
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: A picture containing text, person

Description automatically generated]


Published by Adam Gaffen

Copyright © 2021 by Adam Gaffen

Cover Art © Emily’s World of Design

Federation Starship Designs © Elsa Smith

Artemis Starship Designs © Mechbrainconcep

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the author.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

For more about the author, future works, and events please visit:

www.adamgaffenauthor.com


Dedication:

To those who only had one match but started an explosion



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PROLOGUE
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“Well, that was a total rat fuck.”

She was unimpressed, to say the least.

It was supposed to be easy! Hell, she did all the heavy lifting. She had arranged for the security to look the other way, she had recruited pigeons to distract MinSec from the real breakout, she had used family connections to put all the physical requirements in place. 

And it had all worked like clockwork. Ten people – ten! – had successfully effected self-release from MinSec’s primary Political Rehabilitation Center on a single night, something that was supposed to be impossible. They’d all had their instructions, their safe houses, their destinations. Of course, she had no idea how many of the others had made it to their safe houses, but that was part of the plan, too. If there was no communication between them, there couldn’t be any back-tracing.

It hadn’t stopped her making plans of her own with three of the others, of course. But that was longer-term planning, a full lunar away. By then they’d either make the rendezvous or not. Her plans would work best with the people she’d chosen, but none of them were irreplaceable. She’d make do with others with only a minor delay.

Another day, though.

According to her carefully worked out plans, today she was to move from her safe house to a more permanent location. Where that was, she didn’t know, but was the point of compartmentalizing the information. What she didn’t know, she couldn’t tell.

Something wasn’t right, though.

The cubic she was supposed to pass through to reach her contact was swarming with MinSec patrols. No citizens lingered; they passed through as quickly as they could, keeping eyes averted and faces hidden. Everybody had something MinSec could pick them up for, so everyone acted guilty. 

Wouldn’t cover her, though. One facial scan and she’d be back in the PRC faster than she could think, if she was unlucky. If she was unlucky, well, her cousin might finally be annoyed enough to order her death.

Dying wasn’t part of her plans.

She needed a place to stay tonight. She couldn’t go back to last night’s hide; that was strictly a one-off deal. They wouldn’t turn her in, but it would begin to establish a pattern of behavior and patterns were to be avoided. 

There were rooms to rent, hotels and the like. Most of them required ID, though, and she couldn’t do that. Not yet. That was further down her list of things to do, farther down her plan. The ones that didn’t ask for ID, well, MinSec knew all about those places. Odds were good the desk clerk was a MinSec operative and her face, along with the faces of everyone who checked in, would be in the files by morning.

Nope. Not going to risk it.

Only one thing for her, then. She had to break the rules and jump the chain. There was one place she knew, a restaurant which catered to tourists. It was close enough to the undercity to have a rakish air, just enough of a whiff of danger to give them a thrill. The owner was connected to a Family, but the manager was part of the resistance. She’d be able to help.

Then Autumn could really start planning a future without her cousin the Primus.
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CHAPTER ONE

TFS Enterprise
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The door to their quarters opened and Aiyana Cassidy entered, looking spent.

“Hi, hon,” said Kendra Cassidy from her office. As the Admiral of the Terran Federation, she spent her days either on the Enterprise, the flagship, or on the Njord. The past couple weeks, as she’d recovered from her injuries, she’d been mostly aboard Enterprise. 

“Hi babe,” answered her wife, walking into the office and tugging her uniform coat open. Kendra looked up.

“Wow. Tough day?” Aiyana, who was known to everyone as Cass, nodded.

“Partial failure on one of the navigational shields.”

“That’s not good.”

Cass shrugged and flopped into the seat across from her wife. “It’s not unexpected. Enterprise has been in active service for over a year now, we’ve been having minor systems failures on and off for weeks. Most of them we’ve headed off with our maintenance schedule, but she’s the first starship. There’s an awful lot we don’t know.”

“As long as you’ve got it under control. I assume there are reports about these things in my queue?”

“Probably,” agreed Cass. “I know that I send reports to Alley, after I brief her; I’m sure that she sends at least some sort of summary to you.”

“One of these days Alley is going to quiz me, isn’t she?” Alley, properly Jennifer Martinez, was the Enterprise’s Captain and thus Cass’s superior. Unlike both Kendra and Cass, Alley was a naval professional and brought that professionalism with her into the nascent Terran Federation. And that meant Admiral Kendra Cassidy was occasionally dragged along with her.

“Probably,” said Cass with a ghost of a smile. 

“Then I’ll read them. One of these days. Say, Minna, could you download the details of those summaries to my implant?”

“I could, Admiral,” said the voice of the ship’s AI. “Unfortunately, Captain Martinez has ordered me not to.”

“Frak.”

“Fortunately, Admiral, you’re still on medical leave, even though you insist on working. The HMO –“ Holographic Medical Officer, a recent innovation aboard the Njord. “- would have kittens if he was aware that you were ignoring his orders to rest.”

“But he’s not, because nobody’s telling him. And you’re getting better with the idiom, Minna.”

“Thank you, Admiral. And no, nobody is telling him yet.”

Kendra raised an eyebrow. “Yet?”

“I am not a doctor, Admiral, but I have an extensive knowledge of human anatomy through my access to the planetary networks. There are a multitude of sources which I can utilize to confirm, to my own satisfaction, that you are not doing anything which will put you at risk of further injury or setbacks. As long as that condition maintains, I shall make no reports to the HMO.”

“I’m henpecked by an AI!” Kendra exclaimed. Then she saw Cass’s smirk. “And you’re in on it!”

“Hey, I have a job to do! I can’t be in quarters all day, babysitting you, so I have to get help somewhere.”

“Fine, fine. I see how it is.”

Hoping to change the subject, Cass said, “What have you heard from Earthside today?” 

The Enterprise, when she wasn’t on patrol, docked within the massive habitat Njord, located at the L5 Earth-Moon Lagrangian point, 400,000 kilometers from both the Earth and Moon. That meant details which most people took for granted, such as the day-to-day minutiae of living in the 22nd Century, required a special effort.

“Heard from Dianna today.” Dianna Chew was Kendra’s lawyer.

“And...?” 

“They actually filed the appeal.” The previous year, a shadowy group of anonymous plaintiffs had accused her of being an Enhanced Human, the prohibited result of illegal genetic manipulation, a being who was not legally recognized as ‘human’ by most of the governments of the 21st Century. Worse, the documentation they had unearthed had actually proven their accusation. The question had arisen as to how had they uncovered it? As it turned out, the answer was simple: espionage, as exercised by Artemis and the Solarian Union in a desperate attempt to derail the Terran Federation. But Artemis couldn’t appear in court, so they’d found a mouthpiece willing to take their money and a disgruntled former associate of Kendra’s to front the suit.

Fortunately the various polities occupying the North American continent  in the 22nd Century had, in the intervening decades, struck the clauses regarding the inhumanity of Enhanced Humans from the books, a detail that the Artemis Ministry of Intelligence had missed when searching for the skeletons in Kendra’s closet. So the lawsuit had failed, fairly spectacularly. The failure become more spectacular when the one plaintiff who had been dragged from the shadows attempted to kill Kendra when the case was dismissed. Cass had taken care of him, but not before he’d gravely injured Kendra. She’d landed in medical for a week, healing, and landed him in intensive care. It also got him removed as the lead plaintiff in the case, which would cause a problem for Artemis. 

The original judge, Senior Justice Bethany Hodge, had ruled early in the proceedings that, as the case was alleging injuries and financial damage and asking for extraordinary remedies, the Plaintiffs would have to prove the alleged damages as specifically applied to individual people. With the removal of ‘Junior’ Williamson, another puppet would have to be found before the appeal could proceed.

Evidently they’d found one.

“The greed of lawyers is limitless, I guess,” growled Kendra. Almost three weeks of waiting had done nothing to improve her mood.

“Or they’re getting pressure from Artemis.”

“Or they’re getting pressure from Artemis.” Kendra agreed with her wife, but that didn’t mean she liked it and she grimaced. 

“All I ever wanted to do with Enterprise was explore.”

“I know,” Cass agreed.

“Just jump in a ship and sail off, chasing the stars. Never wanted to be running things, never wanted there to be things I needed to run, just you and me and the girls and a ship.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“It’s a lot tougher to do than those old shows ever made it seem. And they didn’t talk about crazed oligarchs trying to kill you and your friends so their monopoly on the Inner System isn’t disrupted.”

“Mm-hmm.” This was an old sore spot, made worse by the end of Kendra’s trial, and Cass figured she’d try to pull it from the realm of griping and make it a little more constructive. 

“Has Cris managed to dig up anything you can enter into the official records about the Artemis involvement?”

“No,” said Kendra. Cristina Montana, Director of OutLook and the unofficial Director of Central Intelligence for the Federation, had been asked to look into the lawsuit brought against Kendra. She’d managed to confirm what their AI network had uncovered regarding the involvement of MinInt, but not in a way which would be admissible in court. They even had a former Artemis Minister of War, Nicole Crozier, who would be willing to testify to what she knew. Unfortunately, doing so would probably put her squarely in the crosshairs of MinInt, as well as destroying a priceless source of information. 

“Not yet. Seems there’s some chaos going on in Artemis City these days and all scheduled tours from out-planet have been regretfully, and purely temporarily, rescheduled.”

“Law of unexpected consequences?” 

“Exactly. Well, Mikki did say she wanted to destabilize their government.”

Mikki Stone, retired SEAL, had adopted the role of unofficial troubleshooter for the Terran Federation when she wasn’t busy playing favorite auntie to the Cassidy’s girls. She’d worked with Montana in OutLook on a pair of missions to Luna, one to retrieve a political prisoner and one to evaluate the possibility of causing disruption in the autocratic Artemesian government. OutLook had utilized Lunar tours to get agents on-planet; now they’d need to find an alternative to acquire HumInt.

“She did. Speaking of Mikki...?” Cass looked around. Quiet.

“Oh, she took the girls onto the station. She said she wanted to spend some time on their hand-to-hand skills, but promised she’d have them back for dinner.”

“That’s good. They’ll be tired.”

“Those two? After an hour with Aunt Mikki?” scoffed Kendra. “They’ll be revved up!”

“Mmm, I see your point. Oh, did you hear from Kiri today?” Kiri Stewart was Captain of the other starship currently in service, the TFS Endeavour. A more advanced and larger starship, it had been damaged during a recent encounter with an unmanned bomber launched from Titan. It was currently undergoing repairs in the berth next to Enterprise.

“She sent over her report this morning on yesterday’s progress. She’s actually managed to shave another week off Hecate’s repair estimate.”

“How?” Cass had inherited the XO position when Kiri was promoted; she was always looking for tips and hints to improve her performance.

“Her entire crew’s pitching in to help, and I think she may have gone and secured some, what did Alley call it? Backchannel support.”

“Backchannel?”

“She went and tapped into the workforce at HLC.” Heavy Lift Corporation was another one of the companies which were being absorbed by the Federation and the umbrella company that supported it, Via ad Sidera (The Road to the Stars). All of these were part of the D.D. Harriman Trust, which was controlled by Cass and Kendra.

“Thinking outside the box there. Nice. Well, the sooner Endeavour is back online, the sooner we can go back to Lemnos and retrieve the miners.”

“I totally forgot about them!”

Cass explained it away.  “You’ve been busy.” 

Kendra checked the date. “It’s been three weeks since we dropped them off. I don’t remember the details, but how long can they last without resupply?” The same weekend that Endeavour encountered the bomber, Enterprise was in the Tau Ceti system, landing the first extra-solar mining colony. There were forty human miners and a host of robots, living underground and building a plant to process Platinum Group and other precious metals. It wasn’t intended as a permanent colony, at least not on the surface, due to the high gravity and hot, thin atmosphere.

“Another six weeks, though they could manage eight in a pinch,” said Cass immediately. Obviously, she had been thinking about it.

“We should have enough time to get back with supplies and more miners.”

“Precisely. Alley and I have been discussing it, along with contingency plans.” Cass leaned back against the chair and said, “I’ve had enough shop talk for one night, especially before dinner.”

“Fair enough,” said Kendra. “The girls will be back any time now. Minna?”

“Yes, Admiral?”

“Where are our hellions?”

“They are still occupying Chief Stone’s full attention aboard Njord, despite her best attempts to end their session,” said the AI.

“Herding cats,” laughed Kendra.

“That reminds me,” said Cass. “Apparently LJ’s cat, Luci, is going to have kittens, and Alley asked me if we were going to want one.” Enterprise had been designed for long-term deployments. To Kendra, that meant space for families aboard. When Lt. LJ Burg had moved aboard, she’d brought her cats, Theo and Luciferous Dimples, and they had become the first four-legged family on the ship.

“Kitten?”

“The way Alley was talking, I think she hopes we take more than one.”

“Kittens?”

“The girls would love them.”

“Kittens?”
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CHAPTER TWO

Artemis City, Artemis Council of Ministers
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“My patience has run out, Minister Pitt.”

“Primus, our search is still ongoing.”

The Primus, Vasilia Newling, was not notable for her patience and good humor. Neither was Kim Yvette Pitt, the Minister of Security. That hadn’t been much of an issue since Pitt had climbed to the top of her Ministry over the bodies of her rivals, often literally. Newling had found it quite refreshing, actually, to have a subordinate in Pitt who understood what it took to maintain control over the population of Artemis without worrying about coddling the masses. As a result, Pitt’s Ministry had been virtually exempt from any of the periodic purges that swept out from Newling.

Until now.

“You have said Crozier could not have left Artemis City.”

“That is correct, Primus.”

“And you are certain of this?”

“Absolutely, Primus.”

“So you have you completed the search of the City?”

“No, Primus, we have not as yet completed it.”

“Why not? Artemis City is not that large, Minister.”

“Primus, by comparison to groundhog cities, no. But it still encompasses over ninety cubic kilometers, and I have limited numbers of operatives to do the search.”

“Then how can you state with certainty, absolute certainty, she is not in the City?”

“Primus, she did not leave the City, not through any tube, not aboard a ship, not through an airlock. Therefore she must be in the City.”

“And yet you failed to extract information of her whereabouts from her family.”

Jake Taylor, the current Acting Minister of War, winced. His superior and friend, Nicole Crozier, had gone missing a half-Lunar ago, during a botched attempt to apprehend fugitives from one of the Artemis Political Rehabilitation Center. She had been taking a rare weekend off, visiting her parents, and her mother had talked her into taking a shift at the restaurant ‘for old times’ sake’. 

While she was working there a squad from MinSec had entered and attempted the apprehension. When Nicole, full of righteous fury, had marched up to them and demanded an explanation in her role not as the manager’s daughter but as the Minister of War, she’d been accused of being in league with the fugitives. After that, all Hell broke loose, and both Nicole and the fugitives had disappeared.

Suspicion had fallen on him, as Nicole’s Deputy. Naturally, and as expected, he denied any connection between the fugitives and Nicole, which was absolutely the truth as he knew it. He also denied knowing the location of Nicole, which was far less true. She had contacted him while on the run, asking him which of the Navy ships was most loyal to her. She hadn’t said anything else, but he hadn’t survived eight years in the Ministry without a certain amount of street smarts, and he caught up to her just as she was ready to board the frigate ANS Roosa. She’d convinced him to remain behind and protect the men and women of the Ministry, people who would be the first to lose their lives if the ongoing, low-intensity conflict with the Terran Federation were to flare up.

So he lied, denying all knowledge of her whereabouts.

That kept him alive, at least long enough to get an appearance before the Primus, where he played his one card. He told the Primus to ask Minister Pitt where, exactly, Nicole was? He then spun a vast conspiracy theory out of whole cloth. Removing Nicole, he said, was the linchpin, the kick-off of a coup aimed at replacing Newling with Pitt.

To his pleased shock, it worked. Newling was suspicious and paranoid enough to believe the possibility, aided and abetted by Pitt’s prior vicious behavior in reaching her position. Taylor kept pounding away at the idea that Pitt needed to produce Nicole, as well as the fugitives, in order to disprove the coup idea, knowing full well that Pitt would never be able to find Nicole. His only worry was Nicole would surface before Pitt had been eliminated as a threat to his continued existence, but he had no control over that.

Nicole’s family, though, were truly innocent in this. They knew nothing about Nicole’s disappearance, and so all the ‘extreme interrogation’ methods Pitt had at her disposal would produce precisely nothing. That wouldn’t stop the attempts and he hated to think about the pain they were going through. There wasn’t anything he could do, though. Not yet.

“No, Primus,” Pitt was confirming. “They have not admitted to anything yet. We have had to stop our questioning several times to allow them a chance to recover, but our efforts continue.”

“And the other fugitives, the four who you hadn’t found? Have you succeeded in identifying or locating them?”

“They were identified, Primus, as Cassandra Carnahan, James Moore, Autumn Newling, and –”

“Autumn?” The Primus looked more than interested as she interrupted. “Are you talking about my cousin?”

“Yes, Primus. She was placed in the care of MinSec nearly a year ago.”

“Why?”

“Primus, she was sowing discontent within her Ministry.” MinSec’s unstated objective, suppression of any potential rebellion, granted them a wide latitude. ‘Sowing discontent’ was certainly sufficient to permit them nearly any action.

“She was a very junior member of a necessary, but not very prestigious, Ministry,” said the Primus with an edge in her voice. “How was she sowing discontent?”

“I would have to consult the records, Primus.”

Pitt was definitely on the defensive now, so Taylor figured he’d add some oxygen to the blaze. 

“Eliminating a member of the Newling family? That’s a bold move, even for you, Minister Pitt,” he said mock-admiringly.

The Primus seemed to ignore his comment. “And she has not been found either?”

“Primus, as I have said, we continue to search.”

“And as I have said, Minister, my patience has run out. I didn’t believe the questions that Minister Taylor raised, not at first, but your continued obstinacy in producing any sort of result forces me to conclude that he may well have stumbled onto something.” She nodded to a pair of her armsmen, who stepped forward and grabbed the Minister. 

“Minister Pitt, I am removing you from your position. In deference to your family I will show you mercy, unlike what you provided my cousin. I will not be collecting the ultimate penalty from you at this time.” The Primus had a reputation for removing threats to her authority, both real and perceived, in the most final manner possible. Perhaps it was that looming threat which kept Pitt from protesting as she was bound and gagged.

“Minister Dent.” 

An older man stood up in response to her summons: Colin Dent, Minister of Intelligence.

“Primus.”

“I realize this is unexpected, but I need you to take on the role of Minister of Security for the time being, as well as your current post. Root out the rot. Discover the truth, expose the lies. Restore the Ministry. Can you do that?”

“I can, Primus.” Dent had spent decades in government service and had survived many different Primuses; this one was more vicious than most, but she could be managed if one knew how. “I presume I have a free hand?”

“Whatever it takes, Minister Dent. Taylor.”

“Primus?”

“Two items. First, until such time as the fate of Minister Crozier is determined, it is my desire that you remain in your post as Acting Minister. I need my Navy to be ready to answer my call when it comes time to increase the tempo of our actions against the Federation, and I believe you are best suited to maintain that readiness. Specifically, I have some thoughts regarding the deployment of the Averroes which I would like to discuss with you.”

“My time is yours, Primus.”

“Also, I cannot entrust the former Minister to her own detention centers. Does the Navy have some way of restraining her and keeping her out of contact?”

“I believe so, Primus. The Marine contingent can certainly improvise confinement for her until we work out something more permanent.”

“Good. Pitt is remanded to your custody, then.” The Primus left the Council chamber, as did most of the other Ministers. Taylor found himself left with Minister Dent, Pitt, and the armsmen restraining her.

“Minister Taylor,” Dent said urbanely.

“Minister Dent. I don’t envy you your task.”

Dent looked distastefully at Pitt. “No, I don’t suppose you do. Still, needs must.”

He turned to Taylor. “It’s a pity, though, that Ms. Pitt never responded to my offers of friendship, as Ms. Crozier did; if she had, perhaps she wouldn’t be in this situation.”

“If you find anything about Nicole...?”

“I will certainly let you know, Mr. Taylor. I know you two were friends as well as colleagues.”

“A personal request, then. Will you let her family go? I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m certain they had nothing to do with it.”

“As soon as I can ascertain that myself, of course. Good day, Minister.” And Dent departed.

“Come on,” Taylor said to the guards. “Let’s see where we can stash her.”
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CHAPTER THREE

Habitat Njord
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“How the hell are we supposed to do this?”

“Well, Ash, I’d say we’re going to have to do it the way I did when I was the only qualified IP on the Direwolves: long hours and lots of coffee.” 

The look Lieutenant Ashlyn Bontrager, current XO of the Nymeria Squadron of Direwolves, and just-announced Commander (Designate) of the soon-to-be-formed Red Squadron shot her friend and commander, Senior Lieutenant Daniela Garcia, was exasperated.

“We’ve been doing coffee and long hours since we got the fourth division,” she complained.

“And we’re going to be doing it while you work Red Squadron up,” Daniela shot back, filling up her own cup. They were aboard Njord, in the squadron’s office, and one rule was the coffee was never allowed to run out or get stale. “More?”

“Half. Where do I even start?”

“Since you get to take your division with you, I’d start by naming your XO. That’ll give you someone to be your eyes and ears and back you up.”

“Any suggestions, Danni?”

“Oh, no, Ash, you’re not getting me to make your decisions for you. Remember, not only do I have to break in a new XO, but I’m going to get to break in twelve of the new pilots while you deal with six.”

“Fair enough, I guess,” admitted Ashlyn.

The Federation was committed to expanding their defensive capabilities, a task made more urgent by the temporary disabling of the TFS Endeavour. Between the twin pressures of creating a navy from scratch and defending the Federation from an already-established force, small boat doctrines were still evolving and doing so quickly. Where the original plan hadn’t called for any armed sublight vehicles at all, the onset of the Solarian Union threat had led to a rapid rethinking.  As a result the Wolf-class Multipurpose Orbital Vehicle had been redesigned. These sturdy small craft, thirty meters long, powered by a fusion generator and capable of accelerating at 200g, had proved their worth in the first battle. Using their ridiculously short-ranged phased particle emitters, they had totally destroyed four Artemesian ships: two Apollo-class cruisers and two Gemini-class frigates. Unfortunately, their limitations were also demonstrated in the same battle, as the Copernicus-class battleship Brahe had wiped out ten of the original twelve Wolves in under a minute.

That forced a reevaluation by a heartbroken Kendra, who felt each death keenly. A new ship was designed with, as always, significant input from the Admiral, and the first pilot was the only Wolf crew who was fully cross-rated on both coxswain and engineer: Daniela. It took her weeks, but she eventually mastered the Direwolves’ unique control system. Where the Wolves had a coxswain to pilot and an engineer to run the mechanicals, the Direwolves were single-seat fighters. Even with her advantages she couldn’t manage to fly anywhere near the limits of the fighter’s abilities. In the end an Epsilon-class AI had been added to basically do the engineer’s role.

Which all led to the current expansion.

Last year there was a single Direwolf, then a half-dozen, then eighteen, and now they were going to double the total again in a single swoop. Ash been part of the second expansion and had gotten her initial promotion by flying rings around the rest of her cohort. That’s when the job got tough, because there was more to being an XO than just flying.

“I guess I have the easy part,” she said. “I mean, you’re going from twelve to twenty-four; I just have to train six.”

“Up to standard,” added Daniela. “Don’t forget that. Up to standard.”

“Up to standard, aye, Ma’am,” she said with a smile. “As if you’d ever let me forget.”

“Nope,” Daniela agreed. “And someday, when I’m out of the cockpit and doing the Admiralty thing, and you’re CAG, you’re going to thank me.”

“CAG? Me?”

“Well, I expect that I’ll take a swing at it first.”

“You expect me to command the attack group?”

“Like I said, I’m going to do it first. Now, who do you think should be your XO? If it helps, I’ll tell you who mine is.”

“Zero.”

“Okay, so maybe that was a little obvious.” Zero, Itzeel Arriaga, was the commander of the squadron’s third division and the natural successor to Ashlyn.

“You think? Seriously though, I have maybe three possibles out of the division I’m starting with: Locksmith, Wingbat, and Frak Me.”

“I can see Locksmith and Wingbat, but Frak Me?”

“Nic’s really worked his ass off getting all of the details down. I don’t have anyone who’s better on the official stuff, the procedures, the checklists. Yeah, he’s had to learn radio discipline, but his handle’s helped.” 

Ensign Nic Furtado had earned his nickname through an inadvertent radio call; when Ashlyn had ordered him to redo part of the exercise, a particularly tedious task, he’d replied first with the proper, ‘Aye, Ma’am’.” Then followed through with the ‘Frak me’ that had become his moniker.

“Okay, I can see that. An XO needs to know their shit better than the people under them.”

“Which is a strike against Wingbat. But Danni, she’s better than me once you get her out into the black. If you tell her that, I’ll deny it, of course.”

“Of course. The problem is she hardly ever does things in the right order.”

“Which is the other problem.” It was a tradition in the squadron that the CO got to choose the handles for the new pilots, at least insofar as the still-young squadron had traditions. Daniela had noted Ensign Awilda Prignano’s skills in the fighters from the beginning, her ability to put her ship through the most ridiculous maneuvers without seeming thought, and had decided on the handle ‘Batwing’. Unfortunately, that was before Prignano had executed her mission orders exactly backward, resulting in the handle being swapped to the slightly less complementary ‘Wingbat’.

“And Locksmith? She’s neither as good a stick as Wingbat or as on top of the procedures as Frak Me.”

“That’s true. But she’s not bad, and if she doesn’t always dot the I’s and cross the T’s she’s at least on the right page.”

“So? What else is there that would make her a good XO?”

“Everyone in the squadron loves her. I mean, you know that Rubberneck wouldn’t save his own grandmother without orders, and Chewbacca would rather rip your arms off than speak to you. That doesn’t apply to Locksmith. Somehow she’s gotten everyone on her side. If she had an ounce of deviousness in her she’d never have to pull a duty shift that didn’t involve flying. As it is, I don’t think she’s bought a beer for herself in two months. That sort of loyalty can’t be taught.”

Ensign Lexie Marsh had gotten her handle the old-fashioned way: she’d earned it. After returning from a flight early in her training, while still at the Academy that the Federation ran with HLC to turn recruits into pilots quickly, her canopy had refused to open. She didn’t know that it was a programmed ‘glitch’, designed to test the new pilots’ ability to think clearly in a stressful, but non-emergency, situation. Other candidates had mixed reactions: some panicked, pounding the optical sapphire with fists; some radioed for help; one had gone so far as to arm the ejection mechanism before the trainers had stepped in. Marsh had simply examined her situation, pulled out the small emergency tool kit, and calmly picked the restraining bolts that had held the canopy in place.

“I think I can guess your choice.”

“Locksmith’s the only logical one,” agreed Ashlyn.

“Then go tell her. And tell her that she’s going to get another stripe to back up her authority.” All of Ashlyn’s pilots were Ensign Junior Grade, the lowest officer rank in Starfleet, even though they were always called ‘Ensign’.

“Aye, Ma’am.” Ashlyn stood to leave, then said, “Do you know yet where we’re going to be assigned?”

“Officially? No.”

“Unofficially?”

“Flashdance told me that Red Squadron will be assigned to Endeavour, Nymeria to Njord.” Senior Lieutenant Shannon ‘Flashdance’ Fowler was the senior Wolf pilot and the de facto commander of all the mobile forces in Starfleet. She was also Daniela’s best friend and a frequent source of information.

“Shiny.”

“Yeah, well, until they get that big bird unbent, you’re going to be pulling patrols, same as us.”

“Damn.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

Ceres, Miner’s Guild
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“They’re bleeding us dry!”

“When was the last time Artemis did anything for us?”

“My son was killed on their stupid raid!”

“We don’t need them!”

Tamara Kumlien, Moderator for the Miner’s Guild Representative’s Hall and de facto President of the Miner’s Guild, looked to her fellow Negotiators. Representative’s meetings were always fractious and had become increasingly so since the actions Artemis took against the Terran Federation, now almost a quarter-year past. She’d hoped that it would have died down as the conflict slowed to a simmer, but instead the voices had simply gotten louder and more persistent.

If she hoped to find any support for clamping down on the yammering she was disappointed, and she suppressed a sigh. Most of the Negotiators were notable for their equanimity and skill at finding compromises; that was the main focus of their position, after all. Putting down an incipient rebellion was anathema to some and certainly strange to all. She didn’t know if that was a side effect of the composition of the Negotiators and Representatives, and frankly didn’t care. Mining, the lifeblood of their nation and economy, was still a dangerous, physical job. Most of it was done by the men of the outposts, leaving the governance to the women, an arrangement which suited both sides just fine. And while it cut down on the physical conflicts between Representatives, the infighting was still fierce.

Finally losing her patience, she slammed the chunk of iron ore that served as a gavel down on the bench.

“Shut up!”

Unsurprisingly, they did, or perhaps not so surprising. She’d held her post for almost a full Ceresian year, 4.6 Earth years, and had been a Negotiator for three years before that. People were used to listening to her and, when pressed, obeying her.

She hoped it was still true.

“I hear a lot of talk but no solutions,” she said now. “What’s the first Rule of Negotiation?”

A number of voices in the crowd said, “Never bring up a problem without providing two solutions.”

“Right. Does anyone want to fix that?” She swept the room with her gaze, bringing in everyone and nobody in particular.

“You! Lusardi! Your voice was one of the loudest. You want to repeat what you said, so maybe everyone can hear?”

Anne Marie Lusardi stepped forward. She was married into one of the oldest lines in the Belt and could have held a Negotiator’s position if she wanted it. She was usually content to stay in the shadows and pull the strings on her puppets, which was one reason Kumlien called her out. If she could squash Lusardi’s position, then most of the yammering would fade away, and she could return to governing.

“Moderator, we have been waiting for Artemis to tell us what they’re doing since they launched this war against the Terran Federation. We’ve watched our children join the Union navy, just like they always have, but now we don’t know if they’re going to come back to us whole, or at all. Every one of us knows someone who was lost on the Brahe, and yet nothing’s been done. Nothing’s been said. We can’t go on like this, Moderator, and we won’t.”

“That’s a good statement of the problem, Anne Marie. What’s your solution?”

“Boycott the Union or withdraw.”

There was a collective intake of breath.

“That’s rather extreme, isn’t it?” 

She decided to be neutral about it, rather than jubilant. She’d long felt that the Guild put more into the Union than got back from it; if Artemis didn’t inflate the prices of the food and tech they sold back to the asteroids, the Guild would have a hugely positive trade surplus. As it was, their ores and metals provided them with an enviable balance. Still, it chafed, being bled as the treasury for the Union and getting cabbages and toys in return.

“Even you will admit there has been provocation,” countered Lusardi.

“Of course there has been! But has it reached a level for that response? Remember, Artemis won’t let us go quietly.”

“And if we call our children back? Who will man their ships?”

That was more like Lusardi: subtle and devastating.

“I call for an Executive Session,” she announced. Under the rules, the Moderator could announce such a meeting at any time, but only once a day for a maximum of a half hour. It allowed the Negotiators to hammer out policy points in private while not giving them enough time to make massive changes or get bogged down in details. The Representatives would do more than enough of that. 

“Representative Lusardi, your presence is requested.” That was another rule; any Representative could be requested to stay, but there was no obligation attached and they could turn it down with no consequences. Few did, but they could.

“Thank you, Moderator,” she said as the hall emptied. There was no discussion until the last of the uninvited exited, then she turned her attention to the Negotiators and Moderator.

“Sweet Goddess, Tamara, it took you long enough.”

“I couldn’t take the jibber-jabber anymore, Anne Marie. You could have guided them, you know.”

Lusardi shrugged. “There isn’t really any unity in the Representatives as to what we should do. Some of ‘em want to put their heads in a hole and hope it all goes away. Some want to rush at Artemis and damn the consequences. Most just want to go back to normal.”

“But we know that’s not happening, not with the Federation in the picture now.”

“No.” The two women ignored the rest of the Negotiators, which seemed to suit them well enough. “What’s your thoughts?”

Kumlien didn’t hesitate. “We ought to negotiate with the Federation and see if they’ll take us in. We can offer them the metals they need, and they can cover us with their starships when Artemis decides to take us out.”

“They could use our expertise,” agreed Lusardi. “You heard about their mining colony? That’s perfect for us, so why aren’t we in on it? Because the fool in Luna got her suit in a twist about starships.”

“Excellent point. Negotiators?” 

Ten heads swiveled to look at her.

“All in favor of opening independent discussions with the Federation, with the explicit intent of withdrawing from the Solarian Union and joining the Federation?”

Ten hands raised.

“Very good. Representative Lusardi, it is my honor to appoint you Special Envoy to the Terran Federation, with the primary mission to negotiate our integration into the Federation.” And that will get you out

of my helmet long enough to settle the rest of the yahoos down.

Lusardi’s face showed her understanding and even grudging appreciation of the astute move, but she merely said, “As the Moderator says, I am honored by your trust. I will serve the Guild well. And now, if you will excuse me, I need to make arrangement before passage in-system.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

Habitat Njord
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“This isn’t my strength, so I want you to all to bear with me.”

“Chief, I’ve gotten to know you pretty well the past several lunars; sorry, months. Frankly, I don’t think there isn’t anything you can’t do.”

Chief Stone nodded her thanks to Whitmore. “That said, the reason we’re here is to develop the best intelligence we can on what Artemis is likely to do next. I’m going to go around and give your name and your position, if you don’t mind; there are a few new faces here, and a couple faces that aren’t usually part of this kind of get-together.”

A murmured acceptance greeted these words and she nodded again.

“Starting to my left, Cristina Montana, Director of OutLook. She’s in charge of gathering intelligence for the Federation, and in some sort of strange way my CO, but I don’t hold that against her.” Montana shrugged that off; while Stone was technically on the OutLook payroll, nobody would ever confuse her with some sort of subordinate.

“Robert Huff, formerly of the Artemis Navy and commander of the ANS Gordon. He’s been helping us with tactical and operational information since his capture last year. Artemis refused repatriation for him and the other survivors we recovered.” Huff was in late middle age and seemed uncomfortable wearing non-military clothes. One got the impression, if you squinted hard enough, he’d still be wearing his uniform. The patch he wore over the eye he lost in the battle only added to his military air.

“Dr. Val Roberts. She’s one of the geniuses behind the warp drive and has taken time away from her development of the next generation to be here.” Roberts was nearing fifty, but had achieved the permanently-rumpled look of the serious researcher before she was thirty and had held onto it ever since. She spent most of her time in her labs aboard Njord, working her assistants hard and her Beta AI, Prometheus, harder. As a result each iteration of the warp drive was more refined and capable than the last.

“Davie Whitmore, former Artemesian Minister of War. She survived the Primus’s attempt to have her killed by disappearing into the Artemis City underworld and staying there for six lunars. Since she was recovered, she’s been an invaluable resource and a most unexpected ally.” Whitmore was whipcord-thin and tall, as many Artemesians were, with short-cropped hair and a surprisingly relaxed attitude. It was the look of a woman who had faced her own mortality, come to grips with it, and when it passed her by decided to appreciate whatever came next.

“James Moore. He’s an engineer from Artemis who was most recently working on the installation of a warp drive into the Averroes, the lead ship in a new design.” Moore was about forty and had a serious mien, eyes lined and his face bearing the tell-tale signs of someone who spent many hours suited and in vacuum. He looked to have been an athlete at some point in his past, though he was slowly softening. 

“James spent some time as an involuntary guest of MinSec with the woman next to him, Cassandra Carnahan.”

Startled, the woman jumped at her name, getting reactions of comfort from both Moore and the woman to her right. She was medium height, with olive skin, mahogany eyes, brown hair so dark to be nearly black, and the toned body of a professional athlete, but her eyes were haunted. 

“She’d been brought to Luna unwillingly and when her mother found her an inconvenience she was tossed into the same prison as Mr. Moore. She earned her place here today, ladies and gentlemen. Make no mistake.”

Her tone softened slightly. “Jim, how are you doing with your implants? And Nicole?”

The two participants looked to her at that and both unconsciously rubbed their jaws.

“It’s helped,” said Jim. “Much more than I expected.”

“Yes,” agreed the woman. “I don’t think I could have gotten around without it.”

The implants that both had received were, among other things, nanobot factories. The nanobots worked tirelessly to optimize the functionality of the bodies they occupied, including increasing muscular and skeletal strength, a vital consideration for the two recent Artemesian refugees. Without the internal enhancements, even the station’s reduced gravity would have been more than four times what they had grown up experiencing.

“Next, Nicole Crozier.” The tall, young, blonde woman stood, nodded across to Whitmore, and sat down again next to Cassandra. “She was caught up in the mission to rescue Miss Carnahan, but I have to say she kept her head in a sticky situation and was instrumental in getting yours truly off Luna in one piece. Coincidentally, she too filled the post of Minister of War before being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Lieutenants Elliott Kay and Raynie Leard, Tactical officers for the TFS Enterprise and TFS Endeavour, respectively. Short of their captains, they are the experts as to the capabilities of their starships in responding to any threats that Artemis may pose.” The two uniform-clad officers, looking out of place, flashed apprehensive smiles to the other attendees.

“Senior Lieutenants Shannon Fowler, called Flashdance, and Daniela Garcia, Double Dip. Flashdance is the senior small craft commander and our most experienced pilot in the Wolf-class MOVs; Double Dip started in Wolves and is now the senior pilot for our Direwolf-class fighters. Each of them will have roles in a defense of this station and Earth.” The two young commanders looked around with equanimity; they’d spent enough time in the Federation, with its relatively loose command structure, to be comfortable with brass and unimpressed by rank.

“Commodore Kyran Knott. They’re in charge of Njord and oversee all of the system’s mobile units, as well as coordinating defense with the assistance of the station AI, Diana.” Kyran was shorter and looked as though they worked out. A serious face looked out on the world from beneath spiky brown hair.

“Finally, the AI’s: Diana and Hecate.” Two holograms ‘sat’ to Stone’s right; one was a representation of the 21st Century actor, Gal Godot, in a navy business suit. The other was a lanky, gawky teenage girl, with bubblegum pink hair tied into pigtails and wearing a garish tee-shirt and shorts, feet stuffed into sneakers. “If you’ve never had reason to interact with her, Diana is the Alpha AI who runs Njord; Hecate is the Beta AI who runs the mobile unit bay.”

“Now. Like I said, the reason we’re all here is to talk about the threats that Artemis and the Union might throw at us in the near future and try to come up with ideas to counter them. I’m not going to say much; this is way over my head. As a SEAL I was always at the pointy end of the stick, not the planning end. Davie.”

“Chief.”

“You’ve done this thing for a living. You run it.” It was the most obvious demonstration of trust Stone could think to make to the woman who had once been tasked with destroying the Federation. She hoped it would be enough.

“Thank you, ever so much,” said Whitmore with a grin. “Okay, then. Let’s start with background. Lieutenant Huff, why don’t you...”

Three hours later everyone looked beat, including the AI’s, but Stone felt they’d covered good ground.

“Davie, will you summarize?”

“I can. We’re going to be facing a large, well-armed, warp-capable ship by the end of next month at the latest. It will have a top speed of warp four, we think, and have a massive throw weight, though it won’t mount any defenses at all. Six months after that, there will be three of these ships, though we don’t know about their warp drive. Plus the Artemesian government is actively working on developing their own warp technologies. From our end, we have two full squadrons of Wolves and the Enterprise right now. Within that initial time frame, we should have Endeavour back online, as well as two squadrons of Direwolves. In six months, Defiant should be about ready to commission, and we may have a full wing, six squadrons, of Direwolves, if training and manufacturing come through. And we have the most heavily-armed and -defended habitat ever built by humanity in Njord.”

She took a sip of water. “Longer-term, once the first fabricator is completed, we should be able to increase the pace of production. Then the only bottleneck will be personnel, which we’re already starting to address from the surge in volunteers we recently received. Officers will be a more long-term issue, which we won’t solve today.”

Davie looked around. “Did I miss anything?”

There was a general indication that no, she hadn’t.

“Chief?”

“Thank you, Davie. You did that brilliantly. In fact, you did it so well that I think we need to officially add you to Commodore Knott’s staff. Kyran?”

“I agree,” they said. “Davie, I could use you as my Chief of Staff, and someone to run the military side of the station. I’m a builder, an engineer, not a warrior. This is all too much for one person to deal with.”

“Oberon wept, are you serious? A year ago, I was doing my best to stop you!”

“And then you weren’t. Lots can change in a year, Davie. And you’re proof positive of that.” Kyran paused for a moment. “Are you in?”

“I’m honored, Commodore. Yes.”

“Very good. I think you need some rank to give your words emphasis; would Colonel suit you?”

“Well, my Family would say it’s a bit of a step down from Minister, but far better than scavenger in the undercity. I accept.”

“Good. Diana, log that.”

“Yes, Commodore. Logged. Congratulations, Colonel Whitmore.”

Kyran continued. “Miss Crozier, I’d like to keep you in the loop as well. Would you be willing to continue to lend us your expertise?”

“Certainly, Commodore. I do love my country, like Davie, but I also recognize that there are issues rooted deep in the culture.”

“It has never been our intent to antagonize Artemis or the Union; but you know that. I’m glad to have you. Mr. Moore.”

Moore’s head jerked up. “Eh? Yes, Commodore?”

“I’m sure that Dr. Roberts could use another hand familiar with warp drives.”

“I’m not sure that I’m exactly familiar,” he demurred. 

“You certainly have a background I can appreciate,” said Val. “And I’ve been where you were: trying to work under Alexis. Let’s see what we can manage together.”

Moore looked to Cassandra. “Can Cassie stay? She’s, that is to say, um.”

“I’m not going back to Earth,” Carnahan said flatly. “If Jim’s staying here, then I’m staying, too.”

“Not a problem,” said Kyran. “We have plenty of space, and I’m sure we can find something for you to do when you’re ready. Finally, Lieutenant Huff.”

“Commodore.” Huff seemed to grow a few centimeters as his former rank was mentioned.

“As Ms. Whitmore mentioned, experienced officers are in short supply. Would you be willing to lend your hard-earned expertise in space to our Academy as an instructor?”

“I’d be happy to, but isn’t your Academy on Earth? It’s taken me almost a year to get this comfortable in ¾ g; I don’t know if I can handle a full g on a permanent basis.”

“You’re right, the Academy is on Earth, but for the upper-level courses, the practical teaching, we’re planning to do it aboard Njord. Your job will be first, to help design an appropriate curriculum, then implement it when we have students ready for that level. Probably another year.”

“I can work with that timetable.”

“Then I think we’re done here. Chief?”

“I agree. Cris, can I talk with you afterward? And Nicole, can you stay for a moment?”

“Of course.”

“Certainly.”

Everyone else filed out or, in the case of the AI’s, disconnected.

“Thanks for sticking around. What I’d like to talk to you two about is...”
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CHAPTER SIX

Artemis City
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The cubic she occupied was less appealing than the space she’d been granted in the Rehabilitation Center, Autumn realized with a grimace. 

But I’m free from my cousin’s whims, she thought. That’s worth something.

She hadn’t lied to James and Cassandra when she told them she wouldn’t be leaving with them. Not precisely.

The fifteen minutes’ loop was accurate, too. 

In a very narrow sense.

Her plans had been in motion for far, far longer than either of the others had been confined. If she’d been entirely honest with herself, effecting their release had almost been more trouble than it was worth. But she had recognized that they would provide an excellent distraction from the real, more critical escapees.

A total of ten prisoners, not two, and not the four that MinSec admitted to, had made their way out of the Center that night. James and Cassandra, Autumn, three others that Autumn had carefully selected, and four chosen at random to wreak some havoc with the system and the predictive algorithms. 

Her three started with Nour Zein-Hutter, an experienced MinSec agent provocateuse before she fell afoul of the Pittbull three years earlier. She had been assigned to infiltrate, corrupt, and dismantle the one of the few pro-democracy political groups, the Simon Jesters. The problem was she’d been converted to their way of thinking and started funneling information to them, rather than the other way around. And, unfortunately, MinSec was very, very good at detecting problems in their midst. She’d been pulled in, roughly interrogated, and then tossed into the Center to rot.

Sharon Mwangi had been selected by Autumn for her connections into the Artemis Navy. She’d served a long and, to be honest, undistinguished career, working her way up from the lowest enlisted rank to Chief Petty Officer, Engineering, for the ANS Collins during her sixteen years. Any career which lasted sixteen years would foster connections throughout the entire rank structure, and Mwangi had known how to network.

While her career was undistinguished, it wasn’t to say she wasn’t intelligent and capable; those were what led her into trouble. The Collins regularly visited the other Union polities, and she’d been able to see, first-hand, the differences in the various systems. She’d seen the meritocracy in the Guild, the feudally-based Martian system, and the almost colonial deference that Titan showed towards Artemis. She’d also been exposed to video, audio, and data transmissions from various Earth-bound countries, as well as occasionally interacting with their citizens aboard the orbiting habitats. All of this had conspired to open her eyes to the repressive and oligarchical system in place on Artemis. Ironically, she’d been one of those turned in by Zein-Hutter, a sore spot only recently healed.

Autumn’s final choice was Caitlin Novak. She’d been a diplomat in the Foreign Services Ministry, charged with conducting ongoing negotiations with the United Earth government on a broad range of issues. At her rank of Deputy Assistant Foreign Minister, she’d been granted a fair degree of latitude in her work and contacts. That had proven fatal to her position in the long run. No Ministry was safe from infighting, and Foreign Services was worse than most. When a rising rival had set his sights on Novak, all the minor indiscretions and foibles of her Earthly interactions had been magnified and exaggerated. As a result she had spent two years in the Rehabilitation Center before Autumn had arrived.

And despite Autumn’s brave words to James, she knew exactly why she had been confined. She opposed the current system, believed it was rotten to the core, and wanted to replace it with a more just and equitable one. If she was being fully honest with herself she’d admit that the replacement government would include her as the head, but ambition wasn’t necessarily a sin. She’d been dissatisfied for years as she’d climbed the ranks at the Production Ministry, seeing the abuse of power grow more and more blatant and egregious the higher she rose. She’d gotten involved in the nascent opposition, called Simon Jester, at first discretely but more and more openly as her frustration grew. 

Finally her Minister had pulled her into the office and laid out her choices: stop agitating within the Ministry, keep her mouth shut, and let things settle down; or keep going and risk MinSec. She’d actually considered the first option. She was good at her job, liked her Minister, and suspected that he’d probably quashed several investigations into her activities. But she’d realized that she couldn’t stay silent.

MinSec picked her up half a lunar later.

Her confinement wasn’t terrible. She was a Newling, and thus at least somewhat insulated from the worst MinSec could do. There was no deprivation, for example, and no visits from the MinSec interrogators. Within reason, anything she wanted she could have, and that extended to communication with the outside. She’d been there for lunars, after all. Building connections with the more sympathetic, greedy, and ambitious MinSec minders was a relatively easy task.

Now she was out, which was rapidly becoming the simplest part of the entire plan. She had no idea of the whereabouts of her compatriots, or her chosen decoys, but wasn’t worried. The idea was to lay low for a full lunar before trying to meet, and she didn’t actually care what happened to any of the decoys. Yes, she felt badly for Cassandra, and even a twinge for James, but in the long run their escapes weren’t critical to Artemis.

Nour, Caitlin, and Sharon were. And as soon as she could get out of here, she’d start moving forward on her plans. As soon as she possibly could. Maybe even a bit sooner than that.

She looked around the cubic again. She’d practically memorized every square centimeter, but there wasn’t much else to do. Unlicensed cubic was fairly common in the undercity; all someone had to do was drill down, or sideways, into the rock. Air wasn’t much of a problem; yes, everyone received a bill, based on their expected usage, but it wasn’t tracked down to the last liter. The airlocks alone would create too much variance by themselves, even if you discounted the constant low-level leakage from the City itself. 

Power, water, and data were more challenging to steal. All electrical circuits had to be installed by the city; there was too great a risk of a devastating accident if conduits and cables were set up incorrectly. Her light was embedded in the ceiling, but it was powered  by a shipstone, taken out periodically and recharged off the residential systems. She didn’t have any other power in her little ‘home.’

Water was another issue, even more so than power. Water was the critical element on Luna. There was water trapped in and under the regolith, ancient ices, but without careful husbanding that most precious resource would be exhausted in a generation. So every milliliter was measured, tracked, billed. Every household, every business, was allocated a certain amount per day, based on projected use and historical data; usage which exceeded the allocation was permitted but charged at a ruinous rate which only the most profligate could afford, even briefly. Simply tapping into the pipes was a major operation, involving sophisticated security and tracing systems. Losses to leaks? Throughout Luna any such were localized, minor, and extremely temporary. The water she was drinking was gathered carefully, stealthily, in widely scattered areas, and she didn’t want to think about the last time she’d been able to properly bathe.

As for data? Not a chance. Few people outside the government knew that MinSec was the agency responsible for maintaining the infrastructure over which the LunaNet was broadcast. Fewer still knew that MinSec was also behind each and every company which provided access to the LunaNet. That allowed MinSec free and unfettered access into nearly every aspect of Loonie’s lives, which meant no padd for Autumn, no comms, nothing which could be heard by a microphone that might be on, nothing which could be seen by a camera that might be active.

Still, it wasn’t terrible. She was safe, for now. She had food and water and air. Best of all, and the only thing that was keeping her from going crazy from the confinement: she had a book. An honest-to-Gods book. By now she’d read it six times and could just about quote it, line-for-line. And she appreciated it more than she expected; it might have been a century-and-a-half old, but the subject was near and dear to her heart: the liberation of the moon.

She was holding it in her hands now, wondering if she ought to start it for a seventh go, see if there wasn’t something she missed.

The quiet knock nearly had her scream in surprise.

“Mistress Autumn? May I come in?”

“Come in, Samantha,” she answered. “What are you doing here?”

The ten-year-old daughter of her hosts ducked through the short opening and sat down next to her. “My teacher got done early, so we have the afternoon off. What is that?”

“This?” Autumn held up the book. “It’s an old, old book.”

“A book? That doesn’t look like any book I know.”

“No, I guess not. Look.” Autumn opened it up, riffed through the pages.

“Wow! I’ve never seen anything like that. It’s really cool!”

“Yeah, it is.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a free moon.”

“But we live on the moon.”

“That’s right, but when this was written, nobody lived on the moon.”

“Then it must have been written a long time ago.”

“Yes, it was. You want to hear some of it?”

“Ooh, can I?”

“Sure.” Autumn adjusted the book in her hands and began to read.

“’The Moon is a Harsh Mistress, by Robert Heinlein.’”

“That’s a funny title!” objected Samantha.

“It means that the moon is a tough place to live, not like Earth, where you can go outside without a surface suit.”

“That’s weird.”

“It is. Can I continue?”

“Oh, yeah. Sorry for interrupting.”

“It’s okay. ‘I see in Lunaya Pravda that Luna City Council has passed on first reading a bill to examine, license, inspect—and tax—public food vendors operating inside municipal pressure. I see also is to be mass meeting tonight to organize “Sons of Revolution” talk-talk...’”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Honolulu, Oahu, Kingdom of Hawa’ii
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“Did you hear anything yet?”

Dogfish looked up from his desk aboard the MV Neily Campbell and scowled.

“No, Menace. I haven’t heard anything yet.”

“Because the crew is getting eager to know.”

“Really? I hadn’t guessed, since only seven other people have been in here since I got in at nine, and it’s all of quarter after ten.”

Mercedes ‘Menace’ Johnson’s face showed her dismay. She was the topside manager; to her mind, that meant she was supposed to ensure  Dogfish was able to do his job without being harassed by the crew.

“Sorry, Dog.”

He waved off her apology. “Not a big deal. If I was in their shoes, I’d want to know the scoop as well. Just do me a favor, eh?”

“Anything.”

“Put a sign on the door that says, ‘He doesn’t know shit’, will ya?”

Menace grinned; it was perfectly him. “You got it.”

As soon as the door closed, his face returned to worry. It had been weeks since he’d announced to his crew, his people, they’d soon be out of work as divers and salvage experts. At the same time, though, he’d offered them the same chance he’d been given: join the Terran Federation officially, as opposed to just part of the larger umbrella of the Harriman Trust, and serve as the first crew of the rehabilitated and seriously remodeled U.S.S. Missouri.  Somewhat to his surprise, every single member had signed on. They’d been given a schedule for their physicals, signing-on ceremony, and the other minutiae that came with joining up.

Then silence.

And more silence.

And then the silence stretched out further.

Now it was three weeks later, and while everyone was still being paid, benefits were still being given, there was a restlessness about his people. They weren’t used to long periods of down time between jobs, and Dogfish was starting to wonder how long he’d be able to keep them under control and ready to work. They were divers, after all, and...

Hey Dogfish, you busy, we need to talk, oh yeah it’s Mac, how have you been, we’re going to be dropping in, is now a good time or would later be better, maybe I should have asked that first?

“Sweet Jesus!” he exclaimed at the voice in his head. 

Give a guy some warning! he thought back.

Oh yeah, it’s so easy to forget that not everybody is used to their implants, and you haven’t had yours long yet, I remember those days, it seems like it was just yesterday but, wow, it was over five years ago, I can’t believe it’s been that long, but you’ll get used to it.

Ms. McAllister. You said you’re dropping in?

Yeah, Ted and I, we’re on the Charlemagne, Motherlove was coming Earthside anyways and so we hitched a lift, she’s going to be flying by there in just a few minutes, and we’ll make our way back to Njord when we can, maybe she’ll pick us up, but I know that she’s going to be packed to the bulkheads, so there may not be any seats, and...

My schedule is free, he interrupted desperately. He’d dealt with her before; extensively, to be honest. It was somewhat disconcerting to realize that she could ‘talk’ over the implants nearly as non-stop as she could in person. Give Eyesight your ETA and I’ll see you when you land.

He very deliberately closed the connection before she could reply.

“Menace!” he called out, choosing not to ping her implant.

The door opened and Menace said, “I haven’t finished your sign yet.”

“Huh? No, not that. Ms. McAllister and Mr. O’Quinn are going to be here soon, I’m not sure how soon. I don’t think they’ll want a dog and pony show, but let’s be prepared.”

“Have the crew stop drinking. On it.”

He rubbed the side of his jaw thoughtfully. All of CusslerNautics were slated to get their implants before the end of the month, and he had to admit he saw the benefits. It was a relatively quick procedure, considering that they cracked open your jaw and stuck the machine inside. The implant was a combination padd, comm, mass storage device, net node, and nanobot factory. What it meant was anyone with one could instantly communicate with anyone else through the Federation’s proprietary datanet, the Q-Net; draw on that net for information instantly and retrieve it directly into their brain; record audio and video for later; send and receive messages; and, just incidentally, have their bodies improved at a cellular level by the ever-busy nanobots. In the ten days since he’d had his installed, Dogfish had noticed he could see better, hear more keenly, and just generally felt better than he had in probably twenty years.
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