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Dedication

To Gene, for daring to dream

To Michaela, for helping me follow mine

PROLOGUE



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. 
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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 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, mainly due to the UE policy of providing a Basic Living Stipend to its citizens. Thus, though a General Secretary and other positions were officially higher-ranking than the Directorships, the actual reins of power passed through Distribution. The Honorable Mya Arabella Hartman, Ph.D. (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 unmistakable.

In the century since the Artemis Amendment, the balance of power had tilted further and further in favor of the outplanets, away from Earth. The Amendment had given the then-struggling colonies claim to all of the signatories’ production of palladium, platinum, rhodium, yttrium, lanthanum, and a whole laundry list of other minerals. 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 continuing exports from Earth was the only way to ensure the growing colony’s survival, even as they dispatched ships of its own to the asteroids and to Mars. To the ever-increasing 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 a 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 their predicament, 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 emergency backups now. 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. “If they demonstrate need, we are obligated to provide, 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, mines, and refineries. Those who 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. We 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. “Since they hold the orbitals, any time we try to organize resistance, they 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 a diplomatic and economic conflict.”

“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 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, 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. 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 a vacuum.”

“Hmm.”

“How do you intend to engineer these spaceships? As you’ve noted, the Union gets all the metals needed 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, 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 minor 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, still in good condition, and 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, except for 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. 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 salvaging 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 may 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.”
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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 can 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 five 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, oh, equal to the combined value 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 unexpected byproduct of Cass’s side work when 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 that nearly led to her death: teleportation. The system was fully developed and ready for mass installation but wasn’t widely approved. Stations with a teleport were few and far between, making a hop from Houston to Geneva impractical. That left the ordinary means of transportation. 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. Of course, she knew who Mya Hartman was. 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 spoke, 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.

Kendra’s smug response was, All my ideas are good, 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. I know that’s late for you, 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 didn’t care. 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 who 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 the 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. Do 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 Cristina Montana, their hand-picked Director of OutLook. Before 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. First during Cass’s quest to rescue a friend, then attempting to reunite with Kendra, and then finally toppling the forces seeking her death. In return, she was 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 for 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 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. You know, we don’t generally have HumInt resources just hanging around here and there. 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 to 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 fieldwork, 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?”
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