinged on open-handed deception. The first step would be the building of the plate. If asked, it would be described as a new method to get large masses into orbit. PLTs would be built below it, for launch, and on top, for return to the surface. “And that’s all true,” said Cass. “We’re just not talking about what we’re going to launch.”

While the plate was being built, HLC would announce the purchase of the sunken fleet for scrap in the low-key way corporations used for routine transactions. They’d contract out the recovery to another Trust company. Recovery might be tricky, but Cass was confident that the purely technical issues would be worked out. Once the hulks were recovered the real work would begin.

“We’re going to have to make it really look like we’re gutting them for scrap,” said Cass.

“Which shouldn’t be a problem,” said Kendra. “We’re going to have to pretty well take out everything belowdecks to fit in engines, fuel, and munitions. And that doesn’t count the ships that we will be scrapping.”

“Scrapping?” said O’Quinn.

“It all has to look absolutely real. We’re going after the salvage rights to the whole fleet, right?”

“I suppose you would be.”

“Then we have to recover the whole fleet. And we’d start with the smaller units, to evaluate the recovery techniques, so they’re going to need taking care of. Actually, recovering the small ones first will buy us time. We can drag out the scrapping process as a reason why we won’t be working on the large ones. At least, not where we can be seen. The interiors, like I said. We’ll be gutting them.”

“What sort of munitions are we talking about?” said Stone.

“I think our best bet will be missiles,” answered Cass.

“Why missiles? Why not install lasers in the turrets? Can’t beat light speed for weapons.” O’Quinn looked rebellious.

“Because I don’t want to kill anyone we don’t have to, and once you fire a laser you can’t stop it. A missile you can self-destruct before impact.”

“Oh.”

Kendra added, “You really didn’t think this through, did you? “We’ll bring the war to the Union,” you thought, and you grabbed this idea and ran with it. Guess what? War is ugly, war is pain, and war is waste. No, you saw that television show, saw them blowing things up, and your little mind got all sorts of ideas.”

“We might be on board with the idea of resisting the Union. We might even think that having the UE in space will be a good thing. But if you think that we’re going to do anything that will wantonly slaughter people who just happen to be on the other side of a disagreement over exports you’ve got another think coming.”

“Ladies –” started O’Quinn, but Hartman cut him off.

“No. They’re right. Cass, Kendra, if you’re going to help us, then we’re going to listen most carefully to your concerns.”

Cass said, “Not good enough, Mya. You want us to do the work, take the risks, and give you cover. That means we call the shots, not you, not Ted, and not that jagoff Lynch.”

There was a long moment.

Finally Hartman spoke. “I think we can agree to that in principle. We’ll have to work out details.”

“There’s going to be time,” said Cass. “Best estimate we came up with for getting the recovery and refit done is three years.”

“Three years?” sputtered O’Quinn.

“Best case,” reiterated Cass. “Which is good because there’s no way in hell we’re going to settle everything tonight.”

“But you are going to help?”

Cass and Ken only needed a glance; it had all been decided that afternoon, in any case.

“Of course.”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Nine

[image: ]




“You know, I feel kinda bad,” said Kendra later from her side of the bed.

“Mmm?” replied a sleepy Cass. Unlike Kendra, she wasn’t a natural night owl, and the meeting had dragged on. And on. And on. Lynch had eventually come to, but was spending his night at San Raphael Hospital, being treated for a concussion, three cracked ribs, a shattered jaw, and a possible hairline skull fracture. Hartman and O’Quinn, and their aides, had returned to their rooms in town. “In case we wanted to continue the discussion,” explained Hartman. Although Cass had begged off, citing her suddenly-full Friday at HLC, Kendra had agreed to comm them at ten.

“We sorta ambushed them.”

“Mmmf. What did you tell me?”

“I’ve told you lots of things.”

“About planning.”

“Proper planning prevents piss-poor performance?”

“That. We planned. They didn’t.” Cass snuggled closer.

“I can’t believe that they built this whole thing out of an old television show!”

“Good thing that’s your hobby.”

“I’m just happy that they didn’t try to rope Enterprise into their little war.”

Cass sat up. Apparently, this was going to be one of those nights. “Ken-doll, Enterprise is going to have to be involved.”

Kendra sighed unhappily. “I know, but –”

“You know that she’s going to have the ability to thrash any ship the Union has,” continued Cass.

“Yes, but –”

“The biggest risk is that the Union will sniff out what we’re trying to do and take her out while she’s still in the yard.”

“I had a thought about that,” said Kendra.

“Uh-huh.”

“I know that look! It’s not a crazy idea!”

“Hon, most of your ideas are crazy, but that’s something I love about you.” She kissed her. “What’s your idea?”

“Space fighters,” admitted a sheepish Kendra.

“Space fighters? Oh, babe, that’s just so far beyond our current tech I can’t even begin to tell you.” Cass sat up straighter, fully engaged now.

“Hold on, hold on! Let me explain,” pleaded Kendra. “I’ve been talking to Val about this, and I think we’ve got solutions to most issues.”

“You think so? Okay, Ms. Secret Agent, let’s go.”

“Here’s what we were thinking. You remember the designs for the shuttles they were going to use on the Enterprise before you came along with your teleport?”

This was an interesting direction. Cass was expecting something pulled from Kendra’s obsession with television, but the proposed shuttles were a different matter. They were large craft, relatively speaking, about thirty meters long by seven wide by five high, with a slightly aerodynamic shape since they had been intended for atmospheric work. The design called for retractable wings and landing struts as well, and were intended to carry up to eight crew from orbit to ground and back.

“Yes...”

“We hadn’t planned to build any because we’re installing your transporters.”

“Quantum teleportation modules.”

“My ship. Transporters.”

“Whatever.”

“The point is we have the plans, and the ability to build small, independently maneuverable spaceships.”

“Unarmed spaceships.”

“I’m getting to that.”

“Is this what you do while I sleep? Sit there and dream up these wild ideas?”

“No, usually I think of ways to wake you up. Do you want to talk about my idea to protect Enterprise or not?”

“I’d rather talk about your ways to wake me up.” That stopped conversation for the night.

At breakfast, once the girls had gone charging off to their routines, dragging a bemused and somewhat bedraggled Aunt Mikki, the discussion resumed.

“You were saying something about the shuttles last night,” offered Cass.

“Before someone distracted me, yes.”

Mac interrupted. “I don’t want to hear about it, I mean I’m glad you’re happy, I know you’re happy, and I’m still a little freaked out by your restraint room, you do you and all that, but maybe not at breakfast okay?”

Cass and Kendra’s laughter filled the room.

“Kendra has an idea to turn shuttles into space fighters,” explained Cass.

“Ooh, that would be cool!”

“Where were we when we left off?”

“Unarmed.”

“Right. The shuttles were intended to be overpowered for their planned uses.”

“I remember that. The thinking was they wouldn’t have to be redesigned for other missions.”

“Exactly, so what I’m thinking is we take some of that excess power and reroute it to a phased particle emitter.”

Cass quirked an eyebrow. “Phased particle emitter? You been taking some quantum mechanics courses on the side?”

“No, just asking Val smart questions. Like, what sort of by-product from shuttle engines could be used for a weapons system.”

“Uh-huh. How long have you been thinking about space fighters? This is way too detailed to be a recent idea.”

Kendra tried to look innocent. “Oh, not that long. Maybe a couple, three, years. Possibly four. Would you believe four?” Cass was shaking her head and smiling. “Okay, okay, five years and a bit, ever since we found out about Enterprise.”

Something Kendra said the night before finally clicked. “I’ll bet you actually have some built.”

“Um.”

“How many?”

“Just six.”

Cass rolled her eyes. “I have to get to Houston, but we’re going to talk when I get home tonight, young lady,” she intoned in her best mock stern voice.

“Young lady? You’re all of three weeks older than me!”

“I said what I said.” Cass stood, kissed Kendra’s forehead.

“You think you’re getting out of here with that?”

“Uh, guys, still here,” said Mac. They walked out together; a moment later, Kendra walked back in.

“Mac, we need to plan.”

​
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Chapter Ten
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Three weeks later, Kendra, Cass, and Mac traveled to Geneva with an escort to meet with Hartman. Getting into the Borlaug building was easier than they expected, even though they had been invited and were on the official visitor’s log; Kendra suspected the wheels had been greased to get them past security more quickly. Be that as it may, soon enough they were in Hartman’s private conference room.

“Ladies –” began the Director, but Kendra held up a hand.

“Mac?”

Mac took out a padd, and another new device Kendra didn’t recognize, and walked the perimeter of the room. Shortly, she nodded, putting away what was now obviously a scanner.

“Now we’re clear,” said Kendra. “Sorry, Madame Director, but we can’t take any chances with this getting out.”

“First, I thought we were past Madame Director?”

Kendra nodded in acknowledgement. “Mya.”

“Second, you know that neither Ted nor I will say anything. We take the security of this gambit most seriously!”

Kendra didn’t answer directly. “Mac, what did you find?”

“Well, the Director’s right, her security has been really, really tight, I haven’t been able to penetrate it more than once a day for the past week, that’s pretty good, and Ted’s been almost as diligent, I mean I can get in and out easily enough, but there’s nothing about our little project in any of his records anywhere, so you don’t need to worry about them, but we knew this room was connected to official UE recording systems, those run all the time, and now there’s at least one additional feed running from here, I haven’t been able to trace it all the way back to the origin yet, but I have my suspicions, and as soon as I have anything solid I’ll let you know, but someone really wants to listen in.”

Kendra turned her attention back to Hartman. “Three guesses as to who that might be, and if you need more than one maybe you aren’t the right person to be spearheading this.”

“Lynch.” It was a flat statement.

Cass agreed. “I think that’s a reasonable conclusion. He was skeptical to begin with, and I’m afraid our meeting wouldn’t have done anything to persuade him otherwise.”

“Broken ribs will do that to a person,” added Kendra wryly.

“In any case, I think that two things need to come out of this meeting today, even if we don’t accomplish anything else. First, we’re not going to meet here again, if only because none of us can guarantee the security.”

“In light of what you’ve revealed, I have to agree. What’s the other point?”

“It’s also the last time we meet with you, Mya. In fact, it might be best if you disavowed this entire idea, and fired Ted.”

O’Quinn appeared surprised, but Hartman simply said, “Can you explain your reasoning?”

“Plausible deniability. Or to be blunt, you need to cover your ass so you can cover ours when we need it,” answered Kendra. “You publicly renounce his ideas – without ever getting specific about what the ideas are, just some bureaucratic crap like, ‘Mr. O’Quinn has taken it upon himself to move in a direction which is anathema to the values of the UE Distribution Directorate.’ Rubbish like that.”

“Go on.”

“Then I hire him in at HLC. That’s nothing unusual, government workers go private all the time,” Cass continued. “I give him a title and some phoney baloney job, and he disappears from everyone’s radar. At least, any casual observer.”

“Lynch might put two and two together,” Kendra picked up. “But he’s not going to have the resources to crack HLC, not easily, and we can set things up so that Ted’s on a separately secured system. I have some ideas on backchannel communications so he can stay in touch with you and keep you posted on our progress.”

“And the second thing is, you’re going to have to approve a rather large contract,” finished Cass. “It’s going to be unfortunately vague and nonspecific, and you’re going to take heat for it, but there’s not much we can do about that.”

“What if we put Ted at OutLook?” suggested Mac. “I mean, it’s not on anyone’s radar, there’s no public connection to you or Kendra, even though she used to work there that’s not really public information, most people who think of her either know her as a sensie star or as the inheritor of the Trust, I know it’s a challenge to get in and out but he’s going to have access to world-class secured communications, and I’d be happy to show him around just like I did for you, Cass.”

“OutLook?” asked Hartman.

“It’s a company that our husband bought before he married us for reasons I don’t need to go into now. It operates in the grey areas of the law, mostly. Certainly nowadays.”

“That’s not bad, Mac,” said Cass. “He’d basically drop entirely out of sight, but he’d have even better access than if he were at HLC. And it would serve to insulate Mya just a bit more, since there won’t be the direct connection between her and HLC.”

“We can explain this meeting, and the last one, as negotiations for us to do the salvage work,” said Kendra, warming to the idea. “And the contract can be based on what we expect to recover on your behalf from the wrecks.”

“We have to ensure that the contract looks like it makes sense, even if it’s way overvalued for what we’re going to deliver. Graft and corruption, your fellow Directors will understand. Active rebellion? Not so much.”

O’Quinn had been silently watching the exchanges. “Do I get a say in this?” 

“No,” answered Cass, but she was grinning. “Not really.”

“Mya, this makes sense,” Kendra said.

“Yes, it does. It will also separate Ted and Mr. Lynch before anything serious happens, and that can work into his official reason for dismissal as well.”

“But Director!”

“Ted, it’s for the best. Surely your assistant can take over here for you?”

“Oh, certainly they can. But – fired?”

“If this works, and you want to return, then you can. And if it doesn’t work, well, we’re going to have bigger problems.”

O’Quinn looked from Hartman to Cass, then to Mac. “And just where is OutLook located?”

“Oh, it’s in New Orleans, in the old Mint, we’ve got a great facility, it’s only gotten better since they put Montana in charge, she was an agent before she became the boss, and she’s really got our backs, and she even changed how we access the headquarters, it used to be a really rough time getting through the swamps, did Kendra tell you about the time she was bringing in Cass and Joe, that’s Joe Buckley, he doesn’t work for us any more, he’s off learning the art of forgery from another old friend of Kendra’s, anyways Joe lost a foot to an alligator, but we fixed him right up, and now we don’t have to do that because Kendra, or maybe it was Cass, they had a couple tube runs put in from the roads that get closest, so now it’s just like commuting in anywhere else, though I guess nobody really goes home at night, did I mention that there are quarters there for everyone, I’ll be happy to show you mine, I think you’ll fit right in once we find you an office, it’s going to have to be secure but you won’t have to worry because that’s my department, and –” Mac became aware of the four pairs of eyes watching her, Ted’s wide as saucers, and ground to a halt. “But maybe we can talk about this later?” she finished.

“That’s our Mac,” chuckled Kendra. “But she’s right, Ted. You’re going to be just fine at OutLook.”

Ted recovered his wits to a degree. “Do you want me to work on my resignation?”

“No, Ted, we’ll do that later. For now, I think we should get back to the real subject of our meeting, our plans for salvaging and refitting Second Fleet.”

Kendra took her cue.

“We’ve purchased the salvage rights from the United States. We also paid a pretty hefty bribe to the New Confederacy, since they were claiming ownership based on the locations they sank. You’ll see those items on the first invoice we send you; try not to wince.”

“Above or below a billion Sonoran credits?”

“Below,” said Cass. “Not by much.”

“We’ll handle it,” assured Hartman.

“There’s going to be an official announcement in a week, when the next billing cycle ends, so we’ll need everything in place on your end before that. I’d rather not have to backdate anything.”

“I have the contract all drawn up. We just have to sign it and we’re in business, if you’ll excuse the pun.”

“We’ll do that before we leave. Kendra, you want to run through the details one more time?”

Kendra checked her ‘plant, then nodded. 

“We build the Orion plate, that’s already underway, at the HLC launch site in Pasadena. That’s in the Republic of Texas, near Houston, not the one in Cali. One of the other Trust companies, CusslerNautics, specializes in deep sea recovery, so we’ve officially subcontracted out to them the actual raising of the fleet. Best estimate, if everything goes well, is the initial survey will be completed in a month. Recovery operations should be underway within sixty days. Once recovered from the seabed, the ships will be transported to Galveston Bay and evaluated for suitability for conversion.” She looked around, ensuring that everyone was with her, before continuing.

“There were seventy-six ships of various types in Second Fleet at the time of its sinking. Of those, six were undergoing repairs or replenishment and weren’t caught in the storm, and eight survived. That leaves sixty-two ships on the bottom of Mobile Bay, and we’ve got rights to them all. Mac?”

“There were two aircraft carriers, five heavy cruisers, eight light cruisers, fifteen destroyers of various types, twenty-two frigates, and ten auxiliary vessels, like oilers and resupply ships, sunk in the storm.”

“Mac’s been going blind poring over satellite images, reports, and soundings from various sources. We don’t want to waste time finding them.”

“A question, Kendra?” said Ted.

“Sure.”

“If you know where the wrecks are, and only some of them are suitable for conversion, why bother recovering them?”

“It’s all part of the maskirovka,” she said. “If we didn’t raise them all, then someone’s going to wonder why not. We can’t have that, even if it isn’t the Union asking the questions. This is just a routine transaction, the UE contracted to HLC for salvage, so HLC is doing it.”

“Why HLC?” continued Ted.

Cass answered. “Good question. Several reasons. Because HLC has the closest relationship with the Union of all the lift companies, the wrecks are nearby, relatively speaking, and HLC is uniquely positioned to cut out the middleman, actually saving the UE money if anyone wants to do the beancounting.”

“Okay, I can see how that makes sense,” Ted agreed, nodding.

“The ones which are too small are the ones we scrap first,” Cass resumed. “We’ll still make a show of checking them, but that’s going to be mostly for form’s sake. We’ll also salvage them first, partially to reassure our Union spies that we’re doing what we said we’re going, and partly for the practice. Raising the larger ships will be a bitch. We hope to get a good process rolling: recover, assess, scrap.”

“This will start happening in six months.”

“Why so long?”

“The primary concern is the Orion plate. It’s going to be easily two kilometers in diameter, and even though it’s basically just a Durasteel slab with a few modifications, that takes time. We can’t start loading kilotons of shipwrecks on it until we finish building. The other concern is we’re headed into hurricane season, so we’re going to push any complex processes off until after the peak passes. It’s much easier on our people to cut and run if they just have to retrieve some ROVs and a few submersibles. Getting caught in ten-meter waves and two hundred kilometer winds will wreck anyone’s day if they’re towing salvage.”

“Makes sense. That puts us into November?”

“Yes. With a little good fortune, we’ll have the first vessel recovered by the holidays, then we’ll have a better sense of how long the rest of that phase will take.”

“I begin to see why you think this is a three-year project.”

“Minimum,” reminded Cass. “If everything goes as planned. If there aren’t any nasty surprises. The list goes on.”

Hartman decided to get involved. “Have you solved the armament problem?”

“That was actually the easiest,” answered Kendra. “Missiles are missiles, more or less. We’re going old-tech for these, using chemical, liquid-fuel engines, with OMS systems for course correction, salvaged LIDAR and guidance systems, and depleted uranium nosecones for penetration. The damage will be all from the kinetic energy transfer on impact, so we can save space for fuel by omitting explosives.”

“We’ve already contracted out to Cyberdyne Systems for their manufacture. They were a bit surprised at the quantity we wanted, but they’re solid.” Cass looked just a bit smug. “The Trust is the largest minority stockholder, so a few words through our directors and we were good. The first fifty for testing will be ready by the end of the year.”

“How are you going to test them?” Hartman looked genuinely puzzled. “These are missiles, after all. I don’t think the Union will take kindly to seeing them flying around in orbit.”

“We’re going to boost them with supplies for Diana. The Union has been quite, ah, let’s just say discreet in their observations of the Project for the past year or so,” Cass said coyly.

“What she means is she told the bastards at Artemis City that if she caught any of their ships within fifty thousand kliks of Diana she’d double their lift price. If she caught them again, she’d cut them off.” Kendra looked extremely pleased at the memory. “Gave us a really nice bump to the revenue stream about a week later.”

“You didn’t!”

Cass’s grin was savage. “You bet I did. There’s a reason governments hate monopolies and near-monopolies. They’re just lucky that I have a sense of decency and ethics.”

Kendra couldn’t quite conceal her snort, provoking a glare from Cass that promised retribution later.

“As I was saying. We’ll boost the missiles to Diana, then we can test to our heart’s content. Diana trails the moon by almost four hundred thousand kliks, which is only around the corner in space, but it’s far enough to reduce their ability to pick up on what we’re doing. Plus, I’ve had some ideas that should help out.”

“Like what?” asked Ted.

“Once you’re at OutLook, we can talk about it. Right now let’s just say Need To Know and move on.”

“Oh, right.”

“Cass has diverted some of her HLC engineers to work the problem of conversion. They have deck plans of the various ships, so they’re not working blind, but we’re figuring that we’re going to pretty well keep just a shell.” Kendra sent a command to her ‘plant, and a screen lit up, showing a design. “As you can see, we’re keeping the superstructure and the hull, but losing just about everything else, including the turrets. This will help with the weight problem, as well as giving us a substantial pile of scrap to convince the Union of our good intentions.”

The image changed.

“We’re going to use basic sublight engines for thrust. They’re not fancy, but they’re reliable and robust. For maneuver, there will be a series of baffles leading from the engine to strategically placed attitude controllers around the ships. For fine control, we’ll use OMS packs.”

Again, the image changed.

“Forward will be the magazines. Since the missiles won’t have explosive warheads, the only concern is the fuel. It’s a hypergolic mixture, so if there’s a rupture we run the risk of an uncontrolled reaction. Our solution is to mount all the storage cells against the interior of the hull, add a double-wall bulkhead behind those, and hinge the exterior of each cell. The fuel itself will be stored in pressurized containers in each missile cell, and there’s only going to be enough for the one missile in that cell, cutting down the volume.”

An animation started playing.

“When we’re ready to fire, the outer door will pop open – that’s how we reload, if we ever get that far – the missile is dropped into space, and then the engine ignites. We could theoretically drop the entire load in a single volley, but reloading isn’t going to be easy, or quick.”

“You’ve figured out how to reload?”

“Theoretically,” clarified Cass. “All of this is theoretically, until we actually have something to put into the black.”

“How do you have even this much?”

“A bunch of it is thanks to Mac. If there’s a problem that can be solved by the proper application of computers, she’s our go-to. We’ve also picked the brains of our own ships’ captains, since a bunch of them have wet navy experience. Don’t worry,” she said in response to the worry on the bureaucrats’ faces. “We’re not telling them about missiles, just a platform for mass deployment of mining probes.”

“Mining probes?”

Kendra agreed with the disbelieving tone. “Yeah, I wouldn’t buy that for two minutes myself, but our people are good. They know when to keep their lips zipped.”

Her diagram changed. “Forward, we’ll replace the bow with a Bussard scoop, and the main processing and fuel tank will be between the missile cells.”

“This might sound ignorant, but isn’t that a bit dangerous? Fuel between missiles?”

“Not as bad as it sounds. We’re already doing the double interior bulkheads to isolate the cells from the rest of the ship; the hypergolics are bad, but they’re not going to penetrate the bulkheads, even if there’s a catastrophic hit and they all go up. Mac ran the numbers, and I trust her. And the fuel isn’t as problematic as you might think. The primary power plant is an annie, so –”

Ted cut in. “Sorry, a what?”

“Annie. Antimatter reaction plant. It’s the only power source with enough oomph to do what we need in space. But that’s why the fuel isn’t a problem; we can use just about anything for fuel, as long as we have enough positrons and antineutrinos. Most of what we’ll use can be scavenged in flight, but it needs to be separated.” Cass sighed. “Do you really want a lecture on how an annie works? Because it really is rocket science, and I am a rocket scientist. I can go on about it all day.”

“She really can,” agreed Kendra.

“I think we’ll take your word for it,” said Hartman. “Fuel collection and separation in the bow. Then?”

The image switched to the midsection of a ship. “The superstructures will be upgraded with ablative and anti-radiation armor. We’ll save cubic by not having to install particle shielding; these ships won’t even come close to a significant percentage of c. But we still need to protect the crew from solar radiation, plus whatever the Union figures out to throw at them. Most of the control spaces for the ship will be in there, along with the computers. Quarters, mess, supplies, that’ll all be belowdecks.”

“Finally we get to the engine room. This is going to be the trickiest bit since our thought is to allow for the commander to dump the engineering section in case of critical damage.” The view of the proposed ship shifted to the aft third, with flashing red rings on the deck and the keel.

“Cass modified the basic annie plant design just a bit. All annies have a capacitor to provide power to the magnetic bottle containing the antimatter; she decided that a ‘tell-me-three-times’ design would be safer, so there are three, any one of which can hold the bottle for ten minutes. There’s an ejection system which will jettison the bottle, magnets, and capacitors, either above or below the ship. Which direction will be determined at the time, based on damage, friendlies in the area, and other factors. There’s also an auxiliary He3 plant, which will provide enough power to run the sublight engines at about 20% capacity until they run out of fuel. That’s about four hours.”

“Can’t they collect He3 with the Bussard?”

“Yes, but there’s only about one atom of He3 for every million atoms of He floating round. We might be able to stretch the fuel supply a bit, but if they’ve ejected the annie because of damage they’re going to have bigger problems.”

The display faded to black.

“It’s not going to be easy, or quick. But it’s doable.”

Hartman was impressed, and said so. “How did you pull all this together so quickly?”

“We’ve been working the problem ever since our first meeting,” said Kendra. “We don’t like to fail at anything.”

“On behalf of the planet, I hope you don’t fail at this,” Hartman said sincerely.

Kendra replied with equal sincerity. “We don’t intend to.”

​
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Chapter Eleven
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“Kendra, we’ve got to talk.”

“That sounds ominous,” said the blonde, turning from her screen. Summer was in full force, and she was taking advantage of the brilliant sunshine to sit outside their home. Her tall, redheaded wife stepped between her and the sun.

“Hey! You’re messing with my tan!”

“Kendra, I’m serious. We need to talk. About Enterprise.”

“So sit down and talk. It’s too nice to spend the whole day inside.”

Cass pulled a chair around so she could face Kendra.

“Have you decided?”

“Wow. Right for the jugular.”

“Kendra...”

“I know, I know. It’s not like I haven’t been thinking about it.”

Cass waited for Kendra to continue.

Heavy sigh. “I don’t think there’s any choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Not if we’re serious about the plan. Enterprise could make the difference.”

More waiting.

“And it’s not like she won’t be able to fly rings around anything the Union has. Their scows are designed for flying through the black on nice, slow trajectories, planet-hopping, ferrying cargo around. Frankly, the only reason the UE has had a problem is because they ceded the whole space industry to the private sector. Now, that’s good for us, but not for them.”

“The UN did that.”

“UE, UN, whatever, the bureaucrats who can’t see that it’s raining soup and all they have to do is bring a bucket. They’re all worried about dividing the mud equally, and so we end up with a bunch of jumped-up colonists dropping tin cans on airplanes from LEO.”

“You’re going to go ahead with it?”

“Yeah.” Kendra sat up. “You really know how to ruin a perfectly good lazy day.”

“Lazy for you maybe, I’m up to my eyebrows in paperwork!”

“Like I said. Skills. Good thing you love me.”

That melted her. It always did. Cass held out her hand.

“Come on in. Let’s see what I can do to help you.”

“I thought you said you were up to your eyebrows in paperwork?” Kendra stretched and stood.

“I maybe exaggerated a little. Besides, when I have ever been able to resist you?”

“Well, there was that time senior year –” The banter continued into the office but stopped once they settled in.

“You retained a shuttlebay on the Enterprise.” The way Cass spoke, it was a statement, not a question.

“It made sense to keep it,” agreed Kendra. “Once the hull was in place, we needed ways to access the interior with bulky equipment and materials.”

“And how many shuttles will it hold? The new models, that is.”

“Six.”

“What a coincidence! And you just happen to have a half-dozen built.”

“And tested and certified. They’re good to go.”

“How long until Enterprise is ready?”

“It’s going to be a while yet. The primary hull is pressurized, all the fiddly bits are in place and operational. The bridge, AI network, sublight engines, inertial dampers and grav plates, all good to go. Except the AI; we haven’t awakened it yet. So far, we can get by on the auxiliary computer systems. We also haven’t installed any of the weapons systems, but to be fair, nobody was thinking about arming her until last year.”

“That’s farther along than I thought. But I suspect the other shoe is about to drop.”

“Yeah, the secondary hull is still open to vacuum. The skin is mostly in place, but we’re relying on internal airlocks to keep from venting atmo into the black. The drive is going to be boosted next week, and then we are going to have to seal the hull because there’s no way Val’s going to work in a suit.”

“And vacuum won’t harm the drive?”

“The component parts have been bagged and tagged in an inert atmo mix, so they’re not actually going to be exposed to vacuum, but no. They’re all rated to survive death pressure.”

“What else?”

“Well, we still need your transporters installed.”

“There a problem on HLC’s end?”

“No, just getting all of the redundant systems properly in place. We listened when you emphasized the importance of making it as failsafe as possible.”

This was a familiar topic, so Cass moved on. “You already mentioned weapons. What have you and Val cooked up?”

“There’s the phased particle emitters that we’ve installed on the shuttles.”

“You can’t really call them shuttles anymore.”

“Yeah, but they have to have a really amazing name, you know? And I haven’t come up with one yet.”

“Riiiight. Phased particle emitters. You’d scale them up, I assume?”

“Well, that’s an issue, according to Val. Yes, we can scale them up, but we get less bang for our buck instead of more.”

This intrigued Cass. “Oh?”

“Val can explain it better, but basically the amount of energy we spend to keep the particles properly phased increases geometrically.”

“Oh, so twice the destructive power needs four times the energy?”

“I knew you’d get it! Why haven’t you been more involved in this?”

“I plan to be. You’re going to need a science officer, right?”

“Right.”

“I want the job.”

“You?”

“Do you want my resume? Or are you familiar with my body of work?”

“No, no, it’s not that. I know you’re qualified. It’s just, well, I don’t want anyone thinking that you get the position because of me.”

Cass’s eyes twinkled. “That’s really sweet of you, but I think I can stand on my own two feet. PhD from MIT, remember? Quantum teleportation?”

“Fair points. Okay. I’ll put you forward as science officer once we get to having an actual captain. But you dodged my original question. Why haven’t you been more involved?”

“Because one, it’s your dream project, not mine, and two, I already had a focus for my work. You didn’t, after handing OutLook over to Cris. You know, I always wondered something.”

“Yeah?”

“Back when we got married. You told Talbott that you were quitting, right?”

“Right, then she talked me into one more courier run.”

“And we both know what a shitshow that was. The point is, you were quitting. What were you planning to do next?”

Kendra sat in thought for several seconds.

“This is going to sound silly.”

“Try me.”

“I did everything for ohana.”

Cass reached out and stroked Kendra’s cheek. “You still do.”

Kendra pressed Cass’s hand with hers. “True. I want there to be a world for our girls to grow up in; that’s the only reason I’ve gone along on this insane ride with Mya and Ted. If it was all about politics, they could go pound sand.”

“I know, sweetheart.”

Kendra cleared her throat and brushed at her eyes. “Awful dusty in here. Anyways, where was I?”

“Everything for ohana.”

“And that was the extent of my plan. All I knew is that I was ready to make you and Derek the center of my universe, and everything else would come out of that.” She stopped, started to speak, stopped again. Finally, she said, “And why did this come up now?”

“No particular reason, just a random squirrel thought.”

“I thought I was the only one with squirrels?”

“You may be rubbing off on me.”

“I should hope. We’ve been together eight years now.”

“So how much of an energy penalty are you looking at to scale up your emitters to a useful level?”

Kendra batted her eyelashes at Cass. “Oh, you say the most romantic things! The ones on the shuttles are rated at two thousand megajoules, which we figure is enough for close-in attacks but not for standing off. A hundred kliks or less.”

Cass was nodding. “Attenuation.”

“Why do I bother explaining science shit to you? You are the rocket scientist in the family, after all.”

“It amuses you?”

“More like it amuses you.”

“Maybe.” There was a definite twinkle in her eyes at that.

“Fine. Then you already know that the phase lock decreases with the square of the distance.”

“How many megajoules?”

“We actually thought about going for just over three gigajoules. That would deliver two hundred megajoules at up to five hundred kliks.”

“At a cost of over five hundred times the energy!”

“And that’s where it all falls apart, yeah.”

Cass sat in silent thought. When it became clear that she wasn’t going to say anything just yet, Kendra continued.

“We’re still going to install a number of emitter arrays around the ventral and dorsal sides of both hulls, but they’re going to be for close-in defense. Basically, we don’t want the Union throwing rocks at us.”

“Can’t beat lightspeed for defense,” agreed Cass. “Did you have any other thoughts?”

“Val had one, which is to mount a spinal laser longi – longitude – along the long axis of the lower hull. She figures that she can get a yield of two petajoules at two light-seconds, in tenth-second bursts, without a huge amount of fuss, but it’s going to take a serious rebuild.”

“And that only allows for a single dimension of attack.”

“And it only allows for a single dimension of attack, yeah. But talk about reaching out and touching someone! We could sit in spacedock and be in position to threaten Artemis City! That could end this little war real quick.”

“Or get us labeled as the greatest murderers since Stalin.” Kendra looked like she was about to protest, but Cass continued. “And don’t tell me you wouldn’t use it. If you build a weapon, you have to be prepared to use it. Otherwise, it’s an empty threat.”

“Which is why we’ve thought of another alternative. We talked to Mya about missiles, right?”

“Right, but those are going to be ridiculously short-ranged! A few hundred kliks, at most, before they burn out and go ballistic.”

“Yeah, but what if we give them just a little bit of a brain?”

“Oh, Kendra, have you been watching Termination again?”

“Terminator, and no. I’m talking about just a little kernel of an AI, just enough to be smarter about the flight.”

“You intrigue me strangely. Go on”

“The missiles for the fleet are going to be dumb, right? Select a target for them, set the tracking, and fire it off at max thrust and hope that it gets through whatever defenses the Union can cobble together.”

“Right.”

“I think we can double or triple the range of the missiles, plus make them harder to detect, with just a bit more intelligence.”

Cass made ‘go on’ motions with her hand.

“It’ll take some engineering, but Val assures me that no single part is that challenging. We have to allow for variable thrust on the engine, we have to set it up for multiple active/inactive phases, and we have to give the on-board processor some flexibility.”

“I think I see where you’re going with this.”

“If the processor is programmed for target A, and it’s fifteen hundred kliks away, then it’s up to the program to calculate how to use the fuel in order to reach the target. That’s going to mean low-power launches, and long coasting periods, but the upside is that during flight they’ll be holes in space while the thrusters are shut down.”

“That sounds promising!”

“Two problems. First, they’re not small and we won’t be able to store many. Enterprise is supposed to explore, not fight, dammit. The second problem is launching them, which is also about the design.”

“Didn’t you plan to have planetary probes?”

“Yes, but they’re basically pushed out the shuttlebay. Low tech solution, but this is our first attempt at a proper starship. We’re going to be happy to get her flying!”

“Then we’re back to emitters and maybe a spinal laser?”

“For now. Val already has ideas for the Mark Two.”

Cass paused, then said, “Maybe we’re going about this wrong.”

“Tell me.”

“Spacedock and Diana.” Diana was the habitat they had been building at L5. “Maybe I’ve gotten some of your crazy. Are the shuttles still equipped with tractor beams?”

Kendra considered this. Tractor and pressor beams were an offshoot of the gravitonic research that had produced the grav plates. By focusing beams of positive or negative gravitons, a beam could either pull an object closer or push it away without incurring the wrath of Newton’s Third Law. The shuttles, since they had been intended as multifunction vehicles, had been equipped with the most powerful units their power plants could handle, allowing them to function as a sort of tug.

“Yes, there wasn’t any need to remove them.”

“What if we use them to push, or maybe pull, Spacedock out to L5?” Spacedock was in geosynchronous orbit over Houston, making it a relatively easy boost for HLC’s main campus. There were limited living quarters attached for the crew that was building Enterprise, but it was never intended as a long-term installation.

“I’d have to get someone with a bigger brain to figure out the details, but I can’t think why it wouldn’t work. Might be slow going, but that’s not a concern right now.”

“Exactly!”

“And we’ll have a hell of a time boosting all the way to L5.”

“That’s where the shuttles come in. HLC boosts to LEO, transfers cargo to the shuttles, the shuttles ferry it all out to Diana. And, as a bonus, we can plan on integrating Spacedock into Diana and give us an inherent ship-building and -repair capacity.”

Kendra looked at Cass incredulously. “You just came up with this.”

“Yup.”

“Right now. While we were talking.”

“Yup.”

“I always knew I loved you for your brain.”

“Then you’re going to go nuts for this.”

“Hit me.”

“Mount the missiles on Diana. Use box cells like we’re going to install on the ships, and just fire them off the hull. We can even build integral magazines and launchers in the time we have; Diana’s plans have always had a great deal of flexibility for organic growth. Build more of your not-shuttles, and we can have some on patrol, some ferrying supplies, and still have enough in reserve to keep the Union honest until we’re ready.”

Kendra looked gobsmacked. “That’s astounding!”

“Just one other little detail.”

“One?”

“I’m sure there are more. One for now.”

“Yes?”

“We’re going to need to find a proper commander for this lash-up before we go too much further. I mean, you’re not planning to run everything, are you?”

“I certainly can’t command a starship!”

“Did I finally find something Ms. Super-Agent can’t do?”

“Let’s just say that it requires skills that I don’t possess and don’t have time to acquire.”

“What are we going to do about it, then? We need a commander for your Enterprise.” 

“I think I have a candidate.” ​
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Chapter Twelve
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Kendra was being piloted from the HLC campus to the soon-to-be-moved and still-expanding Spacedock. She was accompanied by the prime candidate for the captaincy of the Enterprise, Commander Jennifer Martinez, currently on very inactive duty with the Northern Imperium Navy. She had been contacted initially by Sanzari when that notable had been serving undercover in the NIN. OutLook had kept tabs on her career after Sanzari had left, carefully feeling her out for plans after NIN. When Martinez had been relieved of command for the sin of dressing down a junior officer who happened to be connected to the ruling Daley family, OutLook’s agents struck quickly.

Her loyalty to the Imperium was unshaken, but she was willing to consider the possibility of moving on from the Navy at an opportune moment. After that contact, she had spent the next fourteen months on the beach, shuffling from one make-work position to another, before Kendra’s search for experienced naval officers was passed off to Montana. Martinez was persuaded to take some of her accumulated leave to meet with a VIP at HLC, only to be hustled off to a waiting ship, strapped down, and launched into orbit with Kendra and a pilot.

“Hi,” said Kendra brightly from the seat across from her. “Bet you’re wondering what’s going on.”

“You might say that. Yes.”

Martinez was taller than Kendra, whipcord thin with a shock of short black hair resting above a strong face. Deep-set eyes stared intently at Kendra. She had traveled in civilian clothes, but it was obvious to anyone that she’d spent her whole life in uniform and was far more comfortable presenting that face to the world.

“Let’s start with introductions. You’re Commander Jennifer Allison Martinez, friends call you Jen or Alley. You were born in Mukwanago, in the Imperium, in 2082, third of five children and the oldest daughter. You were on the military track in secondary school, chose the navy for your service, and attended the NIN Academy, graduating tenth in a class of two hundred and eight, in 2103. You were sent to sub school in Chicago before being assigned to the NIS Waukeegan, an attack sub, as a navigator. You were promoted from Ensign JG to Ensign while on the Waukeegan, did a tour ashore at command school, and returned to sea in the NIS Aurora. There you received a promotion to Lieutenant and served as division head. You had another stint ashore, completing XO school, before rejoining the Aurora in that role. You served a year under Captain Andrews, during which time you were promoted to Lieutenant Commander, and two years under Captain Holmes. During Captain Holmes” tenure, you were promoted again, this time to Commander. When Holmes was reassigned, you were given command and held it for three years and a bit.”

“Three years, two months, eight days.” Martinez’s voice was cold at the memory.

Kendra nodded. “You ran afoul of the Daley family. How?”

“You seem to know everything about me. You tell me.”

“I’d like to hear it from you,” insisted Kendra.

Martinez grumbled, but answered. “Ensign (JG) Sprague was Engineer of the Watch. During that watch, there was a class three coolant leak, causing injury to two crew members. As the responsible officer, Ensign Sprague should have acknowledged the accident, noted the repairs taken and those still needed, and informed his superior by change of watch. Instead, he concealed the evidence, threatened both sailors and the corpsman to ensure their silence, and falsified his log. Unfortunately for him, he did not remember to wipe the recordings and was caught by the Chief Engineer next day. The Chief apprised me of the situation, and I determined it was serious enough to call a Captain’s Mast.”

“A what?”

“Captain’s Mast. A step below a formal court martial.”

“Big trouble. Go on.”

“Ensign Sprague’s defense was that it had never happened and even if it had it wasn’t his fault and he was being framed by persons unknown, but enemies of one sort or another. When confronted with the video evidence, he refused to change his story or admit fault. I had no choice but to report him to my superiors for dereliction of duty and recommend him for court martial.”

“I take it that didn’t happen.”

“No.” The monosyllable carried volumes, and it was evident to Kendra that she wouldn’t get any more out of Martinez on the subject, so she picked up the story.

“They took away your command and stuck you on the beach, counting mess kits.”

“More or less.”

“And that’s where we found you.”

“We – you’re with HLC?”

“You might say that. Sorry, my turn I guess.” Kendra turned on the smile that had wooed and wowed fans throughout her sensie career. “My name is Kendra Cassidy. My wife used to work for HLC, now she and I own it.”

“That’s it? You give me my life story, and all I get is eighteen words?”

Kendra’s mouth twitched in a not-quite-smile. “You counted the words? Never mind, not important. Okay, more details. Fair enough. I used to be in sensies under my birth name, Foster-Briggs. Well, not really my birth name, I had a host mother, but you know what I mean. I was a courier and sometime assassin for OutLook; don’t ask me about how you go from sensies to working undercover unless you really want the whole ugly story. I knew my wife when we were kids, then we drifted apart, and I ran into her more or less by accident and we got back together. Our wedding was, well, memorable doesn’t begin to describe it. I could probably write a book, though nobody would believe it. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t lived through it. But that’s when she and I inherited HLC and I stopped being an active agent.”

“So this is a family business?”

“Long story, Commander. It is, now, but it wasn’t then.”

“And why am I in some sort of aircraft?”

“Ah, now we come to the reason you’re here. What do you know – no, let’s not start there. This is the Galileo, the first of the Wolf-class Multifunction Orbital Vehicles. Does that sound good?”

Martinez allowed a hint of confusion to show. “I’ve never heard of, what did you call them? Multifunction Orbital Vehicles?”

“Think of it as a cross between an orbital craft, cargo transport, and tug. With teeth. This is the first of the six we’ve built; the others, well, their names aren’t important right now. We’re building more, too. The MOVs are capable of taking off from Earth, or another planet, entering interplanetary space, doing their job, and returning. The teeth are to prevent anyone from stopping them from doing their job. What do you think of the name?”

“Galileo?”

“Well, yes, but I was thinking more of Wolf.”

“Sounds vaguely ominous.”

“Good! That’s what I was hoping for.”

Martinez fixed her with a hard look. “You’ve avoided answering my question. Why am I here?”

“I want to recruit you.”

“In case you didn’t notice, I’m a Commander in the Imperium Navy. I have a position and responsibilities –”

“Counting mess kits while the worthless son of a tenuously-connected branch of a corrupt family gets away with endangering the lives of his crewmates? Sounds terribly rewarding.”

“I –”

“I get it. Honor, duty, country. Commander, you’ve given them fifteen years of service, and they stripped away everything that made your time rewarding. If you’re very lucky, you might end up teaching midshipmen. If not, you’re going to be retired, and then where will you be? Don’t you at least want to hear what your options are?”

Martinez said nothing.

“Hey, Mia!” The pilot half-turned. “Have we crossed LEO yet?”

“About five minutes ago.”

“Can you give me full optics back here?”

“Three-sixty?”

“Yes.” Turning her attention back to Martinez, Kendra said, “I hope you’re not afraid of heights.”

“How high are we – oh, wow.”

The interior walls of the craft had seemingly gone transparent, exposing the occupants to the panoply of stars.

“Welcome to Earth orbit, Commander. We’re on our way to geosync, with an ETA of, how long, Mia?”

“We’ve cleared the junk belt, so we’re moving better. Eighteen minutes to approach, and then the usual folderol for docking.”

“Twenty-five, -six minutes then. You might want to look over your right shoulder,” added Kendra casually.

Martinez pivoted and sucked in her breath. Behind her, or maybe below her, was the Earth. She could see Texas, most of the New Confederacy, into Sonora, but what drew her was the sunlight on the Gulf. Fragile-looking wisps of clouds drifted over the cobalt-blue water, though Martinez knew they were weather systems that stretched hundreds of kilometers. No trace of the hand of man could be seen in the brightness of day. Minutes passed, with Martinez craning her neck to take in the views, Kendra watching her reactions.

When Martinez finally turned around, she saw Kendra smiling at her.

“We’re in space.”

“Passing a thousand kliks and gaining speed. We’re headed for geosync, at about thirty-six thousand kliks, and if we’re on our flight plan we’re pulling 10 gravities acceleration.”

“We’re in space.”

Kendra’s smile grew broader. “I felt the same way my first trip in a Wolf.”

“Why are we in space?”

“I’m answering your question. I told you, I want to recruit you.”

Tearing her eyes away from the planet, visibly receding, Martinez said, “Even if I’m willing to leave the Navy, and I’ll admit you make good points, I’m a sub driver. As you noted, I’ve spent thirteen years underwater. What can I bring to space?”

“You just hit on it; you’re a sub driver, and you’ve spent thirteen years underwater. To me, that says you know how to think in three dimensions, not just two.”

“You have to,” replied Martinez. “That’s the beauty and curse about subs.”

“You’re good in confined quarters.”

“Again, submarines.”

“What do you know about faster-than-light drives?”

This threw off Martinez. “What? That’s science fiction, isn’t it?”

“That’s what most people think. Let me show you something.” She sent a command to her ‘plant, and the interior screens changed to focus on Spacedock and Enterprise. She was gratified at Martinez’s gasp, and she swiveled to share the view.

Spacedock was immense, the spine stretching nearly a kilometer. Every fifty meters or so a pair of ribs descended to the left and right of the spine.  Scattered across the spine were cylindrical hab modules, globular fuel and oxy tanks, and a few small pods with grasping arms. It was clear that this was a working installation, from the utilitarian appearance and reinforced by the occasional sparks and flashes from the interior.

Kendra switched the view to cameras inside Spacedock and the Enterprise hove into view. 

“That’s the Enterprise. She’s going to be humanity’s first FTL ship once we finish building her.”

“She’s gorgeous.”

“We’re not finished with her yet. Just you wait...” Kendra explained what Martinez was seeing.

Her frame was complete, and the Durasteel that comprised her hull reflected a dull grey back to the observers. Carbon nanotube fibers were being woven into place as a second skin, covering most of the grey with an intense black. Only in the places where the final thin layer of CeeSea had been applied did she gleam in the sunlight. Production of CeeSea was hugely energy-intensive; as a result, there were still huge swathes of the hull which were uncovered.

And now Martinez was looking at her with a sudden lust in her eyes.

“She’s gorgeous,” repeated Martinez.

“That she is. And if you want her, she’s yours.”

That snapped Martinez’s head back to Kendra.

“You’re joking.”

“Not in the least.”

“I’m not qualified –”

“Nobody is qualified to command her. She’s unique, for now.” Kendra gestured to the far end of Spacedock. “Now that we have the basics down, I’ve already started work on an improved version. Enterprise has taken eight years to reach this point, and won’t be ready for commissioning for another six months, maybe more. We hope to get Endeavour completed in two.”

“Who – what – “

Kendra returned the screens to a neutral appearance.

“That help?”

“Yes, thank you. Who the hell are you? And no smart answers, I want to know how you’re able to talk casually about building starships.”

“Cards on the table time. My wife, Aiyana, and I inherited a sizeable amount of money a few years ago. I think I mentioned that.” She waited until Martinez nodded before continuing. “With the money came a pretty hefty network of control in a whole slew of companies around the globe, which I’ve shamelessly taken advantage of to push this particular project forward. The Wolf-class MOV is a byproduct of Enterprise.”

“How much money are you talking about?”

“That’s kind of hard to say.” Kendra held up a hand. “I’m not avoiding your question, it’s just really, really tough to say, because it is literally scattered all over the planet. If you’re talking cash, I’d still need to check, but it’s about thirteen trillion credits.”

“Thirteen trillion...?”

“Sonoran credits. The conversion rate is, hold on. Four point two Imperium credits to one Sonoran credit. Call it fifty three trillion.”

The silence stretched out.

“You want to talk about Enterprise instead of me? She’s four hundred and five meters long, requires a crew of seventy though can carry up to five times that, carry six Wolves, and, most importantly, be able to travel FTL.”

“How does the richest woman in the world build a starship?”

“By hiring the right people and letting them do their jobs. Well, usually. And I’m not the richest, because Aiyana and I share it equally.”

Martinez breathed out a few times before starting again.

“You’ve built a starship.”

“Yes.”

“Which will be capable of FTL speeds.”

“Yes.”

“And you want me to command it.”

“Yes. See? You’ve got the gist of it.”

“There’s something you’re not telling me.”

Kendra hesitated before replying. “You’re right. And I wish I could tell you now, but I can’t. This is truly need-to-know, burn-before-reading kind of stuff. Unless you’re willing to sign on, I simply can’t, unless you want to spend the next few years on Diana.”

“Who’s – no, I don’t need to know that right now, do I? Tell me this, at least. Beyond just the exploration and the science and the doing something nobody else has done, is this important? Not just to you, but to others? To the country? The world?”

“More important that I can possibly explain right now.”

Martinez only hesitated the briefest moment. “Then I’m in.”

​
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Chapter Thirteen
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“Mia, how long to docking?”

“We’re cleared to approach now.”

“Give us exterior view.”

The conversation stopped as the real-time view of the ship took command. They were approaching an opening to a large bay attached to Spacedock, seeming to hang from the spine, but they were inverted. The spine appeared above them, and the ship below, which Kendra always found mildly disorienting.

“Spacedock doesn’t have grav plates, so all the work can be done in microgravity. Once we dock, Mia’ll shut down our system. I’m afraid until will get aboard Enterprise, you’re going to have to deal.” 

“No problem. Spatial orientation isn’t an issue with me. But why can’t we dock with the ship?” 

“Good question. Eventually we will; like I said, she’s designed to carry Galileo and five others in a shuttlebay. That’s located midship, on the lower hull.” Kendra pointed just behind the support pylon between the two hulls. “Unfortunately, we haven’t pressurized the lower hull, which we’re going to call the engineering hull. Mia and I both have suits on board, but each one is custom-fitted, and I don’t think you want to try to breathe vacuum your first day on the job. There’s a one-size-fits-all, but they’re really not designed for anything but emergencies.” The craft entered the bay, and the doors began to close behind them.

“You’re really not joking, are you?”

“No, I’m really not joking. But I should make it official.” Kendra pitched her voice to carry. “Diana, this is Kendra.”

A melodic voice filled the MOV. “Hello, Kendra. How may I help you?”

“Official log. Add Commander Jennifer Allison Martinez to roster of Enterprise. Position, Captain. I tell you three times.”

“I hear you three times. Congratulations, Captain Martinez.”

“Who am I talking to?”

“I am Diana. You can also say that I am Diana.” There was a subtle difference in how the two names were said, though Alley couldn’t quite pin it down. “I am the AI responsible for all of the Harriman projects beyond the atmosphere of Earth.”

Martinez looked to Kendra, who simply nodded.

“Thank you Diana. Out.” Kendra’s tone become more conversational. “We have so much going on that we needed to install an advanced AI in our L5 habitat.”

Martinez ran her hands back through her hair and cupped her neck. “This is a bit much, you know?”

“Let’s get aboard the dock. We can find a spare office and talk. Fair enough?” They were briefly in darkness, then the screens reverted to neutral. Kendra unfastened her straps and stood; Martinez did the same.

Martinez took a deep breath. “I guess it will have to do. Lead on.”

“Ready to lose some weight?” Without waiting for an answer, Kendra said, “Kill the grav.”

“Grav plates off, aye.”

Suddenly all sensation of weight vanished. Martinez had spent enough time in suits underwater to be somewhat adjusted to the floating sensation, but this was more extreme.

“Gentle movements. There are grab bars all around the lock, and through the airlock. You can’t get too far away from anything.”

Martinez nodded her acknowledgement.

Kendra waited for Mia to undog the hatch, explaining, “For all the time I’ve been up here, I’m not officially rated on the operations of things like doors and flight controls. Even though I have two hundred hours piloting and co-piloting Wolves, plus had a hand in their design, plus –”

“And you won’t sit for an official test, is what I heard,” Mia said back to her.

“See the problem? All I wanted to do was build a tiddly little exploration ship, and suddenly I have rules and regulations and all sorts of crap to deal with.”

“Rules exist to keep people safe.”

“Oh, no. Not you too!”

“I’m afraid so, ma’am.”

“No, we are NOT doing this. Commander, I am not all about formality. You might have noticed.” A bare hint of a smile creased Martinez’s face. “I know when it’s needed, and I’ll always refer to you in public, officially, as either Captain, when we’re aboard Enterprise, or Commander, when we aren’t, and I’ll expect you to call me Ms. Cassidy under the same circumstances. When it’s just us chickens, though, you are not going to call me ‘ma’am’. Not until I’m a whole bucketload older than I am now. You are going to wrap your mind around calling me either Kendra, or Ken. Are we clear?”

The smile was emerging. “You sure you never served? You sound just like a Master Chief Petty Officer on my first boat. Managed to clean the FUN shine off me without too much damage.”

“Funny thing you mention Master Chiefs. No, I never served, but one of our best friends was in the SEALs, and I think some of her has rubbed off on me. But you didn’t answer my question.”

“I like to be called Alley,” she finally admitted, smiling fully. “Jen’s what my family calls me.”

“In that case, Alley, follow me.” Mia had been waiting at the hatch through all this, and nodded as they passed.

“I’m going to stay with the bird,” she said. “Don’t let Kendra talk you into anything!”

“I heard that Mia!” came Kendra’s voice from the far side of the airlock.

“I think I’ve agreed to enough for one day, but thanks,” said Alley, before working to catch up. She found Kendra waiting at the end of the air lock, hanging on to a rung.

“Okay, basic safety. Anytime you’re passing through a lock, only one hatch can be open at a time. That prevents unexpected attempts to do a Dutchman.”

Alley nodded. “Just like the escape hatches on a sub.”

“Exactly! Four lights, two green, two red. Top green, pressure on this side; top red, vacuum this side. Bottom green, pressure on the other side, and I’ll bet you can guess what bottom red means.”

“Means you’d be ruining your day by opening the hatch.”

“Got it in one. There’s an interlock which will keep the ignorant from accidentally killing themselves, but the rule is two greens or you don’t go.”

“What if the top is red?”

“Then you’re having a really bad day. Top red will allow the hatch to open from an override on this side as long as the outer hatch is closed.”

“What’s with the orange border?”

“Good catch! Eventually we’re going to have grav plates on Spacedock, but not all of the small craft will. Shuttlepods, for example. Once we do, then the border will come into play. It’ll be lit when there’s gravity on the other side. Right now, there’s no gravity anywhere, so no lights.”

“Got it.”

“Okay, the office I usually commandeer is down the corridor, third on the right. Ready?”

“Ready.”

Kendra tapped a code into the pad beside the door, which slid apart smoothly and silently. She glided through, followed by Alley.

“Did you hear the door open?” asked Kendra.

Alley’s voice sounded puzzled. “No?”

“Exactly. That’s another check we’ve built in; if the pressure doesn’t match on both sides, there’s an audible signal. Nothing high tech; just a series of ridges on each side. Rapid clicks and the pressure is higher inside; if the clicks are more spaced out, the pressure is higher outside.”

“Couldn’t that jam the door?”

“Yes and no.” They continued moving as Kendra answered. “They’re only a millimeter tall, so a slight push suffices to get the door moving, as long as there’s any atmo present. It only locks down if one side or the other is in vacuum.” They stopped in front of a door with the legend, “Kendra Cassidy”. Below that was written ‘Executive Director’.

“Office you commandeer, eh?”

The door slid open. “Well, maybe not commandeer any more. But I didn’t have an office up here at first!”

The door closed behind them. The office was small, about three meters on a side, and was well-adapted for use in space. There was a desk, but terminals were attached to various catch points all around the space.

“No chairs; no point yet. The desk is actually part of the deck, that’s why it’s here. Hardly use it. Generally I just hook on and float.” Kendra suited actions to words, while Alley reached for a grab bar with her foot.

“I wouldn’t recommend drinking in microgravity until you’ve had plenty of practice, so I won’t tempt you with a coffee. I imagine you have a few questions.”

“A few?”

“Shoot. I’ll answer them all – but with one caveat.”

Alley cocked her head to the right. “Caveat?”

“Remember that need-to-know?”

“Ye-es.”

“You took my thirty pieces of silver; you’re in for the duration. If you can’t manage the security aspects, you might not be captain for very long.”

“You know my record; you know that I hold a Top Secret – Zebra clearance in the NIN.”

“I’m just making sure we’re on exactly the same page.”

Alley thought about this. “Fair enough. Okay, first question. When do I get fitted for a suit, and where’s my office?”

Kendra grinned. “Jumping in with both feet? Good. When we get dirtside, we’ll get you fitted. The suits are similar to wetsuits for SCUBA diving, but manufactured to higher tolerances. Multiple layers of carbon nanotube do most of the work; basically, all the tech to make the suit work is woven in. O2 supplies and CO2 scrubbers, power, water/waste reclamation, all in there. The helmet is a single piece of optical sapphire, clearer than glass but stronger and a higher tensile strength than steel. Fitting takes about a minute; manufacturing, about two weeks. Unfortunately, until you get your suit, you won’t be able to see your office.”

“Why not?”

“The captain’s office is on the ship.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t worry, there’s going to be enough paperwork and familiarization to keep you busy. You’re going to have a crash course on warp drive theory, among other things.”

“That sounds...fun.”

“The good news is that you’re going to get your own implant.”

“Implant?”

“Hoo boy. Tell you what, let’s save questions about tech stuff until we’re down, and I can introduce you to my wife. She’s the genius in the family and has a much better grasp of the tech than I do.”

“You seem to do okay,” said Alley.

“That’s from being around it for the past five years. Cass just gets it.”

“I thought her name was Aiyana?”

“It is, but everyone calls her Cass. If there’s a formal situation, you can call her Dr. Cassidy. Tabling tech issues, then.”

Alley took a deep breath. “What’s the big secret? The burn-before-reading one?”

“Wondered when we’d get back to that. There’s a war coming between the UE and the Solarian Union. HLC – which means Cass and I and our friends – are in it up to our eyeballs.”

“Whose side are we on?”

“Notionally, the UE, but we’re not exactly impressed by their track record as a world government. Their mismanagement and lack of foresight have gotten us into this mess. Zarquon, I don’t believe I’m about to say this, but no less than the future of humanity on Earth is riding on this. Bleah.” Kendra worked her mouth as if to rid herself of a foul taste. “I am so not into the deep drama bullshit.”

“Future of humanity?”

“In a nutshell. The Solarian Union gets most of the ores needed for high-tech applications, at least from the UE-controlled countries. We’ve been lucky, both because we’re not part of the UE and because we have suppliers of our own. But their computers project a collapse of the agricultural infrastructure and world-wide famine in twenty years.”

“What does agriculture have to do with ores?”

“You’re going to make me drag out my soapbox, aren’t you?”

“I guess I am. This is need-to-know stuff, after all.”

“I see I’m going to have to be careful of what I say around you,” said a grinning Kendra. “Ahem. The root problem isn’t the Artemis Accords, though they’re the proximate cause. The drain on the UE”s tech supply just accelerated the issue.”

“The problem is the Basic Living Stipend.”

“I thought that the BLS was pretty standard all over? I know that I still get one from the Imperium, even though I’ve been in the Navy for years.”

“And I get one as well. Okay, maybe not the BLS itself; the idea that all citizens receive money to take care of the essentials isn’t bad, of itself. What it rests on, though, is a highly automated infrastructure to do all the most fundamental production tasks.”

“Ohhhh.”

“Yes. And on top of that, the BLS that the UE distributes is higher than any distributed in the Americas, except in California.”

“I’m not sure I follow how that’s a problem?”

“The BLS I receive would cover my groceries and housing when I live. Yours?”

“Same.”

“Right. So to have money to do things that I enjoy, I have to work. I might not have to work much, and I don’t have to take a job just to have a job, but I can’t not work and be comfortable.”

“I’m still not seeing the connection.”

“Bear with me. You made me get up on this soapbox, so you’re stuck with it until I finish.” Kendra looked triumphant, then paused. “Where was I?”

“The BLS in the UE.”

“Thanks. Here’s the connection: in order to provide a higher BLS, you have to have an even more heavily automated basic supply chain. And, if you have a higher BLS, then the motivation to work is reduced because you’re already comfortable. And that’s where it falls apart. Since the UE is giving up a stupid high percentage of the materials it needs to maintain and expand the infrastructure to the Solarian Union, and they can’t get more –”

“Why can’t they just buy more from the sources you have, for example?”

“The Amendment to the Accords. When we got dragged into this, we did our research. The language of the Amendment makes it clear that any of the listed materials that the UE has, or acquires, goes first to meet the ‘needs’ of the Union, as defined by the Union. The UE only gets what is deemed ‘essential’, and that definition is tied to a BLS from the time of the Amendment. Food and shelter.”

“They’re pretty stuck.”

“Yup. They have a bunch of really crappy choices. They can ignore the problem and let most of the planet starve to death. They can try do some retrograde innovation to their means of production. They –”

“Retrograde innovation?”

“Go backwards in terms of tech to a point where they’re still able to produce and maintain the robots and other machines to do the basic work. They could also really go back and bring more people into the production if they can get enough of their citizens to agree. Or they could fight.”

“And they chose to fight.”

“And they chose to fight.”

“How are we involved, then?”

“Initially, it was because HLC does most of the boosting to orbit for the Union. They hoped we could put economic pressure on the Union, but Cass already is doing that. They pay in gold and platinum they mine from asteroids; raising the prices annoyed them, but they just paid.”

“Could we cut them off? If we’re the major bottleneck?”

“We could, but they’ve demonstrated that they’re willing to drop rocks on opposition. All of our lift centers are near populated areas, and that’s not a risk we’re willing to take. I should add that they’re also going for the retrograde option, but that’s going to take time to implement.” Kendra silently checked the time. “We’ve got another hour or so. We can spend it here, talking politics, or we can tour your new ship.”

“I thought you said – never mind, yes!”

“The engineering hull isn’t sealed yet. The primary hull is. And she has gravity. You can have that coffee.”

“What are we waiting for?”
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Multiple airlocks led to the saucer-shaped primary hull. Alley could see through portholes on the way, and was more and more impressed with each quick glimpse, though they had to move slowly due to Alley’s inexperience.

“You started to tell me dimensions.”

“Four hundred and five meters long. One hundred seventy meters across. One hundred twenty three meters from her keel to the highest point. Twenty-four decks.”

“And only requires seventy crew? How is that possible?”

“Heavy automation, and we’ve installed an Alpha AI in her for your core. Same as Diana, actually.”

“No name for this one?”

“Not yet; once we’ve completed the exterior, and everything’s attached, then we’ll wake it. Our cyber expert said that adding bits en masse to an awakened AI could be problematic.”

“Fuel?”

“The primary power source is an annie, so we can use just about anything. We’d prefer lighter elements because reasons. No, really, you’ll have to ask Cass exactly why, it has to do with reactivity and balanced flow. We have pair of Bussard collectors on the nacelles to gather in flight, they’re both connected to separators, so we keep what we want and dump the rest out the end of the nacelle.”

Alley frowned. “That could be an issue.”

“How so?”

“What you’re essentially doing is leaving a trail that’s going to show anyone with the ability to see it exactly where you’ve been and where you’re going.”

“Huh. See? Your experience is paying dividends already. Tell you what, we’ll ask Cass about that tonight too. We were talking about fuel. She also has a number of fusion generators for the sublight engine, shields, running power, and that means we also carry a fair amount of He3. I didn’t want to put all our eggs in one basket with the annie, so to speak, so she’ll still be able to move and function even if the annie goes down. No warp speed, though.”

“How fast is she?”

“That’s tough to say, since we haven’t run any field tests yet, only static tests at JPL. We should be able to achieve warp six.”

“And that means what?”

“Class is now in session. Warp factor one is c, the speed of light. Got it?”

“Got it.”

“That’s the simple one. After that, every factor represents a speed that is c multiplied by the warp factor raised to the fifth power.”

“Why the fifth power?”

“Glad you asked that question. It shows you’re paying attention. The equation is v = cf5. V is speed and f is the warp factor. It works for fractions, too.”

“Yes, but why the fifth power?”

“Why is E equal to MC squared and not cubed? It just is; at least, that’s what the project lead told me when I asked her. So top speed should be almost 7800 times the speed of light.”

“Sweet suffering...”

“It’s just over two light-hours per second. About five hours from here to Proxima Centauri. Ah, this is the right lock.”

Kendra checked the telltales, then keyed it open. Before them stretched about twenty meters of corridor, ending with another hatch.

“Ready?”

“The ship is down there?”

“Yes.”

Alley inhaled sharply. “Let’s do this.”
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They swam down the airlock and stopped at the far hatch.

“This will be easier once you have your implant,” Kendra said offhandedly. “Everything we’re building is being equipped for implant interaction from the get-go. We won’t have to retrofit anything.”

“You just think at it?”

“More or less, yes.” She checked that the lock was ready for them to pass through. “Grab hold of the bar overhead as you go,” she advised. “You see the boundary?”

The orange strip around the hatch was illuminated.

“Yes. That means there’s gravity on the other side?”

“Three-quarters G. We’re establishing that as the norm on all of our orbital stations and ships. It’s enough so that visitors and residents won’t be harmed by prolonged exposure to microgravity. On the flip side, it’s easier to maintain than a full G, and allows for people born and raised on Luna or Mars to get by.”

“You’re really thinking long-term, aren’t you?”

“Just you wait until we’re able to get you fully up to speed.” The hatch opened. “Do what I do.”

Kendra reached up and took hold of the bar over the inner hatch. She pivoted forward, her legs passing through first and being immediately pulled down to the deck. She released the bar and let her momentum take her the rest of the way through.

“Got that?” she said, turning.

Alley looked at the hatchway dubiously. “I’ll give it a shot.”

She grabbed the bar as well and dangled for a moment. Then, unexpectedly, she pushed herself down from the bar, braced against the floor, and half jumped, half stepped through. She stumbled a bit but caught herself and corrected, standing straight to see Kendra grinning approvingly.

“To be honest, I never bother with the bar myself. You figured that out pretty damn quick.”

Alley just looked at her. “It seemed pretty obvious. Besides, there’s no better opportunity if I was going to fall on my face.”

“Point taken. We’re on deck seven, portside. Follow me.”

Over the next forty-five minutes Kendra gave Alley a walking tour of the saucer section. They saw functional compartments: medical bay, various science labs, environmental and life support. They visited crew quarters, with Alley commenting on the relative spaciousness, compared to submarines. They saw a dining hall and got Alley her coffee. Finally, they ended up on the bridge.

“Last stop,” announced Kendra, commanding the doors to remain shut. “I think you’ll appreciate this.” 

The doors opened.

Before them was the bridge, fitted out in cool shades of grey and blue. Around the perimeter were bank upon bank of monitors and workstations, with rugged-looking chairs firmly attached to the floors. Towards the back, facing forward, was a console with a single seat. The circular center was a half meter lower than the surrounding deck. Backing up to the console above were a pair of seats, with complex controls and screens on both sets of arms. Further forward were a trio of seats arranged behind a banked array of controls.

None of this is what caught Alley’s eye.

Instead, she focused on the broad and clear expanse at the far side of the bridge, allowing them to look out at the dock and space beyond.

“Tell me that’s a screen.”

“Yes, and no.”

“That’s not reassuring.”

“It is a screen. You can have it display virtually anything the computer can generate, whether that’s a view of the surroundings, tactical information, sensor readings, whatever. But the screen is embedded in a slab of optical aluminum, eighteen centimeters thick.”

“It’s a window?”

“Yes.”

“On a starship.”

“Yes.”

“You put a window. On a starship.”

“Yes. You seem a little stuck on this.”

“You put a goddess loving window on a starship!”

“We put lots of windows on this starship. You should see the one in the observation lounge on deck eight; it’s bigger than this one.”

“Are you totally out of your mind?”

“This seems to be really bothering you.”

“Why isn’t it bothering you? It’s a window on a starship!”

“Because I know it’s perfectly safe. It’s nearly as hard as sapphire, stable at temperature extremes, and resists shattering. That doesn’t begin to get into the other tricks we’ve tucked into it.”

“Okay, it’s strong. But a window?”

“When better? This is the first starship; what we do here sets a design standard for all future ships, and I wanted a window!”

“So you chose that?”

“Along with the general layout of the bridge. I’ll admit, it’s not really original. I took the idea from an old television program –”

“Television?”

“We can talk hobbies later. Suffice it to say that I’ve seen this in my mind’s eye for most of my life, and now it’s real. What do you think?”

Alley looked around, really seeing it, and examining the form and function.

“Conn?” she said, pointing to the forward console. 

“Yes. Helm, Engineering, Astrogation,” answered Kendra, pointing left to right.

“Commander?”

“One of the two center seats. The other is for your XO.”

“What’s behind them?”

“Originally that was going to be one of the science stations, but we’re going to be adding armament, so that will be the Tactical station.”

“Adding?”

“Intended for exploration. You know. “Boldly go where no one has gone before” and all that? Until we were pulled into this little dispute, there wasn’t any reason to think about weapons.”

“Tell me there’s some defensive capability.”

“Yes, mostly as a side effect of being a supraluminal ship.”

“Supra-what?”

“Supraluminal. Faster than light. Time for Warp Theory 101, I guess. I’ll explain on our way back to the Galileo.” Kendra held up a hand, pausing them for a moment, then started walking to the rear of the bridge. “Sorry, just letting Mia know we’re on our way. Back in the day, there were many theories about how you could achieve FTL travel: alternate dimensions, reduced mass, compressed dimensions, wormholes. The theory that finally won out was the Cochrane Theory, supplemented by the Carnahan Theory. Cochrane came up with the warp field equation, which led to the creation of static warp fields. There didn’t seem to be any practical use until Carnahan came along and figured out how to change the shape of the field. Turns out that the imbalance in the field creates a dynamic tension between the objects within the field and the rest of the universe. This tension is resolved by shifting the object in the direction of least resistance, and field itself reduces the interactions between the object within the field and the outside universe.”

Alley’s eyes were starting to glaze over.

“Okay, simplifying things. The shape of the field determines your direction; the size and intensity of the field determine your speed. The larger and stronger the field, the faster you can go.”

“What happens when one field runs into another?”

“We don’t know; there have never been two fields generated at the same time. What my lead scientist has postulated is the two fields will short each other out and probably fuse the drives.”

“That would be bad.”

“Bad on toast.”

“How large are the fields?”

“Depends on the intensity, but at maximum warp the field is predicted to be about a thousand kilometers across and ten thousand long; think of a teardrop for the shape.”

“I think that’s enough warp theory for now.”

“The bit I wanted to get to is that, with this theory, the ship remains in the universe, which means we’re going to be flying through real space. Space is a nearly perfect vacuum, but only nearly perfect; there’s plenty of random stuff floating around, to say nothing of micrometeorites and the like. Running into those at superluminal speeds will end your day in a most permanent manner.”

“I can see that.”

“What we’ve done is three-fold. First, there’s a deflector field extending around the ship, inside the warp field but no closer than about five hundred meters. I can’t exactly describe how it works, but it more or less repels the molecules and atoms by interfering with their electrical charge.”

“You memorized that.”

“Bet your ass I did. Next in is a pressor field. We use the grav plates to generate a bubble of gravitic energy around the ship. That’s to catch the larger objects.”

“And what’s the range on that?”

“About two hundred meters.”

“Won’t we build up a sort of bow wave of stuff?”

“Val – Dr. Roberts, the project lead – assures me we won’t. She’s the one responsible for building the drive, so I tend to trust her.”

“Okay. You said three-fold.”

“I did. The hull is going to be fully plated in CeeSea.”

“Cici?”

“C-E-E-S-E-A. It’s a compound of chromium and Seaborgium.”

“And that does what, exactly?”

“It’s highly reflective, like 90% in the EM spectrum, so it will attenuate the hell out of any sort of directed energy. It’s also stupidly dense and strong, so it will act as physical armor around the hull.”

They had arrived at the airlock. “Sounds like you’ve built a pretty capable ship.”

“We’re getting there. Knowing all this, you still in?”

“Oh, yeah. I want this.”
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The next fortnight was furiously busy for Alley.

She and Kendra spent most of the flight back to HLC discussing details of her new position. It was agreed that she would resign from the NIN, using the remainder of her accumulated leave to stay in Houston while the mustering-out clock ran down instead of returning to the Imperium. As Alley predicted, there was only a pro forma protest from her superiors; she was anathema to anyone who wanted to keep their professional future intact.

Kendra announced that she would be spending most of her time at her office at HLC, instead of JPL, until Alley was fully up to speed and ready to be aboard the Enterprise full-time. “I’ll introduce you around to the crew from JPL as well as Cass’s people here,” she said. “Always important to be on good terms with the people who are building the equipment you depend on.”

Alley did meet with Cass that night and, over dinner and a long night of wine, punctuated by interruptions by Kendra, got the detailed explanations for the exotic technology the Enterprise incorporated, including Cass’s quantum teleportation modules. That gave her a headache that lasted for a full day. She also learned about the application of quantum mechanics that allowed their FTL communications and sensor arrays; at least, she learned enough to know that it was way above her pay grade.

She and Kendra reviewed the possibilities for arming the ship. They agreed that missiles weren’t practical for the nearly-complete starship, though there could be a way to integrate them into the Endeavour. Alley was strongly in favor of the spinal laser and was practically drooling over the possibility of delivering two petajoules of power on target. She also thought that using the emitters for close-in defense was wise, given the limitations on the shielding.

Toward the end of the first week, Kendra informed Alley that she’d made the appointment to get the implant placed.

“What, exactly, is this implant?”

“If you think of it as a cross between a padd, comm, and mass storage device, combined with a built-in net node, you’d be pretty close.”

“And it’s called an implant...”

“Because it’s implanted into you, yeah.”

“Where?”

“The usual place is in the jawbone. That helps with the comm function, though you can send messages without talking easily enough.”

Alley winced and unconsciously rubbed her jawline. Realizing what she was doing, she dropped her hand.

“It also serves as a nanobot factory,” added Kendra.

“Nanobot factory?”

“Well. Yeah.” Kendra saw the look of incipient rebellion on Alley’s face and hurried to head it off.

“Look, I was skeptical too. One of Cass’s friends from university days is the brain behind this, and we’ve been supporting him for five years now. He’s taken this tech and brought it so far forward, nobody else on the planet is even within twenty years or two orders of magnitude of the abilities he builds into ‘em.”

“If I’m going to have my jaw cracked open, it had better be worthwhile.”

“You’ll be able to communicate instantly to anyone on our Q-Net –”

“Q-Net?”

“Quantum Network. Carries information of all sorts: audio, video, data. All FTL. The range is variable, but the implant is good for about eight light-minutes, and the prime transmitter here on Earth should be able to reach the heliopause, about fifteen light-hours. We’re going to establish other nodes throughout the system, as and when we can, but until then we’re building them into all of our ships and boats. All the Wolves have a node, good for thirty light-minutes, and the Enterprise’s node is almost as powerful as the prime, twelve light-hours.”

“I can see a problem in the future.”

“You mean the range? Yeah, we haven’t quite figured that out yet.”

“Retransmitters?”

“Maybe. That’s one reason for the plans to over the system. We’ve got good people working on it. Anyways, your implant will also allow you to access both AIs, Diana and Enterprise, and tap their information and problem-solving abilities; record what you see and hear; communicate with anyone on the ship; and other things like open hatches and even pilot a Wolf remotely with your command codes.”

“I begin to appreciate the idea.”

“There’s more, and you’ll like this.” I hope, she didn’t say. “The implant will also replenish the nanobots that are part of the standard package.”

“Standard package? How many of these have you done?”

“Everyone who works for HLC who goes into the black, and most of the agents for OutLook, plus a few others. What the nanobots do is patrol your body, scavenging waste to convert to power for the implant, acting as a second immune system, improving all your body’s functions, and repairing damage to your cells. Once you’re implanted and the ‘bots have a chance to fully circulate, you won’t get so much as a sniffle again. That sunburn damage? It’ll get repaired. Family history of cancer? Not a problem. They also help your gut process food and nutrients more efficiently, so you can go further on less. And, once the ‘plant has your DNA fully scanned, they’ll note and repair any damaged strands that they find.”

“How many of these things are we talking about?”

“We generally aim to replace about a quarter of your normal bacterial load with “bots.” Kendra was careful not to give an exact number. “The initial load is only a couple thousand, but they will use the factory capability to increase quickly. And they’ll use biologicals – the bacteria they’re replacing – as raw material.”

Kendra could see Alley chewing over the information.

“I assume I need these to command?”

“Well, not need, precisely, but it will make your command much easier for you.”

“That makes it pretty simple. How long will I be out?”

“The procedure takes a few hours, but recovery is only a day or two. One of their primary tasks is to repair the damage done by the surgery.”

The surgery, a couple days later, went smoothly, and the recovery was just as quick as Kendra had promised. She got her initial familiarization and training on using the ‘plant, and started to get comfortable with having the tech in her jaw. Towards the end of the second week, when she was fully up and around again, Alley went to check in with Kendra.

“Hey Alley,” said Kendra. “How are you feeling?”

“Surprisingly good, considering. What else do these “bots do?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I can hear notes that I haven’t heard since my ears were pressure damaged in ‘14. I can see clearer, and farther, and I think I can see more colors, though that may just be my imagination. And when I went for my usual five klik run this morning, I did it in three minutes less than my best time and didn’t even break a sweat.”

“Good! They’re doing their jobs.”

“Doing their jobs?”

“They’ve made your body more efficient. Some of that is based on my genetics, though, like the vision. Cass’s friend is constantly scanning people’s DNA; he wants to optimize the base code for Homo sapiens without losing the details that make us each unique. You are seeing more colors, because I can see infrared and ultraviolet and that ability got programmed into the ‘bots.”

“Holy shit.”

“You could say that.” Kendra moved on. “What’s next on the plan?”

“We need a crew. I assume recruiting’s my job?”

Kendra frowned. “To a degree. Some of your crew is pretty well set in stone, just because the tech involved is so specific. Dellin Anderson, for example, is slated to be your chief engineer; she’s been working with Val for six years and knows the drive almost as well as Val. Val tried to talk me into giving the slot to her, but I need Val here to work on the next generation drive.”

“That’s fine, I wouldn’t know a warp engineer from a hole in the ground. Who else?”

“Your lead Astrogator is Phaedra Seabolt; she’s an astronomer who’s been working on a detailed mapping project of the Solar System and the local neighborhood for fourteen years. She can look at a patch of sky and tell you exactly where that is and how far away, if it’s within about a hundred light years.”

“That’s useful.”

“Mia’s your lead pilot for your Wolf squadron. She’s busy training a dozen other pilots to fly her way. They’ll all have secondary duties, so they’re not just taking up bunks, as well as being fully up to speed on the maintenance on their birds.”

“Good. I think those Wolves are going to be more useful than anyone figured. I’ve had some ideas, and I’ll get with Mia about exploring them.”

“Um. Your Science officer, that slot’s filled. I think that’s about it.”

“Does this Science officer have a name?”

“Oh. Yeah. It’s Cass.”

“You’re joking.”

“I don’t joke about my wife, and believe me, I’m not happy about it. But she made a good argument; she’s literally the smartest person I know; I can tell you from personal experience that she’s good in a crunch; and she can fill in just about anywhere in a pinch.”

“Do I have the final say?”

“It’s your ship, Alley. If you really want Cass off, then she’s off. But,” continued Kendra, holding up a hand to forestall Alley’s unformed protest, “I suggest you wait. She’s not even going to be aboard for any length of time until after Enterprise is ready for flight tests. That’s at least six months, maybe more since we’re moving ahead with the laser.”

“When did that come down?”

“Just today. We got the plans back from the drafters. There’s going to be a little bit of disruption in the shuttle bay, and we need to run new power conduits, but it’s not as big a deal as we thought it might be.”

“That’s good news.”

“And as for Cass, once she’s ready to spend more time doing her job here, see what she can do. If, after shaking down, you still aren’t convinced, then I’ll back you all the way. She’s your ship, and your crew.”

Alley nodded. “I can live with that. I just can’t stand the idea of nepotism getting someone a post. You can understand why.”

“I get that. As for the rest of the crew, yes, you can recruit. There’s a list of people in our companies who we think would be good matches, but you can go outside if you feel the need.”

“There’s one person. She was the person who recruited me, I guess, a few years back. I knew her as being the Navy, but I guess she must have been working for OutLook?”

“Do you remember a name?”

“Sanzari. First name Candice. What?” said Alley, seeing the broad grin on Kendra’s face.

“You’re right, she did work for OutLook. She’s head of our personal security these days. Why didn’t you mention her sooner?”

“I didn’t know her well. She must have been on assignment?”

“She was. I don’t know what her purpose was, but I encountered her once on a mission and she seemed to know her stuff.”

“And she was my initial contact with OutLook. Took her several months, so unless she was faking it, she had to be pulling duty aboard a sub.”

“I think she was.”

“I think that experience will be useful on Enterprise. Add to that the training she received from OutLook. Then, you said she’s in charge of your guards?”

“Yup.”

“So she knows how to lead and organize small units. Doesn’t translate perfectly into a larger command mindset, but it’s a start.”

“Feel free to chat with her. If you can talk her onto your crew, more power to you! What are you thinking of for a position?”

“Tactical officer.”

Kendra considered that before slowly nodding. “I think she’d be a good choice. If you can get her.”

“As for the rest of the crew, I’d appreciate any help and recommendations you and Cass can give me in terms of the people here and JPL.”

“No problem.” Kendra got the faraway ‘plant look while she checked her schedule. “Looks like Tuesday will work for us both. Do you want anyone else from OutLook? If so, we ought to bring Director Montana into the discussion.”

“I’m not sure that their skill sets will be useful on a starship.”

“Valid point. Still, think about it. We can always loop her in through a hololink.” Kendra stood. “Ready to get to your office?”

“Absolutely.”

“What are we waiting for? Get your suit and let’s get you aboard!”

​
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This flight, Mia showed off what the Galileo could do. She pushed the acceleration hard right from the liftoff. The engines could generate up to 200 g acceleration, but the inertial dampers started losing ground at about 100 g, so by the time she hit max accel her passengers were feeling a full four g. Fortunately, the boost phase only lasted a few moments before Mia was able to cut the engines and allow the dampers to catch up.

“Whew!” breathed Alley. “I’ve been reading up on the Wolves, but that doesn’t prepare you for reality.”

“Nope. Hella fun too when you’re at the controls.” Kendra’s eyes took on a dreamy look. “The only thing it compares to is flooring it down the highway in a really hot, powerful car.”

“This sounds like a story,” said Alley. “Do we have time?”

“Not really, not the full story. Besides, it’s not just me, it’s Cass as well. But, well, maybe the best way to tell is to show you. Once this mess is done, we’ll go for a ride.”

“A ride? In what?”

“It’s called a Veyron.”

“Another MOV?”

“No,” laughed Kendra. “A certified antique.”

“Turnaround in thirty seconds,” announced Mia.

“Try to take it a little easier on the approach?” asked Kendra.

“I’ll hold us to 100 g, sissy.”

“And plan to dock in the shuttle bay. We all have suits.”

Soon enough they were on approach to Spacedock.

“Pay attention. This bit is tricky, but Mia’s a pro.”

“That’s why she’s training the rest of the squadron, right?”

“Right. Mia, give us a view.”

The inner screens changed to a view of the exterior, as if they had suddenly become transparent. Alley watched in silent fascination as the Galileo glided through Spacedock and approached Enterprise from aft. 

“Spacedock, Galileo.”

“Go ahead, Galileo.”

“On final to Enterprise. Request clearance for landing in shuttlebay.”

“Galileo, approved for approach and landing shuttlebay.”

“Thank you, Spacedock. Galileo out.”

Mia maneuvered the craft gently between the nacelles and their support pylons towards the engineering hull. They were barely crawling along at two meters per second, giving Alley plenty of time to examine her command from a different perspective.

The doors to the shuttlebay separated. Inside, Alley could see one other MOV, parked on the starboard side of the bay. Mia guided the Galileo to the port side, drifting ever closer to the deck. When they touched down, it was so soft that neither Alley nor Kendra could tell from their senses, instead being informed by their ‘plants.

“It will take me a minute to shut her down,” said Mia, starting the process. “I’ll tell you before I start pumping down the atmo.”

“That would be Mia’s subtle way of telling us to put our helmets on,” said a grinning Kendra. “I don’t think she’d let her new CO suck vacuum, but maybe we don’t test that today.”

“That would probably put a crimp in my schedule,” agreed Alley, setting the helmet into place, and checking her seals.

“Radio check,” said Kendra’s voice.

“Five by five,” answered Mia.

“I’ll check your seals, you check mine, then we’ll check Mia’s.”

A moment later, all three were ready to disembark. Both lights on the hatch showed red, and Mia undogged it.

“Step down,” advised Kendra, gesturing to the hatchway. “After you, Captain.”

Alley stepped forward, watching her feet, then raised her head and froze. Arrayed before her were an array of about thirty suited figures who all snapped more-or-less to attention and saluted her.

“Commander, Enterprise, arriving,” said a male voice in her suit, followed by the ancient sound of a bosun’s pipes. Alley’s return salute was automatic, and though she searched the bay in vain for a flag she ended up settling instead on directing it generally at the crew before her.

“Did you know about this?” Alley subvocalized to Kendra.

“I had an idea.”

“And the crew?”

“Engineers, machinists, welders – basically the people who are building the ship.” All three were now on the deck, and Kendra took the lead.

“Captain Martinez, this is Kyran Knott,” said Kendra, nodding to the person in the suit closest to them. “They’re the lead engineer for the build.”

“I’ll hold off shaking hands until we’re under pressure,” they said. They were medium height, about 1.5 meters, with close-cropped brown hair, a strong face, and a pleasant contralto voice.

“How are we coming?” asked Alley, falling in beside Knott.

“Other than the fact that I have to rip up the central line of the shuttlebay deck to install a spinal laser? Right on target.”

“Kyran, we’ve been over this,” began Kendra.

Knott held up a hand. “Sorry. It’s been a long day that started way too early. Now, if I can get those extra workers you promised, we’ll make up the time by the end of the month.”

“They’ll be here tomorrow,” Kendra assured them.

“Good. Then my day just got better.” They exited the bay through an open doorway, walked forward to another set of doors, and stopped.

“Lift,” explained Knott. “We’re using them as airlocks between hulls until we can get her sealed up.”

“How long on that?”

“If everything goes well, and the damn robots don’t get confused, the last of the nanotube will be woven today. We can finish installing the CeeSea after that and start doing pressure tests. I’d say we’ll be rated for atmo this time next week.”

“That’s great news!” The doors slid open and they stepped in, doors closing behind them. “Deck seven,” said Kendra, and they started to rise.

Alley could feel the air pressure building as they rose, but waited to take her helmet off.

“And we’ve actually gotten one of the transporters finished.”

“No more MOVs?”

“Well, I don’t know that I’d trust myself to one of those things, but yeah. It seems to work fine.”

“Kyran, I have a question about the bay.”

“Hmm?”

“How will we fit six MOVs in there?”

“The landing pads are retractable and intended to be lowered; there’s a hold below the deck where all six can be stored.”

“A hangar bay.”

“Exactly,” agreed Knott. “The mechanisms are a bit tricky, but we overengineered them so they’re robust enough for you Navy types.”

The lift stopped and the doors opened, preventing Alley from responding further as they busied themselves with the removal of helmets and suits.

“If there’s nothing else?” Knott directed the comment to Kendra, who smoothly looked to Alley.

“Captain?”

“No, not right now.”

“If you need anything, I’ll be aboard for a couple more hours before I go off shift. Nice to meet you, Captain. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other well.”

“I’m sure we will.”

With a nod, Knott headed down the corridor and out of sight.

“A bit snarky,” said Alley.

“Kyran’s been working on Enterprise from the start, about ten years back, and has seen some major modifications and changes to the design. Before Cass and I got involved, she was going to be a much smaller ship, capable of landing on planets, and you won’t believe the headaches that was causing!”

“Like what? I haven’t had a chance to look at the history of this project; I’ve been trying to catch up on the tech.”

“Well, atmosphere is one problem, between being prepared for varying pressures and chemical compositions. Then there were the landing legs, and those were proving to be a complete nightmare. In a way, the shift to a purely space-based ship was a blessing. It simplified the requirements considerably.”

“Didn’t you have something to do with that?”

“I don’t want to take all the credit,” said Kendra. “After all, it was Cass’s transporters that really were the last straw.”

“How?”

“We can use them to resupply the ship far quicker than using MOVs,” explained Kendra. “If there’s no need for bulk loading on the surface, then the MOVs can do anything else that the ship could do on site.”

“Plus she looks cooler now.”

Kendra agreed. “That she does.”

They had made their way up to deck two while talking, and were now forward and amidships.

“I thought we were going to my office? That’s off the bridge; if I studied the schematics right, this is crew quarters.”

“You did study right, and these are crew quarters. Officer’s country, I think you’d call it. Specifically, your cabin. I thought you might want to look it over.”

Alley’s eyes lit at the prospect. “How do I get in?”

“Remember I said that the ‘plant would make command easier?”

“Yes...”

“Tell the door to open.”

Closing her eyes, Alley turned inward. I want the door to the captain’s quarters to open, she thought, and then opened her eyes at the sound of the door sliding.

“It worked!”

“And pretty soon you won’t even need to close your eyes,” teased Kendra. “Don’t worry, it’s just something you get used to. After you.”

The quarters were more spacious than Alley’d expected. In front of her was a pair of comfortable-looking chairs, with a small table between them. To their left stretched a –

“A couch?”

“A couch. You can’t always sit on a chair; sometimes you’re going to want to relax just a bit more.”

Across from the couch, mounted against the corridor bulkhead, was a table with a large box on the far end, with a control panel mounted above it. Two more chairs were on either side.

“The box is a replicator?” Replicators she could handle. Most moderately well-to-do homes had one to help with food preparation.

“Got it in one.”

A door was set into the far left bulkhead. “What’s through there?”

“Go see,” was Kendra’s only reply. Alley walked to the door, which opened at her approach.

“No command?”

“Sensors recognize you as the occupant. It won’t work for anyone else; back up and I’ll show you.” Alley did so and the door closed. Kendra strode purposefully towards it, but it steadfastly refused to open, and she stopped just before actually running into it.

“Clever trick,” Alley said, walking back to it. “And what’s so special about –”

“Yeah, about that,” said Kendra, following.

Alley was staring around the inner cabin. A comfortable-looking bed was the main furniture, but that wasn’t what had frozen her in her tracks.

“Another window?”

“Another window,” said Kendra, grinning. “This one has an outer shield of Durasteel and CeeSea that you can move into place for darkness, along with an inner shield of Durasteel. And don’t go looking at me like that! All the officer’s quarters have exactly the same sort of arrangement, even if they’re not quite as lavish.”

“I’m surprised there isn’t a window in the other cabin.”

Kendra said nothing, and Alley rested her head in her palms.

“There’s a window in the other cabin, isn’t there? It’s just closed up.”

“I figured that having both open at once would be a bit of overload.”

“And what other surprises are there?”

Kendra half-bowed and waved a hand in answer.

Alley peered around, saw another door, and passed through.

“And this is...?” came her voice, which Kendra followed.

“A private study. You have a direct link to the Q-Net node and to the AI at that workstation,” said Kendra, pointing to a large screen on the far bulkhead with a desk and chair beneath it.

“This keeps getting better,” admitted Alley. “Never had this much space in my last command.”

“Your last command was, if you’ll pardon me saying so, puny, compared to Enterprise.”

“No argument. Where’s the head? Or is that communal?”

“No, no. The door to your right.”

Again a door slid open.

“You have got to be shitting me.”

“Rather appropriate, considering the room you’re in,” said a smiling Kendra.

“This isn’t a head! It’s – it’s –”

“If this was in our home, we’d call it a refresher. Has all the things: toilet, sink, cubbies for stuff, shower. The shower has dual modes, water or ultrasonic. Some people have a preference. And on the other side is your –”

“You put a hot tub on a starship?”

“No, not a hot tub! That would be silly, with all the jets and bubbles. No, this is just a deep soaker, and there are massagers built into the seating so you can really relax.”

“Isn’t the water a bit impractical?”

“Less than you think. Water does an amazing job at abating radiation exposure, so we installed water tanks everywhere we possibly could, through both the bulkheads and hull. There’s also an extremely efficient reclamation system down on deck twelve, including the hydroponics bay. Showering and bathing? No problem at all.”

“I take it back. This cabin isn’t just larger than my cabin on Aurora, it’s larger than the quarters I had ashore!”

“We have space to make our crew comfortable, so we did. I didn’t think there was any reason to make serving on Enterprise more challenging than it’s going to be.” Kendra started out. “Let us know what you want to bring aboard and we’ll arrange it.”

“Uniforms?”

“Ah. Well, technically there aren’t official uniforms yet. I have my preferences, but I also know that I may have been influenced by my personal history, so nothing’s fixed in stone. You’ll have final say on that, too.”

“Nothing mandated from your country?”

“Oh, there’s no country that has claim over Enterprise. We have had very good, very expensive lawyers poring over everything on space law they could get their hands on, and there’s nothing that requires a purely orbital ship to be officially affiliated with any one country.”

“That could be an issue,” mused Martinez. “I mean, from what you’ve told me, we want to use Enterprise to do battle on behalf of the UE against the Solarian Union. That means, at best, we’re a mercenary; at worst, we’re pirates.”

“One of the lawyers brought that up, actually. Took him about eight billable hours to do what you just figured out on thirty seconds, but... We don’t have an answer for that, yet, but we’re working on it. We have time.”

“What about the MOVs? They’re not orbital-only.”

“No, but they’re the equivalent of tenders, cutters, pinnaces, and the like: sub-units of the mother ship, not independent ships on their own right.” Kendra tossed her head lightly. “In any case, we can go over my suggestions for uniforms later. Let’s get you to your office.” She led Alley back into the corridor and back to a lift.

“Bridge.”

They arrived in seconds. The bridge seemed more complete, more polished, than the last visit, and Alley assumed that was the work of Knott and their teams. Kendra led around to the port. There, tucked into an alcove, was another door.

“Captain, after you.”

Deliberately not closing her eyes, Alley sent a command, and the door responded.

The room it revealed was irregularly shaped, obviously done to fit the bulkheads, but relatively spacious. There was a desk, seating for four or maybe five occupants, the ubiquitous Q-Net/AI interface, and even a smaller version of the replicator in her quarters.

“This is my office?”

“It is.”

Alley was slowly shaking her head. “I hate to say this, but it’s not big enough for me to have the kind of meetings I think I’m going to be having.”

“Ah, no, this is your ready room, a space for you to work while on the bridge without actually being, you know. On the bridge.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, there’s a larger space behind the bridge that you haven’t seen yet, for more formal, or larger, gatherings.”

“Good.”

“Would you like to try out your desk, Captain?”

Alley crossed behind the desk and sat, gingerly at first, then fully settling into it.

“Acceptable?”

“It’ll do,” she replied with a laugh as Kendra sat across from her.

“Are you ready for this?”

“Honestly? No. But what I’ve seen in the past two weeks, the obvious commitment you and your people have to making this a success, gives me hope that I will be by the time you need me to be.”

“What sort of potential stumbling blocks come to mind?”

“The biggest one, the one that trumps all the others, is, duh, she’s a starship. Not just a tin can going up and down from orbit, not a shuttle, not a mining ship, an honest-to-god starship.”

“That’s a fair point. I think you’ll find that your experience as commander of a submarine will hold you in good stead, though.”

“I think you’re right. I just hope that I can shake the submariner mindset enough to create the sort of culture you’re hoping for in your people. I looked up those pop culture references, by the way. I figured that you were hoping I would?”

“I was,” admitted Kendra. “I thought that they’d explain my dreams better than I could, the ideals I want us to strive for.”

“They did,” replied Alley. “And then some. I completely get where you’re coming from, and it’s a place I want to go, too. ‘To boldly go’ – it’s not just badly written English. It’s a dream with so, so much behind it; it’s humanity finally growing out of its infancy. It’s a chance for everyone to be welcome, and participate, and be valued for the uniqueness they bring. It’s a resolution that, no matter what challenges we face, the setbacks we encounter, we’re going to keep going on until we succeed. It’s reminding us that we can be so much more, together.”

Kendra blinked a couple times before saying, with a hitch in her voice, “Exactly.” She gathered herself.

“Computer,” she said firmly. “Official log.”

“Recording,” said a vaguely mechanical voice.

“Assign command codes to Commander Jennifer Allison Martinez.”

“Position?”

“Captain.”

“Authorization required to transfer command codes.”

“Authorization Cassidy, 1-A, 1-A, 1.”

“Authorization accepted. Confirmation of transfer required from Commander Jennifer Allison Martinez.”

What do I say? Alley commed to Kendra.

You say “Confirmation Martinez, 1-A, 1-A, 1” – that’s the command code, replied Kendra through her ‘plant.

“Confirmation Martinez, 1-A, 1-A, 1.”

“Accepted. Command transferred to Captain Jennifer Allison Martinez.”

Kendra stood. “Captain. She’s all yours. She couldn’t be in better hands.”

​

BOOK TWO: The Gathering Storm
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Somehow, they’d done it.

The hairiest part was probably moving Spacedock to L5 and attaching it to Diana. All six of the MOVs had been enlisted for the effort, with Diana acting as remote co-pilot and engineer in each to ensure the precision necessary. The evolution took almost eight hours, all told, and had nearly ended in disaster when the Newton had suffered a main breaker fault; fortunately, the redundant systems did their job and kicked in almost immediately. Once at L5, it was another week-long project to attach Spacedock to Diana, and nearly a month to get all the systems and connections integrated. Now they were nearly finished converting the former Spacedock to an internal bay; there wouldn’t be atmosphere, but it would be a protected environment for any continued work.

All this while working heroically to shoehorn the two petajoule spinal laser into a hull which was already stuffed to the gills with vital machinery and equipment, where every cubic millimeter was accounted for. Compared to that, mounting the phased particle emitters in locations around the hull was simple work. 

Alley was dead certain that Kyran’s crew was cursing both their names in what little sleep they were getting, but the fact remained that they’d worked miracles. It was still a few days short of 2119, and the Enterprise was ready for her first flight tests. Oh, there were still details to complete, but all the vital systems were functional. Supplies had been laid in, individual systems tested for operational integrity, simulations run. The crew was mostly living aboard, with a few exceptions, and were rapidly becoming familiar with the ins and outs of the starship.

The AI had been awakened, which was really a relatively simple process. The processor had already been fully operational, but the heuristic neural net hadn’t been activated. Kendra, Cass, and Alley had discussed naming the AI instead of constantly referring to it as ‘computer’, and had arrived at ‘Minerva’ as an appropriate name. When Alley had first activated the AI, it had responded in a neutral, if vaguely masculine, tone. She then informed the AI of its name, and the voice had smoothly shifted to one which was simultaneously cool, competent, and feminine, befitting the name.

Awakening Minerva, Alley reflected, was probably what allowed them to make the accelerated timetable. Minerva’s self-awareness allowed her to self-diagnose problems and report them to the human crew for needed repairs. As promised by Kendra, there was also a substantial self-repair capacity built into the systems, which largely reduced the need for the crew to be actively repairing. In addition, and much to the chagrin of both Kendra and Dr. Roberts, Minerva had spent much of her time optimizing her design.

All of which led to today. Today, there was going to be much speechifying, pomp, and circumstance. The attention of the worlds had gradually focused on the starship and her crew; Kendra drew on her experience to make the prospect of the first operational starship irresistible. While only the crew of Enterprise and Diana would actually be present, the various networks assured them of an audience in the billions, including most heads of state.

Alley’s musings were interrupted by her door signal.

“Enter.”

Kendra and Cass walked into her office.

“Hey, Alley. You ready?” Kendra nodded at Alley’s uniform.

“I am. What about you?”

Alley was wearing her Command gold uniform. It was a compromise between Kendra’s vision and Alley’s comfort zone. All the outer layers, top and bottoms, were navy blue with colored trim; the trim indicated which of several divisions the crewmember was part of. Since Enterprise was, after all, an untested ship, the crew were required to wear their skinsuits beneath the uniforms, and each skinsuit had been coordinated with the trim. The skinsuits were just visible at the cuffs and the neckline. As an unexpected bonus it was a huge boon for everyone’s individual comfort, since the suits were designed to maintain the wearer’s optimal temperature. 

“And pockets!” had insisted Alley, who had quietly become almost as familiar as Kendra with the source material for Kendra’s dreams. “None of those damn shows had pockets, and I know it’s because they were just like today’s FicChans and it made for smoother lines for filming. They weren’t real life, but this is, and my crew by the goddess will have someplace to put things!”

The divisions were reasonable enough: Command, Engineering, Defense, Medical, Science, and Small Craft. Kendra had argued for certain colors, and where she didn’t have a concrete objection Alley was happy to go along, so it ended up that Command was gold, Engineering was red, and Medical was blue. Science received orange, Defense received green, and Small Craft was purple. Since there was only a small crew, there was some inevitable overlap in specialties and assignments, but the crew’s designations generally matched their primary duties. 

Alley had also insisted on a paramilitary organization for the ship. She used Kendra’s own arguments that, as the first starship, Enterprise would be setting the pattern for all future craft, and that establishing as clear a chain of command as possible would result in benefits for all future Captains. Rank was indicated by rings on the end of the sleeves, patterned after the NIN: four wide rings for Captain; three wide and a narrow for Commander; three wide for Lieutenant Commander; two wide and a narrow for Senior Lieutenant; two wide for Lieutenant; one wide and a narrow for Ensign; one wide for Ensign Junior Grade; and one narrow for Midshipman, even though they didn’t yet have any midshipmen, nor any plans to introduce them for some time yet. This structure officially enshrined Alley as the commanding officer. Her XO, Kiri Stewart, was assigned the rank of Commander and the position of Division Head for Command. 

Stewart had been a classmate of Alley’s at the NIN Academy, graduating just behind her, and had also joined the submarine forces. Her career had been even more promising than Alley’s, but had ended earlier. She had been serving aboard the Milwaukee when the unfortunate sub had suffered a malfunction in the torpedo doors. The inner doors in the bow launchers hadn’t sealed properly, and when they flooded the tubes the inrushing water had pulled the ship to the bottom, despite desperate efforts to blow the tanks. Stewart had been crushed beneath falling equipment when the sub impacted the bottom, pinning her in place for nearly twenty hours until the NIN could mount a rescue for the eighty-seven survivors. The resulting damage to her spine had left her paralyzed from the waist down and had permanently beached her.

The NIN had found a teaching role for her at the Academy, but she was merely marking time there. When Alley had approached her with the offer of a position, two months into her tenure as Captain, Stewart was naturally curious, but also reluctant.

“Maybe you didn’t notice, but I’m kinda stuck in this chair.” She gestured to herself.

“There might be something I can do about that,” said Alley, enigmatically. “I can’t go into details, though. Not without your answer.”

Stewart looked to her wife, Lorelei. Alley knew that look; she had seen it often enough between Cass and Ken in the weeks since joining up. Where Stewart was almost 1.7 meters, fair-skinned, willowy, with straight brown hair that fell almost to her waist, Lorelei was barely 1.5 meters, richly colored olive-tinted brown skin, muscular, and possessed wavy hair that barely reached her chin.

“One more question.”

“I’ll answer anything I can.”

“You said ‘ship. How long are deployments?”

“That’s uncertain. We’re still under construction, and then there are trials, and those will be shorter deployments. Once we’re fully certified, I would expect to be aboard her for at least three months at a time, probably longer, with opportunities for leave.”

Stewart’s eyes saddened. “Then –”

“Not so fast. If you’re about to say no because you’re going to have to leave Lorelei behind, don’t.”

“You don’t understand. She’s what’s held me together after the accident. I can’t, won’t, leave her behind. What?” she finished sharply at Alley’s fond smile.

“You sound just like my boss. Okay, I can tell you this much: you won’t have to leave her behind, if you sign on. Where you go, she goes. Lorelei, what do you do?”

“Right now I’m an industrial engineer. I specialize in the application of high-power optics in manufacturing processes.”

Alley worked through the jargon. “You work with powerful lasers?”

“Yes,” agreed Lorelei.

“Then I think I have a position for you, too.”

“You can do that?” gasped Stewart.

“My ship, my crew.”

Another look.

“We’re in.”

Alley caught up to them several days later, after both Stewarts received their implants.

Can I come in? she commed.

A moment later, she received, Come in.

“Still getting used to it?” she asked once she’d settled in.

“It’s really weird,” admitted Lorelei.

“Where’s Kiri?”

“Coming!” said a voice from another room. A moment later, Kiri rolled in. Alley frowned.

“You ought to be able to get out of that,” she said, pointing to the power chair.

“It’s not that easy,” said Kiri. “Alley, I’ve been in this for the past six years! I’d gotten used to the thought that I’m never going to walk again, and now you come to me and tell me I can just get up?”

“I know it’s not that easy,” Alley started to say.

“No, it’s not! Oh, I love the idea, but it’s real, real sudden.”

“- But no rush,” finished Alley. “Enterprise runs on three-quarters g, though. Maybe you want to wait until you’re aboard to start trying? In any case, I came here to talk with you about assignments...”

Kiri was a natural XO, and as Alley had thought, the reduced gravity had both enabled and encouraged her to regain her mobility, now that her ‘bots had repaired the injury damage and the muscle deterioration and atrophy. Lorelei had slipped seamlessly into the Engineering division, working closely with Val and Cass on the installation of the spinal laser.

The other division heads were all assigned the rank of Lieutenant Commander. Dellin Anderson was the Chief Engineer and in charge of Engineering; Candice Sanzari had chosen to join and was given Defense; Dr. Joseph Quinn was given Medical; Mia Kleve found herself riding herd on the MOV pilots, already calling themselves the Wolfpack; and Cass was tentatively assigned to head Science, once she finished freeing herself from her Earthside commitments. Until then, the position was being held by Dr. Dawn Zihal, who had come aboard as a planetologist and taken the rank of Senior Lieutenant.

There was a meeting scheduled with all the division heads momentarily, but Alley appreciated the gesture by Cass and Ken to stop in with her beforehand.

“Cass, that uniform looks like it was made for you to wear it. Or maybe I should call you Lieutenant Commander?”

Cass was in uniform, tugging at the collar of her skinsuit. Breaking into a smile, she said, “It still doesn’t seem real. I mean, you’re definitely a proper officer; you’ve earned it! I just happen to be the woman –”

Before Cass could finish, Alley interrupted. “Don’t go there! Yes, that’s an argument that Kendra and I had, months ago. But you have convinced me that you deserve the opportunity to prove yourself. Unless you do something to prove me wrong, you have earned those stripes. Are we clear, Lieutenant Commander?”

Cass unconsciously straightened. “Yes, ma’am!”

Kendra couldn’t help it and broke out laughing, which drew a glare from Cass. 

“Oh, shut up,” Cass snapped. “At least you can’t make me salute you!”

“Actually,” Alley started. “She can.”

“Did I miss a memo?” Cass looked from Alley to Kendra.

“Maybe?”

Cass turned to face her wife, arms crossed. “Uh-huh. Spill.”

“Well, I might have thought it proper, since, you know, we’re going to be building an actual fleet...” Kendra trailed off.

Cass stared.

“And, you know, Alley’s going to have her hands full commanding Enterprise.”

She still stared.

“So when we finish Endeavour, we’re going to need someone in overall command.”

She arched an eyebrow.

“And Diana is technically a Fleet base, so we really needed someone to oversee...”

Alley couldn’t stand it any longer. “Cass, I’d like to introduce you to Admiral Kendra Cassidy.”

“You brat!”

“Hey! Watch how you address me!” Cass grabbed hold of Kendra’s arms and gave her a shake. “Alley! She’s striking a superior officer!”

Alley’s laughter filled the room. “Seems to me you deserve it.”

“Mutiny!”
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The officers of the Enterprise had a conference room tucked behind the bridge. It served as a larger venue for meetings, official and unofficial. Today, it was filled to capacity.

Cass, Ken, and Alley were there, of course. Kendra stood out from the rest, as her uniform, though matching in cut to the rest, was the only one pure white with gold piping. The division heads were all there, as well as Dr. Zihal, in her role as Cass’s right hand; Kyran and Val, who both insisted on being present for the initial shakedown flight; and Mac, who, if pressed, would have admitted to just wanting to hang out with Minerva. 

“Good morning, everyone,” said Kendra

A murmur of responses swept around the room.

“Minerva, activate security protocols.”

“Security protocols in place, Admiral.”

Kendra sighed as the officers who had prior military experience stiffened. Her position hadn’t been a secret, precisely, just not well-publicized.

“Relax,” she said, then corrected herself. “At ease. Whatever.” She smiled to take the sting out of her words.

“Okay, so that cat’s out of the bag,” she said. 

“It’s purely a formality. Alley, sorry, Captain Martinez –” This elicited a few chuckles. “- Convinced me that we needed a chain of command, and she also convinced me that she couldn’t command everything. Something about multi-ship commands and desks and she didn’t want to give up Enterprise before she even got a chance to fly?”

More chuckles.

“In any case, it’s mostly me still doing what I do, just with a fancy title and a uniform. For example, in about an hour, when we go live for the official launch, I’ll be the one who has to do the speaking, not any of you lot, so I think you should feel pretty good about that!”

A rolling wave of laughter rippled around the room.

“There are a few people here who are visiting, so let’s just do a quick introduction. I think we’ll start with Mia.”

The surprised junior officer jumped to her feet. She was taller than Kendra, at just under two meters, but had the same predilection for putting her blonde hair into pixie cuts, and had skin kept a careful golden tone despite the long hours piloting. Her age was hard to pin down; she was over twenty, but probably less than fifty.

“Lieutenant Commander Mia Kleve, formerly of the Republic of Texas air force. I was a pilot for my entire term, until I was retired because I wasn’t promoted to full colonel. Kendra recruited me for this project three years ago. I do have experience in multi-unit command, which is probably why she tapped me to try to control the Wolfpack.”

“Thanks, Mia. I should add that Mia helped design the Wolf-class MOV, as well as creating and supervising the training program. Dr. Quinn?”

A stocky older man, with light blue piping on his uniform, stood. “Y’all, Ah’m Joe Quinn, and Ah’ve been a doctor probably as long as most of y’all been alive. Ah’m from the New Confederacy by birth, but Ah’ve lived in Houston since Ah graduated from med school. Ah’ve spent time on Luna, which makes me one of the few physicians to practice in the black and be available on Earth. Most of us end up staying in Artemis.”

“Thanks, Joe. Joe’s also working with Minerva to expand her knowledge of human physiology, but more on that project another time. Dellin?”

Another woman, wearing the piping of Engineering, stood. She was tall as well, with ebony skin and close-cropped hair, and hands that showed the results of a lifetime of getting in and doing. There was an undefinable air of competence about her, a sense that there hadn’t ever been a problem she couldn’t wrap a solution around.

“Dellin Anderson. I was part of the team involved in Project Pegasus, before Kendra, I mean Admiral Cassidy, took over and renamed it.”

“Kendra will do in here; you’ve known me for long enough and we’ve never stood on formality before.”

“Yes, ma’am. As I was saying, I was on the team which worked on the warp drive. I don’t know it as well as Dr. Roberts,” and she nodded to Val before continuing. “But I’ve got as much experience with it as anyone not named Roberts, and more than most. Before that, I was a consultant with a few of the boosting companies, like HLC, so I’ve done my time. I’m really hoping that I’m overpaid and underutilized on this ship, but I’m not counting on it.”

Laughing, Kendra said, “We hope so too! And no offense to Val, but you’re better with the nuts and bolts of the drive than she is. Candice?”

Sanzari stood up. “If you don’t already know me, my name is Candice Sanzari, and I’m the tactical officer. For the past five years I’ve been in command of the personal security for the Cassidys. Prior to that, I was an agent with OutLook. One of my assignments had me undercover on a submarine in the New Imperium Navy, and that’s how I met both Admiral Cassidy and Captain Martinez. Like Commander Anderson, I really hope to be overpaid and underutilized on this mission.”

“She’s far too modest,” said Kendra. “I won’t get into the details, but she has proven her abilities over and over again, under some of the most challenging circumstances. Cass?”

“Hi, I’m Aiyana Cassidy, and I’m slotted to head the science division aboard the Enterprise. I’ve worked on high-energy physics, optics, and dabbled in quantum mechanics since I graduated from MIT. I’ve been busy making arrangements for my absence on Earth, so Dr. Dawn Zihal has been, and will continue to be, my second and my right arm.” She tried to sit down, but a look from Kendra stopped her. “What?”

“What Cass isn’t telling you is that the quantum teleportation modules – the transporters – are a direct result of her ‘dabbling’ in quantum mechanics. She’s also had a huge influence in turning this dream into a reality. On a personal note, she also had the good grace to marry me. But she absolutely would not be here if your captain didn’t believe that she was capable of the tasks she will be assigned.” Kendra nodded once, and Cass sat, grateful to be out of the spotlight. “Commander Stewart?”

Kiri stood, still taking great pleasure in the simple action. “I am Commander Kiri Stewart, and I’m the Executive Officer. Like Captain Martinez, I served in the Northern Imperium Navy, and also like her, my career was cut short by another’s negligence.” She unconsciously brushed her hands against her thighs in memory of the accident. “When Alley, sorry, sorry,” she said, as the laughter ran around the room again. Much more seriously, she said, “When Captain Martinez recruited me, I was a paraplegic and ready to be on the beach the rest of my life. At least, I thought I was ready. Turns out the universe has other plans for me, so I’m here.”

She looked around the assembled officers. “As I said, I’m the XO. What that means to the non-military professionals, if you have problems in your division you can’t handle, you bring them to me. That said, none of you would be here if you didn’t have a track record of success in managing both your specialty and your people. I expect the same aboard Enterprise, but I will be there for you. I don’t demand perfection, but I do expect you and your people to do your best, help each other out, and own up to anything that isn’t up to par.” She swept them all with her eyes before finishing.

“This is the first starship. What we do sets the bar for every ship that comes after us. I aim to set that bar high indeed.” With another glance, she sat.

“Well said, Commander,” said Kendra in an unaccustomedly formal voice. “Captain?”

Alley stood slowly. “I’m not going to waste your time with speeches. That’s what Admirals are for.” That provoked a few chuckles before Alley turned serious. “As Commander Stewart said, we are the first starship, the first crew. I intend history to remember the name Enterprise as a shining exemplar of all the good humanity can muster. To do that, I need you, your experience, your dedication, your hard work, and, most of all, your support. No captain has ever succeeded without their officers and crew behind her, and I am certainly no exception. Today, we make history.”

Applause swept around the table, along with murmured exclamations of encouragement and enthusiasm.

“Nice speech,” Kendra said sotto voce to Alley. “You sure you don’t want this uniform?”

“Not a prayer.”

“Damn.” Pitching her voice to carry, she said, “Thank you, Captain.” As soon as the noise died away, she repeated, “Thank you. Now, we have a few visitors today who have all had a hand in the creation of this ship. First, Dr. Valeri Roberts.”

Val stood and looked around, unsure of what to say, so Kendra filled in for her.

“Dr. Roberts is responsible for the heart of this ship, the one piece which turns her from a spaceship to a starship: the warp drive. She has worked tirelessly for nearly a decade to perfect the drive and see it installed aboard the Enterprise. She’ll accompany us today, as she’s more than earned the right to see her brainchild in action.” Another round of applause carried around the room as Val reclaimed her seat.

“Next, we have Amanda McAllister.” Mac’s face showed her shock at being named, but she gamely stood. “To call Mac a computer technician would be like calling Rodin a stonemason. She’s been instrumental in the optimization of both Minerva’s and Diana’s heuristic programming, finding time around her regular position.”

“And for that I thank you too,” said Minerva’s voice. “I enjoy what I perceive to be your touches in my personality.”

Mac blushed and dropped into her chair.

“Finally, Kyran Knott.” If Mac was shocked, Kyran was stunned. Kendra continued as they tried to find their feet. “We found Kyran working for HLC, building the ground-to-orbit cargo lifters, and recognized their talent for planning and organization. They were transferred to Project Pegasus and have been invaluable in making the impossible happen. It didn’t matter what challenge arose, whether it was a shifting deadline, a material issue, or simply needing to bang a conduit with a wrench to make it fit, they’ve risen to every single one. Quite literally, we would not be here today, for this historic voyage, if not for them.”

As applause began again, Kendra held up one hand.

“Not done yet, folks. As recognition for this feat, I’m officially announcing their permanent posting to Diana. There, they will take up the position of Supervising Engineer for all of the Harriman projects, including the continuing work on Diana, Endeavour, and the next generation MOVs. As such, when necessary for the execution of their position, they will have the equivalent rank of Commodore and be entitled to all the rights and privileges thereof.” She looked around at the expectant faces. “Now, I’m done.”

The applause that rang through the room was loud and prolonged, mixed with shouts of encouragement. Even as the noise abated, the various officers gathered around Kyran to offer their personal congratulations.

“How long have you been planning this?” said Cass, holding back.

“A couple weeks now, ever since I knew we’d actually make the latest impossible deadline.”

“They deserve it.”

“Damn right. Let’s go tell them.”

After several minutes of chaos, the gathering settled down again.

“Again, my – our – congratulations to Commodore Knott.”

“Does this mean I have to wear a uniform, too?”

“We’ll discuss that later. Okay, people, we have to put our game faces on in,” she checked her ‘plant. “Twenty minutes. Let’s go over the plan one more time...”
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The countdown to the broadcast was simultaneously too fast and dragged out forever, a feeling that Kendra remembered from her days performing but doubted anyone else was familiar with. All the connections to the network feeds were confirmed, both on Earth and in Artemis City. There would be a light-speed lag of about two seconds for both broadcasts, as the Q-Net remained a closely-held secret, which suited Kendra just fine. She was certain that some polities would want to censor their message, if not block it entirely, so they would also be broadcasting a powerful signal from Diana. The various authorities might want to control their content, but they wouldn’t find it quite as simple to do so with two Alpha AI’s working in tandem.

As the hour approached, Kendra’s directorial experience warred with her new role as Admiral: she desperately wanted to check on everyone’s positioning and preparation, but took her cue from Alley. That notable was seated in her command chair, letting her XO deal with minutiae, so Kendra concentrated on emulating her. Finally, though, Stewart made a final check and settled into the left-hand command chair.

Minerva’s cool voice spoke. “Going live in five seconds...four...three...” A blinking light indicated the last seconds, and then the main viewscreen lit, divided into dozens of smaller views. Those showed the various officials, politicians, and leaders who had been granted two-way access during the speech.

“Honored representatives, guests, people of Earth and the Solar System, thank you for joining us on this historic occasion: the official launch of humanity’s first starship.”

“I am Admiral Kendra Cassidy, and the creation of this ship has been the realization of a cherished dream. Although my life has taken me on a most curious journey to this point, I never lost sight of my childhood’s wildest flights of fancy. I never stopped believing in those fond hopes. When I was presented the opportunity to complete the work of so many others, I could hardly stand down from the challenge. Instead, with the support of my wife and my ohana, I embraced it. I stand before you today as a testament to the power of dreams and imagination.”

She gestured to the officers and crew around the bridge.

“Today these fine people will carve a place for themselves in history.” She spent the next few minutes walking around the bridge, introducing them to as much of humanity as they could possibly reach. She ended by standing before the navigation console at the front of the bridge, closest to the viewscreen.

“You may wonder about the name of this ship. She is called Enterprise, and this is a name steeped in history. Various iterations have been merchants, explorers, military vessels, and experimental craft. She has been at the forefront of both the defense of countries and the exploration of space. And yet her name is only peripherally drawn from this deep history.”

“Rather, the Enterprise which inspired her name only exists in a fictional universe, a universe created in a distant past that takes place in a further distant future. She was a ship created with a noble mission: to explore new worlds, to seek out new life, to boldly go where no one had gone before. She was a symbol of the hopes, dreams, and aspirations of the age which created her: a quest for equality, a desire for knowledge, and a pursuit of peace and peaceful coexistence. This vision inspired generations, and continues to inspire today.”

“This Enterprise is the living embodiment of that vision. This Enterprise is our assertion that the noblest dreams are neither fleeting nor futile. This Enterprise is our statement to the future that we choose to improve, to embrace change, and welcome the challenges of the present.”

“This vessel is dedicated to furthering those dreams. We will go boldly. We will seek and explore. We will meet all challenges, and we will emerge triumphant.”

“I have the honor to christen this ship the TFS Enterprise.”

“I will now answer questions. Please submit all questions electronically, as I won’t be able to pick out individual voices.”

Minerva put the first question on the screen.

“What does TFS mean? TFS is the abbreviation for Terran Federation Ship.”

“Who is the Terran Federation? Right now, the Terran Federation is mostly an idea and an ideal, a commitment to the vision I stated a moment ago. I hope that, in the fullness of time, the Terran Federation will grow to be an institution that will guide the future of our race.”

“What fictional universe is this from? The Star Trek universe. It’s pretty easy to find on the Net.”

“Who’s behind the Terran Federation? My wife and I are.”

“What’s your first mission? Over the next several months, we’re going to be taking the Enterprise on longer and longer cruises, as we shake down to full operational status. If all goes well, by this time next year we’ll be ready to begin some real exploration missions.”

“What country is backing this Federation? No country is backing it. I told you, my wife and I are behind it. We are dedicating our lives, our fortune, and our sacred honor to making a lasting difference in the history of our homeworld.”

“You claim to embrace the vision of peace, yet according to our information your ship is fitted with the most powerful weapon in the system. Why? I said that we will not back down from any challenge to achieving our dreams. However, we’re realists. We know that there are going to be people, organizations, even countries, which will not support this dream. We know that there may be active opposition to our vision, and some may even go so far as to resort to violence. It would be the height of foolishness to risk the hopes of so many without taking adequate precautions.”

“How fast can you go? Well, we don’t know exactly yet. Theoretically, we ought to be able to travel to Proxima Centauri and return in less than a day.”

“What do you get out of this? Besides living a dream and bringing humanity into a brighter future? Well, there’s the really cool uniform.” She gestured to herself with a smile. “But it’s mostly living the dream. We may make money on this, but that’s not our motivation. If we spend every credit we have but succeed in getting mankind out to the stars, it will be worth it. I think we have time for one more question.”

“We will destroy you and your blatant attempt to assert colonial dominion over... Blah, blah. Okay, I can guess that comes from the Solarian Union. Hi, guys! Look, I told you what our mission is. We have no desire to engage in armed conflict with anyone.” Her smile changed into something that resembled a smile only to someone not paying attention. Anyone else would see the menace behind it. “But, and I want to make this absolutely clear to everyone, any attempt to destroy Terran Federation property, injure our personnel, or disrupt the peaceful execution of our mission, will be met with equal force, equal intensity, and equal effect. You leave us alone, and we will leave you alone. But if you come after us, you will live just long enough to regret that decision for the remainder of your very short life.”

“Thank you for your time. Cassidy, out.” Minerva cut off the transmission, and Kendra turned to face the bridge.

“I think that went well. Don’t you?”
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“I want her dead!”

“Primus, you heard her –”

“I want her dead!”

“Primus, it’s not that simple –”

“I want her dead!”

“Will you stop behaving like a spoiled child and listen?”

That stopped the repetition, if only to change the focus to the Treasury Minister.

“Nobody speaks –”

“Oh, do shut up, Vasilia,” interrupted the older woman. “I changed your diapers when your parents were too busy to do it. You may have disposed of your half-brother, and good riddance to him, but you’ll find that I’m not so easy to shunt aside.”

The younger woman froze on the edge of saying something else, then visibly forced herself to relax. “Yes, Aunt Daria.”

“Very good.”

The discussion was taking place in the Primus’ quarters. Though larger than those enjoyed by the average citizen, they were by no means as luxurious or ostentatious as the most powerful woman in the Union could have demanded. She had summoned select Ministers to watch the transmission from the L5 habitat, including Treasury, War, and Intelligence, but notably excluding the President and Minister of State. Now, in the aftermath, these most-trusted advisors were trying to devise a strategy.

“Primus,” said Minister Dent, “Before we attempt anything, and I’ll admit that assassination may be the best option, we must have the opportunity to gather more information. We haven’t the data yet to be sure of our target.”

“And you heard her at the end of her speech,” added Minister Whitmore. “If we make an attempt, and fail, I fear for the safety of our people.”

“Even if we succeed,” advised Pitt. “If we are to eliminate this threat, we must do so absolutely and completely.”

“Cut off the head and the snake will die,” replied the Primus.

“This snake has two heads,” observed Dent. “You did notice the last name of this self-styled ‘Admiral’? Her reference to ‘my wife’?”

Pitt was nodding agreement. “Aiyana and Kendra. That would explain the actions of Cassidy the past few years.”

“Then I repeat: I want her dead!”

“Give my people at least a rotation to infiltrate and report,” said Dent.

“Your people are incompetent!” yelled Newling. “If they had done their jobs, we would have known about the connection between these – these – furies! We could have removed the problem before they completed their damned ship!” Newling stopped, visibly regathering her calm.

“Minister Whitmore, what does this TFS Enterprise do to the balance of power?”

“Officially, nothing.”

“Nothing?” sputtered Newling. “Nothing?!”

“I said, officially,” repeated Whitmore. “Cassidy has been very careful to emphasize that they are unaligned with any existing power, which suggests that they will be following their own agenda. Colin?”

The Intelligence Minister nodded. “That would be my read, yes. But we don’t know what their agenda is.”

“Yes, we do,” corrected Pitt. “Cassidy said it herself: go boldly, seek and explore.”

“Explore what? Seek what? We need more details!”

“And that is your job, Minister Dent.” The Primus’ voice was cold. “But we got off topic. Balance of power.”

“If the ship functions the way the designers intend, it will be the power in the system, ne plus ultra,” answered Whitmore. “None of our ships could stand up to it. The one liability of their design is the mount of the laser; it would appear that the only way to aim is to change the attitude of the ship itself. From what I’ve seen of their schematics, their defensive systems are more than adequate to blunt any attack we can possibly make. Failing that, they can run away.” She shrugged.

“Can we duplicate their systems?”

Whitmore looked pensive. “Perhaps, given time, and access to all of their plans.” She shook her head. “I need to speak to Minister Newling.”

“Oh? What do you need of the Minister of Technology?”

“Primus, if I understand correctly, what they’ve achieved is decades ahead of anything else we’re even considering. I don’t know that, even with their complete database, we could replicate their tech.”

“What if we had their technicians as well?” suggested Newling.

Whitmore was about to reply, then stopped and looked to Dent. “Colin?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Surely your organization can handle –”

“Knock it off!” The sudden yell from Newling brought the argument to a halt. “Answer the question, Whitmore. Yes or no.”

“Yes. If we have their techs, and their plans, we can duplicate their results.”

“Dent. Make it happen. I don’t want discussion or excuses..”

“Yes, Primus.”

“How long until we can build our own starship?”

“Primus, I can’t even begin to answer that!” protested Whitmore. “It’s taken them ten years of active construction. Yes, we have the experience in building spacecraft, but...Several years, at a minimum.”

“Then we have to do something to maintain our position of power. At our next meeting, I want options.” Newling stood; the audience was evidently over.
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“All stations, report readiness.” Commander Stewart was standing, still savoring the sensation, having given her chair to Kendra for the official launch.

One by one, the bridge crew checked in.

“Engineering, check. Sublight power ready at your discretion. Warp drive spun up.” Engineer Anderson was at her station in the secondary hull, along with Dr. Roberts. A junior engineer, Jess Morgan, sat at the astrogator’s console.

“Astrogation, check. Clear of all traffic for fifty k kliks,” reported Lt. Seabolt, sitting to the right of Morgan.

“Helm, check. Ready to lay in course. All systems show green,” said Elliott Kay, on the other side of Morgan.

“Science, check. All sensors online,” Cass reported from her station at the rear of the bridge, Dr. Zihal – though she was trying hard to think of her as Lt. Zihal, and herself as Lieutenant Commander – next to her.

“Tactical, check. Deflectors ready for full power. Phased particle emitters charged,” Lieutenant Commander Sanzari said from behind the command seats. “Commander Kleve reports Wolfpack Division One standing by, Wolfpack Division Two at plus five, Wolfpack Division Three at alternate duty posts. All decks report ready for departure.” Division One could lift off any time, Division Two would need five minutes to power up and prepare.

“Very good. Captain, all stations report ready.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Alley said, formally. “Admiral, would you like to do the honors?”

Kendra was sorely tempted, but, with great difficulty, resisted. “Your ship, Captain. Your honor.”

With a nod, Alley said, “Minerva, open a channel to Diana.”

“Channel open.”

“Diana, this is Enterprise. Request permission for departure.”

“Roger, Enterprise,” returned Kyran’s voice. “You are clear for departure. Don’t bend my ship!”

Chuckling, Alley said, “We’ll try not to, Diana. Out.”

She took a deep breath.

“Helm. Ahead, dead slow, until we clear the dock.”

“Ahead dead slow, aye.” Kay moved his hands over the controls, and there was a subtle change in the air. It wasn’t anything any of the crew could quantify, or specifically point to, but it was definitely there: a shift from dream to reality, from potential to action, from inert to fully alive and eager.

The scene on the viewscreen began to change.

Kendra’s grin threatened to split her face.

In only a few seconds they were clear of the dock’s encircling arms for the first time.

“Course, Captain?”

Alley looked again to Kendra. This time, she gave in to temptation.

“Second star to the right, and straight on ‘til morning,” she said airily.

“Captain?” said a confused Kay.

“I think what the Admiral means is your discretion, Helm,” clarified Alley. “Galactic South, 90, 0, 0; let’s get out of the ecliptic. After that, just try not to run into anything.”

“Aye, Captain. Speed?”

“One-quarter sublight.”

“One-quarter sublight, aye.” The starfield shifted as the ship angled “down”, away from most of the major system objects.

“Sensors?” asked Alley.

“Sensors report all clear for two light-minutes,” answered Cass. At one-quarter sublight, the Enterprise would cover that distance in just less than ten minutes. Her sensor suite included both gravitic wave and quantum flux detectors, as well as a variety of devices calibrated to detect the various electromagnetic spectra. The output from all these were directed to Minerva, who then translated the information into a form that the human mind could comprehend, including the real-time visual display on the viewscreen. 

“Maintain course and speed,” said Alley. “Let’s put some distance between us and Diana before we start getting frisky.”

“Maintain course and speed, aye,” repeated Kay.

Although they were covering nearly sixty thousand kilometers per second, the starfield didn’t seem to change at all. That didn’t mean they weren’t moving, of course, just that the distances to the visible stars were utterly immense. That brought up another thought to Alley.

“Commander Sanzari, how are the shields holding up?”

“Nominal. Engineering is monitoring them and, according to Dr. Roberts, they’re doing, and I quote, ‘exactly what I said they’d do,’ unquote,” answered Sanzari.

“Val’s never had a problem with confidence,” said Kendra.
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