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To all those who have had their humanity questioned, denied, or minimized. Your voices are – and will be -  heard.
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CHAPTER ONE

Low Earth Orbit
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“How long do you think they’ll keep dragging this farce out?”

“Mr. Blackmon, the longer they’re talking, the longer they’re not shooting,” remonstrated Mya Hartman, the Director of the United Earth Distribution Directorate.

“But Madame Director, it’s clear that neither side is willing to budge an inch!” The speaker was Hunter Blackmon, the Assistant Deputy Director of the UE’s version of a State Department, the Reconciliation Directorate. He had been tapped to oversee the ongoing discussions between the Solarian Union and the Terran Federation. Neither group was part of the UE. The Union was an independent, interplanetary confederation of nations, with a rocky history with the UE. The Terran Federation was not a nation but rather the manifestation of the dreams of a single woman: Kendra Cassidy.

Through an unlikely catenation of events, she and her wife, Aiyana, had become the wealthiest women on the planet. They’d inherited a massive, interlocking web of companies and projects which stretched across the globe and into space. For Aiyana, who everyone called Cass, that meant she was able to concentrate on turning her theories into reality, and create a working, practical, reliable quantum teleportation modules; or, as everyone called them, portals. Kendra took over what was called ‘Project Pegasus’, an attempt to build mankind’s first superluminal starship. She wasn’t shy about using her money to force changes, starting with the name. Pegasus was retired, and Enterprise was chosen instead. From there, she tapped into her love of 20th and early 21st-Century television and films to shape her own reality.

Surprising many, it had worked.

With the launch of the Enterprise, Kendra had simultaneously launched the Terran Federation, an organization dedicated to expanding the breadth and scope of human knowledge. She’d also taken a not-so-subtle jab at the Solarian Union, who had objected to the Enterprise and sworn to destroy it, and more-or-less told them to come at her. 

They had. They dropped a kinetic energy weapon onto her home, near Los Alamos, wiping out over 20,000 people, a quarter of the city. They had launched a stealthy missile attack on the Federation’s orbiting habitat and space construction yard, Diana, killing another fourteen. They had then launched a more open attack a week later, with three frigates, two cruisers, and a battleship. The battle had hung in the balance, with the Federation forces seeming to get the upper hand, until the battleship weighed in and nearly wiped out the entire Federation shuttle squadron. The battleship was well on its way to demolishing the habitat when the Enterprise returned to stop the assault.

After those events, an uneasy quiet had fallen between the two antagonists. Weeks later, the Union had officially opened discussions through the UE to negotiate a more permanent, and equitable, solution. This was met with great suspicion by Kendra and her advisors, but they recognized the desirability of extending the peace. The talks had been going on ever since and were currently entering their sixth month.

“Do you blame the Federation?” said Hartman. Technically, she had no reason to be present at these talks; her Directorate had nothing to do with maintaining the peace or settling disputes. However, she was the de facto senior Director of the UE and could pretty well go where she wanted.

She had another reason as well. Several months before the attacks, she had entered into a secret agreement with Cass and Ken, in their roles as businesswomen, to provide her the means with which to launch a hopefully-devastating attack on the Union. The Solarian Union existed under the strictures of the nearly century-old Artemis Accords and Amendment. Through the Accords, the Union was entitled to as much of the Earth’s production of rare earth metals as they claimed necessary to support their growth and survival. Projections within the Directorate suggested that the continual drain of resources would lead to the collapse of the UE’s infrastructure within twenty years. This, in turn, would result in the death by starvation of a majority of the planet’s population, as most of the globe had been incorporated into an intricate production and transportation network. While there were still areas which produced a bounty of crops, others had been given up as overfarmed and unproductive, and only the import and shipment of foodstuffs all across the globe allowed the population to survive.

Negotiations hadn’t worked between the UE and the Union. The one UE attempt to wrest control of the orbitals from the Union had failed as well. It was war, though not simple or open. One of Mya’s assistants had suggested a number of radical plans and the enlistment of one of the Cassidy’s companies, Heavy Lift Corporation. There had been a number of mostly successful meetings, after which Cass had agreed to help with their plans. Kendra’s Terran Federation was never brought into the discussions, and as far as Hartman knew had no part in the ongoing preparations. However, Kendra was leading the Federation, and Cass was the chief Science officer aboard the Enterprise; continued conflict between the Union and Federation could be devastating to her plans.

So she was here, on a Low Earth Orbit habitat owned by one of the few other companies that boosted to orbit, trying to gauge the tenor of the continuing meetings.

As she said, as long as they were talking, they weren’t shooting.

“Master Chief Stone, I didn’t expect to see you,” she said as a suited figure approached. Blackmon stepped just out of earshot to allow them some privacy.

“Director,” replied the woman politely. She was tall and athletic, with the air of someone who would be far more comfortable in a uniform. Her hair was still cropped almost militarily short, and her Australian accent, the legacy of following her father around the globe as a child, had only gotten stronger in her semi-retirement. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“No; more than a year, isn’t it?”

“About that. Where’s Lynch? I would’ve expected him here, if only to gum up the works.”

Roosevelt Lynch was the Director of the UE Protective Services, what passed for their military forces. He’d been present for the first discussion between Hartman and the Cassidys, but had been removed by Stone when a disagreement had gotten physical. He’d ended up in the hospital, and while he was still aware of the ongoing plans he was no longer actively involved in the planning.

“There was a flare-up of tensions in the Middle East which required his personal attention,” said Hartman. “What about you, Master Chief? I didn’t think this was your specialty.”

“Not at all, but someone has to take care of our representative.” She gestured back at the negotiation table. “Wayne’s a good lawyer, but not much of a fighter. Kendra doesn’t trust these bastards not to try something, and I agree with her. Besides, with the ladies in-system all the time these days, they don’t need me so often to watch over the girls.” Stone was one of several honorary ‘aunts’ to the Cassidys’ daughters and spent a fair amount of time trying to keep them out of trouble.

“So you’re here to help protect Mr. Morgan?”

“And do a little backchannel investigations,” added Stone. “I may have been a SEAL, but I can do a bit of intel if I have to. The blokes they’ve sent down are more than willing to talk to someone who can sling their lingo.” 

“Anything useful?”

“Not much so far. Director, are you sure you want to know any of this?” Stone was one of a half-dozen people who were within the Cassidys’ inner circle, trusted utterly and regarded as what Kendra referred to as ‘ohana’. Stone knew that Hartman was trusted, but she was still an outsider.

“A valid point, Master Chief. Perhaps not.”

“Then I’ll take my leave, Director. G’day.” Stone walked back into the crowd surrounding the table, mingling and observing unobtrusively.

“Director!”

“Hmm? Oh, yes. Hunter, review their positions for me?”

“Yes, Director. The Union is insisting that the attacks were all the result of overeager officers and liberal interpretations of orders, and refuse to make more than a token apology. The Federation, contrariwise, is insisting that the attacks were planned and executed at the orders of the Council of Ministers. They say the Union is directly responsible morally, ethically, and financially for the deaths of not only their personnel but all the people who died in the Los Alamos Incident, and are insisting on steep reparations. They are also seeking a written apology and a binding pledge of non-aggression, as well as payments for the interruption in their exploration schedule and damage to their installations and equipment.”

“Has there been any movement at all?”

“Well, the Union dropped their insistence that the habitat be removed, in accordance with their newly-passed territorial claims; they have agreed to modify their position that the existing structure is grandfathered in. In return, the Federation dropped their insistence that the Union withdraw all territorial claims beyond the gravitational influence of Luna.”

“That seems to be an odd boundary.”

“I don’t know the details, but it was dropped. Currently the Federation wants to include the successor habitat in the grandfather clause and maintain a fifty-thousand kilometer exclusion zone. I think that the Union will give in on the habitat, if the Federation will accept half that, but we’ll see.”

“So not much progress, is what you’re saying.”

“Not at all.”

“Who’s negotiating for the Union?”

“They’re taking it seriously; their Foreign Affairs Minister, Arthur Dent, has been present for most of the sessions.”

“And the Federation? Anyone besides Morgan?”

“No, Madame Director. He’s been their only representative, with the exception of a few people like the one you were talking with. I’ve gathered that they’re mostly from a company called OutLook that does some protective work, so I assume that’s what they’re doing here.”

You don’t know the half of it, thought Hartman. She knew that OutLook was another part of the Cassidys’ sprawling empire, and was responsible for far more than just protective services. They did espionage, industrial, counterintelligence, and the traditional clandestine HumInt, as well as assassination and other extralegal specialties. The company was based in an area which was beyond the control of any government, allowing them to operate without any pesky oversight.

“Tell me, were any of them a short, skinny brunette who has an elfin grin and talks constantly?”

“She’s been here a few times, yes. Do you know her?”

“I’ve seen her,” evaded Hartman. She knew exactly who Mac, Amanda McAllister, was and had a pretty good idea why she would be on the habitat. Mac was a former colleague of Kendra’s from OutLook, but she didn’t get involved in any of the physical ends of the business. Mac was a stone cold expert at cybersecurity and cyberespionage; the system that she couldn’t hack into hadn’t yet been built. If she had been on the habitat, she’d been there to get into the systems, plant taps, and generally make the security on the conference as useful as hiding behind a sheet of plate glass.

“Anything else I need to know, Hunter?”

“No, Madame Director. Not that I can think of.”

“Then I’ll take my leave.”
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CHAPTER TWO

TFS Enterprise
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“How long do you think they’ll keep dragging this farce out?”

“For the fifteenth time, I don’t know!”

“Dammit, Cass, you’re the brains of this operation; how do you not know everything?”

“Because you, my dear Admiral, wanted me to spend my ‘free time’ designing a gas mine and trying to create a plan for Terraforming Niflheim.”

Kendra airily waved a hand in dismissal. “Details. The merest trivialities.”

“Besides, Mac has that place wired to a fare-thee-well; I don’t think they can open a hatch without Harpo knowing it.” The speaker finally looked up from her terminal. She was a tall woman with striking auburn hair, ice-blue eyes, and a serious mien which could instantly turn radiant when she smiled. Aiyana Cassidy, PhD in Optical Engineer, CEO (on leave, maybe permanently) of Heavy Lift Corporation, parent to two daughters, and the Lieutenant Commander commanding the Science Division on the world’s first starship, the TFS Enterprise, smiled now at her wife.

“You know, when you do that I totally lose track of what I was doing,” complained Kendra mockingly. She was several centimeters shorter than her wife, kept her blonde hair in a pixie cut, and had emerald-green eyes. She’d also led a more adventurous life than Cass after their shared childhood in the Northern Imperium. She’d left home after high school to make a name for herself in the sensies, in the California Confederacy. After several years she had been recruited by OutLook as a courier, then an assassin. She had gone into semi-retirement from both professions when she and Cass had reunited. After their marriage, she had planned to settle down, but the opportunity presented by the incomplete starship had been irresistible. She had single-handedly begun the creation of the Terran Federation, and found herself taking on the role of Admiral. To nobody’s surprise but her own, she was good at it, having a talent for gaining the loyalty and devotion of those under her. “It’s like a dose of amnesia.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, dear,” laughed Cass, standing and stretching. They were at home, at least as nearly as they had a home since the Union, or more properly the Artemis Colony, dropped a KEW on Los Alamos. Their target had been the home that Cass and Ken kept, on the outskirts of the city. It had been totally obliterated by fifty tons of iron from orbit, along with part of their security force and guests staying their home overnight. And a quarter of the city’s population. Artemis played rough.

They had already planned to move onto the station that had been built at the L5 Lagrange point and so were spending far less time on Earth. Then came the attack on the habitat. After the dust settled, Kendra had moved her family onto the Enterprise. Cass already had quarters aboard, as part of the crew; Kendra decided that, as the Enterprise was just the first of what she hoped to be many starships, it would be right and proper for her to have Admiral’s quarters aboard. They combined the two and brought their daughters, Mikki and Lisa, with them while construction of the new L5 habitat continued. Once it was complete, they, along with an increasing number of Federation members, would have quarters aboard there as well.

“Then I ought to do it more often,” replied Kendra, moving into her wife’s arms. She moved her head fractionally for a kiss.

“Mom!” called Mikki, their older daughter. “Lisa’s being a pain!”

“Am not! Mikki’s not sharing!” 

Kendra and Cass separated reluctantly.

“They’re asking for you,” said Kendra, gesturing.

“I’ve almost finished!” said Cass. “Can’t you cover for me?”

“Well...”

“Please?” 

“Okay, okay. It’s times like this that I really miss the Chief.”

“And the girls miss her too.” Master Chief Stone had become one of the girls honorary ‘aunts’, partly because Mikki was her namesake and thought of the Chief as ‘her’ aunt. She spent a fair amount of time with them when Cass and Ken were away or busy, keeping the girls out of trouble and doing her best to introduce them to self-defense. Of course, the Chief’s idea of self-defense was mostly how to land the first blow, being a retired SEAL, but they had to start somewhere. Now, with both in-system and the Enterprise essentially reduced to acting as a deterrent, the Chief had been able to go and do other things.

“Any word from her?” asked Kendra on the way out the room.

“Yes. All quiet. She ran into Mya, said that the Director started asking some questions which Mikki deflected.”

“Hold that thought.” It didn’t take long for Kendra to referee and she was back. “Lisa wasn’t sharing the one thing we don’t have duplicates of, which also happened to be the one thing she was actually using.”

“Naturally. What was it?”

“Huh? Oh, the spectrometer.”

“Can’t really fit another one in quarters,” agreed Cass. “What were we talking about?”

“Mac and Harpo.”

“Are you sure?” teased Cass. “I seem to recall you losing track.”

“Because of you. I remember that clearly.” She reached down, kissed Cass quickly but with emphasis, and then sat in a nearby chair. “Harpo,” she said again. The ship’s AI, an Alpha-class named Minerva, connected them to Earthside.

“Admiral,” answered a rich, if slightly raspy, tenor. Harpo was another Alpha-class AI, properly named Harpocrates after the Greek god of secrets, who was responsible for the constant monitoring and protection of the Harriman Trust’s assets. He was very, very good at his job; he had found a natural human ally in Mac, and between them they had expanded their reach into active penetration of other systems.

“What’s today’s take?”

“I have uploaded a summary to your implant, Admiral. No substantive change.”

Kendra sighed. “Anything at all?”

“Nothing that I have identified as critical; I have shared it with Diana for her analysis when she has spare processing cycles.”

“Diana?”

“Admiral.” Diana was their third Alpha-class AI and controlled the namesake habitat. The new habitat, nearly finished in LEO, would become her full-time home once the construction was finished; until then, her core was in the old habitat, but she could access systems in the new one. AI’s were sensitive to having work done on their ‘bodies’ while they were connected. Diana had once likened it to having body modifications done without anesthetic: possible, but unpleasant. Inasmuch as an AI could be said to prefer anything, she preferred to wait. She also directed all of the Federation’s space operations, from the habitats to the Enterprise and Endeavour – under construction within her old body – and the reconstituted Wolf Squadrons. She was, to say the least, busy.

“Anything to report?”

“No, Admiral. Nothing from the negotiations. We continue to get sporadic reports from Director Montana’s HumInt resources on Luna, but there hasn’t been anything confirmable.”

“And Njord?” The new habitat was named, by Diana, after the Norse god of the sea and seafaring, which she thought translated appropriately into the 22nd Century.

“A few more weeks, Admiral. The CeeSea armor is being applied, and all the shields are in place. Commodore Knott borrowed both Ms. Stewart and Commander Sanzari from Enterprise to supervise and advise on the installation of the defensive lasers. The next generation missiles and counter-missiles that were developed by RocketDyne have passed trials and are being manufactured at their facility in Phoenix.”

“’Fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me,’ eh?”

“Something like that, Admiral. I didn’t enjoy being sliced apart by the weapons on the Brahe and don’t intend to repeat the experience. Ms. Stewart, in particular, has been most helpful.”

“Oh? How?”

“She devised a method whereby the half-dozen internally generated lasers could be channeled to various aimable firing ports on the surface, allowing for more precise targeting of any potential assailant. She believes that she can incorporate the same system in the Endeavour without much difficulty.”

“That is good news! Did Val or Engineer Anderson ever come up with a better solution for your mobility?” Both the original and the replacement orbital habitats were immense; Diana was a cylinder a kilometer wide by a kilometer and a half tall. Njord was even larger, a massive mushroom shape, with a length from base to apex of eight kilometers, two kilometers across the stem, spreading to five kilometers at the ‘cap’. When completed, she would be more heavily armed than the combined navies of the four nations that comprised the Solarian Union. Where her current body was built unarmed, and only mounted the most rudimentary add-on missile capability, the Njord was not going to suffer from armament envy. The new habitat’s six lasers were each rated at six petajoules, triple what the Enterprise used to demolish the Brahe. There were also dozens of smaller point-defense lasers, capable of knocking out any known missile carried by Union ships. In addition, she mounted a dozen missile tubes, connected to a pair of central magazines: one for the offensive Lightning missiles, one for the Defender counter-missiles. Her magazines would hold two hundred of the former, four hundred of the latter.

Njord would also be nearly self-sufficient, with power generated by a mix of antimatter and Helium-3 fusion plants, enormous hydroponics bays, a full fleet construction yard, manufactories, chemical refineries, and multiple environmental processing systems. All of this to support a projected crew count that, including families, was projected to exceed a hundred thousand when fully occupied. Resupply could be accomplished by simply capturing an occasional comet or meteor; at least, that was the theory.

The one difficulty was regarding the size. Building in LEO allowed for much more rapid construction. There were numerous means to get supplies and crews up to LEO, being only several hundred kilometers above the surface. There were far fewer means to transport the same supplies and crews to L5, four hundred thousand kilometers away. That did leave the Federation with a difficulty; namely, how do you move several million metric tons of habitat to Lunar orbit?

You could use Wolves. Each Wolf-class Multifunction Orbital Vehicle was equipped with a tractor/repulsor beam, and was capable of generating 200 g acceleration. Unfortunately, that was at maximum power, and if they were trying to push Njord... Diana had calculated it would take all the Wolves nearly a week to push the habitat to its new home, and that was assuming minimal breaks, no accidents, and no malfunctions. There was also the matter of decelerating the habitat into the proper orbit and all the joys of orbital mechanics to calculate.

Enterprise had power to spare, but no conveniently-mounted tractor or pressor beams. 

Dr. Valari Roberts, the designer of the warp drive used in the Enterprise, and Dellin Anderson, Chief Engineer aboard the starship, had been recruited to try to solve the problem.

“Essentially,” answered Diana. “They have installed a sublight engine at the centerline in Njord’s keel and plan to use that to accelerate it into position.”

“I’m not a rocket scientist, but won’t just one engine be an issue? Turnaround? Deceleration?”

“Once Njord is accelerated and has broken orbit, they plan to use Wolves for course corrections and to rotate the habitat for deceleration.”

“I suppose that’s better than using all the squadrons,” mused Kendra.”

“I’m glad I won’t be aboard yet,” said Diana. “Managing the maneuver will be tricky enough by remote.”

“Harpo, is there anything to the Union’s threat to not allow Njord into the L5 space?”

“They’re not happy about it, Admiral, but the consensus among their negotiators is that there isn’t anything they can do about it. One junior underminister suggested that, if they were prepared to allow Diana to remain, what was the issue with a replacement station? She was roundly criticized for that.”

Kendra was scanning the summary on her ‘plant. Most of the direct members of the Federation had received implants: tiny combination computer, Q-Net transmitter and receiver, and nanobot factory, embedded in their jawbone. Their connection to the Q-Net, a proprietary version of the worldwide computer network which operated on the same principles as Cass’s transporter, allowed for instantaneous data retrieval and communications. The nanobots worked tirelessly within their bodies, repairing all biological damage, whether caused naturally or accidentally, and making certain modifications to their genetic and bodily structures. Cass had been the first to have a ‘plant, long before the Federation even was a dream, due to her connection to a college friend; they had strongly supported his efforts in increasing the capabilities for years.

“Mya and what’s-his-name, Blackmon, were talking about that.”

“Yes. Blackmon had picked up on chatter that the Union might be willing to allow the habitat’s placement in exchange for a reduction in the exclusion zone.”

“Do you have anything to confirm that?”

“Scanning. Yes. Minister Dent has stated that they will accept that position, should negotiations get to that point.”

“Okay, hold on.” Kendra mentally opened another channel. “Get me Morgan. Yes, I know what time it is. I’ll wait.” She rolled her eyes. Cass looked up, stuck her tongue out at her, and returned to her work.

“Wayne? Kendra. Good, thank you, you? That’s nice. Listen, Wayne, anything new today? Uh-huh. Uh-huh. No. No. We could do that. Look, this is unusual, but tomorrow morning, I want you to offer reducing the exclusion zone in return for allowing Njord to be moved into Diana’s place. Start wherever you want, but don’t let them get any closer than a twenty-five thousand kilometer zone. I know it’s radical. When have I steered you wrong? Yes, keep pushing it. It’s going to take time, but as soon as they agree, write it up and get it signed, even if we don’t have anything else. I want that nailed down. No, nothing else. Good night.” She disconnected.

“That should get things moving,” she said.

“Are you sure that’s wise?” asked Cass. “It does sort of tip our hand.”

“Yes, and no. Wayne doesn’t know anything more than what I just told him, so he can’t reveal anything. And you know that rule of OpSec as well as I.”

“What he doesn’t know he can’t tell.” Cass didn’t even look up for that. While she had never been involved in espionage and undercover work, her life with Kendra, and the tales she’d been told, had given her a fair familiarity with at least the basics.

“And if Blackmon picked up on it, then there’s little risk that they’ll think we’re eavesdropping on everything they say.” Kendra stopped and looked over at Cass. “You almost done, hon?”

“Last tweaks,” Cass answered. “Why?”

“I was thinking that maybe the girls need an early night tonight.” Kendra came over and started rubbing her wife’s shoulders. “Then I can collect that kiss you owe me.”

“I owe you?”

“I think so. We can figure it out, come to some arrangement, can’t we?”

“I suppose we can,” agreed Cass. “I suppose we can.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Artemis City, Council of Ministers Chamber
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“How long do you think they’ll keep dragging this farce out?”

None of the Council of Ministers answered. While ignoring a question posed by the Primus was always risky, answering this particular question could be fatal.

“The only person who could answer that fully, Primus, is Minister Dent, and he’s still engaged in the negotiations,” Daria Pitt, the Minister of the Treasury, finally replied. She was an older woman who had survived literally decades of treachery in the Artemis Colony government. She had also helped raise Vasilia Newling, the Primus and unofficial head of both the Artemis Colony and Solarian Union, and so felt less vulnerable than any other Minister at the meeting.

Newling glared, but didn’t take any action, so Pitt continued. “We have been receiving his daily updates, Primus, as well as his weekly virtual appearances at the Council. I’m certain that if Arthur had any information he would have shared it.” She shot a look at the Minister’s cousin, Colin Dent, the Minister of Intelligence.

“Our operatives have given no indications that would contract what either Minister Pitt has said, or the reports that the Foreign Minister have provided, Primus.” Dent was another Council veteran, and while he lacked the family history with the Primus that Pitt had, as Minister of Intelligence he knew where the bodies were buried for nearly every person in the Council. 

“Every day that they delay is another day that they increase their strength!” fumed Newling.

“It’s also another day that we rebuild our strength,” countered Nicole Crozier, the Minister of War. She was the only Minister not a member of the Four Families that ruled Artemis, and was the most potentially vulnerable to the whims of the Primus. After all, that was what had put her in her position six months earlier. Nicole had been a relatively minor official at the Ministry during the initial campaign against the Federation. The Minister at the time, Davie Whitmore, had been given a stark choice: succeed or die on Luna’s surface. When the attack failed, she had informed her deputy that she was leaving to ‘take a walk’ and instructing him to report to the Council in her place. Her body had never been recovered. Her deputy brought Nicole with him to the meeting, where the Primus had first promoted him to Minister, then had him executed for failing to answer her questions quickly enough. The job had then fallen on Nicole, being the only other member of the Ministry present at the meeting.

Nobody had expected her to last a week.

When the second and larger attack had also failed, and failed spectacularly, the smart betting again was that Crozier would follow her predecessors onto the surface without a suit. The Primus, however, had blamed the Underminister of the Navy, sending him for the final walk instead of Crozier. Since then she had managed to consolidate her control of the Ministry, aided by her friend and now Deputy Minister, Jake Taylor. She had managed to create a healthier, more collaborative, less cutthroat atmosphere within the Ministry; reduced the cliques and provincialism; and encouraged innovative ideas. She’d also brought other Ministries openly into hers for consultation, such as Intelligence and Technology, and in doing so solidified alliances with those Ministers. 

“The first of the new Scimitar-class dreadnoughts will be ready for trials within the week, with two more under construction and more than half completed,” she said now. “We have also been working closely with other Ministries to either acquire their drive and warp technologies or replicate them.” She nodded to Pitt and Kreitzer Newling, Minister of Technology, in acknowledgement.

“Any success yet?” said the Primus.

“Not yet,” admitted Crozier. “Their advances are nothing short of astounding; none of our physicists have been able to get to the core of their theories yet. Not for lack of trying, though,” she added hastily, seeing the storm rolling across the Primus’s face. Crozier knew that the scientists who had been working on the problem had truly been dedicated to the pursuit of the solution. She also knew that the Primus was generally unforgiving of lack of success, and her wrath was frequently fatal.

Minister Newling spoke up then. “The information is freely available, Primus, but our educational facilities simply aren’t the equal of those on Earth. That’s not the fault of the Ministry of Education; simply a matter of priorities and history.”

The Minister of Education, William Whitmore, spoke quickly. “It’s a vicious circle, Primus. Instructors can only educate students to the level that they themselves understand. However, due to the ongoing concerns with the UE, our instructors themselves have lacked instruction. Theoretical leaps are possible, of course; there are geniuses in every generation. But genius is unpredictable.” He shrugged. “There may be a dozen transcendental intellects in every generation, but there’s no control over where they appear or where their interests or skills lie.”

“I hear much ass-covering but little progress, except for the dreadnoughts,” the Primus growled.

“No excuses, Primus,” said Whitmore. “But to grow our educational base we need access to resources on Earth.”

“Unacceptable.”

“Then there is little more my Ministry can do to assist at this time.”

“Dent. Newling said that the information is available. If we can’t make the breakthroughs ourselves, can we get groundlings who understand them?”

Dent looked at the Primus with a mix of trepidation and thoughtfulness. “Possibly, Primus, but it will be challenging. There are perhaps a half-dozen scientists and engineers who understand their warp technology well enough to replicate it. Two are employed by the Federation: Roberts, the physicist who designed the drive, and Anderson, who assisted and is now Chief Engineer on the starship. We have identified and approached three others; two rejected our advances utterly to the point that our operatives were physically escorted away; the other one is restricted to a full-body life support station in a major hospital and is unavailable.”

“You said six; that’s five.”

“We are still attempting to locate her,” said Dent. “When we do, she may be more amenable to our cause.”

“Spare no effort, Dent.”

“No, Primus.”

“In the meantime, is there anything you can do?” The Primus threw this question out generally.

“We are constructing our own version of their starship,” said Crozier. “Minister Whitmore’s teams are reconstructing their weaponry and armor as best they can, based on the readings and recordings our ships transmitted during the battle. It will take some time, Primus, as this is an extremely large ship, larger even than the Scimitar-class, and we’ve had to make it larger still.”

“Why?”

“While we can’t replicate their systems,” said Whitmore. “We can approximate many of them. A laser is a laser, after all; the key is power. Unfortunately, our fusion and antimatter plants are simply not as efficient, or as powerful, as the ones the Federation manufactures. We can overcome that by having more plants, and making them larger, but that requires more space. So the hull has to be larger. The same problem applies to the lasers. We can collimate a number of smaller ones to approach the power they generate, but we don’t have the ability to build a single laser within two orders of magnitude of what they managed.”

“If we can acquire the necessary technology or personnel, how long would you need to complete the build?”

“Two years,” stated Whitmore firmly. “This is a complex system, far more so than the ships we have been building. If we were to use only the technology currently available, we could have a version ready in another six months, but it would merely be a larger, clumsier, less-powerful copy of theirs.”

“Very well. Dent, anything you need, you get. We need that scientist. And get me the Foreign Minister’s Deputy. I have an idea which the Mars Colony needs.” One of the staffers nodded, and Newling continued. “We’re done here.”

AUGUST 2119
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CHAPTER FOUR

Lagrange Point 5, aboard the Alexander
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“That was interesting.”

Senior Lieutenant Shannon ‘Flashdance’ Fowler looked  at the nearly-emplaced habitat. She was flying her Wolf, the Alexander, and had just finished her role overseeing her squadron assisting in the day-long transit.

“For values of interesting, yes,” scoffed her engineer, the also recently-promoted Lieutenant Dennis ‘Menace’ Tresca. “I would have preferred not trying to shepherd something that outweighs us by a factor of I don’t know how much for a day.”

“Oh, knock it off,” said Fowler. “We had the easy job; we just had to supervise and monitor. We even had two full crews to support us,” she continued, gesturing to the cabin. Two Coxswain’s Mates and two Engineer’s Mates were sitting before banks of monitors, looking drained.

“Point. Hey, Hopalong! You awake?”

CM Ginsberg looked up from his screen. “Huh?”

“That’s what I thought. Holts! Halter! Simone! Hang in there; we’ll get you back to your birds soon enough.”

“No offence, Menace, but when you said you had an easier job than flying herd on that lump I didn’t think you meant babysitting the FUNs,” said EM Holts. He and Ginsberg were the usual crew for the Julius, while CM Halter and EM Simone crewed the Hannibal. They, along with nine other Wolves, comprised the reconstituted Wolf Squadron. The pilots of the Wolves that did the actual flying, recent graduates from the Federation’s training academy, were due to be assigned to the Flying Tiger Squadron. Both squadrons would be based aboard Njord just as soon as it was fully operational, which would happen just as soon as Diana was transferred over. Hecate, the Beta-class AI in charge of the bays, spacedock, and internal construction yard, was already up and running, but couldn’t handle the operation of the entire station.

“EM Wilcox is going to go over my bird, centimeter by centimeter. I don’t trust that crazy CM she’s paired with as far as I can throw her,” complained Simone.

“Who, Adams?” asked Halter. “Sandman, she didn’t actually bend the bird. It just looked that way.”

“It’s my bird, Twinkie, so unless you want to trust your skin to a couple of FUNs...” Sandman let the sentence trail off.

“No, no, I’ll back you up,” Twinkie hastily replied. “Like you said, your bird.”

For all their griping, the evolution had gone more smoothly than anyone had dared hope. The new academy, set up in collaboration with HLC, had managed to finish the training started under Commander Mia Kleve relatively quickly after her death. These EM’s and CM’s formed the core of the new Wolf Squadron, while the class behind them became the Flying Tigers. The current class would be split evenly between Enterprise and HLC’s small contingent of Wolves; both of these smaller squadrons had a pair of veteran flight teams who could provide the polish for the FUNs, once they passed. After that, all the immediate needs would be met and they could begin planning on expanding the training into a proper school, not just for Wolf pilots and engineers.

“Did you hear about the fighter program?” asked Menace, returning his attention to his readings.

“No,” admitted Flashdance. “What’s up?”

“I heard a couple things, actually. First, they picked a name for the birds.”

“Don’t make me drag it out of you, Menace.”

“Direwolves.”

“Oh, man. That’s frakking genius. Direwolves. Yeah, I can get behind that. What else did you hear?”

“They actually got the prototype off the ground!”

“No way! Who did they get to fly it?”

“Double Dip.” Daniela Garcia was one of three sisters who were assigned to the Enterprise as the crew of the DaVinci.

“Makes sense. She’s fully rated both EM and CM.” Flashdance thought about this for a minute. “You think that’ll be a requirement to fly?”

“Maybe?” shrugged Menace. “Only one crew, so they’d have to be pretty good.”

“Do you know what design they ended up with?”

“The triple-engined beast.”

“Oh, frak. That has to have the aerodynamics of a brick.”

“Just about. But from my seat, I’d love to have three sublight engines to play with. Can you say bat out of hell?”

“Any idea how many g she had to pull?”

“I don’t think they let her max it out, but – hold on, let me check.” Menace pinged his ‘plant; as a part of the engineering side of  Starfleet, he had access to a good portion of the plans. He whistled when it popped up.

“What?”

“According to the specs, they’ll be able to pull five hundred g, and she’d feel six.”

“If that actually happens, it sounds like they did some upgrading to the dampers and the engines,” Flashdance said, just a bit enviously. “Though I doubt it’s correct. Engineers always overpromise and underdeliver.”

“Hey! I resent that remark!”

“Resemble, more like.”

Menace tried to change the subject back. “Anyways. Dampers, definitely, but I don’t know about the engines. Hold on. Go, Njord.”

“Wolf flight, we’re good,” said Commodore Kyran Knight, the commander of the habitat, commed. “On station and OMS will keep us in position. Return to the barn.”

“RTB, aye,” acknowledged Menace.

“Wolf Squadron, well done! You managed not to bend your birds moving this mother into place. Time to head home. Acknowledge by boat,” Flashdance commed to the squadron.

“Julius, head home, aye.”

“Hannibal, down to ground, aye.”

“Frederick, dirtbound, aye.”

“Saladin, return to base, aye.”

“Charlemagne, return to flatland, aye.”

“Ataturk, heading groundside, aye.”

“Peter, dropping like a bad habit, aye.”

“Sun Tzu, swift as the wind, aye.”

“Timur, heading home, aye.”

“Gustav, time for a nap, aye.”

“Nelson, forward the better man, aye.”

“They couldn’t just say ‘aye-aye’ like normal crews?” muttered Menace.

Flashdance just laughed.
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CHAPTER FIVE

TFS Enterprise
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“I hate patrol duty.”

Captain Jennifer Martinez, known off-duty as Alley, looked over to her XO, Commander Kiri Stewart, at the blunt, if quiet, statement.

“Getting itchy to get back out?” she said.

“A bit,” admitted Stewart. “It’s tough to be satisfied with staying within a half-hour of Earth when you’ve walked on another planet, you know?”

“Sort of, XO,” agreed Martinez. “You got the away mission, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” recalled Stewart. On the Enterprise’s first long-endurance mission, they had explored four star systems: Proxima and Alpha Centauri, Wolf 359, Lalande 21185, and Tau Ceti. The Centauri systems had yielded three planets: a cold, rocky, super-Earth in Proxima c; a burnt cinder, orbiting Alpha Centauri, which the crew referred to as ‘The Briquette’; and a geologically interesting planet in Proxima b, which might be suitable for long-term considerations but earned the sobriquet ‘The Skunk’ for the chemical composition of the atmosphere. Lalande 21185 had been disappointing; the lone planet was semi-molten. Kendra, hearing this on their return and debriefing, had dubbed it ‘Mordor’.

Wolf 359 had provided a bounty of sorts. There were two planets, a close-orbiting super-Earth which had been blasted into sterility by the star, and a more distant Jovian. The Jovian had been the inspiration for the project Cass was currently working on, the gas mine, after she had guided the ship into the atmosphere to harvest He3, Oxygen, and water. The experiment had been a success, but had placed stresses on the hull and frame which made the Chief Engineer quite unhappy, hence the gas mine.

It was in Tau Ceti that they had hit the proverbial jackpot, after nearly wrecking the ship. Tau Ceti was a relatively young star, and possessed a debris disc thicker and denser than predicted. Only some quick reactions and skilled teamwork allowed them to escape unscathed. Once clear, though, the sensors had revealed the bounties within the system. Tau Ceti f was a super-Earth, orbiting at the outer edge of the life zone for the star. The planet, though, despite being nearly double the size of the Earth, actually had a lower surface gravity. This was a result of the quantities of ices that made up a large percentage of the planet and reduced the density significantly. That, with the presence of a breathable but cold atmosphere is what led Alley to allow an away team mission to the surface, commanded by Stewart.

After exploration, Cass had named the planet Niflheim, and started planning how to Terraform it into a habitable, if watery, world. Meanwhile, the Enterprise had continued to Tau Ceti e, another super-Earth, on the inner edge of the habitable zone. Lieutenant Dawn Zihal, Cass’s second in the Science Division, had been chosen to lead this investigation. She was terribly disappointed to discover that the planet not only had a gravity of 3.71g, which would make walking extremely difficult, but possessed a hot, thin, unbreathable atmosphere. But what redeemed the planet was the widespread presence of platinum group metals ore in concentrations unheard-of on Earth. With a single stroke the Federation was both funded and gained sufficient raw materials for its expansion plans. Recovery would be challenging, but not insurmountable, and Zihal got the opportunity to name it: Lemnos, the home of the Greek god Haephaestus.

“Did you hear what Kendra, sorry, Admiral Cassidy, named Wolf b?” said Alley, interrupting Stewart’s thoughts.

“No, I didn’t.”

“You should check. Keep in mind her hobby,” Alley advised.

Stewart accessed her ‘plant. “Yavin? Where did she get that?”

“A sensie, no, they called them ‘movies’, a movie from the Twentieth.”

“What was it called?”

“Star Battles? Sky Wars? Something like that. Anyways, there were a bunch of them, though Kendra always says that only the first three are worth anything. The first one, the one where the planet called Yavin is found, is subtitled, ‘A New Hope’, and she thought that was appropriate for our discovery.”

“How do you know all this, Captain?”

“She’s the Admiral,” shrugged Alley. “When she goes off on a tangent, I can’t exactly get her back on track by ordering her. Besides, it’s fun watching her get into her hobbies. You and Lorelei ought to take her up on her invitations to dinner more,” she added.

Stewart looked acutely uncomfortable. “That’s not the way things are done,” she said.

“In the NIN, I’d agree. But we’re not in the NIN any longer. They beached me and retired you, so if my new commander wants us to have a little more informal command structure, I think I’m good with that.” Both Martinez and Stewart had served aboard submarines in the Northern Imperium Navy for several years until being removed from their positions. Stewart had been injured in an accident and forced to take a medical retirement. Martinez had done even worse: disciplined a junior officer who had powerful connections to the ruling Daley family. She hadn’t been retired, but removed from her command and placed in make-work positions with no hope of ever regaining a berth aboard ship. Kendra’s Federation, and Starfleet, offered them both redemption.

“It’s just weird,” said Stewart. “Don’t you think?”

“I’ve been in this lash-up longer than you, Kiri. I was the first officer that Kendra recruited. Maybe that makes me a little more blasé about her, yes, peculiar ideas of leadership. But the only metric that matters is whether it works. Take a look around.” She gestured around the bridge. “Listen to the crew. Have you ever served on a ship that had higher morale? Or organization?”

Stewart had to admit she hadn’t.

“And that all comes from the top, from Kendra, as well as Cass.”

“Cass? Commander Cassidy?”

“Exactly. Commander Cassidy. She could have been just as bad as any of the Daleys we had to deal with, right?”

“Don’t remind me. I know you got screwed over by one, but I had my encounters too.”

“Everyone in the NIN did. But not here, not her. You know how she ended up in the position?”

“No, I never heard.”

“It’s not a tale that many people know. Back when the ship was still being built, Kendra had me putting the officers together. I asked her who was going to be my Science officer, and she just about managed to tell me that it was her wife. Well, I thought, here we go again. But Kendra made it clear that the decision to keep her, or not, was entirely up to me, and she stuck to it.”

“Easy enough to do, I guess, but when you’re an Admiral you don’t have to say anything to say everything if you know what I mean.”

“I do. But here’s the funny thing: Cass busted her ass earning her spot. She worked with Lt. Zihal constantly. Dawn’s a planetologist by trade, that’s why Kendra recruited her. Cass is, well, Cass. She could sub in for the Engineer, if she had to, or tear down the laser and rebuild it, probably blindfolded.”

“She is something else, isn’t she?”

“She’s a goddess-loved genius is what she is. And she makes her Division better. That’s why we have two senior officers in her division, because when it came time for me to choose I knew I couldn’t, not if I wanted the Division to excel. And not once did she mention Kendra, not once did she try to cash in on her relationship, during the months that she was juggling learning how to be an officer and running HLC.”

“I didn’t even hear a whisper about this.”

“Like I said, not many people know the story. But everyone knows Cass, sees the effort she puts in, and then goes out and tries to emulate her.” Alley stopped for a moment, then said, “This is just a really long-winded way of saying that you ought to accept their next dinner invitation.”

“I think I will. But that doesn’t change my point.”

“That it’s weird?”

“No, that I hate patrolling.”
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CHAPTER SIX

Habitat Njord
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“Commander,” said the voice of the station’s AI.

“Go ahead, Diana,” answered Cass, not looking up from the schematics she was reviewing.

“You have an incoming message from Richard Percoco.”

“Who?”

“The CEO of CusslerNautics. You installed him in that position last year.”

“Oh, right. Go ahead, connect him.”

“Ms. Cassidy is available, Mr. Percoco,” said the AI, then cut herself out of the circuit.

“Dogfish? Did I remember that right?”

“You did,” came a strong male voice. “Thank you for taking time to talk to me.”

“No problem,” answered Cass, still not looking away. “What can I do for you?”

“We’re wrapping up the remediation on the recovery site. I’m still getting used to the whole ‘running the company’ thing and was hoping you could tell me what I’m supposed to do next.”

Cass stopped her perusal of the Yavin gas mine plans at that. “Oh.” She shook her head, forgetting that he couldn’t see her. “I’m sorry, Dogfish. I totally forgot that this wasn’t your choice of job.”

“No problem, Ms. Cassidy. I think I’ve done okay so far.”

Cass quickly checked the entries on CusslerNautics from the months Dogfish had been in charge so far. “I agree. You did the first thing any good leader learns: if it ain’t broke...”

“Don’t fix it. Yeah, I learned that from my first SCUBA instructor, when I started fiddling with a regulator.”

“But...?”

“Well, Ms. Cassidy, like I said, I don’t know what to do next. Do I go out looking for jobs for the company? Do clients come to us? I mean, I just don’t know what I don’t know!”

Cass laughed. “I’ve been there, Dogfish. Believe me.” She looked around her office aboard the habitat. “Let’s take care of a small thing first. You have holographic capability on this call; it’s standard for all our CEOs. I like to be able to see people when I talk to them.”

“Like that. Exactly that. I didn’t know. How do I turn it on?”

“That’s a good question. I don’t know the exact layout of your office. Let me get some help. Diana.”

“Who’s Diana? The woman who I talked to first?” asked Percoco, but Cass was only half-listening.

“Sort of,” she answered absently as the AI responded with, “Yes, Commander?”

“I need Mr. Percoco to have access to the holographic call part of his system, but I can’t walk him through it. Can you?”

“Done,” replied Diana instantly.

“Hey!” exclaimed a surprised Percoco. “A dialog box just popped up, asking me if I wanted to start a holocall.”

“Just say yes. In the future, just make calls through that system.”

“Here goes nothing.”

The flickering, luminescent form of Dogfish sitting at his desk appeared in front of Cass.

“Whoa. That’s bizarre!” he said. “Oh. Hi, Ms. Cassidy.”

“Anything else, Commander?”

“No, thank you Diana. Hello again, Dogfish. That’s better.”

“It’s weird.”

“It can be,” she agreed. “If you find yourself getting disoriented, close your eyes for a few seconds.”

“I’m okay,” he said with some uncertainty. “Anyways, why did that woman keep calling you ‘Commander’?”

“Oh, right,” said Cass. “I forgot you just know me as the company owner.”

“And that’s another thing. You said ‘all our CEOs’. How many CEOs do you have?”

“I’d have to count,” she said honestly. “I don’t keep track of them. But to answer your other questions, well, how closely do you follow the news? Especially about space?”

He shook his head. “Hardly follow the news at all. Never anything good in it.”

“Well, about six, seven months ago, did you hear anything about something called the Terran Federation?”

His face wrinkled in concentration. “Maybe? Some sort of spaceship?”

“Some sort, yes,” she agreed with a smile. “The starship is called the Enterprise, and one of the things I do, the main one these days, is be the chief Science Officer aboard her. Hence my rank. You don’t have to use it,” she hastened to add. “Ms. Cassidy is fine.”

“So that’s why you’re wearing that uniform?”

Cass looked down. She’d gotten so used to wearing her uniform, even when not aboard ship, that she’d nearly forgotten about it.

“Yes,” she answered simply. 

“Are you aboard the, what did you say, Enterprise, now?”

“No. Right now she’s on a short-range patrol to keep the Solarian Union away from Njord.”

“What’s a Nord?”

“Njord. It’s the Federation’s main off-Earth habitat.”

“Habitat?”

“Space station.”

“Whoa. Maybe you could slow down a little? This is an awful lot of information.”

“Right? Anyways, no, they don’t need me on Enterprise for the current mission, so I’m in my office on Njord working up plans for a gas mine. And that’s why you talked to Diana.”

“She works on the station? Some sort of junior officer?”

“Not exactly. Diana is the AI which runs Njord.”

“You have an AI answering your phone?”

Cass was getting more and more amused at the twists and turns of the conversation. “Not exactly,” she repeated. “But she had some extra time, and CEOs get through her filter to me. Diana, introduce yourself.”

“Hello, Dogfish,” said Diana. “I’ve been admiring your team’s work on the Mobile Bay project. It’s been very efficient.”

“Thank you?” he replied. “Weirder and weirder, man. Let me get this straight. I’m talking to the owner of the company, who’s a commander in some space navy thing, who’s sitting in an office somewhere in orbit?”

“Well, the office is inside the space station, and the orbit is actually the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrangian point, but yes, otherwise that’s correct.”

“And the space navy?”

“We’re working on it. Now. Much as I’m enjoying this, what do you need me to do?”

“Oh, right. So the company needs a new project.”

Cass thought furiously. She should have anticipated this, she really should have, but she’d been so caught up in the planning for her long-term projects that she’d let details get away from her. It was easy to forget, with the more immediate press of problems, but that wasn’t any excuse. Then a memory came back to her.

“Dogfish, how are your people are surveys?”

“What sort of surveys?”

“Structural integrity surveys of ships.”

“Oh, we can do that easily enough. We’ve got a couple guys who’ve been doing that for twenty, twenty-five years, and they each have a couple journeymen and apprentices.”

“And your divers. Can they work out of the water as well as they work in it?”

“They can all turn a wrench, if it comes to it,” said Dogfish.

“Okay. I want you to send your surveying teams to, oh, I have to do some research.” She closed her eyes and accessed her ‘plant. It only took a couple seconds and she had what she needed. “I’m sending you addresses. I want your people to go there. You’ll have to arrange for transportation, per diem, access, that sort of thing.”

He looked down at the invisible-to-Cass screen in front of him. “Those are all museums.”

“I know. If you have problems with access, let me know. Or Diana. She might be able to handle the forms and paperwork better.”

“I can certainly do a better job with paperwork,” said the AI. “Please let me know the order you will inspect them, Dogfish, and I will arrange all the necessary permits.”

“Thanks? And how do I bill this?”

“Oh, run an open-ended contract, personal to me. Don’t worry about nickel-and-diming it. If your people need anything, do it and bill me.”

“How soon do you want this done?”

“I don’t know. Get started as soon as possible, though. I have to run this by Kendra.”

“Who?”

“My wife,” said Cass absently. “I probably need a meet with her, Ted, and Mac...”

“You lost me,” he complained.

Cass came back to her conversation. “Thinking out loud,” she semi-explained. “Ted and Mac, you know.”

“You mean Mr. O’Quinn and Ms. McAllister? Yes, I talk with them every couple days. Say, can I ask you something else?”

“Sure.”

“Does she always talk so much? No offense, of course, but I don’t know how she doesn’t pass out!”

Cass had to laugh in agreement. “Neither does anyone else.”

“Okay, Ms. Cassidy. I’ll get right on it. Let you know next week how it’s going?”

“That’ll work,” said Cass, already working on Next Steps. “Talk to you soon, Dogfish.” She cut the connection and commed Kendra.

Hey, babe, what’s up? asked Kendra.

I just got finished talking with Dogfish, and I had an idea... she started, then relayed the conversation and her sudden brainstorm.

That’s completely crackers, said Kendra. Absolutely nuts. I thought you said that wouldn’t work when we talked about it before?

It wouldn’t, then, explained Cass. But with the advances in collimation Lorelei’s made it’s doable. It won’t be easy, but since when have we chosen easy?

Okay, okay. You have a point. Let’s get that meeting set up and see where we go from there.

Love you.

Don’t make me blush. I’m trying to listen to the progress report on Endeavour. See you tonight.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Artemis City
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The undercity was never a good place to be.

When the entire colony thought you were dead, it was worse.

And when the official – and unofficial – leadership would be embarrassed if you ever surfaced, it became a course in advanced survival.

Davie didn’t know how she would have survived the first week, let alone six lunars, without Marc’s help. A lifetime serving the Colony may have left her skilled in political infighting, but she was sorely lacking in street smarts, something she learned within seconds of meeting him.

Now, at least, she held her own. Mostly.

“Dammit, Davie, you have to stop doing that!”

“Doing what?”

“That,” repeated Marc. “When you pass people from the upper city, you can’t make eye contact!”

“But I didn’t!”

“You weren’t looking down, that’s nearly as bad.”

She sighed.

A dozen lunars ago, she’d been Minister of War for the Artemis Colony, and the de facto Minister for the Solarian Union. That made her commander of the most powerful navy in human space. Then came the Terran Federation and her Primus’s obsession with destroying it. That was problematic, since when the Primus said jump, Artemesians tried to put dents in the ceiling.

Artemis Colony, still called that despite not being anyone’s colony for generations, was a representative democracy. There was a legislative body, and an executive, and a judiciary; there were elections, and a Council of Ministers to guide the President. None of that mattered. The actual government was an oligarchy, teetering on the brink of tyranny, ruled by the Four Families of Artemis: Newling, Dent, Pitt, and Whitmore. The actual leader was granted the title of Primus, and it went to whoever proved themselves the most ruthless, bloodthirsty, and power-hungry. Currently the position was held by Vasilia Newling, who repeatedly demonstrated her willingness to do anything necessary to retain her power. Her favorite method of shoring up her support was to have the offending person, be they supplicant or Minister, tossed onto the surface of Luna without a spacesuit.

Initially, the Primus hadn’t been bothered by the Terran Federation; that was largely due to a lack of interest in most events Earthside. As long as the rare earth metals guaranteed to Artemis by the Accords and Amendment kept flowing, the politics and activities of the planetary nations were largely irrelevant.

The day the Enterprise was launched changed it all.

In an instant of realization the Primus became aware of the fundamental threat that the starship brought to her power. The Accords, and the Amendment, only held the governments of Earth in thrall by depriving them of the materials necessary for high-tech applications. The Federation was not so bound; they had no requirements to turn over materials, and as long as they operated in countries which were not signatories Artemis had no claim.

Additionally, the nature of the ship itself was as direct an assault on the power of Artemis and the Union as could possibly be. If humanity, specifically Terran humanity, could escape the Solar System, why would they care for the dictates of the Solarian Union? Humanity would be free, and Artemis would be irrelevant.

After launch day, as the Primus rejected all suggestions for a negotiated solution, Whitmore had become more and more convinced that her Ministry would be called upon. She had drawn up plans and, when the moment seemed opportune, presented them. The Primus had accepted them, but had added a stark warning: succeed or die.

The first half of the plan had succeeded; the second half had failed. Rather than risk her future on the fickle mercy of the Primus, she’d made hasty plans to disappear, ending up in the undercity of Artemis.

She was still learning.

“Look at the ground when you’re walking, dammit,” corrected Marc. “Looking up draws attention. You can’t draw attention to yourself.”

“I know, I know,” she muttered, impatient with herself.

“Then do it!”

They were out because Marc finally had a lead on a way off-planet for her. She’d argued for weeks against leaving, but he’d worn every excuse away. At the heart of it, she didn’t want to leave. Luna, Artemis, was her home, dammit, and no tin-plated dictator was going to run her off of it!

But of course she was. She controlled everything legitimate on Luna, and influenced everything else. The Undercity existed because she didn’t care enough to clear it away and it had occasional uses. That didn’t lend itself to warm feelings of security. Getting out of Artemis would have limited utility; travel was restrictive between the various settlements and cities, and everyone traveled in their pressure suit just in case. Her pressure suit, if it hadn’t been recycled, was still in her quarters. That left getting off Luna, or sooner or later she’d be breathing vacuum.

“Who are we meeting?” she said, trying to get him off the subject of her eyes.

“Someone who can help,” is all he would answer. Again.

“That’s not very helpful.”

“It’s all I’m going to say. What you don’t know you can’t tell. When this is all over, you’ll either be gone or dead. I’ll still be here, and I’d rather stay alive.”

Fortunately for her patience, they arrived at their apparent destination a few moments later, a small restaurant on the edge of the area permitted to the infrequent tourists. It seemed busy, an unusual enough condition, especially considering the early hour. She checked; it was barely eleven. While tourists weren’t forbidden, most of the other polities that made up the Solarian Union were distant enough, and hardscrabble enough, to make travel for pleasure a rarity. That only left...

“They’re from Earth!”

“Shut up, or so help me I’ll space you myself!” Marc hissed.

Nobody moved like an Earther. Their overdeveloped musculature, designed for gravity six times normal, constantly tried to propel them upward and forward. As a result they were all instructed to shuffle, to move with exaggeratedly slow movements, lest they accidentally impale themselves while dining.
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