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Chapter 1 – The Interview

The massive metal sphere grew in the passenger liner’s window, its surface glinting in the light of the red supergiant star. The space station was one of Hyundai Celestial's mid-generation models.

I watched a steady stream of arriving and departing traffic, both military and civilian. There were passenger liners like the one I was on, space freighters, and small military warcraft.

Zion was a self-contained world where each day brought unexpected challenges. I wouldn’t mind working on a station like this.

A woman in the seat beside me leaned close, trying to look out the window.

“Is that it?” she asked. “Is that the space station?”

“That’s right. Space Station Zion. Is this your first visit?”

She leaned back in her seat, still taking in the view. “Yes, it is. I’ve never been on a space station before. It doesn’t seem like it could be all that comfortable. My daughter says it’s just like Earth, though, with gravity and everything.”

I smiled sympathetically. Most planet dwellers thought that way. “Maybe not like Earth exactly, but she’s right. It has a 1 g environment all the way through. Zion is what they call an Exodus model. They’re considered quite deluxe in terms of space stations. My wife and I live on one in another star system. It’s called Marseille.”

“Really,” she said as though it was hard to believe. “It seems like it would feel terribly claustrophobic, living inside a metal ball. Don’t you feel all cooped up?”

“I think you’ll be surprised at how spacious it is.”

Cramped living was a common misconception. People got over it the first time they entered the central plaza outside the passenger terminal. “Are you from Earth?” I asked, recognizing her distinct North American accent since I had one myself.

The woman nodded. “My name is Sherry, by the way.”

She held up a limp hand, which I gave a perfunctory shake. “I’m Sam. Pleased to meet you. So, you’re here to visit your daughter?”

“Yes, my granddaughter, actually. She’s six months old, and I haven’t seen her yet. I’m pretty excited.”

“Congratulations.”

Sherry nodded, looking out the window this way and that as though searching for scenery.

“How many planets are there?” she asked after a moment.

“Just two. Horus is a gas giant like Jupiter. And further out is Arinna. It’s also a gas giant. But that’s all. There’s not much in this solar system.”

“Really? Don’t stars usually have eight or nine planets?”

“Not always.”

“Why not?”

I chuckled and said, “Not my specialty. All I know is they have two planets here, and Prometheus is the local sun. It’s what they call a red supergiant. From what they say, it makes living here a challenge. Lots of radiation.” She looked worried, and I added, “But they take all that into account. You’re perfectly safe, and so is your granddaughter.”

“That’s what my daughter said. Do you have family here?”

“No, I’m here for a job interview.”

Sherry wanted to chat—what was the job, and what did I do? We talked while the spaceliner edged closer to the massive metal sphere. As we drew near, the station’s size became overwhelming, and her expression filled with awe.

“How big is this thing?” she asked in a whisper.

“A hundred thousand people live here. It’s nice inside. You’ll see.”

After a bit of maneuvering, the spaceliner floated slowly through the threshold gate into the station’s interior, called the space operations deck. The cavernous area had a hundred-foot high ceiling, the equivalent of almost seven normal deck levels, allowing even large spacecraft to maneuver and dock.

Humongous steel structural supports all around the circumference held the upper and lower halves of the station together in a rigid sphere.

“Oh, my God,” Sherry said, looking at all the activity. “It really is huge.”

“It is,” I agreed. “Imagine the largest sports arena you’ve ever seen on Earth and then quadruple it. This deck is larger than that.”

“It’s like my airport back in Charlotte.”

“That’s a good analogy,” I agreed. “It’s sort of what it is.”

The deck bustled with activity, ground crews scurrying to prepare shuttles for departure, cargo ships transporting supplies, and passengers disembarking from newly arrived liners. This was where I would work if I got the job.

Our spaceliner floated carefully over painted taxiways until we reached the terminal. The slight thud as the struts magnetically clamped to the deck signaled our arrival. Boarding tubes connected to the fuselage, and the aisles filled quickly with people and their luggage.

Once clear of the passenger terminal, I went up to the first main populated deck and to the hotel where reservations had been made. The room was excellent, and I spent a comfortable evening alone, having dinner at a restaurant across the plaza.

Like most space stations, Zion maintained a twenty-four-hour rotation, so the next morning, I returned to the passenger terminal and found the information desk. An older woman close to my age offered me a friendly smile.

“Can I help you, young man?”

“Hi, my name is Sam Washington. I’m supposed to meet someone in the Douala Conference Room at ten this morning. I’m a little early.”

“Yes, Mr. Washington. They’re expecting you.” She waved at a uniformed individual lounging in terminal seating, and he hurried over. “Wagner, this is Mr. Washington. Take him upstairs, and I’ll tell them he’s here.”

Wagner gave her a playful salute and said, “Yes ma’am.”

The spaceport administrative offices were on Deck 49, one level above the main passenger terminal. The architecture opened into a triple-deck atrium encircled by a broad walkway. The expansive design lent an airy spaciousness to the interior, a motif echoed throughout the station. Below us, the terminal buzzed with activity; businesspeople moved briskly through the crowds while families gathered in leisurely clusters, each group absorbed with arrivals and departures.

At the far end of the walkway was a small cafe where the tables spilled out into the pedestrian traffic area. I got us both a coffee and we sat at one of the empty tables. “You work for the reception team?” I asked to pass the time.

“No sir. I’m with Spaceport Operations. But I’m the newest guy, so when someone needs a gopher I’m the one who gets picked. That’s Douala right there. I’m supposed to stay here with you until they come out to get you.”

“Well then,” I said. “Since you don’t have to rush off, tell me about the place.”

Wagner hesitated before asking, “Are you the guy interviewing for the director job?”

I smiled. “That’s me. But I don’t work here yet, so if you can’t talk about it, don’t let me get you in trouble.”

“No sir. That’s not it. I’m just not sure what I can tell you. Like I said, I’m the junior guy.”

“Well, I’m not looking for any secrets, just an idea of what’s going on here. I’ve never been to Zion Station before. Seems like a nice place.”

“It is. They say it will be better once we break up one of the ice moons and move a few pieces closer in.”

And there it was. Wagner had unknowingly disclosed a fact that wasn’t included in the job description. I wondered if it was true or just one of those rumors that always bounce around a space station?

Ice mining was generally done in asteroid belts where it’s easier to work on smaller pieces. The Prometheus system had a belt a little closer to the sun. But maybe this was a case where the moon was just a relatively small chunk of ice that had been captured in a lunar orbit.

In preparation for my visit, I studied everything I could find about the Prometheus star system. Horus had about a hundred moons of all sizes. Arinna, the second gas giant in the system, four astronomical units further out than Horus, had even more moons.

“And what moon would that be?” I asked.

“I think it’s called Jinni. It’s one of those around Arinna. They say it would be great to have a good source of water right next door. I wouldn’t mind having unmetered water for a change.”

“I’m with you on that one,” I said agreeably, keeping my expression neutral.

This wouldn’t be the first solar system that wanted a little planetary rearranging. But doing so was a tricky business. I knew of only one attempt where it all worked out and lots of others that were a disaster.

I didn’t pursue the topic and fifteen minutes later, a studious-looking woman came out of the Douala Room. “Mr. Washington?” she asked.

“That’s me,” I said, standing up.

“Hello. I’m Elaine. The board members are ready for you now.”

I followed her into a well-appointed conference room where three men and a woman were seated together on one side of a long conference table.

“Sam Washington?” The man in the center asked.

“That’s me.”

“Welcome to Zion Space Station. I’m Raleigh Conley. This is Carol Levine and Hugo Simpson. That guy there at the end is Cody Foster. Wilson Fuller will be along. I hope your accommodations were okay?”

“They were great.”

“Go ahead and get comfortable,” Raleigh said, indicating a chair across from him. His manner was friendly, and the other interviewers also seemed welcoming.

They had nameplates with their titles. Raleigh was the Chairman of the Board of Directors of the Spaceport Authority. Carol had the title of First Vice President, and Hugo was the Second Vice President. Cody was the Treasurer. Another plaque at the end had the name Wilson Fuller.

Right then, an older gentleman came into the room. “Sorry I’m late, guys.” This was Fuller.

Once everyone was settled, Raleigh started the interview. “Okay, Sam. We read your background that the headhunter sent to us. I guess the first question is, why are you leaving your current position? Your resume says you’re the spaceport director of the Marseille Station in the Hyades Cluster.”

This was the tricky question. Why does anyone want to leave a good job? The Marseille star system wasn’t far from Earth’s solar system and had a good reputation for being comfortable. The Prometheus system was out in the boondocks and was generally known for being inhospitable, primarily because it was on the edge of human-occupied space. Humanity has had a couple of run-ins with other species and not without cost. Nothing too traumatic, but enough to occasionally keep one up at night.

But I had practiced the answer to this question. “My wife, Fiona, and I moved to Marseille Station because we have family there. And let me say we love our families. I don’t want to get into any details, but since moving back, we discovered we love them a lot more when we’re a few star systems away.”

Two of the men chuckled, and Raleigh said, “Yeah, I can sympathize with you on that one. So, will your wife be joining you if you get selected?” In other words, were we splitting up?

I nodded and said, “She will, that’s correct. If I get the job, I can start within two weeks. My plan would be to come out on my own and hopefully get us a place to live within the first month. But then I’ll have to take some time off to go back, pack up, and move her out here. That would take a week or two.”

Raleigh said, “Good enough; that’s acceptable. But then why Zion? I have to say we know this isn’t the most popular system in the galaxy. What makes you want to come here?”

“There’s no particular reason,” I replied. “Once we made the decision to move, we started looking around, and this is one of the openings that came up. I sent in my resume, and your headhunter contacted me. We’re approaching Zion with an open mind.” The board members nodded appreciatively, and I breathed an inward sigh of relief that they hadn’t pried further.

The fact was I had gotten crosswise with the Station Council back in Marseille. They had put the spaceport under a new departmental director who decided he could run it better than me, except he knew nothing about space operations and became a royal pain.

And in fact, we did have a few family issues in Marseille, so I hadn’t actually lied. Essentially, Fiona and I were both ready to move on.

But Raleigh was right about Zion; it had a terrible reputation. The only advantage was the salary. The job posting had a range from sixty-five to ninety thousand in coronals, the local currency. I was making sixty-five at Marseille in celestials, the common Federation currency which was roughly equivalent. With my military retirement, we were comfortable. But more was always better.

Carol was next and read from a list of questions each of the interviewers was referring to. “Economic development is an important part of maintaining a space station of this size. What are your thoughts on that?”

“I see a lot of opportunity here,” I said. “You have a big military presence, which is a great asset. I can tell you from experience the military never has enough volume for maintenance contractors. My thought would be to take some of your empty space and lease it out to the military contractors who serve the Navy. You can charge premium rates, and once a contractor gets established, you generally have a long-term tenant.”

Raleigh looked at a couple of his colleagues and murmured, “That’s not a bad idea, you know.”

They each took turns asking me questions from their list. After three rounds, Raleigh said, “So, do you have any questions for us?”

I hesitated because I didn’t want to step on any landmines but I wanted to be clear on a couple of things. “Do I have hire and fire authority?”

“Absolutely,” Raleigh said. “We’re hiring you to run the place as you see fit.”

That was a good answer. Second guessing from above could get intolerable really quick. Now there was just one last item that concerned me and it wasn’t necessarily a deal killer. I just wanted to know the situation. “I heard someone mention an attempt to break apart a moon called Jinni. Anything behind that?”

Raleigh grinned sheepishly. “I’m afraid so.” He looked over at Hugo. “It’s a company called the Stratum Syndicate. Not all of us think it’s a good idea.”

Hugo scoffed. “And some of us do,” he replied easily. “We’re starting a small mining company, is all. But everything is stalled in the bureaucracy at the moment to get a permit. Kirby’s been out there for a year now getting it established.”

Right then, Elaine came into the room with a worried expression. “Excuse me, Mr. Conley. Oscar just called and said a spaceliner is coming in with a blowout. He asked what you want him to do.”

Raleigh and the others looked confused. He glanced at me and asked, “What’s that mean?”

For a brief second I wondered if this was some sort of staged evaluation. “A blowout means the spaceliner has had some type of hull breach. Now look, if this is a test or something, you’re required by law to let me know in advance. But if it’s not, you need to take care of this right now.”

“It’s not a test,” Raleigh said.

I glanced at Elaine. “Who’s Oscar?”

“He’s our chief of operations.”

Raleigh gave me a hopeful look. He was obviously out of his depth on something like this. I could tell from his expression he wanted a little help.

“Do you want me to look at this?” I asked without much enthusiasm.

“That would be very much appreciated,” he replied in a relieved voice.

I could see a hundred ways this could go south for me, but it might be even worse if they didn’t have someone knowledgeable at hand.

“Okay. Then, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

I left the conference room and hurried down to the spaceport operations office. I knew where it was, Zion had the same layout as Marseille. The door wasn’t locked, which it should have been, but it saved time. I walked in and found several guys talking to each other, their faces filled with concern. Wagner was there too.

“That’s him,” he said, pointing at me. “That’s the guy interviewing for the director slot.”

“Which one of you is Oscar?” I asked without preamble.

“I am,” Oscar said, a little reluctantly.

“Have you called medical?”

“No, should I?”

“A blowout usually has a few fatalities, so yeah.” I pointed at Wagner. “Call the hospital and tell them there is a spaceliner on approach that may have explosive decompression injuries.”

“Yes sir,” he said.

I motioned for Oscar to follow and headed out the back exit onto the space operations deck. I pointed to three small spacecraft in front of a hanger right next to the passenger terminal, they looked privately owned. “Those right there. Get them cleared out.”

“Where should we move them?” one of the men asked.

I pointed to the northeast side of the flightline where other privately owned spacecraft were parked near the honeycomb hangars.

“Anywhere over there. Just so they’re out of the way in case the spaceliner has any directional issues. “

“What if the owners don’t want to move? Some of them may be hard to find.”

“You don’t ask!” I said harshly. “Don’t you have a couple of hand tugs?”

“Yeah, right there.” He pointed to a space along the wall.

“Use those. Do you know how to use them?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“All right then. You and you,” I said pointing to another man. “Get those spacecraft moved right now.”

They moved off to do as I said, whispering to each other, probably wondering who the asshole was ordering them around. One of the space ops people was a young woman. I looked at her questioningly.

“Selena,” she said. “I’m the deputy operations chief.”

“All right, Selena. Take two of your people over there by the public entrance. In a couple of minutes, a lot of media types will try to come through. Keep them out. Only medical responders are authorized. Tell the medics to wait next to the boarding bridges. Have someone stay with them until the spaceliner docks. Can you do that?”

“Of course. Should I block all the exits?”

“Yeah, as many of you can. The main thing is not to let news reporters get in the way.”

I’d had more than one bad experience with cameramen running across the flightline trying to get a better shot.

I turned back to Oscar. “Who handles your fire response?”

“The Navy does all that,” he said. “We don’t have any firefighting capability. “

“We’re in good shape then. Who took the call on this?”

“I did,” Oscar replied.

“Did they give you an ETA?”

“Yeah, they said five minutes out.”

It had to be about time then. I looked toward the east threshold gate and, as if on cue, a Boeing Starliner with Constellation Spaceline markings came through, limping its way toward the space dock.

I said, “For now, we just watch. Our job is to keep the area secure. The spaceline ground crew will take care of clamping them down.” As I spoke, several people dressed in Constellation Spaceline uniforms rushed out of their terminal gate area.

A bright red vehicle floated from the Navy side. Set atop the military fire truck was a specialized piercing tool used to puncture through the hull of a spacecraft, so the firefighters could spray water directly into the interior and extinguish any flames within. The fire truck took up a supporting position near the spaceliner as it made its way across the deck toward the terminal.

The spaceliner stopped about fifty feet out from its normal parking spot and settled onto the steel deck. The ground crew ran out and clamped the landing struts to the deck. One of them waved frantically at Oscar.

“Does he want me?” Oscar asked uncertainly.

“Let’s go check,” I replied, hurrying in their direction.

When we arrived the groundcrew leader said, “The pilot doesn’t want to use the boarding bridges.”

“That’s not a problem,” I said. “The passengers can disembark right here and use the escalators up to the terminal.” I pointed at a specially marked entrance to the escalators.

“They have several injuries. He wants them off first.”

“Medical is on the way.” I looked over at Selena and saw her motioning three medical gurney’s through the entrance toward our location. I pulled Oscar with me to the port side of the spacecraft where the personnel boarding hatch was being opened by the flight attendants. They popped the hatch open and the flight attendant swung it open against the fuselage making way for the medical response team. The lead med tech said, “Can we go in?”

“Go on,” I replied. I asked the flight attendant, “How many injured?”

“Five seriously and about twenty that need attention.”

“Got it,” I said, pulling Oscar out of the way. “Tell Selena to let the hospital know we need more medical gurneys; all they can send us. And put two of your guys by the escalators. Make sure the doors are unlocked and someone is at the top to direct people into the main terminal area.”

He turned away to speak to Selena through his implant.

I saw the blowout on the aft fuselage. The spaceliner had collided with something, probably right after coming out of jump space. The savage blow was a one-in-a-trillion chance, gouging out a three-foot wide chunk of the hull. I could see into the interior.

I tried to imagine how they took such a hit without fatalities. Then I saw the damage was to the area around the onboard restroom. It was its own little compartment, not completely separated from the rest of the passenger cabin, but enough to give the attendants a chance to seal off the area under the door. What a stroke of luck. If it had hit anywhere else, everyone aboard would be dead.

Oscar said, “Selena is taking flak from the reporters. They want access to the flightline. They’re pressing her to tell them what happened, and she’s afraid to make a statement.”

I wasn’t surprised. A newsworthy story like this would spread across the Federation.

“Do you have a PR person on staff?”

“No, nothing.”

I didn’t like to admit it, but the press did have a right to know. And it was better to show them what happened so they wouldn’t speculate and maybe cause a panic for the families of those aboard.

“Tell Selena she can escort one reporter and a cameraman out here, but they have to stick together. If the cameraman gets further than ten feet away from her, I want her to kick both of them off the operations deck. She’ll have to watch them closely.”

“Okay.”

I picked out a spot that would give the cameraman a reasonable shot of the passengers disembarking and the damage to the spacecraft. I waved at Selena and pointed to where I wanted them.

A barely audible but familiar whine drew my attention toward the landing strip. A Skid spacefighter was gliding across the metal deck. Its sleek hull brought back old memories. The low hum emanated from its underbelly, barely audible over the clatter of ground crew, but I would have recognized it anywhere. As it passed by, the faint whirring sound grew louder, accompanied by the soft rush of air over its swept-back wings. It was a nostalgic moment, but I put it out of my mind to focus on the present.

Eventually the more seriously injured were evacuated from the spaceliner and the remaining passengers began disembarking. Oscar arranged his people so they could guide them toward the escalators. I wondered how many lawsuits would come from this one incident.

Selena came up to me and said, “The reporters want to interview you.”

I almost laughed. Instead, I told her, “No, Selena. There’s not a chance in the world of that happening. You can speak to them but tell them it’s all on background. Make sure they know they can’t use your name. That’s just for your own protection. Don’t say anything about me or use my name.”

“I don’t know your name.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way. If they ask, just tell them I’m a consultant and let it go at that.”

“Okay.” She went back to the reporters and I hoped I would not come to regret getting involved.

I went over to Oscar and told him, “It’s time for me to get out of here. You’ve got this under control. Good luck.”

“You’re leaving?” He looked like I was abandoning him in open space.

“Afraid so. You’ll be fine.”

I headed back to the administrative offices but everyone was gone. I found Elaine locking up and realized two hours had gone by.

“Hey, Elaine. Did Mr. Conley say anything about finishing the interview?”

“No sir, he didn’t.”

“No message for me?”

“No sir. They left about an hour after you went down there.”

“That’s it, then?”

“Yes sir. Mr. Simpson said it was lucky you were here.”

“Am I supposed to come back tomorrow?” I asked.

“No one said anything about that. I’ve got to go now. Sorry.”

“Okay. Thanks for your help.”

It seemed like a strange way to end a job interview but there it was. I went back to my hotel and called Fiona to let her know what had happened. She said not to worry and not to miss my flight the next morning.

I watched the local news from my room that night. Selena had let herself be talked into giving an interview. She handled it well, fortunately. By the next morning, the crippled spacecraft had been moved away from the terminal, and passenger operations were back to normal.

On my way out, I stuck my head in the admin office and asked if there were any messages for me. Elaine said no, but that someone would probably be in touch. I shrugged and caught my flight. I’d spent enough time on Zion.

* * *

It’s always good to get home after a business trip, even if it was only for a few days. Fiona and I had been married for thirty-nine years, and I was one of those lucky guys whose honeymoon never ended.

For me, I get excited every day on the way home from work because I’m about to be with her again. I’ve never been the kind of guy who hangs out at the bar with the gang after shift change.

And when I get home after being gone for a few days, she meets me at the front door with a hug and a kiss, and then…well, you know, we get reacquainted. All I can say is I married an angel.

Afterward, once I was up and dressed, I plopped down on a bar stool at the kitchen island to pour us each a glass of wine.

She came in a moment later, toweling her wet hair, and asked, “So, how was Zion?”

“The space station or the interview?”

“Both.”

“The station was better than I thought, to tell the truth. I was afraid it was gonna be dirty and run down, but actually, it was in good shape. The air was fresh and everything was clean; I didn’t hear people complaining about the facilities, so it was okay.”

“It doesn’t sound like that when we read about it.”

“I know, and I’m not sugarcoating it. I didn’t see that much, but what I saw looked good.”

“What about the interview? Did they like you?”

I shrugged. “From what I could tell, the interview went okay until the blowout, but then they all took off. I don’t know who else they’ve interviewed or how many. The headhunter only told me that I wasn’t the only one.”

Fiona sighed softly. “Maybe it’s for the best. I’m having second thoughts, to be honest. I’m worried about moving to such a remote location in the back of beyond. You said it might be lawless out there.”

“I didn’t say lawless. I said there’s criminal elements but there are everywhere. The Navy has a big presence so it’s not like gangs are wandering up and down the corridors.”

“I wonder if the position in the Nexus Four system is still open.”

We had both been waffling about the job opening in the Zion system. Everything we’d read made it sound like a terrible place, but we were both eager to leave Marseille. We’d looked at several other possibilities, and Nexus Four had sounded good. We’d even taken a couple of days off and flown out there. It was a nice station but to me it felt deserted. Zion might be a hellhole on paper, but it seemed like an interesting place.

“Or what about the job at Starbase Libra?” she asked.

I winced at the question. We had both been curious about that one, but the job opening disappeared before we could even send in an application. That had happened more than once. We were waiting too long to make our decisions.

“The Libra opening was filled,” I reminded her. “But we’re not in a hurry. If you don’t want to go to Zion, I’ll keep looking. We haven’t made any commitments.”

Fiona wrung her hands. “I don’t know anymore,” she said miserably. One thing she didn’t like was uncertainty.

We spent the next week looking at other opportunities, and I drafted a polite letter to the board members at Zion saying I was withdrawing my application. But then I held onto it for a couple of days just to see if she’d change her mind again.

Then we got notification from the headhunter. They offered me the job as Zion’s spaceport director at seventy thousand coronals a year.

“Are you going to take it?” Fiona wanted to know.

I looked at her skeptically. “You and I talked about this. With the cost of residential units out there, it would be like taking a pay cut.”

“Not too much of one,” Fiona said, her mood now changing the other way. “We could live on that.”

Her flip-flop didn’t surprise me. She’d had a rough week and was ready once again to ditch Marseille.

I said, “Well, let’s not jump too fast. Let me call the headhunter and see if there’s any wiggle room on the paycheck.”

I made the subspace call and got connected.

“Hey, Reese, this is Sam.”

“I take it you got my letter.”

“Yeah, I did, but the salary was a little low.”

“What did you have in mind? I have some leeway for special circumstances.”

“Eighty-five thousand a year is what it would take.”

Reese snorted over the phone. “I don’t have that much leeway, Sam.”

“Check the price of real estate out there.”

Reese paused and then said, “So, are you telling me that if they meet your price, you’ll take the job?”

I hadn’t actually nailed that down with Fiona before making the call, but it was a fair question.

“That’s right,” I replied. “For eighty-five, I’ll move to Zion.”

“Okay,” Reese said. “I’ll ask, but I won’t get an answer right away. They’ll have to run it by their entire board and get everyone’s approval. That might take a few weeks.”

“I understand. Let me know when you hear something. But keep in mind, I need a formal offer in writing before I turn in my notice.”

“That’s understood.”

I hung up and discussed the call with Fiona.

“You accepted?” She exclaimed, alarmed. “I thought you were still looking. We said we don’t want to go to Zion.”

When she got wishy-washy, there was no winning. I’d learned not to argue but just stay in a good mood while she worked through her doubts. I grinned and gave her a hug.

“If you hate the idea of moving there, we don’t have to. We won’t do anything you’re not happy with.”

The next three weeks were torture for Fiona. She worked at a charitable foundation and was on the outs with several coworkers who were beholden to some really despicable donors. On top of that, Fiona was feeling more and more stress from family.

Then we got the written offer. Eighty-five thousand was acceptable to the board; the job was mine. Thankfully, there was no doubt in Fiona’s mind when she told me to take the offer…now! She was ready to move somewhere far away.

I gave my boss one week’s notice and suggested he hire my deputy, a retired military guy like me who was extremely capable.

Fiona got me all packed and ready. We had decided she would stay behind and get our apartment ready to put on the market while I went ahead to find us a place to live.

Rather than take a commercial flight, this time I would make the trip in our own private spacecraft. The day came and I boarded War Prize to set out for Zion Space Station.


Chapter 2 – The Job

I came out of jump space at Point Ember and called Zion Approach Control.

“Zion, this is N5712U, an experimental spacecraft crossing Point Ember for landing.”

“N5712U, Zion, continue your approach. Your flight plan identifies you as an Ossari warcraft. Are you the one that’s painted all white?”

“That’s me, Zion. The name designation is War Prize.”

“Copy that. Are you passing through?”

“Negative Zion. We’ll be a full stop and remain until further notice.”

“Understood. Cleared for the west threshold gate. Expect servicing at Homeport.”

“Copy, Homeport.”

I had heard that name during the blowout incident on my last visit. Homeport was one of the station’s Space Based Operators.

SBOs were private companies that provided a wide range of services for both transient spacecraft and private operators who were permanently based on Zion. They topped up LOX and GOX for pilots, meaning liquid oxygen and gaseous oxygen. They also refilled water tanks and serviced batteries and, if necessary, took care of waste management.

I’d seen Homeport’s main hangar on the civilian side of the flight line. My research said a young woman named Akiko ran it. The hangar was fairly rundown but had at least a dozen private spacecraft mag-clamped behind it. I pulled up in front and a ground crewman was waiting to clamp down my nose strut. I asked him for full service and said I’d be staying for a couple of weeks at least. He seemed competent and I felt comfortable leaving War Prize in Akiko’s care.

It was late evening when I finished my postflight inspection so I found a hotel room for the night that I would be comfortable in for a few weeks. The next morning, I went to the spaceport terminal’s main office to meet my new employees.

The first day of a new job is always awkward, even when you’re the boss. I’d asked the headhunter who would introduce me when I arrived, and the answer was, “Sorry. You’ll have to handle that on your own.”

A young receptionist greeted me.

“Hi. I’m Sam Washington. I’m the new director here. Who’s in charge at the moment?”

She gave me a frightened glance and scurried away, leaving me stuck in the vestibule. A moment later, she returned with a young man in tow. He was not quite six feet tall and of slight build. He had Māori style facial tattoos and looked fierce, sort of like a warrior ready for battle. Not the kind of guy anyone would want to tangle with. I wondered if he was going to be my bodyguard. His black hair was pulled into a short topknot.

“You’re Mr. Washington?” he asked cheerfully with an accent I couldn’t place. Maybe from Planet Melbourne, in the Betelgeuse system.

“That’s me.”

He stuck out a wiry hand and gave me a warm handshake.

“Come in. Come in. I’m Mondo Little.”

“Good to meet you, Mondo. I’m the new spaceport director.”

“Yes, we’ve been looking forward to your arrival. I’m your finance manager.”

I had to suppress a smile. This guy certainly didn’t give off a bookkeeper vibe. There was an understated menace about him. But then again, maybe that made him the perfect guy for the job. No one would want to argue about a few coronals with a guy like him.

He escorted me into the inner office area. Elaine was sitting at a desk just inside. Mondo introduced her as my secretary. She gave me a somewhat insincere smile and I wondered if she had taken a dislike to me during my interview. I hoped not. A good secretary was like an extra right hand.

“This is your office,” Mondo said, ushering me into a well-appointed executive suite. There was a sleek desk of polished alloy with a leather insert on the top for writing. Behind the desk, I had a window with a view of the space operations deck where I could see the sprawling layout of parked spacecraft and maintenance hangars. From here I could keep an eye on the impressive spectacle of starships coming and going. I settled into a comfortable, ergonomic chair upholstered in breathable synthetic leather.

Mondo sat across from me in a padded visitor’s chair. “I sent you all the financials. I hope you got those.”

“Yes, I did. Thank you for that.” I didn’t know it was from him, but the headhunter had forwarded me the annual budget reports for the last ten years. The information had painted a dire picture. “From what I could tell, your financial position has deteriorated lately. Did I read that correctly?”

Mondo nodded somberly. “Yeah, you did. Our budget this year is about three hundred thousand in the red.”

That really wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but it explained why the board was hiring new management. Of course, it would’ve been nice to have known the situation before they offered me the job. Not that it was a concern. I’d inherited a similar problem when I took over Marseille and sorted that one out.

“Okay then,” I said. “You and I will have a few discussions about how to climb out of that hole, I’d be interested to hear your take. But that can wait for tomorrow. Did anyone inform you that I was going to arrive today? Has the board communicated with you at all?”

“I got a call from Raleigh that you were coming in today, but he didn’t give me any more details than that, so I guess the answer is no.”

My opinion of Mondo was changing by the second. For all of his fearsome appearance, his manner was utterly professional, if not charming. I found myself instantly at ease, thinking he was a guy I could trust.

“Fair enough,” I said. “In that case, why don’t you make a few phone calls and let the department heads know I’m here and I’m going to come around and meet each one of them. It won’t be more than a quick five-minute conversation, just a chance to say hi.”

Mondo left to make the calls, and Elaine came in with a pensive expression. “Mr. Washington, I hate to tell you on your first day, but I probably won’t be staying on.”

That explained her reserved expression when I walked in a moment ago. She had probably been building up the nerve to make the announcement. I was curious about what drove her decision.

“Sorry to hear that,” I said. “Are you leaving right this minute?”

“No sir. I’ll wait till you have a replacement.”

Typically, when someone tells me they plan to quit, I give them a severance check right there and then. My thinking is that once a person makes that decision, they’re already gone in spirit. I didn’t try to talk her into staying because from what I had seen in the financials, I was going to have to lay off quite a few people anyway. But in this case, I wouldn’t mind having her hang around for a few days until I got my feet on the ground.

“Okay, Elaine. I’m sorry to see you go but I understand. Who does our HR work?”

“That’s Marija. She works for Mondo.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to her later about getting someone new in. Can I count on you in the meantime?”

“Yes sir. Of course.”

I left her and headed to the operations department down on the main level of the space operations deck to get reacquainted with Oscar McKee. He was ready for me and had even lined up all his employees in a row to greet me. I shook hands with all of them and I asked if everyone had recovered from the blowout incident. They were a little hesitant but interested to see what I would be like when I wasn’t barking orders.

Oscar invited me into his office. From our last meeting I pegged him to be a hard working but inexperienced guy in his mid-thirties.

When we got settled I asked, “What would you say are the five biggest problems you can’t solve on your own?”

This was a standard question I would ask each department head. The answers were predictable; if only they had more money, more people, more time, that sort of thing. I made a mental note of each answer from each department. It gave me a quick overview of what I was getting into and some insight about the person and the organization.

From Oscar, I discovered there was no departmental AI system. He couldn’t tell me why, just that my predecessor wouldn’t hear of it, and the Station IT department wouldn’t let us tap into theirs. That was quite unusual.

“Just out of curiosity,” I asked, “who was in charge before I got here?”

He looked a little pained. “That’s kind of complicated.”

“Then uncomplicate it. I need to know.”

He cleared his throat nervously. “Our boss until a few months ago was Miss Alevtina Mikhailov. She was the ‘acting director’ for almost a year. Before that was Mr. Curtis; he was only here for a few months. And before him was Alevtina again. And before that was Mr. Slater. Alevtina was Slater’s deputy for about six months when she got out of the military.”

Oscar was right; it was complicated. I’d find out more from Mondo. I thanked him and left for the next department head.

That would be Phil Bright, my Director of Area Defense. The title alone had made me curious when I saw it in the financial statements. I’d never had such a department in my operation on Marseille and was interested to hear what his job description entailed.

Phil’s office was across the hall from mine. After I introduced myself and we sat down, I started with the same question I had put to Oscar. “What are your five biggest problems that you can’t deal with on your own?”

His face instantly clouded over and he replied indignantly, seemingly ready to jump out of his chair. “Who says I got a problem?”

I almost flinched from his aggressive posture. He’d completely misunderstood the intent of my question. He struck me as the kind of guy always looking for a fight.

I chuckled and said, “No, no. No one said that. It’s just a general question. I’m asking you; do you have any issues in your department that I can help with? I’m just trying to get the lay of the land.”

In reply, he all but snarled, “I can take care of things myself.”

That pretty much told me everything I needed to know about our Department of Area Defense. The idea of area defense hadn’t made sense in the organization chart, and it made less sense after talking to the angry Phil. Also, he was a department of one. That was generally a warning sign. I spent a couple more minutes just chatting about the station and then left. He watched me suspiciously until I was gone.

I returned to my office and made a few notes. Elaine told me that Lou, my maintenance director, was on jury duty but would be back in the morning. That meant it was time to chat with Nick Harding, my deputy director. His office was next to mine.

I found Nick to be a nice guy. He explained he’d recently moved to Zion from the Maia System in the Messier 17 star cluster, or the Swan Nebula as people called it.

As soon as I started talking to him, though, I could tell he was really out of his depth. He couldn’t give me any answer at all about my five-problem query. I questioned him about a few operational matters, and he didn’t understand what I was talking about. He had no idea about routine inspections, ongoing maintenance, or anything about the budget. I felt sorry for him and wondered who had hired him and why.

Then, I was ready to talk with Mondo. I asked Elaine to have him come see me. Once he was settled I asked, “So, what are your five biggest problems?”

He grinned and said, “Well, I guess putting them in order would be money, money, money, money, and money. Basically, we don’t have enough.”

He wasn’t your typical bean counter. He reminded me of a couple of construction workers I’d known, tough as nails but completely honest. And he spoke plainly—a big plus in my books.

“That was my take,” I said. “The financials were kind of scary. I have a few questions because it looks like there’s some waste here.”

“There’s a lot of waste,” he said with a firm nod. “But I’m not allowed to say that kind of thing.”

“How do you mean?”

“The lady you replaced, Alevtina, made it clear my job is adding numbers and paying the bills. She didn’t want any input from me on how to run the station. She didn’t want input from anyone.”

That was probably another reason the board had gone looking for new management. “Tell me about her,” I said.

“She was a petty officer in the Navy. She got out and came to work here for Slater.”

“Who was Slater, again?”

“He was the station director three times back. There was Slater, then Alevtina, and then, more recently, a guy named Jesse Curtis. And then Alevtina again, in an acting director capacity.”

“I saw Curtis’s name in the financials,” I said. “But it looked like he was only here for a few months.”

“Yeah, not quite eight months. Turned out there was an illness in the family, but I thought that was a lie. He just wanted out and asked for permission to withdraw from his contract.”

I suspected Mondo was right. Family illness was a common excuse to jump ship when you realized you were in the wrong job. “That’s too bad. Sounds like something serious.”

“Yeah, it was. He couldn’t stand this place.”

I laughed. “He decided he didn’t fit?”

“He never said out loud, but yeah, he had a whole different idea about running a space station. He thought it was an executive job, and all he had to do was sit in his office.”

“Well, that’s one way to look at it,” I said. “But that wouldn’t be my recommendation. You gotta get out there and see what your people are doing. Which brings me to my main question. It looks like we’ve got way too many people. I want to cut staff. If I do it the way I’m thinking, that’ll take us out of the red immediately.”

“What way is that?” Mondo asked worriedly.

“First, we don’t need a deputy director. I’m not trying to be mean, but Nick didn’t impress me. How did he get hired?”

“Alevtina brought him in.”

“Okay. Also, I don’t understand the need for our own area defense division. I’m not even sure what that means. Do we have our own police force or something? Is this place crime-ridden? Doesn’t the station have a police force?”

Mondo shook his head. “Again, I’m not allowed to ask questions. But from what I can tell, Phil decided we needed a perimeter defense force; I’m talking outside of the space station. But I’ve never looked into it.”

That made no sense to me at all. “Maybe I’m crazy, but I guess I’ll ask. Are you talking about armed spacecraft, or do you mean we have employees floating around the exterior carrying weapons? If that’s the case, we need a Use of Force doctrine and training to go with it. That’s a big deal. Do we work with the military?”

“No, not in any way. Alevtina fought tooth and nail with the Navy about everything.”

A light bulb clicked on in my head. “Okay wait a second. You said Alevtina was a petty officer. Was she assigned here on Space Station Zion?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

I wondered if her beef with the Navy was just a grudge between a retired enlisted woman and her former commanding officer. That would be a shame, but it would explain the hostility. I’d have to look into the matter, but first, I had to find out what our people were doing regarding station defense. That still didn’t compute at all.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll come back to this in a little while. What about these other work areas? We have a restaurant, a bar, and a gift shop. I don’t understand that. Why don’t we contract those areas out to local businesses? From the financials, it looks like we’re losing money hand over fist.”

Mondo looked disgusted. “We are. Alevtina’s brother runs the restaurant, her sister runs the bar, and her cousin’s wife runs the gift shop. They sell little gifts and trinkets mostly. Alevtina thought the spaceport division could make money by doing all this in-house.”

“And are we making money?”

Mondo’s face contorted with frustration. “We’re hemorrhaging cash, particularly on wages. Everything is open twenty-four/seven.”

“What are sales like?”

“Next to nothing. All of it is a complete loss. Our food cost has been running fifty percent, and lately, it’s gone up to almost seventy. But I’m not allowed to ask questions. If I do, I get the ax.”

Food costs that high meant a lot of inventory was walking off. We would go broke real quick if employees were stealing, especially if it was from the bar.”

“Do we have inventory records? Is anyone keeping track?”

He almost looked sorrowful. “Not that I’m aware of, but like I said…”

“You just pay the bills,” I finished.

“That’s right. That goes for all three areas.”

“And Alevtina was managing all this? In addition to being the spaceport director?”

“More or less. Mostly, her sister runs the place. It’s not uncommon for Nataliya to be up here ordering people around.”

“Her sister? Did anybody point out that nepotism is a conflict of interest?”

“I tried once and got slapped down pretty hard.”

Mondo’s explanation answered most of what I’d been wondering about since getting the financial reports. The situation was more dire than I’d expected, but it was also solvable.

“Okay,” I said. “You need to keep it quiet but in the morning we’re going to have a few layoffs. I’ll give you the names, and by tomorrow morning I want severance checks for everyone. Give each person two months’ salary.”

He looked horrified. “That’s a really generous severance check.”

I smiled to myself. I had already pegged Mondo as a man with a thrifty disposition, not one I would call charitable. But that’s what I needed as my senior accountant.

I waved off his concern. “We can afford it. Over the next year, we’ll save ten months’ salary on each of them. But there’s another reason. We have a lot to do, and I don’t want to get bogged down with complaints or lawsuits from disgruntled employees.”

Mondo nodded. “Good enough. Just so you know, I have to bring Marija into the loop on this. She’s my office manager and senior bookkeeper, and she handles all of our HR paperwork. She’ll keep everything confidential.”

“That’s fine. In that case, I want her here in the office with me when I meet with these people. She should have the paperwork ready so all they have to do is sign and get their check.”

“She can do that.”

“All right then. That’s going to do it for me today. I still have to find a place to live.”

“Where are you staying right now?” Mondo asked. “We’ll pay for your transition living costs.”

“I’m in the Parrado Inn on Deck 64. I’ll bring you all my receipts once I check out. I’m not sure how long it’s going to take to buy a residence. I hope less than a month.”

* * *

I met my realtor, Mr. Arlo Hawkins, in his office. He was a tall guy, well over 6 feet, and very fit with buzz-cut blond hair. He showed me photos of several units in my price range, and I picked out four of them to look at.

One thing about living inside a space station is you get used to walking everywhere. Fiona has had bad knees since her youthful days as a fitness freak, and she didn’t want to deal with stairs, so I was looking for a residential unit that was on a single level. I visited three of Arlo’s recommendations, and none impressed me that much.

The fourth one was nice, however; there was a lot about it I liked. It was bigger than we needed, two thousand square feet. Mostly I loved the huge balcony, it opened onto one of the solar atriums, a football-field-sized lightwell six decks high that let in sunlight and gave an airiness to the surroundings.

In this case, it went up two decks above our level and four decks below to one of the many green spaces inside the space station. It was where people could gather for picnics or just enjoy lying on a grassy surface. Because it was in a residential area it was designed for exercise and meditation. It even had a small waterfall in one corner of a Japanese inspired garden.

The apartment was 350,000 coronals, more than I wanted to pay, but reasonably priced for this market. I’d researched it while on Marseille and knew I was buying at the top of a real estate bubble. I assumed when the time came, we would probably sell at the bottom. When you move around as much as we did, these things happen. Sometimes you don’t have a choice; you either make money or get screwed. My hope was it would all even out by the time we retired.

Now came the hard part. Fiona wasn’t with me, so I had to make the choice. It had everything she wanted; three bedrooms, two and a half baths, a huge, combined kitchen and den, plus a separate living room and a formal dining room. It also had a utility room, one of her must-haves.

“This one just came on the market,” Arlo told me. “It won’t last long.”

Of course not. Every realtor in history uses those exact words when they find a customer who’s pressed for time. I’d heard that phrase every time I bought a residence.

Still, it was what we were looking for. I nodded hesitantly. “I’ll take it. I’ll make a full-price offer.” This would get the burden of picking a place to live off my to-do list. Then I could go get Fiona and move her out here. I don’t like living alone in a hotel room.

Arlo was delighted. As we headed back to his office, he asked me why I had come to Zion.

“I just got hired as the spaceport director,” I told him. I nodded down the corridor where an atrium opened down to the main spaceport admin area. “That’s my new office.”

Arlo’s jaw dropped. “Really?” he blurted. “Do you know what you’re getting into?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, a little defensively. “I was the spaceport director at my last station, so yeah, I’m not exactly new to this.”

He seemed to hesitate, as if weighing his words before deciding to plunge ahead. “It’s the military,” he finally said. “You do realize this is a joint-use station, right? Both the military and civilians share the space operations deck.”

“Yes, I know,” I replied, trying to keep my tone neutral. “But it’s not like they share the same space. The area is divided; they each own about half.”

Arlo nodded slowly. “True,” he said, “but your predecessor, a woman named Alevtina, hated the military. Let’s just say she didn’t make things easy for them.”

I was surprised he knew that. It was the kind of trouble you tried to keep under the covers. “I heard something about it,” I replied nonchalantly, wondering if this guy had some inside information. “What’s the story?”

“Never mind,” he said. “The military just got a new guy as their Director of Base Operations. A guy named Banjo. He’ll be your counterpart.”

“You seem to know a lot about this,” I said.

He gave me a guilty look and said, “Yeah. I just retired from the Navy. I was the previous Director of Base Operations. I was the one that had to deal with Alevtina. She was a nightmare, wanted to fight about something every single day.”

“Like what? Sounds like there’s something I should know.”

Arlo frowned. “No. I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t want to prejudice you one way or the other. Besides, I’m out of it now, and I mean to stay out of it.”

“Don’t do that,” I told him. “You need to give me some background. If you know where the landmines are, you gotta tell me. Was it her or you?”

Arlo chuckled. “It definitely wasn’t me. Alevtina was a petty officer before she retired. My take was she just had a chip on her shoulder.”

I could see Arlo didn’t want to talk about it, but at least he confirmed Mondo’s story.

I said, “Sounds like I need to do some bridge building. My guess is she wanted a little payback. What was her rating?”

“Culinary specialist.”

Ah. Alevtina had been a cook. An important job, but very much underappreciated. That would explain the resentment toward her former hierarchy. “Okay then. Just so you know, I don’t share her feelings. I’ve worked with the Navy before.”

“When was that?” Arlo asked.

“I was in the military myself.”

“What branch?”

“Army aviation. I flew Skid fighters.”

“How’d you like it?”

“I loved it. I’d still be doing it, but I got too old. They were going to stick me behind a desk for the rest of my career, so I got out. What about you? Did you fly?”

“Yeah. Before I moved here, I flew the Rapiers.”

I smiled and said, “Oh, I love those things. They can turn on a dime.”

Our conversation devolved into a couple of there I was recollections, a common failing of old fighter pilots. When we got back to his office, I filled out the paperwork and sent all the photos I had taken of the place to Fiona. Arlo recommended a local bank, and I went straight over to apply for a mortgage.

They approved it on the spot and promised we could close within a couple of weeks. I was thrilled. Back on Marseille, it would have taken at least six weeks, and even that would have been a miracle. Things were a lot more casual out here than closer to Earth.

It meant I could go back and get Fiona earlier than I thought. We had agreed that once the mortgage was signed, I would come back for her. It was a load off my shoulders. With that taken care of, nothing at the office could possibly put me in a bad mood.


Chapter 3 – Transition

The next morning, I came into the office five minutes early and was pleased to see Marija with several folders and a stack of checks for me to sign.

I told Elaine to give Oscar McKee a call and have him come up to my office. I was disappointed when he was nowhere to be found. Elaine said she would track him down. A few minutes later, she informed me he was just running late to the office and would arrive in about fifteen minutes.

It was not an auspicious start to the day.

Shortly before the allotted time, a worried-looking Oscar arrived and knocked tentatively on my door.

“You wanted to see me, boss?”

“Yeah. Come in and sit down.”

On the other side of my desk, rather than the typical plastic office chairs, were three upholstered armchairs, two facing me and another against the side wall. Marija was sitting demurely in the third chair.

Oscar took the seat across from me and kept casting worried glances at Marija.

“Sorry I’m late,” Oscar said. “I had to take our kid to daycare because my wife had an early meeting, and then—”

“Not a problem, Oscar,” I said, cutting him off. “Here’s the thing. I know this is only my second day, but I’ve inherited a financial mess. The thing is, I hate to do it, but we’re going to have to let a few people go.” I noticed that Oscar looked like he was about to have a stroke and realized I hadn’t prefaced my comments with why I needed him in the office. “Not you,” I said plainly.

“Oh, thank God!” he wheezed, slumping in his chair. “I thought I was getting fired.”

“Not today,” I said with a smile. “The reason you’re here is I don’t want any trouble from the others who aren’t as lucky. I want two of your security guys up here to stand by. I’m about to deliver the bad news to a few people, and when I do, I’m going to give them severance checks. Then, your guys will take their security badge and escort them from the terminal. Any questions?”

“None at all, boss. You want them right now?”

“Now would be good.”

He slipped out of the office, and moments later two young men appeared. They confirmed they understood what was needed. I told them to sit in the outer office in the visitor chairs next to Elaine’s desk and wait for my call.

“Marija, would you ask Phil Bright to come in?” A moment later, Phil was sitting across from me. “You know what this is about?” I asked him.

“I think I’m getting fired,” he retorted angrily.

“That’s right. It’s not personal. You haven’t done anything wrong. This is not performance-based or anything. It’s just a financial decision. I have to make cuts.”

“I figured this was coming.”

“Yeah. I’m sorry to deliver the bad news. To help out while you look for a new job, I’ve asked Marija to prepare a check for two months’ salary as severance. It’s contingent upon you signing a release form. Marija, do you have that paperwork?”

Marija moved to sit next to Phil and opened one of her folders to go over the documents. She spoke quietly and pointed to several places for him to sign. I was relieved to see him capitulate. I’d thought he’d be the one to argue. Marija took the signed papers from him and held up the check questioningly. I nodded, and she handed it to him.

“Is that it?” Phil asked me.

“I need your security badge and any keys you have.”

He reluctantly handed them over, and I waved at the two ops guys. “Thank you, Phil. These gentlemen will escort you out of the terminal. I wish you well.”

He muttered something under his breath and went with the two operations guys.

“Are you going to do Mr. Harding next?” Marija asked, shuffling her folders.

“Yeah. Let’s wait for the guys to get back. Nick seemed pretty easy-going yesterday, but you never know.” When the two guards resumed their seats next to Elaine, I told Marija, “Let’s go to Nick’s office.”

When we walked in, his expression mirrored Phil’s. He knew his head was on the chopping block.

“Did you just fire Phil?” he asked.

“I’m afraid so. And I hate to say it, but I have to let you go as well. I’m really sorry, but we arranged for you to get two months’ pay as severance.”

Nick’s normally pleasant expression turned sour. “Don’t expect me to take this lying down,” he warned. “If I get fired, I’m going to call FASA and let them know you’re violating at least a dozen laws with the way you’re spending Federation money.”

That caught me totally off guard. “Okay,” I told him. “You do what you gotta do, but it doesn’t change the fact that I can’t afford a deputy director. I don’t know if you’ve looked at the financials, but we’re way in the red.”

“I’m in the red, too,” he countered. “I left a good job and came out here with the understanding I’d have this position for at least three years. You can’t just go back on that now.”

That was news to me. Neither Mondo nor Marija had said anything about an employment contract.

“All right,” I said. “Do you have anything in writing? Any kind of employment agreement?”

His face grew angrier. “I got nothing. How convenient for you.”

I thought about it for a minute and wondered what promises had been made. “Marija, can you confirm any of what he said?”

“Sort of. It’s true he just arrived a couple of months ago and that Miss Alevtina is the one who hired him. But I don’t know of any agreement between them.”

“What about his comment that we’re breaking financial laws?”

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“It’s your grant funding,” Nick said. “You’re not in compliance with your grant agreement.”

He was talking about our FASA grant. The Federation Administration of Spaceflight and Astronautics was a tremendously huge bureaucracy that managed space travel. It established regulations, managed traffic control, and certified pilots and spacecraft. Part of their mandate was providing annual grants to spaceports so we could stay in compliance with their standards.

In practical terms, it meant when a pilot approached the threshold gate of one space station, it looked exactly like the threshold gate of every other station, and the procedures were the same.

“Well,” I told Nick, “obviously, I just got here, so I’m not familiar with any of our grants. And it’s true grant conditions can get pretty complicated, but I don’t see Mondo letting something like that slip by.”

“You’re about to find out.”

“Listen, Nick. I’m sure you know Zion’s labor laws favor the employer. I can fire anyone for any reason without pay. But I know it sucks. That’s why I’m giving you two months’ salary as a parting gift. But I’m going to add a condition for you to get that severance check. I want an explanation of what you just said.”

“I don’t know the details. But I know you haven’t been spending the money correctly, and the grant is about to expire.” He glanced worriedly at Marija.

“Does that jive?” I asked her.

She shrugged and said, “Our consultant takes care of all the grant paperwork. But if he’s talking about our Security Grant, then it’s true we’ve had that for several years. I don’t know how long they last.”

“Okay. Fair enough.” To Nick, I said, “I’ll look into it. And I’ll tell you what. I know what it’s like to move somewhere for a new job and then get shafted. That happened to me once, and it hurt. So, Marija, tear up that check and write a new one with another month’s salary added to it. Run that by Mondo and see if he has any issues. When will you have it ready?”

“I need about thirty minutes.”

“Okay. Nick, give Marija your security badge and any keys, and those two guys will escort you from the terminal area. Come back in half an hour and sign Marija’s paperwork, and she’ll give you your check.” He looked like he wanted to argue some more, so I added, “This is a one-time offer, son. I know it sucks, but this is as good as it’s gonna get.”

“All right,” he said dejectedly. I signaled my guards, and they came to the door. But then he said, “I’ve got a lot of stuff here. I need time to pack it up, and I don’t have any boxes.”

My patience ran out. In an unyielding tone, I said, “I’ll have everything sent to you. Now, that’s it. Guys, please escort Mr. Harding out.”

Once Nick left, I looked at Marija and said, “I didn’t even think about personal stuff. Do we have any boxes?”

“I have plenty of administrative boxes,” she replied calmly. “I’ll take care of returning his personal effects. It won’t be a problem.”

I liked Marija. She didn’t get flustered.

“Okay. I’ll leave it to you.”

I left her there and went down the hall to Mondo’s office.

“How did it go?” he asked.

“The reverse of what I expected. Phil walked out like a lamb, and Nick tossed me a couple of hand grenades. Do you know anything about us not being in compliance with our grants?”

Mondo tilted his head questioningly. “Alevtina handled all that stuff. All I did was pay the bills she gave me. What’s the story?”

“I don’t know. That’s the problem. As of now, you’re our grant compliance officer. Let me know what you find out.”

Mondo was aghast. “How do I do that?”

I laughed and took pity on him. He’d obviously been cut out of the grant process, which, at best, was incredibly complicated. At my last station, I had a good mentor within the FASA spaceport division. He worked with me enough that I became a quasi-expert.

I said, “We’ll have to start by calling FASA and get an update on all our grants. Based on what I’ve seen so far, we’re probably going to find a few landmines. All we can do is work through it. Believe me, FASA doesn’t want us to fail any more than we do. For now, though, we need to keep moving. I need to get with all the gift shop people and the bar and restaurant.”

“Yeah, on that,” Mondo said. “Would you let me take care of it? I’ve been involved with a lot of their activities, and I know the people.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“If you don’t mind. I’d like to finish it up, and I need to work with Marija on how to dispose of the inventory.”

“Okay then, you got it.”

Elaine appeared and rapped on the doorway. “Mr. Washington, Lou is here to see you.”

I looked at Mondo. “Tell me again who Lou is.”

“Our Chief of Maintenance.”

“Oh yeah, I remember now.” He’d been out the day before when I visited all the departments. I told Elaine to have Lou wait in my office. When she was gone, I said to Mondo, “I have mixed feelings about Lou. We’re paying him an awful lot as a maintenance guy.”

He crossed his arms somberly. “No. Believe me. Don’t get rid of Lou. Do yourself a favor, and don’t make any moves there.”

He looked so sure about it I backed down. “All right. I won’t make any decisions today. But we’re paying him at least twice what I paid my maintenance chief at Marseille.”

In my office, I found Lou waiting in front of my desk. He was a tall guy and rail thin with darkly tanned skin, a rarity for a longtime resident of a space station. When I walked in, he snapped to attention and gave me a salute. I returned it automatically and grinned at him. “Neither one of us is in the military, Lou.”

He ignored my comment and said, “Well, I just wanted to let you know I probably won’t be staying on.”

That was a surprise, but it made my decision about keeping him a moot point. “Okay,” I told him, waving to one of the chairs. I went around the desk and sat down. “Is it because of me, or did you get a better offer somewhere?”

Lou jerked his head back in surprise. “No. It’s not you at all. I’ve just been thinking it might be nice to do something different.”

His tone didn’t sound convincing. “So, are you leaving for sure, or just considering it?”

He looked uncertain and said, “Well, about eighty percent. Maybe ninety. You know.”

He didn’t know what he wanted; I could tell. “Fair enough,” I said. “You’re not leaving today or anything?”

“No sir. I’ll stay on until you find someone.”

“Okay. In that case, come out here with me. Something’s been bothering me since I first walked in.”

The door to our office complex opened to the walkway overlooking the passenger terminal below. It gave the terminal area a feeling of spaciousness.

At the end of the walkway was a huge, abstract metal sculpture of a starship. To me, it not only looked ugly, but dangerous. It hung way over the edge, probably to add artistic appeal, and the only thing to keep it from falling onto the people below was a thin cable threaded through an eye hook screwed into the ceiling. It was a disaster waiting to happen. I’d noticed it the morning before when I arrived at the office.

“How long has that thing been hanging there?” I asked.

He shrugged and said, “At least seven years. Mr. Slater is the one who put it up. I think someone on the Station Council donated the thing.”

“Does anyone know the weight-bearing capacity of that eye hook? Has anyone performed a safety check on the suspension cable recently?”

Lou gave me an uncomfortable look. “I don’t think it’s ever been done.”

I groaned inwardly, afraid that was the case.

“Well, I’d like it taken down. It would be pretty hard to explain how we managed to kill a few civilian passengers by dropping a metal sculpture on their heads because no one ever checked the load-bearing capacity.”

Lou examined it with a newly critical eye. “Boss, would it be okay for me to look into it first? I can cordon off the area below, but you might be stepping on some big toes if we just take it down. Like I said, I’m pretty sure it was donated by a high roller.

“I don’t care about toes, Lou. Not where safety is involved.”

“No sir. I got that. What I mean is, let me get the station engineer to come look at it. I’ll get him to tell me what we need to do to make things safe and get his guidance.”

I could see it was important to Lou, and his proposed solution was reasonable. And it wouldn’t hurt to not step on someone’s toes on the first day.

“Okay. Go with that but block off the area today. And I want the problem resolved within three days. Fair enough?”

“You got it, boss. Thanks.”

* * *

Back at my desk, I asked Elaine to have Oscar come up to see me. When he arrived, I had him sit down, and asked, “Any problems with our personnel departures so far?”

“None at all, boss.”

“I assume you took their names out of our AI and security systems?”

“I removed everyone from our security access, but if you recall, I mentioned yesterday that we don’t have an AI.”

“Yeah. Why don’t we have an AI? What does everyone use?”

“We all just use our personal accounts. Most of us in ops use Google’s Edison. That’s how I set up work schedules, and I share access with my people. It works for messaging, too.”

The fact that the Spaceport Authority didn’t have an AI made it seem like we were a mom-and-pop shop selling bagels on the corner.

“Does everyone here use Edison?” I asked.

Oscar raised his eyebrows. “I think Mondo and his people use Samsung’s Astra.”

“What about Lou and the maintenance guys?”

“They don’t use anything. Lou isn’t the most tech-savvy guy. They do everything word-of-mouth.”

“That’s insane,” I said incredulously. “Why doesn’t everyone use the space station’s AI? You realize a pretty sophisticated one was built into the place before it was put into service? It’s called Mira.”

I used Mira back in Marseille. Most space stations did the same thing—at least all of them built by Hyundai, and that was most of them in the Federation.

Oscar looked apologetic. “Alevtina didn’t trust the Koreans. She told Station IT to go to hell.”

So, there was another burned bridge I’d have to rebuild, and it was for another idiotic reason.

“Okay, I’ll deal with that later. But first, I’d like to understand something you brought up during our talk yesterday.”

“What’s that, boss?”

“You said self-defense patrol was one of your big issues. That Phil used your guys for that. What kind of patrols are you talking about? I haven’t seen any of your people walking around on patrol. What’s the deal?”

“You’re not going to like it,” Oscar said with a nervous grin. “We fly space defense missions every day.”

Even though I was ready for something off the wall, I was still flabbergasted. “You fly patrols?” I asked in disbelief. “In what?”

“In our Vanguard Interceptor. Would you like to see it?”

“I’m not sure. I’ve never heard of a Vanguard Interceptor. But yeah. I guess I’d better.” I stood up and gestured for him to lead the way.

* * *

I followed Oscar down to the space operations deck and out onto the operating tarmac. What I found was not only disheartening but it made me angry. The so-called Vanguard Interceptor was a maintenance tug that had been repurposed by an idiot. Financial and managerial corner-cutting was one thing; this was in another category altogether.

The tug’s exterior was a joke. Its bulky, inelegant frame was marred by haphazard welds of patchwork armor plating salvaged from other projects. The addition of armaments was equally amateurish—a pair of industrial mining lasers had been crudely mounted on the exterior hull. Mining lasers drew far more power than a standard tug could produce. These were more likely to burn out the onboard power systems than fend off any type of threat.

Inside, the situation was just as bad. The cockpit had been augmented with mismatched control systems and a combat interface that might have come from a video game. Even worse, conduits hung loose where they had been rerouted. The pilot’s seat was original and still covered with the grime of its former utilitarian life.

Overall, the tug was now a hazardous vessel, and was being flown by non-pilots who were expected to do…what?

The cargo area behind the pilot’s seat, once intended for tool storage and spare parts, had been emptied out to make room for a gun rack filled with a variety of scrounged armaments and ammunition, a laughable arsenal. I assumed they were to be used during boarding maneuvers, except there was not a single vacuum suit on board.

The so-called warship was a daily gamble with the lives of our operations people who were security specialists, not combat pilots—not in any sense. It made me furious that someone tasked our people to pilot the thing.

I saw Oscar eyeing me worriedly and guessed I looked ready to explode. I felt that way, for sure. I took a deep breath and said, “Okay. First thing, as of this instant, no more patrols. I want this tug completely torn apart and restored to its original use. No weapons, no nothing. This thing is for maintenance and nothing else. Any questions about that?”

Oscar sighed with relief. “No sir.”

“It’s grounded as of this minute.”

“Got it, sir.”

“In fact, it’s grounded until I personally give my okay for it to be used again just as a tug.”

“Understood.”

“I want to inspect it before anyone moves it from this spot.”

“Yes sir.”

“Second thing. I want you to double-check that we’ve removed Alevtina’s access to everything within our area of operations. She had your guys doing things that can only be called criminally negligent. I can’t believe the Navy let you get away with it.”

“They complained about it all the time. They said we were a danger to flight operations, but Alevtina told us to just ignore them and fly our patrols.”

I massaged my forehead to calm my temper and made a mental note to buy the local Navy commander the best bottle of scotch I could find.

“We’re lucky they didn’t blow one of your guys out of the traffic pattern. But okay…what’s done is done.” I nodded at the tug. “Take care of this piece of crap today. I have to make a call.”

I left Oscar with our intrepid Vanguard spacefighter and went back to my office. Then, I realized I didn’t have access to an AI system so I couldn’t really do any work. Alevtina had hamstrung the spaceport in so many ways. It was ridiculous and my frustration started to boil over.

I went to the outer office where Elaine eyed me worriedly.

“What time is it?” I asked, trying not to snap at her.

“Half twelve.”

“What’s the lunch policy around here?”

She looked confused and said, “Whatever you say it is.”

That was less than helpful. Everyone was afraid to answer simple questions, and my expression probably wasn’t helping at the moment. I took another deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Okay, then for today, I say it’s an hour for lunch, and you can take it whenever you want. I’m heading out. See you back here at half one.”

I wasn’t really hungry so to cool off I decided to check on War Prize and headed out onto the space operations deck. It was still sitting in front of Akiko’s. I thought they would have towed it around the back by now but for the moment, I didn’t care.

“Hey, Boomer,” I said to the onboard AI as I boarded.

“Welcome back,” he replied, his voice sounding in my implant. “You sound dispirited for this to be your first day on the job.”

“I’m finding a few more landmines than I expected. Nothing earthshaking, but it’ll take time to sort through it all. How about you? I see they haven’t moved you to a permanent parking spot. Are they treating you well?”

“For the moment, very well indeed. I’m not sure about the future. It seems they know that you are the new spaceport director and I’m detecting a little concern on their part.”

“I’m not surprised. My predecessor was a piece of work, apparently. We may have inherited some bad karma.”

“I shall inform you if I have any problems. Are you here for lunch? If you don’t wish to eat in the galley, Akiko has a nice café inside her hangar.”

“Not right now. I just wanted to get out of the office for a moment. Maybe we should go for a quick spin. That would put me in a better mood.” It’s hard to stay angry when flying.

“Perhaps a visit to the moon, Jinni?” Boomer suggested. “You expressed some concern about the situation there before we left Marseille?”

My outlook brightened immediately. Nothing like putting your eyes on something to answer a lot of vague doubts.

“Yeah. Let’s do that. Give me a second.” I went outside and removed the strut clamps. Once back aboard, I said, “Can you handle traffic control? I’ll grab something from the pantry after all.”

“Of course,” Boomer replied. “I will manage the handoff of spacecraft control.”

A moment later Boomer lifted us off the deck and as we approached the runway, he gave control to Zion Tower who maneuvered us out through the west threshold gate. Boomer resumed control and set a course toward Jinni, accelerating at one gravity to twenty thousand miles per hour, the minimum required to enter jump space, and then we jumped to a position near the moon of Jinni.

From this perspective I saw several other moons lined up around the gas giant like a string of cosmic pearls. Arinna was an impressive sight hanging as a backdrop to the black void. It loomed large with a banded atmosphere in a spectacular display of orange, white, and deep blue swirling together. It seemed metaphorical that the Stratum Syndicate thought they could steal one of the pearls without any consequence.

“Do you want to land?” Boomer asked. “For that matter, are there any facilities here?”

“According to Raleigh, the people involved started the project a year ago, so there must be something. What can you tell me about Jinni?”

“It’s one of the smaller of more than 150 moons orbiting Arinna. It has a diameter of just over ten miles and is primarily composed of ice with a metallic core. I am now detecting a human presence on Jinni’s anterior side as referenced to its orbital path.”

“See if you can land near those folks. In my interview, Hugo said a guy named Kirby is the local supervisor. Is anyone on frequency?”

“I’m trying to contact them,” Boomer replied. “Either no one is listening, or they don’t care to answer.”

As we approached the moon’s surface, a cluster of transportable work buildings came into view, the kind typically seen at remote construction projects. The structures were arranged in a rough semicircle, with various pieces of heavy equipment parked nearby. Off to one side, a flattened area was being used as a landing pad. There were well-worn paths leading to and from the huts. A small spacecraft, likely used for supply runs, sat at the edge of the makeshift pad.

We touched down in the center of the pad, a short distance from the huts, and I donned my utility EVA suit. It was essentially a ruggedized jumpsuit with a clear helmet—adequate for short excursions in a vacuum but not ideal for heavy labor. The suit’s gravity soles would keep me anchored to Jinni’s surface, though they had a tendency to make my feet uncomfortably warm.

Thanks to our position on the back side of Jinni, we were shielded from the worst of Prometheus’ radiation while Arinna reflected enough light to illuminate our surroundings.

I made my way to the largest of the huts, which had Office stenciled on its outer airlock door. Cycling through, I found myself in a spacious room dominated by a wall of video screens displaying live feeds from various parts of the mining operation. A pair of engineers were hunched over their workstations, absorbed in their tasks. At the far end of the room, a man sat behind a desk, eyeing me with a mixture of curiosity and annoyance.

“Can I help you?” he called out, his voice cutting through the hum of electronic equipment.

“Are you Kirby?” I asked, removing my helmet and hanging it on a wall peg.

“I am.”

I introduced myself as the new spaceport director.

“Yeah, I heard about you,” he said. “Word gets around.”

“Hugo Simpson tells me you’re having permit problems.”

“Yeah!” he replied gruffly. “Are you going to solve them?”

“I’ll try, but I’m starting from square one.” I walked over to the wall and examined the information on the video displays. “What am I looking at?”

“You understand what a push point is?” he pointed at several highlighted areas on the display. “That’s what those are.”

I studied the map and said, “Not really. But it looks like you’ve got a circle of twelve of them on each side of the moon.”

“Yeah,” Kirby replied. He touched a key on his desk, and all the video displays merged into a single image as if it were seen from space. There was a circle on either side of the moon, each one with a diameter of six miles. “Each push point is a big gravity net of about two acres. When I lay it out on the surface and fire it up, it acts like a gigantic gravity pad.”

“You’re trying to move the moon?” I asked.

“No, not at all. The control system here coordinates the nets in sequence so they cut through the moon like a big freaking chisel.”

“How does it manage that?”

“Just physics shit, you know. Instead of applying the nets evenly, the system synchronizes their focus on specific areas. It’s like chipping a line across a block of ice. The force creates points of stress along the line until it fractures all the way through. I can break off a chunk along the line where we apply the force.”

While explaining the process, Kirby unconsciously shrugged. I wondered how much he understood and how much was rote memorization.

There were additional push points in a rectangular grid centered on the backside of the moon near our position. Kirby pointed at that grid, explaining, “We use the aft push points like thrusters to give us stability control when the mass starts to shift. I’ll use those to keep our orbit stable.”

I studied the image for a moment and said, “So you only have stability control along one vector?”

“Yeah. Anything else is too expensive because it would require another reactor. And anyway, if we have to, the system can apply enough force to spin the moon around to change the thrust vector.”

His plan brought dozens of questions to mind, but I resisted my impulse to dig into all the details. Instead I just said, “You know that’s risky, right? If you try to spin the moon, you’ll be fighting Arinna’s tidal lock. That’ll increase the risk of accidental fracture.”

“Not my call,” Kirby said prosaically. “Bean counters control the budget.”

I nodded at his comment. “I understand that.”

“I only have funding for thirty-six nets and three reactors so I spread out the stability grid on the backside as much as I can. That’s my biggest concern. With the rest, I just gotta make do.”

I wasn’t an engineer so I didn’t understand the forces being applied. But it seemed like an overly simplistic approach.

As if reading my thoughts, Kirby said, “I thought of a dozen different options, but this way I can run all the power conduit in one long strip. Anything else would cost three times as much.”

I nodded sympathetically. “We all have a budget.”

“You got that right. Besides, it’s too late to change. Everything is in place. The company ain’t gonna pay to change something now. It’s taken us twelve months to get this far.”

“You’ve put a lot of work into the place.” I made an all-encompassing gesture. “It looks nice. Your facilities are better than most that I’ve seen.”

“Are you going to approve the permit then?”

I shook my head at his suggestion. “It’s not my call.”

“What do you mean? I thought that’s why you’re here.”

“No, I just wanted to see what the place is like. Yeah, I’m the one who signs it, but this is way over my head. I’ll have to get an engineering recommendation.”

Kirby groaned in frustration. “How long is that gonna take? I’ll be ready to go in another month.”

I could only shrug. “Sorry. It’ll take a few weeks at least. Unless you already did a study. I could use that, depending on how thorough it was.”

“The boss said it wasn’t necessary,” he complained. “He said the coordination with the bureaucracy was handled.”

“Okay, I’ll look into it. But if he just had a handshake, that’ll never fly.”

“I don’t know about that stuff. But no, there’s no engineering study. From where I stand that’s your problem. You’re the one who signs off.”

I chuckled and said, “That’s fair enough. Let me do some checking. Sometimes the Federation will pay for an assessment if it’s going to affect navigation.”

“This don’t have nothing to do with navigation. This is just a big ice ball. Once we crack off a piece of the shell, we’ll tackle the densinium core. That’s what it’s all about.”

A densinium core? Holy crap! No wonder they were trying to ram their project through the permitting process. They weren’t after the ice after all. If the moon’s core contained densinium, the operation could be worth a fortune.

Kirby kept talking, not realizing he had just spilled some important beans. “Look, all I’m doing is putting down the netting. Why do I need a permit?”

“It’s about the debris,” I told him. “Where do the spallings go if you break off a chunk of the outer shell?”

“Arianna’s gravity will take care of it. It’ll soak up all the pieces.”

That seemed like an overly broad assumption.

“How do you monitor the applied stress?” I asked.

“We do that over there.” He pointed to the far end of the room, where a separate workstation faced more video displays.

The control system adjusted the power to each push point in a coordinated fashion. A separate stabilization system maintained Jinni’s orbit as the moon came apart. It seemed like he had enough antigravity thrust to maintain the moon’s stability. It wouldn’t be a bad setup if Jinni was made of rock.

But it wasn’t. An ice moon was an entirely different proposition. In my mind, they were trying to shoestring an unbelievably complex process. Their existing plan was based entirely on theoretical supposition. It was not well thought out and certainly not sufficiently funded. There were too many fail points.

He went over a few more technical details about their plans and I explained I’d have to seek guidance and funding from the Federation. He didn’t like my outlook but understood. We shook hands and I cycled out through the airlock.

Once outside, I returned to War Prize and took one of my precious reconnaissance drones from a storage cabinet in the cargo bay.

“Boomer, I want this drone to keep an eye on things when they try to peel off a layer of ice.”

“Understood. I am programming it to maintain a stationary position fifty miles above the work site. That will provide an acceptable field of view.”

As we accelerated away from Jinni, I said, “That’s never going to work. They’ve made no allowance for debris when they start breaking off chunks of that moon.”

“I agree,” Boomer replied. “However, I believe the greater danger is that the moon may lose its integrity. If so, the pieces may not fall into to Arinna’s gravity well, and instead get flung into deep space.”

“That would be okay with me,” I said. “What I’m afraid of is a piece headed in Zion’s direction.”

“That’s a distinct possibility. Once he breaks off any sizeable portion of Jinni, the variables will rapidly become too complex to manage in real time. He will be unable to maintain control of the remaining body. The most likely outcome is that the moon will disintegrate causing a widespread ripple effect with nearby moons. The environmental impact will be significant.”

“What if pieces of it leave Arinna’s gravitation influence?” I asked, looking outside the viewport at Jinni’s frozen surface as it receded.

“Then Horus’s gravity takes over and you have a much bigger problem.”

“I’m never signing that permit,” I said with a sigh and the realization that I might have already made an enemy of one of my board members.

* * *

On the flight back I asked Boomer, “Remember, I told you about Space Ops being locked out of the station AI. Don’t they have Mira here?”

“That’s correct. Zion is supported by an unmodified but up-to-date Mira AI.”

“See if you can get Space Ops added to Mira as an independent division.”

After a moment, he said, “I just spoke with Mira about access for the Spaceport Authority. She provided me with her current billing schedule. For spaceport operations only, the fee is two thousand coronals per month per employee.”

That was a ridiculous sum. The standard rate on Marseille was thirty or forty celestials per employee per year. “Did you get the feeling there are some hard feelings there?” I asked.

“Oh, yes. The IT Director hated your predecessor. He gave Mira standing orders to reply to any request from Space Ops with inflated rates to allow for pain and suffering.”

I had to chuckle at his pricing policy. “Okay, we’ll let that one go. If the Mira here is unmodified, you wouldn’t have any trouble interfacing with her, correct?”

“That is correct; however, should I first attempt to reconcile with the Station IT Director?”

“Not if he already hates our department. For now, maybe a little misdirection would help. How about we call you Orbital Utilities.”

“An excellent suggestion. If you like, I will connect with Mira under those auspices and establish the necessary interface with their current workflow.”

“Okay, but use a light touch. For now, I only want to coordinate our calendars. We’re new here, so let’s stay under the radar. Start by helping the spaceport operations staff with their daily tasks.”

“Understood. I’ll prioritize providing solutions that directly benefit spaceport operations without drawing undue attention. Should I create an interface for your team to interact with me?”

“Yeah, but keep it secure. Access is only for spaceport personnel. Can you create a private app and get our people on it?”

“Absolutely. I can transition their existing data without a problem. The new app will blend seamlessly with the current spaceport operations workflow. Will that be satisfactory?”

I smiled. “That’s perfect, Boomer. What do you need to make that happen?”

“If you want me to be active on a continuing basis, I recommend a robust server. There is one available at Synapse Solutions on Deck 38. Purchase the Scallion 837XR.”

“What about installation?”

“Operations has a secure data room for your security systems. I recommend placing the server there. It has adequate access and environmental control. If you like, I’ll order the server and when it is delivered, I can guide one of your people through the installation process.”

“That sounds good. Go ahead and I’ll talk to Mondo about paying for it. Once you have the app ready, send him a link and I’ll have him get his people on board. Once that’s done, we can bring our operations people into the fold as well.”

“Very well, Sam.”

“Until all that gets done, I need you to start managing my comm. Be careful to keep my private comm with Marseille separate from anything back here on Zion.”

“Understood. From here on, you can use me as you did on Marseille Station.”


Chapter 4 – Banjo

The next morning, Mondo and Oscar were waiting in my office with curious and somewhat expectant expressions.

“Hey, guys. What’s up?”

Oscar asked, “Is that your spaceship parked in front of Akiko’s?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you know that’s an Ossari warship?”

“You don’t say,” I replied nonchalantly. Elaine was in the doorway, also listening intently. They just stared at me and I finally grinned. “It’s nothing fancy. It’s an old Ossari transport.”

“Holy crap!” Mondo exclaimed. “How did you come by an enemy alien vessel?”

I took my time to get settled in my chair and shuffled a couple of papers on my desk, drawing out the suspense. I was a little surprised actually that it took them an entire day to notice their new boss had his own spaceship. They settled on the edge of the armchairs, leaning forward to hear the story.

“I inherited it. My great-grandfather was the first to own it.”

“How did he get it?”

Telling the old family story was part of owning such a rare vessel. I was used to sharing the details because I had done so many times in the past and its unusual history helped people get to know me.

“He was in the army,” I explained. “He was part of the invasion force on Planet Sawaena. You’ve probably never even heard of the place.”

“Not really,” Mondo admitted.

“It was one of those battles where everything went wrong for our side. His company came under a pretty fierce attack. He took command of the survivors, and they found the Ossari ship in a hangar. He got everyone aboard and managed to get the thing airborne and off the planet?”

“How did he not get shot down?” Mondo asked.

Ossari ships were always painted black and had a distinctive look.

“He threw a couple of buckets of white paint on the nose and painted War Prize on one side of the fuselage before they took off. I guess it was enough since they didn’t blow him out of space.”

“Was he hurt?” Elaine asked.

“Oh, yeah. About eight of the guys had been darted. You know what that means?”

“I’m guessing they were in bad shape,” Mondo said.

“You got that right. Ossari darts inject a parasite into your bloodstream, and it starts attacking your DNA, eating you alive from the inside.”

“Oh my God!’ Elaine exclaimed, horrified at my explanation. “Did he die?”

“No, it’s treatable. The docs had a vaccine that killed the parasites, but the altered DNA is permanent. Back then, the scientists were afraid it would make the victim and any of their progeny more susceptible to Ossari influence. The treatment for being darted was mandatory sterilization.”

“Really?” Oscar gasped. “Did they…force him to get a…a vasectomy?”

I grinned. “Nope. Worse. Vasectomies can be reversed, so government policy back then was castration as the only safe solution. I think it still is. Anyway, they cut off his balls. Always seemed extreme to me. I imagine Great-grandpa felt the same.”

“Wait a second,” Mondo said, grinning with suspicion. “Then how did you get here?”

I laughed because that’s what everyone asked. “Because he got laid with a USO girl the night before he left. I guess it took.”

“That’s crazy!”

“I kid you not. At least that’s the story as it was told to me. He tracked her down after the war and they got married. The military made them do paternity tests to prove he was the father and that she was pregnant before he got darted. There was a lot of scrutiny.”

“That’s so romantic,” Elaine murmured.

“And the Navy let him keep the Ossari ship?” Mondo asked.

“More or less. In those days, soldiers were able to keep any war trophies they found, but only after the military examined and decontaminated them. He got the ship back, but it had been pretty much stripped.”

“But you got it spaceworthy again?”

“Not me. Great-grandpa and his son did all the work. I think it was mostly a hobby with them, but they did a few jumps with it. They named it War Prize; what else, right? My dad inherited it from his dad, and he made a few more upgrades. It’s not a space yacht or anything, but it has a main cabin with a separate berth. When it came to me, I upgraded the AI. That was Boomer’s first installation. You’ll get to know Boomer in the next day or two.”

“That’s incredible,” Mondo said peering out my office window down onto the operations deck. Oscar and Elaine joined him to stare at War Prize, clearly visible in front of Akiko’s. “What an amazing story.”

“Yeah, I have an unusual family history, but I try to live it down.”

“And the Navy let you land here in an alien vessel?” Elaine asked.

“Sure. As you can see, it’s painted white now, so it doesn’t look anything like a black Ossari vessel. And it has an IFF transponder with a permanent code as an experimental spacecraft.”

“That’s really cool,” Oscar said.

“Okay, enough questions.” I said with a smile. I stood up and shooed them out of my office saying, “Back to work. Mondo, hang on a second.”

Once Oscar and Elaine were gone I asked Mondo, “What’s the story with Blanchard? He’s one of our board of directors, right?”

Mondo gave me what I was recognizing as his expression of disapproval. “I’d call him a little shady. Nothing criminal, but a lot of people don’t like him. He’s a general contractor and has his fingers in a lot of pies. Ice mining, construction, shipping; that sort of thing.”

“You know about him trying to start a mining operation on one of Arinna’s moons?”

“Only vaguely. Why?”

“My understanding is the permit for that has stalled on our desk.”

“That could be,” he replied with a shrug. “But Alevtina kept that kind of stuff to herself.”

“That figures,” I said grumpily. “See if Marija can track down its status. If she doesn’t have a copy of the permit, tell her to go back to the solar system’s planning and zoning office and get one. If we haven’t approved it, I’ll need a full set of the documents.”

“Will you approve it, then?”

“Not without an engineering study. I went out there yesterday and whoever is running the show is really rolling the dice with system safety. We’ll sort through it but first I need to find some money to hire an engineering firm.”

“Okay, I’ll check with Marija.”

After Mondo left, I told Boomer to connect with my counterpart on the military side of the space station. “My realtor said the guy we want is their Chief of Base Operations. Goes by the name of Banjo. That might be a nickname.”

“I have his reference,” Boomer replied. “His name really is Banjo—Commander Kurt Banjo. And his biography says he flies Skid fighters, just like you. Hang on, I’ll connect you.”

Boomer initiated the protocol of establishing a direct comm link between two people. That typically involved talking to the AI on the other end to see if that person would take the call. There was no guarantee a call from an unknown person would be accepted. The two AIs would sort out who I was and might exchange my official bio plus anything else their AI could dig up. After only a couple of minutes, I heard a male voice in my implant.

“Banjo here.”

“Commander Banjo. This is Sam Washington. I’m the new spaceport director on the civilian side of the station. I was hoping I could come over and introduce myself. I think there’s a few things we should talk about.”

His voice was not what I’d call friendly, but not overtly hostile either. More like someone who had been warned about an unpleasant bastard he would have to deal with.

“Probably better if I come to you,” he said. “There’s a lot of protocol getting through our security.”

“That would be great. My schedule is open. What time works for you?”

“Now would be good.”

“I’ll be here. I look forward to meeting you, Commander.”

There was an audible beep from my implant, signaling the connection had been terminated.

* * *

I felt hopeful about meeting Banjo since Alevtina had created such a toxic environment between herself and the military. I was certain he and I could sort out any issues.

I wandered down the hall and informed Mondo that Commander Banjo was on his way over. He instantly looked worried.

“You want me to get Kim Stokes over here?”

That was a new name. “Who’s Kim Stokes?”

“Our attorney.”

“We have an attorney on staff? I didn’t see that in our personnel roster.”

“No, she’s a local attorney. She has her own firm, and we have her on retainer.”

“How much is the retainer?”

“Nine thousand a month.”

“We pay her nine thousand coronals every month?” I asked, a little shocked by the amount. It seemed like a lot of money unless we were knee-deep in lawsuits or something.

“Well, I’d say it’s closer to twelve or fifteen thousand. To keep us legal she reviews all of our paperwork.”

Something about Mondo’s tone gave me an uneasy feeling. For one thing, I don’t like attorneys. They were a constant problem on Marseille, butting in when you didn’t need them or refusing to talk when you did.

“What do you mean all our paperwork?” I asked. “We only need an attorney to review leases and sign off on our grants.”

Mondo’s jaw tightened. “No, her instructions are to send over every bit of paperwork so she can review it and give her approval.”

“You’ll have to explain that to me, Mondo. I don’t like the sound of every bit of paper. Do you mean like payables and receivables? That kind of paperwork?”

“Well, yeah. I don’t like it, but Alevtina said it was necessary to cover our ass.”

I wondered how many Alevtina landmines I would uncover over the next month or two. How many people were ripping us off?

“Okay. You and I will have a discussion on that. It sounds like we’re getting taken to the cleaners on legal advice. But for now, don’t worry. I’m not going to sign anything with Commander Banjo. This is just to meet and greet, that’s all.”

“Well, that’s what I mean,” Mondo said. “You can’t trust those military bastards.”

I was getting a little worried about Mondo. He seemed way too anxious in too many areas.

“Why do you say we can’t trust the Navy? Do you think he’s going to lie to me when he says good afternoon? What am I missing?”

“You just can’t trust them. Alevtina told us over and over you can’t trust anything they say. So does Stokes. The military always tries to stab us in the back. You shouldn’t meet them on your own.”

This was definitely paranoia at its peak. I forced myself to sound reassuring.

“Okay. First of all, no, do not call Stokes. If she’s that clueless about the military I don’t want her in the room for my first meeting with my counterpart. I mean, I’m ex-military. I can tell you that military pilots don’t think that way. When it comes to Skid pilots, what you see is what you get. At least that’s the case with all the guys I’ve ever known.”

Mondo looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. Like I said, this is just hello.” I thought about that for a moment and added, “And also to tell him that I just put an end to our defensive patrols.”

“You what?” Mondo looked panic-stricken.

“What I said. I told Oscar those patrols are over. He seemed pretty happy about it. Our guys were violating a thousand different flight regulations every time they went out there.”

“You can’t do that! Alevtina said our grant obligations require us to protect the space station.”

“Not true. I had the same obligations at my last station and never flew a single patrol. Grant obligations don’t require anyone to create a separate space navy. Don’t worry about it, Mondo.”

He still looked upset but backed up a little bit. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

I couldn’t help but smile at his concern. “I’m sure. It’ll be fine.” I went back to my office, leaving him to fret.

A few minutes later, Banjo walked into the outer office. Elaine popped out of her seat with a brilliant smile.

I went out to greet him and shake hands and then invited him into our new conference room which was Phil’s old office. We took a seat on opposite sides of a small conference table and eyed each other curiously.

I said, “Would you agree that all the animosity between the military and the Space Ops division is bullshit?”

“Pretty much,” he muttered in agreement.

“Then can we consider all of that water under the bridge?”

“I don’t see how. Your predecessor made it pretty clear there will always be bad blood between us. And it’s been going on for years. There’s a lot of hard feelings on my side. For one thing, your so-called combat patrols. You would not believe how much grief that is causing.”

“No, I can completely believe it,” I replied with a wry smile. “I flew fighters myself, so I understand. That’s why I terminated those operations yesterday. They’re over with. Done. We’re not doing them anymore and never should have.”

Banjo looked interested. “Really?”

“Yeah, of course. That whole concept was idiotic. I don’t know where Alevtina even got the idea.”

“I think it was your lawyer, that Stokes woman. From what I heard, she told Alevtina she had to fly combat patrol because of her grant obligations.”

I laughed out loud and shook my head. “Yeah, that’s what Mondo just told me. You know who Mondo is?”

“Not really.”

“He’s my chief financial officer. I told him it was insane; at my last space station we never flew a single combat patrol. We left that to the military. So does every other station in the galaxy. The stipulation in the grant obligations is for those stations that are outside the boundaries of human-occupied space and don’t have any military presence around. FASA just wants someone to provide security over their grant investments. Anyway, we’re done with that. Will that help us get square with each other?”

Banjo’s attitude of suspicion had decreased markedly. “Yeah, if that stays true. What about the other people on your side? I’ve heard your board meetings are really hostile toward the military.”

“Well, first, let me apologize for that. I was told I have carte blanche to run this operation the way I see fit.”

“Yeah,” Banjo said with a touch of derision. “Like I believe that.”

“Listen, if they lied to me, then we’re both screwed. But that wasn’t my take. Raleigh is the board president, and he seemed sincere when he told me they wanted to go in a new direction. That’s why I was brought in. So, I wanted to meet with you and let you know where I stand. To me, having the Navy on the opposite side of the station is a great asset.”

“How so?”

“You guys should be my favorite customer. Think about it. You have all kinds of contractors working on your spacecraft. They perform spacecraft maintenance, upgrades, and all that kind of stuff. Isn’t that right?”

“Yeah, that’s correct,” Banjo allowed.

“And none of them have enough space to do the work. I know from experience they squabble with each other over cubic footage. And guess what? I have lots of extra space. I’ve got as much parking ramp as you do, and most of it’s empty. I have maintenance bays that are the perfect size for depot-level maintenance. I’m going to get it all cleaned up and lease it to military contractors. And as soon as I get that space leased out, I’ll build more. My hope is you guys will become my best customers.”

Banjo was almost smiling now. “That would go a long way with my boss. Just so you know, I’ve heard him talk about you guys. He says half of the issues he has with higher headquarters stem from your side of the space station. Alevtina was always filing complaints about one thing or another. If you can honestly make that go away, he’d love it.”

“Well, consider all previous complaints withdrawn. I’ll send you a formal letter to that effect. You should come to the next board meeting. They’re going to welcome me and they might as well include you in that. Be good for everybody.”

“What about the Friday meeting with the Station Council and the System Commission?”

I gave him a blank look. “What meeting is that? That’s the first I’ve heard of it.”

“It’s a big deal,” Banjo said. “Admiral Brady requested it with the station manager and the system administrator.”

Those offices were familiar to me as part of my studies to learn about who’s who on Zion. The space station manager was Steve Pitts, who worked for the mayor and seven elected councilors. Pitts and his staff kept everything on Zion working.

A different elected body, the Board of Commissioners, regulated the activities that went on within the entire solar system. They enacted ordinances, appointed officials, and handled the approval of permits for new space stations and mining operations.

The commissioners hired a public administration professional as the system administrator. His name was Chappelle Gould.

“What’s it about?” I asked Banjo. “Should I be there?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. I think Brady is just pissed at you guys. He wants the spaceport division off the station. My civilian liaison let me in on it.” Banjo suddenly blinked a couple of times and said, “Actually, now that I think about it, I wasn’t supposed to tell you. I guess I blew that.”

“I’m glad you did. Maybe I should be there.”

“Don’t tell anyone I told you.”

“Mum’s the word,” I agreed. “But I thought I was your civilian liaison.”

“Different thing. We have a civilian in base operations to handle all the paperwork that comes through the office; troop transport, charter flights, that sort of thing. I don’t really do any of that.”

“So, by the sound of it, he must have some history with Alevtina.”

“A ton of it, all bad.”

I smiled a little guiltily. “I guess that’s another bottle of scotch I need to buy.”

“If you’re making a tally, you could probably use a case or two.”

“Starting to sound like it,” I said with a wry grin.

Banjo stood up and stuck out his hand. “I’ll tell the admiral about our meeting. And maybe I’ll see you on Friday. It’s in the Coronado Room up in the government complex. I think it’s at ten in the morning.”

“Okay,” I said, returning his handshake. “I’ll be there.”

After he left, I went down the hall to Mondo’s office. “Do you know anything about a meeting on Friday with the Navy, the Station, and the system commissioners?”

He cocked his head to the side, mentally searching for an answer. “No.”

I went out and asked Elaine if she knew about it. “Miss Alevtina kept her own schedule. She didn’t like it if anyone asked where she was going.”

“Then do me a favor and call the station manager’s secretary. See if they know anything about this meeting, and then let me know.”

Five minutes later, she stuck her head in my office. “Katie said Admiral Brady’s office scheduled it, but there wasn’t a published agenda. She confirmed it was at ten.”

It didn’t sound promising. I told her, “Call Raleigh and let him know this just popped up. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ll be there. He might want to attend as well.”


Chapter 5 – Showdown

The Coronado Room, located within the government complex on Deck 26, was the formal legislative chamber for the solar system’s Board of Commissioners’ monthly public meetings. One end of the room featured a tall dais with grand benches that made the politicians look like judges. Today, the chairs for public seating had been stacked at the back, replaced by long tables on either side. The military representatives were on the left and the station manager and council members sat on the right. Scribbled name cards marked their places.

I introduced myself to a secretary named Rikki. She said, “Right. Commander Banjo added you to the list.” She pointed to my spot, and I noticed it was mixed in with the military contingent.

I picked up my name card, looking for the names of my board members. “I’d rather sit with the spaceport people.”

“We didn’t invite them,” she replied primly.

“Oh, well…I did. It was my understanding this was a public meeting, so I called my board president and let him know it was happening. I think a few of my board members may be here.”

Rikki seemed uninterested in my news and left. About that time, Raleigh walked in and came over to join me.

I told him, “Seems like spaceport board members weren’t invited.”

He pointed at my name card and said, “You were.”

“Yeah, but I was an afterthought, thanks to Commander Banjo.”

Raleigh rolled his eyes. “That means the Navy is trying to slide something by, so we probably need to be here. There’s Cody and Hugo.”

I got four chairs that had been stacked up in the back and put them at the end of the station manager’s table. Hugo took one of the name cards with a station councilor’s name on it, scratched it out, and then scribbled his own name. He glanced at me and Raleigh, looking pleased with himself.

Over the next few minutes, the rest of the attendees entered the room. This was one of those rare, combined meetings of the governing bodies of the space station and the solar system. I’d seen such instances a couple of times on Marseille, but it was generally about some kind of emergency.

With everyone seated, Chappelle Gould, the system administrator, gaveled the meeting to order. “Thank you for coming, everyone. Raleigh, I see you crashed our meeting with Hugo and Cody. Who’s that sitting next to you?”

Raleigh nudged me to stand up and said, “Morning, Chapelle. This is our new spaceport manager, Sam Washington. He comes to us from Marseille Station to replace Alevtina Mikhailov. Sam, introduce yourself and give us a little of your history.”

I nodded at Gould and the others in the room. “Good morning, all. As Mr. Conley said, I was the spaceport manager at Marseille which is also an Exodus station and a twin sister of Zion, so I’m familiar with their idiosyncrasies. Prior to that, I was a military pilot with the Federation. I flew the same Skid fighters the Navy does here, so I certainly understand the challenges of their day-to-day operation.”

I sat down and saw a few approving nods. Gould was one of those. He said, “Well, Mr. Washington—Sam—on behalf of the Board of Commissioners, we welcome you.” He turned to the military. “Now, Admiral Brady, you’re the one who requested this meeting, so I’ll turn it over to you.”

Brady, flanked on his left and right by five other officers, stood up. A holo-projector on the table in front of one of his officers came to life, displaying a rotating hologram of Zion’s military emblem.

“Thank you, Administrator Gould,” Brady said. “We asked for this meeting to highlight a problem area with spaceport operations and to propose a solution. Lieutenant Commander Davis will give you the background.”

An officer with gold oak leaves on his collar stood up. He tapped his tablet and the hologram floated to the center of the room changing into a depiction of Zion. It zoomed out to show several of the smaller space stations nearby. “Commissioners, ladies and gentlemen. I’m glad Mr. Washington mentioned that this is an Exodus station. I’m sure many of you have heard that term before, but it’s important to understand exactly what an Exodus station is and, in particular, how Navy Station Zion, its previous name, came into being.”

Silently, I groaned. He was going to give a history lesson about Zion to people who had lived on it for their entire lives.

He started off saying, “Zion was brought to this solar system as a military outpost to support this entire sector.”

Raleigh immediately interrupted. “Yeah, but the war ended, and the military gave the station to the Federation. My family has been on Zion for three generations.”

“That’s right,” Davis replied. “But the Federation’s original patent giving Zion to the System Commission included the caveat that the military could continue to operate.”

“Which you’ve been doing as long as I can remember.”

“And until now, it’s worked out very well for both of us. The military took half of the space operations deck, and the Spaceport Authority took the other. Both sides respected each other’s operational requirements. But that’s not working now.”

I figured it was time for me to speak up. I held up my hand and said, “But we addressed those problems on Wednesday, did we not?”

That silenced everyone for a moment.

Chapelle Gould asked, “What problems?”

I wasn’t sure of the protocol, so I rose from my chair to answer. “Sorry to interrupt, Administrator, but I assume Commander Davis is talking about our daily patrol flights. I canceled those last Wednesday.”

“I thought those were mandatory,” Gould said. “That’s what Alevtina told us. Something about your grant assurances.”

“No sir. Alevtina was wrong. No other space station does that. The Commander is correct in saying our patrol missions were a problem.” I looked over at Davis. “I don’t mean to put words in your mouth, but that’s what you were going to say, right?”

“That’s correct,” he admitted grudgingly.

“Well, there you go. The second I found out what we were doing, I shut it down. As I said, I was a pilot, and it was obvious it was incredibly dangerous. My concern is you’re about to suggest that we relocate civilian space operations to another space station. Probably Space Station Pilgrim since it’s the closest that has enough room for spaceliner operations.”

Davis looked astonished. “How’d you know that?”

“Because I would have suggested the same thing in your shoes. It would make sense. But since I left the military, I’ve learned all about FASA grants. The Federation has put a lot of money into the spaceport here. If the civilians abandon it, someone will have to pay it all back. And I don’t see the station manager coming up with tens of millions of celestials. Nor the system administrator either.”

“I’m not paying for anything,” Gould muttered.

“And you won’t have to,” I said. “Commander Davis, I’m the new guy here, and I have no problem with the military. Banjo is the new guy on your side. Let the two of us address any outstanding issues and we’ll work them out. I met him a couple of days ago and he’s a reasonable guy. I’m pretty reasonable, too. Are you agreeable to that?”

I had taken Davis so far off his script he had no reply. He glanced toward Admiral Brady, who looked distinctly uncomfortable. Brady glanced over at Gould.

Gould nodded at his system commissioners, getting their silent agreement. He said, “That sounds good to me. I was aware there were a couple of issues between the spaceport and the military, but I had no idea things had gotten to this point. Do I have a motion?”

One of the station councilors said, “I move to give these two individuals—sorry, I forget their names—to work out any outstanding problems between the military and our spaceport division.”

“I second,” Raleigh said.

“You’re not authorized to second, Raleigh,” Gould said.

“I’ll second,” one of the commissioners to his right said.

Gould looked like he wanted to scold Raleigh but instead said, “We have a motion and a second. All in favor, say aye.”

“Point of order, Commissioner,” Hugo said, and I mentally sighed in despair. Why did the man want to pour fuel on a fire that was almost out?

Gould gave Hugo a scathing look. “You’re not authorized to call for a point of order! This is a station-system meeting. You guys weren’t even invited.”

“Well,” Hugo countered compulsively, “I just wondered if this was going to affect our proposal for the Jinni moon.”

I couldn’t believe he would stir the pot like that just when everyone else was in agreement.

“I wondered about that, too,” one of the station councilors said.

One or two others nodded and murmured their interest as well.

Steve Pitts, the station manager, looked at me. “Well, Mr. Washington? Will this affect those plans?”

I kept one eye on the admiral while trying to frame my response. He looked surprised for a second, and then his face started to turn red. He clearly had no idea of any such proposal.

“Since when has this been in the works?” Admiral Brady asked in a threatening tone.

Hugo shrugged and said, “Over a year, I guess. We’ve talked about it at our board meetings. If your guy ever came to our meetings, you would have known about it.”

Brady’s face got even redder at any implied failure by the Navy.

I said, “Admiral, I visited the moon in question on Wednesday and it was clear to me that an orbital impact assessment is required. Let me get that done and then Banjo and I can take a look at it and get all the details together. We’ll make sure the Navy is totally in the loop and that any action meets your safety standards.

Gould asked, “When did you take over the job, Sam?”

“Tuesday.”

He scoffed at my answer as did several others. Clearly, I would need a little time to get all the facts.

Gould said, “Admiral, Hugo is talking about a proposed mining operation. The planning commission initiated a permit request a year ago, but it got stalled at the Spaceport Authority due to some personnel changes. They have to approve the permit before anything can happen on that moon.” He looked at Raleigh. “You guys explained all this to Sam during his interview? I thought it was one of your main requirements.”

Raleigh gave Gould a headshake. “We didn’t want to scare him off, Chapelle. We were having enough trouble finding someone to move out here. We were going to bring it up at the next board meeting, but it looks like he’s already on top of it.”

I said, “Gentlemen, Commander Banjo and I will take up this issue. I promise that everyone’s concerns will be addressed properly. At the very least, the Spaceport Authority has to comply with Federation protocols on anything that affects local space traffic. Let us get back to you through channels?”

Brady stared at me for a few seconds with an inscrutable expression. He had asked for the meeting to make a demand and had the rug pulled out. He wasn’t happy with the situation, but at least a few promises had been made to address his concerns. He gave me a curt head nod.

Gould looked uneasily at Brady. Clearly, he hadn’t realized what a sensitive topic this might be with the military. My proposal gave him an opportunity to kick the problem down the corridor. “Uh, yeah. Good idea. Okay, all in favor, say aye.”

“What was the motion?” Hugo asked.

“Shut up, Hugo!” Gould barked angrily, his patience with Hugo exhausted. “All in favor!” There was a chorus of ayes. Gould didn’t ask for nays and just said, “Motion passed! Meeting adjourned!”

No one moved for a couple of seconds, then Admiral Brady stood up and the rest of the military contingent rose in unison. That started everyone else rising from their seats, and they followed each other out of the room.

I intercepted Banjo before he got away and said, “Sorry about the moon thing. I’m digging into it.”

“Brady doesn’t like being out of the loop.”

“Me either. I’ll put in for a FASA grant to get an engineering study done. That has to come before anything else, and it’ll take a few months at the very least.”

“Can you make that happen?”

“I think so. I doubt my board members have any idea what mining a moon entails. Once we reach the public comment phase, you guys can register all your objections. I really don’t think this will be an issue going forward.”

“Okay. I’ll let the boss know you’re on top of this?”

“I would appreciate it. You should really come to the next board meeting. We talk about future plans all the time. That way, you’ll always be in the loop.”

Banjo nodded, trying to appear as if he was considering the idea, but attending a civilian board meeting was probably the last thing he was interested in. “Let me see what I can do,” he murmured as he turned away and left the room.

Raleigh came up to me and said, “Did you get Banjo calmed down? I didn’t know those guys would get so angry about mining one small moon.”

“I think he’s okay. I told him we’d keep him in the loop. Do you know if anyone did an Orbital Impact Study?”

Raleigh gave me a curious look. “I have no idea what that means. Is that important?”

“Yeah, afraid so. The gravitational impact of a mining operation can get pretty complex, especially if there’s debris.”

“I never thought about it, actually. I assumed they’d just take what they need and not worry about the rest.”

I let out a weary sigh and said, “Well, maybe that’s the case. But the question has to be asked and answered. We have to comply to keep getting grants.”

“Seems like a waste of time.”

“It’s part of the process. We have to know who’s involved and what the result will be. Mining a moon creates economic ripples.”

“I imagine that’s what they’re counting on. Eric and Hugo are both involved. I don’t know who the main investors are.”

“Mining operations don’t come cheap.”

“All I know is Alevtina told Eric she wanted ten thousand coronals to sign off on the project.” The memory brought a disappointed look to his face. “So there it is. Now you know why we needed a spaceport director. I fired her for attempted bribery but I don’t think she really understood what she did was wrong. Keep that to yourself. It makes all of us look bad.”

I wondered if the woman was really that clueless or if Raleigh was just being polite. That’s the thing about job interviews. As the applicant, you don’t always get the entire story. I kept my voice calm and said, “Okay. I’ll look into it, but we have to stay legal, which means doing an engineering study. That’s why we need a grant.”

Raleigh shook his shoulders as if to ward off the mountain of bureaucracy. “Whatever.” He walked off to join Hugo and started giving him a hard time for being disruptive. The two were obviously longtime friends.

I went back to my hotel room for lunch and called Fiona to tell her about the meeting. We’d talked about it the night before, and even though I tried to keep it light, she could tell I was worried.

“It worked out okay,” I told her. I didn’t tell her I was starting to worry a new mortgage might be a mistake. “It won’t be long till I come back and get you.” I hoped it wasn’t false confidence that I could sort out whatever scheme Alevtina had gotten the spaceport involved in.

* * *

After lunch, I walked down the hall to see Mondo. His small office wasn’t much more than half the size of Nick’s now empty space. His desk was larger than mine and of similar design. A single holo-display mounted on the wall served as both a communication hub and a data visualization tool.

The only other piece of furniture was a streamlined storage unit concealed within the wall. A few personal touches rested on the shelves including a sleek hydroponic planter containing a vibrant, alien orchid. For visitors there was a small plastic chair and it was filled with accounting journals.

“You should move into Nick’s office,” I told him, leaning against the doorframe. “We aren’t hiring a new deputy director, that’s for sure, and you could use the space.”

Mondo looked up from his desk, his expression resembling someone who’d just had a piece of candy stolen from the crystal decanter on the corner of his desk. “I’m comfortable,” he said, his shoulders hunching protectively over the desktop.

I shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“But I have a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“I heard you tell Banjo I’m your chief financial officer.”

“Yeah. Aren’t you? I mean, you’re the accountant.”

“Well, your predecessor called me the finance manager. She was pretty emphatic about it. Very, in fact.” Mondo’s brow furrowed as he recalled an unpleasant memory.

I smiled sympathetically. “Mondo, you can have whatever title you want. That’s one thing that doesn’t cost me money. I just want everyone to concentrate on their primary job. You know what that is?”

“How do you mean?” he asked warily.

“Customer Service. Everyone who works for the Spaceport Authority has a customer, be it passengers, pilots, workers, or other employees. Do me a favor and push that philosophy through your department. And while we’re talking about it, you know what your most important job is, right?”

He looked suspicious again, as if I was laying a trap. “Keeping track of the money?”

“Partly,” I said, gesturing with my hand. “Your most important job is to keep me out of jail. That’s really what I want you to focus on. You’ve seen me for a couple of days now, and you can probably tell I have a results oriented approach.”

“Yeah, I noticed.” Mondo nodded slowly.

“So, I’m telling you right now, don’t let me get into trouble. If I want something and you think it’s not legal, don’t let me do it. That means you gotta know all the rules, and that includes all the grant assurances and obligations and everything else. Nothing gets people like me in more trouble than breaking some obscure rule I never heard of. If I push the wrong way, your job is to push back. This place has to be squeaky clean.”

Mondo’s shoulders relaxed, and he let out a breath. “I can do that.”

“And it goes both ways. Sometimes, I’m too much of a Santa Claus. Someone tells me a hard-luck story, and I go too easy on them. Nick was an example. I had to let him go, but since he just got through moving out here, I told Marija to give him another month’s pay.”

“Yeah, she told me. I thought it was a little generous.”

“I can live with being that way now and then, but don’t let me go overboard. You need to be my conscience. You good with that?”

“I’m good.” Mondo nodded, a hint of a smile on his lips.

“Okay, then. We’ll consider that matter settled. Now, new topic. Actually, it’s an old topic. Grants. What’s the story with our grants? Who handles them?”

“A firm called Liang Xiu Consulting.”

“What deck are they on?”

Mondo frowned. “They’re not even in the solar system. Their main office is in the Pleiades Cluster.”

That really hurt. Hiring a consulting firm from another solar system was insane, but it happened all the time. It was one of my pet peeves.

“When did we hire them?” I asked sourly.

“Right after I started working here. About five years ago.”

“Let me guess. Alevtina went to a FASA conference and came back saying she’d found the best engineering firm ever.”

“How’d you know?” Mondo’s eyes widened.

“Because big consulting firms find yokels like Alevtina and impress them with glossy marketing packages. They sign long-term exclusive contracts, and then the firm sucks them dry of all their FASA grants. Do they submit your grant applications?”

“That’s right. That and everything else. They bid out the contracts and manage the construction. The only thing I do is pay the bills, and then I get a reimbursement from FASA a couple of months later. From what I hear, Liang Xiu does that for most of the space stations in this sector.”

“Sounds like they got a racket.” I shook my head in disappointment wondering if they had a permanent fix in the bureaucracy.

“A pretty good one, I’d say,” Mondo agreed.

“We’re going to start doing all that on our own.”

“Is that legal?” Mondo’s brow furrowed.

“It’s what I did at Marseille. We hired consultants, too, but not to manage our grants. We did all that internally. You’ve been taken to the cleaners, but we can turn that around.”

Mondo grimaced. “We’re about to sign a new contract with them. We may have already signed it.”

“Okay, that’s something for me to check into.”

“Our attorney should know,” Mondo said. “She handles all of our contracts.”

“I guess I should talk to her. Please tell me she’s not also in the Pleiades Sector.”

“No, she’s on Deck 83. Want me to schedule a meeting?”

“That would be great. Let me know when she can come over.”

Mondo tsked-tsked, shaking his head slightly. “She doesn’t come over. We have to go to her office if we want to see her.”

“Why is that?”

“That’s just the way she wants it. It’ll be a week or two before I can get us in.”

I sighed with frustration. “All right. Let me know when we have an appointment.”

* * *

When I think of a law firm, I picture a vast, sprawling maze on an upper deck, filled with glass-walled offices and associates rushing around carrying tablets full of legal briefs, all hidden behind a wide reception desk with two or three beautiful women who coolly direct clients to wait quietly in uncomfortable chairs.

What I found in our case was a cheap office on Deck 83 in the middle of a rundown strip mall, one of those filled with businesses of dubious character. On one end there was a payday loan office, a private investigator, and a tattoo parlor. The other end had a pawn shop and fortune teller.

Behind the glass storefront was a tiny interior space. To the right, a gray-haired, matronly secretary sat behind a small desk piled high with knitting paraphernalia. The other side of the office was filled with a bank of file cabinets. On the back wall was a single closed door, presumably leading to another office.

The secretary spoke in a nasal voice. “Hello, Mondo. Have a seat. She’ll be with you in a moment.”

“Hi, Melba. This is Mr. Washington. He’s the new director.”

Melba offered a cursory nod and turned her attention back to her needles and yarn.

Mondo gave me a shrug and nodded toward one of the two folding chairs, and we sat down to wait. A moment later, an almost mirror image of the secretary emerged from the back office and handed a thick folder to Melba.

“File this with the Anderson case,” she said. “Hi, Mondo. Give me a minute.” She disappeared back into her office and closed the door. Ten minutes later, she reemerged. “What do you want, Mondo?”

“Kimberly, this is Mr. Washington. He’s our new Space Ops director. He wanted to meet you.”

Stokes nodded absently and said, “This isn’t a good time. Maybe you guys can come back tomorrow.”

“It’s a good time for me,” I said, standing up. “I understand you have copies of all our grant agreements. I need to see those.”

In a deliberate slight, she seemed to notice me for the first time. “Why do you want to look at them?” she asked curtly.

“Like Mondo said, I’m the new boss. I want copies of all our grants.”

“That’ll take a while. It won’t happen today.”

“Why would it take a while? Have Melba transfer them to Mondo’s tablet.”

“That’s not how I do things, Mr. Washington.”

“It’s how I do things, Stokes.”

“Look, I have another client coming in, and I have to get ready.”

“Fair enough. So, when can I get the files?”

“Probably in a couple of days. Next week, I guess.”

“Kimberly, this is Wednesday. I want the files by the close of business tomorrow. If you can’t manage that, then maybe I need a new attorney.”

“I don’t work for you, Mr. Washington. I work for the Spaceport Authority. I work for the board members.”

“Read your contract, Ms. Stokes. You do work for the Spaceport Authority, and I am the executive director. I’m the one who has signature authority over all our contracts, and that includes yours.”

“That’s not the case, sir.”

“I believe it is,” I replied. “Close of business tomorrow. Let’s go, Mondo.”

I walked out of her tiny office and headed toward the elevators. Mondo caught up to me, looking shell-shocked.

“I think she’s right,” he said. “She does work for the board.”

I kept walking and glanced over my shoulder at him. “I did a little digging last night and found her contract. What I said is accurate.”

“Are you sure?”

“She’s an attorney,” I told him. “She’s not the spaceport director. I’ve seen this before. You hire an outside attorney and after a few years, they start to feel like they run the show. You can’t have that. Their job is to give legal advice, not make decisions. We’ll get this settled very quickly. When’s the board meeting for my welcoming? Isn’t it next week?”

“This coming Tuesday.”

“Okay. We’ll add the question of legal representation to the agenda. In the meantime, let’s see if those files turn up.”

* * *

By Friday morning, we still didn’t have the files.

“I guess Stokes declared war,” I told Mondo. He had moved into Nick’s office after all. Sometimes, people need to mull over a change before taking the leap. I noticed his desk had a brand new name plaque with his title as Chief Financial Officer. I took one of his new business cards. It had the same thing. “I like your office, by the way.”

“Thanks,” he replied in a completely neutral tone. He couldn’t bring himself to show excitement about his new office and title but it clearly meant a lot to him.

“Let’s check out the conference room. Tell me how the board meetings go.”

It was the same room I’d been interviewed in, a big room with a simulated wood conference table, roughly rectangular, narrower at one end. One side of the room had some space for public seating with about fifteen chairs. Mondo said a few of the local private spacecraft owners routinely attended the meetings. On the other side was an enclosed wooden cubicle with a desktop big enough for three people.

Mondo explained that he sat there with Elaine during the board meetings so she could take notes and type up the minutes. In all, it was a professional setting. I turned to Mondo and asked, “Who prepares the agenda?”

“Elaine does all that.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to her. Speaking of which, don’t we have to post the board agenda in a public setting? I did at my last station.”

“Yeah, we do. Elaine does all that. Just tell her what you want.”

“We need to make sure someone else knows how to do it. She told me she’s gonna quit, you know. I’m surprised she’s still here.”

Mondo’s jaw dropped. “We really don’t want to lose Elaine,” he said urgently. “You need to keep her on staff.”

“It’s her decision, Mondo. I can’t make her stay.”

“Give her a raise.”

A raise? From Mondo? That was unexpected.

“Seriously?” Coming from my penny-pinching accountant, it had to really be important to him.

“Whatever it takes,” he insisted.

“Boomer, what’s the average salary for a mid-level executive secretary on the station?”

“Twenty coronals per hour,” Boomer replied.

“And what are we paying Elaine?”

“Elaine is making sixteen coronals per hour.”

I looked at Mondo and asked, “Why are we paying her so little?”

He shrugged. “Our wages are generally below average. But people like her need jobs, so we can get away with it.”

I groaned at his answer. “Mondo, any answer that includes the words ‘get away with it’ is generally bad policy. But okay, I’ll offer her a raise and see if she stays. I told you about Lou, right? He told me he’s leaving too. And I know he’s getting paid too much, so I’m not gonna offer him anything extra.”

Mondo’s eyebrows knitted in disagreement but he didn’t reply.

“Do we pay the board members?” I asked. “At my last station, they were all volunteers.”

“Same here,” he said. “They’re volunteers and when one of them leaves, they choose a successor from a list of people who apply to be on the board.”

“Okay. On Marseille, one thing I learned is volunteer board members like to be fed at their meetings. For Tuesday night, I want to set out a buffet.”

“Can we do that?”

“Sure. We’re providing refreshments at an official function. That’s a common practice. I just wanna increase the quality and quantity of the food. How about Mexican? Do you think they’d like that? Get some enchiladas and nachos and maybe some chips?”

“They’d love it.”

“Okay. I’ll talk to Elaine. If she agrees to stay, I’ll have her make the arrangements to keep the board members fed at meetings. I’ll let you know what happens.”

On the way back to my office I asked Elaine to come in and see me. “Mondo really wants you to stay on. He told me we’re paying below-market wages. So, if you’ll stay, I’ll raise your salary to twenty coronals an hour.”

She clasped her hands in her lap and appeared to consider the offer. Then she said, “No, sorry.”

That surprised me. She was turning her back on a big bump in pay. “Is it me?” I asked. “Am I being too pushy as a new guy?”

“No, it’s not that. I just got a scholarship here at Zion U. Books and tuition. I can’t turn that down.”

I smiled at her good news. “Well, that’s great, then. Congratulations. What kind of degree are you going for?”

“Cognitive Architecture. It’s about integrating the bio-electronics of AI systems into live animals, to better understand their cognitive processes.”

My opinion of Elaine went up five-fold. I didn’t know they even had degrees like that.

“When do classes start?” I asked.

“Registration is next month. That’s why I said I can stay until you find a replacement. But I need to leave the week before the term begins.”

“We can do that. Let’s just say that’s the plan. In fact, I may not bring in someone new. You’ve been talking to Boomer, right? Does he seem to be working out?”

Her eyes got wide. “Yes. He’s pretty amazing. I’ve never worked with an AI like him. He seems smarter than the station AI.”

“Yeah, he is. How about teaching him how things work until you’re comfortable he understands our operation and can keep it under control? Once you’ve done that, you can set your last day. And until then, we’ll make sure you get twenty coronals an hour. Fair enough?”

“Yes sir. Thank you.”

The fact was, Boomer could take over as of that second, but I didn’t want to advertise just how capable he was. I’d acquired Boomer from a defense contractor when I was in the military. They’d wanted me to hook them up with our acquisition people and loaned me a copy for the presentation to demonstrate his capability. As compensation, the company and I came to an understanding, and Boomer’s been with me ever since.

“Also,” I told Elaine, “could you arrange for us to have a Mexican food buffet for the board meeting? The directors are volunteers, so I want us to start feeding them. That’s the least we can do.”

“What about drinks?”

“No booze. Someone would complain.”

“Okay. Don’t forget that board meetings are open to the public. Should I get enough for everyone?”

I thought about it for a minute. If we had a crowd, it could get too expensive. “How many people normally show up?”

“Three or four.”

“Yeah, that’s not a problem. Get enough for everyone. Thanks, Elaine.”


Chapter 6 – Who’s Who

The following Tuesday evening, just before 4:00 p.m., the rich aroma of Grandma Consuelo’s enchiladas filled the boardroom. Fiona and I loved Mexican food and judging by the scent, the Barrio cluster of restaurants on Deck 78 might become our new favorite haunt.

In the meantime, Elaine and Marija worked together to prepare the boardroom. Each chair had a thick binder in front of it containing the agenda and background material. I wondered why we still used such an archaic practice.

“Doesn’t everyone have a tablet?” I asked Marija. “I never used paper at my last station.”

She shrugged. “That’s what Alevtina wanted.”

“Okay. We may switch that. I’ll talk to Elaine about it.”

The board members began arriving and didn’t need to be invited to eat; they zeroed in on the food like tourists at a free buffet—which was sort of what they were.

Those who knew me walked up with full plates and said they liked my new refreshment policy. As the top of the hour approached, everyone took their seats. Rather than sitting at the head of the table, Raleigh sat in the middle on one side, with me across from him. To everyone’s surprise, Commander Banjo was sitting to my right. I was glad he’d shown up. He received several suspicious looks, including a long, laser-like glare from Stokes, who sat at the far end on Raleigh’s side.

Raleigh gaveled the meeting to order with a light tap on the gavel block and gave a little speech to introduce me to the board, and then the same for Banjo. Everyone chimed in with a few words of welcome for me and a few strained acknowledgments for Banjo. Raleigh then gave a brief summary of the joint meeting with the system commissioners two days ago.

“It was obvious Admiral Brady wanted the Council to throw us off this station,” he concluded.

An older board member named Leonard Lyons got angry. “They have no right to do that!” Mondo had told me Leonard had a private agenda with the Spaceport Authority. He thought we should be more accommodating to the coffee farms. There were dozens of them in near orbit, huge rotating cylinder plantations that produced a hundred million tons of the precious beans each year. Prometheus was known across the galaxy for its coffee. Something about the red star really supercharged its potency.

A few other members muttered their agreement to Leonard’s objection.

“It doesn’t matter, Len,” Raleigh replied. “They were ready to make their case, and the Commission was going to listen to them. The important thing is Sam and Banjo yanked the rug right out from beneath them. They said they would work together and sort everything out between us. I was impressed with the way these two guys stopped the situation from blowing up in our faces.”

Cody and Hugo chimed in with their agreements, but Leonard and another member, Wade Whitaker, argued that the military was out of line. Raleigh let them go on for a minute then shut them down. “You made your point, Len. Now drop it. Okay, Sam, do you have anything you want to add?”

“Not at this time, sir,” I replied.

“Just call me Raleigh,” he said. “We’re kind of an informal bunch. Banjo? What about you? How did the admiral react? We sort of undercut him, not intentionally mind.”

“That’s understood, Raleigh. I did spend some time with Admiral Brady after the meeting, and he agreed to give Sam and me a chance to work out any remaining problems. He also expressed his appreciation for Sam canceling the patrol flights. That was quite an issue on our side.”

“What!” Leonard exclaimed, glaring at me accusingly. “You can’t just do that on your own.”

“Oh, yeah,” Raleigh said. “I forgot to mention that. Sam, you explain it.”

I said, “Leonard, those flights were illegal in a hundred different ways, and they were dangerous. I know that because I’m a qualified pilot for all types of space operations.”

“So?” Leonard demanded.

“So, we had people operating a maintenance tug as a fighter spacecraft and doing it without any flight license whatsoever. Nor was the tug equipped with the required communications equipment. There was no way we could continue that practice. In fact, three days ago I got a call from FASA, the people who give us grants, saying they had a complaint on what we were doing.”

“We have to fly those patrols,” Leonard insisted. “Our grants require it.”

“That is incorrect, Mr. Lyons, I’m sorry. It is exactly the opposite.”

Leonard turned his frustration on Stokes. “You said our grants required us to fly those patrols.”

Stokes looked equally upset and said, “Director Alevtina told me that was the case. I accepted her word, and I have no reason to believe she was wrong.”

I took a moment to face her down and then said, “Then you might want to look at the FASA Spaceport Compliance Manual, Part Ten, regarding Acceptable Minimum Standards for spaceports. Those standards require operable squawk and talk capability on local frequencies. The tug didn’t have any of that. Besides, this is a joint-use space station. The military provides traffic control for all operations in this system, including all civilian spacecraft, which means they have to comply with the same FASA operational standards that we do. This is explained in Appendix J, Spaceport Joint Use Agreements for Military Use of Civilian Space Stations. This stuff is all spelled out, and we’re required to conform. We can’t just make stuff up on the fly, so to speak.”

There was a stunned silence in the boardroom as the members looked at each other in surprise. My well-rehearsed spiel had hit the mark. I had counted on it and practiced until I could get it out without stumbling over the jargon.

Raleigh broke the silence with an awkward laugh. “Well, I’d say we have the right guy on the job. Okay, Leonard, I hope that answers your question. Now, let’s move along with the agenda.”

Raleigh went through the process of asking for a vote to adopt the minutes from the last meeting. There were unanimous ayes. Then he looked at Mondo, who was sitting in the reserved space with Elaine while she took the meeting’s minutes. “Mondo, do you have the financial report?”

“Yes sir. As you know, in our last meeting, there was a discussion about our annual budget being well into the red. However, due to changes made by Mr. Washington that is no longer the case. We should reach the end of the fiscal year in the black. Just barely, but that’s a big improvement. Do you want the actual numbers?”

Raleigh’s gaze flickered. “Sure.”

Mondo displayed the summary on the wide display screen mounted on the wall at the foot of the table.

“What changes?” Sidney Camacho asked. He was a board member who had his own private law practice. I gathered he was similar to Stokes but on a much higher level. Like Leonard, he was against anything that didn’t directly benefit coffee production. “I didn’t hear anything about this!”

Raleigh said, “Sidney, Sam fired several employees for budget reasons.”

“Who?” Sidney demanded, glaring at me.

“Sir, I laid off Mr. Bright, our Defense Flight Operations Director, and Mr. Harding, our deputy director. I also closed the gift shop, the bar, and the restaurant.”

“Who authorized—” Sidney began angrily, but then Raleigh cut him off.

“I did, Sidney. Look, we talked about this. We said we wanted someone who would take the spaceport in a different direction. Sam’s done more good for this place in the last three days than anyone else in the last three years.”

“He should have asked!”

“He did. He brought it up in his job interview and the committee confirmed he had hire/fire authority. Now, if you have a problem with that, you guys need to vote me out, not him.”

Sidney backed down fractionally. “All right. I agree the gift shop should have been closed, but we should’ve known first.” He sent another withering glance in my direction.

“I apologize, Mr. Camacho. I certainly meant no disrespect. And the emergency has ended, so to speak, now that our budget is in the black. Going forward, Mondo and I would like to lease out the restaurant rather than run it ourselves. Let’s have someone who knows the restaurant business do that. Same thing for the bar.”

There were several murmurs of assent around the table.

“All right, then,” Sidney said a little resentfully. “But the final choice is for us to make. Here, in a board meeting.”

I grinned at his suggestion. “That’s a great idea. In fact, we’ll find someone who’s interested and have them prepare the buffet. Then you guys can make the call. I’m in no hurry to implement any grand plan. From here on, we’ll always get input from the board. In fact, that’s important as we seek to mend our relationship with the military.”

“Mend the relationship!” Kimberley blurted. “I won’t approve that. Not at all!”

Everyone at the table turned in her direction, some in surprise, some in agreement.

“Thank you,” I said, cutting into the sudden tension. “That brings us to the next item on the agenda, legal representation. Ms. Stokes has already advised me that her approach to the military will remain one of confrontation. She has also refused to provide me with copies of our grant agreements with FASA. This is unacceptable. As we move forward, I must have a legal adviser who is in line with the Spaceport Authority’s objectives, not one who actively opposes me. Therefore, I plan to terminate her contract and seek new counsel. I asked Mondo to check our existing contract to see if we can do that. Mondo, what did you find out?”

Mondo tugged at his collar and said, “Well, I, uh, I can confirm that our contract with Ms. Stokes allows us to terminate the agreement at any time.” He picked up a piece of paper and said, “I have it here. Would you like me to read it?”

“I think so,” I replied. “It’s important that our board members understand the stipulation.”

“Okay, uh, it says here, and I quote, ‘The client may terminate this agreement at any time and for any reason by providing written notice to the Law Firm. Upon receipt of such notice, the Law Firm shall promptly cease all work on the client’s behalf, subject to any ethical duties regarding the orderly transition of the representation. The client shall be responsible for all fees and costs incurred up to the effective date of termination.’”

“Thanks, Mondo.” I turned back to Raleigh and said, “I wanted to advise you of this before moving forward.”

Raleigh looked around the table. “Any discussion? Anyone?”

“I think it’s a bad idea,” Sidney said. “We have to have legal representation.”

“I agree,” I said. “In fact, our grant assurances require it. I’m just saying we need somebody who agrees with the new direction the Board of Directors has asked me to pursue. My suggestion would be to hire an attorney to work in-house as our General Counsel. But if the board prefers, we can retain new outside counsel.”

“It’s not that easy to find an attorney,” Stokes said derisively.

I turned to Mondo and said, “Did you check how many attorneys are available on Zion at this time?”

“Uh, yes, Mr. Washington, I did. Currently, there are over three hundred attorneys for hire on Zion. These are spread out among larger law firms and one-person operations.”

I turned back to Raleigh and said, “Mondo and I will look into it and find the most cost-effective solution for what we need. We don’t need a trial attorney for day-to-day operations. Mostly, I want someone to keep us in compliance with our grant assurances and go over our leases. If we need specific expertise, we can always bring in one of the larger firms on a case-by-case basis. We can do that whether we hire an outside firm or go with an in-house counsel.”

Raleigh grinned at me and said, “Sounds like an excellent suggestion. Do as you see fit.”

“The board should vote on this,” Leonard demanded, opposing Raleigh’s attempt to ram it through.

“Okay,” Raleigh said easily. “Let’s put it to the vote. Someone give me a motion.”

Hugo said, “I move that Sam terminates our contract with Ms. Stokes and finds new legal representation in a manner he sees fit.”

Cody said, “Second.”

“All those in favor?” Raleigh said.

Only four of the nine board members at the table raised their hands. Of the eleven individuals making up the Board of Directors, only nine had shown up for the board meeting. Carol Levine and Eric Blanchard had skipped. That meant I needed five votes to have a majority. And it wasn’t just about keeping Kimberly Stokes. If I lost this vote, I’d start looking for a new job the next morning because subjecting myself to Kimberely Stoke’s tantrums was not an option.

“Come on, Wade,” Raleigh said to Wade Whitaker. “You were the one who pestered me about going in a new direction. You wanted to put all the hostility behind us.”

“Yeah, okay,” Whitaker said and raised his hand.

“All opposed?”

Leonard and Sidney raised their hands, and the other two members, Chris Stone and Peter Vance, sat still for a moment and then also raised their hands, voting against me. They looked somewhat undecided but decided to go with Sidney since he was an attorney himself. It didn’t make any difference, though. With Whitaker’s vote, the majority was in my favor.

“Motion passed,” Raleigh stated. He looked at Stokes. “Sorry Kim. No hard feelings. I just think we’re all ready to shift gears.”

Stokes looked stunned at the speed with which she had just lost what I suspected was a significant part of her income. I slid the letter of dismissal to her across the table. After glancing at it she said, “I just want you to know that everything I did, I did for the good of the spaceport.”

“I believe you,” Raleigh said. Then, without a pause, he said, “Okay, next agenda item. Hiring consultants. What do you have for us, Sam?”

Inwardly, I breathed a huge sigh of relief. The vote had been close, but a major obstacle had been cleared. I said, “Mondo tells me we are currently locked into a single consulting firm, Liang Xiu Consulting, which is based in another star system. The good news is their contract is up for renewal right now. They’re expecting us to sign it, which would lock us in for another five years. I strongly recommend against that.”

Leonard looked displeased. “Why? They’ve done good work for us in the past.”

“That may be, Mr. Lyons,” I replied, keeping my voice positive to offset his obvious annoyance. “But we need engineers who live right here on space station Zion with us. People who understand our problems, breathe the same air, and face the same solar flares we do. No other space station faces the unique challenge of a red giant like Prometheus.”

“That makes sense,” Raleigh said.

“Also, by tapping into local skills, it ensures faster response times and boosts our local economy. FASA-funded contracts are investments that pay dividends in talent, community relations, and financial returns. The benefits ripple through the corridors and make every coronal spent a double win.”

“Well, I like the sound of that,” Sidney said clearly, suddenly coming over to my side. “I’ve had plenty of people complain to me that we use Liang Xiu for everything. What firm would you choose?”

“Not just one,” I replied. “FASA requires us to use an RFQ, a request for qualifications, to select the appropriate firm for each project.”

“He’s right,” Sidney said. “Engineering projects have long-term consequences. By rights, we should assess a firm’s technical knowledge in relation to our specific project needs. I mean, how do we know Liang Xiu ever had the right skills for every single project?”

“That sounds like a lot of work,” Leonard complained.

“It is,” I said. “But it’s not overpowering or anything. I have standard RFQ documents that we can use here. And all my packages have been approved by the FASA spaceport group.”

“What project would you start with?” Sidney asked.

“I don’t have an answer for that as I haven’t been able to review our recent grant activity. Tomorrow, Mondo and his team will pick up all of our grant paperwork from Ms. Stokes office.” I looked down the table at Stokes. “It would be helpful if you could have that material ready to go. Mondo will bring boxes just in case.”

“I need a week or two to get everything organized,” Stokes said resentfully.

“That’s not necessary. We’ll take it in any form you have. Our AI will sort through it and put it in a usable format. The important thing is to get the information right away. How about ten in the morning? Mondo, can you handle that?”

“Not a problem,” he said with relish.

Raleigh looked pleased and said, “I guess we don’t need to vote on that, do we?”

“No sir. Once we go through the information, we can look at what projects are in the works and what will be necessary in the future. For the next board meeting, Mondo and I will come back with a list of suggestions. Engineering contracts often run over a hundred thousand celestials so we’ll need board approval on each one.”

Raleigh was almost purring when he said, “Well, that wraps up all the agenda items. Does anyone else have something to discuss?”

Whitaker asked, “What about that ice moon? I heard it came up at the joint meeting.”

“Good question,” Raleigh said. To me, he asked, “Have you got anything on that?”

“I went out there last week to visit and spoke to Kirby Woodward. He’s the construction boss. He showed me their plan to use gravity nets to access the moon’s metal core. I told him that to sign the permit we need an engineering study. Let me look into that, and I’ll have a plan of action for the next board meeting.”

Whitaker nodded and seemed placated for the moment.

“Okay then,” Raleigh said. “I need a motion to adjourn. I’m ready for seconds on that Mexican food.”

“So moved,” Hugo called out.

“Second,” Cody said.

Raleigh, Hugo, and Cody had the procedural aspects of board meetings nailed down. They probably steamrolled the agenda in whatever direction they wanted.

“All in favor?” Raleigh said. There was a collective muttering from the other board members, and Raleigh banged his gavel down, saying, “Motion passed, we’re adjourned! Let’s eat!”

Everyone stood up and migrated toward the buffet table with comradely bickering about portion sizes, all of the men generally in a good mood. Only Leonard looked dissatisfied with the meeting.

“What about you?” I asked Banjo. “You gonna stick around?”

“No,” he replied with an appreciative glance at the buffet. “I need to get back. Kind of an interesting board meeting, though. Will they all go this way?”

“I hope so,” I said. “This seems like a good group. You never get a hundred percent, but I try to accommodate each board member as much as I can. That’s sort of necessary to keep your job in this business.”

“All right. Keep me in the loop on that moon thing, would you?”

“Absolutely. Let me walk you out, and then I need to come back here and have some of this Mexican food.”

By the time I got back, a big tub filled with ice and bottles of beer had been added to the end of the buffet. It looked inviting but wasn’t the impression I wanted in an official meeting. Elaine saw me looking at it and hurried over to explain.

“Raleigh told me to go get the beer. I told him you said if you bought alcohol for the board, people would complain. He said if he bought it after the board meeting, it would be okay. I charged it to his chip.”

“That’s fine then,” I told her and allowed myself one bottle.

After a few minutes, it looked like some of the board members were in for a long night. I drifted away and told Elaine, “Sorry, but I need someone in here to take minutes until they leave. That means you.”

She looked disappointed but didn’t argue.

I nodded at Mondo to follow me back to my office, where I told him, “Let’s not wait for any well-meaning suggestions.”

“What do you mean?” he asked uncertainly.

“I’ll bet you anything at least one of our board members has a relative or friend who’s a lousy attorney. And they’ll be up here tomorrow or the next day and lean on us to hire them. If we let that happen, whoever gets the job will think they work for that board member and not the Authority. Then we’ll be right back where we were before that vote. Let’s not go there.”

Mondo nodded at that grim prospect. “Yeah, I can see that happening.”

Aloud, I asked, “Boomer, did you find someone suitable?”

His response registered on both my implant and Mondo’s. “The person you are looking for is Miss Shayla Freeman. She’s a junior associate with Ellis and Blackwood. Her friend’s social media makes it clear Shayla is unsatisfied with her current position and has inquired about government positions within station management and the system commissioner’s offices.”

“Can she handle the job?”

“I believe so. She is single and was a cum laude graduate on Chara Prime. Her digital presence includes articles and legal blogs that show insight, problem-solving ability, and thought leadership in relevant legal areas. I believe her style will be a good fit with you and Mondo. Would you like more information?”

“No, that’s good enough.” To Mondo, I said, “I’ll meet with her, and if she’s the one, I’ll offer her seventy thousand to become our General Counsel. That’s what a new attorney makes working for the station manager. And I checked. Seventy is more than your salary, so increase yours to seventy-five. I’ll make it clear she works for the Authority and that she’s on probation for six months. Her first job will be to come up with her own employment contract that favors the Authority and not herself.”

Mondo’s eyes had widened halfway through my explanation. I don’t think he heard the part about Shayla being on probation.

“You’re giving me a raise?”

“You got a problem with that?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Good enough. Keep this under your hat until we bring her on. I’ll see you in the morning.”


Chapter 7 – Off Switch

The next morning, I got with Mondo as he was preparing to head over to Kimberly Stokes’s office.

“Hey, I just had a breakfast interview with Shayla Freeman. She took the job. Let’s stick her in your old office.”

Once again, Mondo was a little shocked. “You already hired her?”

“Yeah. She’s gonna give one week’s notice to her firm. You need to help her get situated. Don’t mention anything to Stokes.”

“I won’t. That was just faster than I thought, that’s all.”

“She’s with Marija now, getting her paperwork done so she can hit the ground running. Do you want me to come with you to Stokes’s office?”

He just smiled and said, “Not necessary, boss. I can handle this. I’m taking one of Oscar’s guys with me. It won’t take too long.”

“All right. Take whatever files you can get. Don’t let her put you off for even an hour. If she does, threaten her with a complaint to the System Bar Association and make sure she understands it’s not an idle threat.”

Mondo’s smile grew wider. “Got it. I can do that.”

“I’m betting that she’ll give you boxes of paper instead of electronic files. That’s more billable for her, and it’s okay. Don’t argue with her. Just pass everything along to Elaine when you get back.”

“You don’t want me to insist on digital records? I can bend her arm if you want.”

With Mondo, I couldn’t tell if he was speaking figuratively or literally. “No, don’t worry about it. I don’t really care if she wants to play games. The only reason I want the stuff is because the board will expect us to have it. But I doubt we’ll ever use it because I don’t trust her work. We’ll let Boomer sort it all out. Questions?”

“No sir.”

“Now, the main thing is, I may not be here when you get back. I got a call this morning from the bank; they said I can close out my financing for the apartment today, so that’s my top priority.”

“Oh, congratulations. You go ahead and take care of that; we’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, my point is after I close on the apartment, I’m outta here. I’m leaving to get Fiona and I’ll be gone for a couple of weeks. Help Shayla get situated until I get back. I’ll have a lot for her to do when I return and I want her to be familiar with our operation.”

Mondo left with Wagner, and I stopped to speak with Elaine for a moment. “If Mondo comes back with boxes of paper, I’d like you to just feed all of it into a scanner. Buy it if we don’t have one. Boomer will connect to it and take it from there.”

“Very well. Are you going to the bank now? I heard you talking to Mondo.”

“Yeah. I don’t know how long it’ll take; I just hope it won’t be all day. I’ll be back when it’s finished.”

As I walked down the walkway outside the office, I noticed that the metal sculpture was gone. I stopped and gave the area an appraising glance. It looked a lot better to my mind.

Lou was coming in my direction, so I waited for him to join me.

“Good job,” I told him. “You took it down.”

“Yeah, I called a friend in Station Utilities whose wife is big into the local art scene. I asked him who had donated the piece. It was the wife of a Station Council member, and neither of them is around anymore. They split up; she went to live with her parents in Quadrant Three. No one knows where the husband is; he left a couple of years ago. So, I put it in our maintenance hangar. Not sure what to do with it.”

“Check with Mondo,” I said. “If we don’t have any liability for it, and it sounds like we don’t, we can sell it or cut it up for recycling. Either way is fine with me. Good work.”

Lou looked pleased. “Thanks.”

It was a chance to ask him about something that had been on my mind. I’d been going through all the files Alevtina left behind and hadn’t found any maintenance records.

“Listen, do you know offhand when our last maintenance inspection on the station drives was?”

He gave me a vacant stare. “Not since I’ve been here.”

I gasped in disbelief. That wasn’t a good answer. “How long is that?”

“A little over six years.”

It felt like he’d kicked me in the gut. From all I had seen of how Alevtina operated, I probably shouldn’t have been surprised, but there was no more sacred duty for a spaceport director than taking care of the station drives. It was fundamental.

Some stations make it part of the station manager’s job. Marseille was that way, but even then, the task is always delegated down to the spaceport director. The reason is that FASA spaceport regulations dictate the spaceport director is the person who has to maintain station drives.

And now, my chief of maintenance was telling me they hadn’t done an inspection for the last six years. Crap!

“I don’t have time for this,” I muttered to myself.

“I think they’re off-line. You want me to go fire ‘em up?”

“No!” I said stridently, almost shouting. “No. Do not, under any circumstances, apply power to the drives. We could lose the station. Do you understand that? I’m serious, Lou. Tell me you got that!”

His easy-going manner faded, and I felt like I was getting through to him, maybe for the first time.

“Yes sir. But what should we do?”

“Right now, you come with me. Let’s go!”

I set off at a quick march toward the elevators, kicking myself I hadn’t inspected the drives on my first day. But I hadn’t imagined this would be an area of question. Would Alevtina have actually shut off the drive system?

We went down to Deck 52, two levels below the space operations deck. A short way down a maintenance corridor, I reached the solid-looking door that said Spaceport Employees Only. The door was like a bank vault, and so, of course, it was locked. I turned to Lou, almost frightened he wouldn’t have a key.

“Open it up.” He put his palm against the scanner, and the locks clicked. I let out a sigh of relief as the door retracted into its housing. Lou started to go in, but I stopped him. “Boomer, I want Oscar down here right this second. Make sure he understands it’s urgent.”

“Acknowledged. He is on the way.”

In less than a minute, Oscar came jogging up.

“What is it, boss?” He nodded at Lou and looked into the darkened room without concern, perhaps with a bit of curiosity as to why he had been called.

“Do you know what this room is?” I asked.

“This is the control room for the positioning drives and the station drives. Right? I’ve never really been in here. Is there a problem?”

Clearly, he had no idea of the situation. “How long have you been the Ops Chief?”

“Almost three years.” His face started to show signs of concern.

“Who has access to this room?”

“I’m not sure. Probably Lou and Alevtina. Maybe Norm? Norman Parker?” He looked at Lou, inquiring. “He’s not here anymore. He left before Alevtina did. Then there’s Selena and Matt.”

I nodded and said, “Before you do anything else, I want you to remove access to this room for everyone except me, you, and Lou. No one else. Is that understood?”

“Yes sir. Right now?”

“Right now. And then get your ass back down here. Quickly!”

Oscar ran off, and I entered the control room with Lou trailing behind.

“What’s the problem, Mr. Washington?” he asked.

I ignored his question and tried to assess the situation. A low hum made a soft background noise and blinking lights indicated parts of the system were still functioning. An overwhelming sense of disuse hung in the air.

A bank of monitors and readouts covered the back wall but most of the displays were dark and unresponsive. Those that were illuminated showed the status of various control valves and actuators. The place screamed of neglect; an area abandoned rather than momentarily unoccupied. I could not imagine why Alevtina would have shut the whole thing down. She might do it as revenge when she was fired, but not six years ago. It was insane.

I glanced at Lou and said, “I don’t suppose you have a certificate in drive maintenance or anything, do you?”

He gave me an uncertain look. “Do I need to get one?”

“No. Those are pretty hard to come by. But we’re gonna need someone who has all the necessary tickets punched. I wonder if there is someone around who has that.”

Lou squinted as he searched his mind. “I might know someone. He works for Akiko. Danny is one of her senior linemen. Want me to ask if he knows anything about station drives?”

That was a dicey question. This was such an essential element in space station maintenance that most people took it for granted the work was being done. I didn’t want rumors to spread that the Spaceport Division had been AWOL for six years on critical infrastructure. And I didn’t want someone partially qualified to touch it.

It might be better if I contacted the manufacturer directly. I could have them come in, give us an inspection, and perform any necessary maintenance before word got out. Once that was done, I could look around for someone local to keep us current.

“No, not at the moment, Lou. Let me give this some thought.”

I walked through the control room like I was navigating a minefield. I’d never heard of a space station just shutting down its drives for an extended period. The idea was unthinkable. From a more practical standpoint, I was grateful we were still in our proper orbital position.

Part of the reason had to be that Zion was located at the L4 Lagrange point between Prometheus and Horus, where the balance of gravitational forces created a relatively stable gravity well that physically held the station in place as it orbited with Horus around Prometheus. The station had been put in place by Hyundai.

Every time they built a new space station, they delivered it using its station drives—big gravity drives mounted around the station’s circumference.

The fact that Zion was upright and maintaining its twenty-four hour rotation meant our smaller positioning drives were working. They maintained stability during day-to-day operations. Every time a spacecraft landed on the space operations deck, it shifted the station’s balance of gravity, however slight. The positioning drives maintained the station’s relative position and ensured a stable rotation. It was all automatic, making continual adjustments twenty-four/seven. People didn’t even know they were there.

But another issue was about to come into play. Zion’s orbit was catching up with Arinna. When that happened, it was inevitable that our approach to Arinna’s gravitational field would have some measure of effect on Zion. In a worst-case scenario, its gravitational pull could alter the station’s orbital path. I hadn’t delved into all the permutations because, with working station drives, it wouldn’t be difficult to handle; we would just make adjustments. But without them, all bets were off.

I ran my eyes over all the controls, confirming the positioning drives, at least, were functioning correctly. There was a small notebook next to the control station. I flipped through it and saw our operations people had inexplicably stopped their daily inspections six years ago. No one had been in the room since then.

That confirmed exactly how long the drives had been down. Since the station was clearly stable, the best thing I could do was not touch anything until I had a competent person in place. Bottom line, I had a major problem and needed the manufacturer’s expertise to put it right. It wasn’t an emergency today, but it would be soon.

I had already planned on a quick side trip to Earth to visit my family after I got Fiona. I would add a stopover to the headquarters of Hyundai Celestial.

I gave Lou a warning look. “Let me say it again, Lou. Do not touch anything in this room until I get back. I mean it. I can’t emphasize this enough.”

“Okay, sir. I got it.”

I felt a little guilty for not camping out in the control room until I could come up with a solution, but I wouldn’t find it on Zion. I thought about calling Banjo, but I didn’t want the military to know how badly my side had screwed up.

In the meantime, the morning was slipping away. I still had to close on my apartment, but it could wait for another half-hour. “Boomer, see if you can connect me with Raleigh. I need to let him know we have an issue.”

* * *

Raleigh ran a coffee brokerage. He was a major player between the local coffee producers and the buyers that did business throughout human-occupied space. I found his office up on Deck 18 in the heart of high-end residential units and professional services. His receptionist escorted me straight into his office.

Judging by the various plaques on his wall, Starbucks was one of his biggest clients.

“Come on in, Sam,” he greeted me cheerfully. “What’s up? Have a seat.”

I settled into a luxuriously upholstered leather armchair across from his desk. “Sorry to bother you, but I just discovered our main station drives have been inoperable for the last six years. I don’t know why they were shut down and left that way, but they were.”

“Okay. I take it from your expression that’s a bad thing. Is this where we say, ‘Thank you again, Miss Alevtina?’” He rolled his eyes at yet another issue from my predecessor. “So, are you going to fire them up again?”

I shook my head. “They’ve been idle so long it would be dangerous to try. Before we restart, a certified technician needs to go over the entire system completely. The thing is, it’s also dangerous to just leave them idle. It means the station has no maneuvering capability. The good news is our positioning drives are working and our orbit is stable. But that’s not a guarantee. What I should do is call up the military and see if they have anyone qualified, but I just hate to do that. It would make us look really bad.”

Raleigh’s demeanor matched my own. “I would hate that too. Any other options?”

“I’m leaving today to get my wife. My plan is to make a side trip to Earth and talk to Hyundai Celestial and get their advice. The best option would be to hire them to come out and bring the drives back online. That means a slight delay, but I really think it’s the safest option. Another alternative is to advertise for a drive tech, but that would announce we screwed up.”

“I like the Hyundai option. How long would that take?”

“It won’t change my scheduled return date. I’ll still be back in two weeks, and by then I’ll have a game plan.”

“Won’t Hyundai be expensive?”

“Yeah, it will. I don’t know how much, but probably more than we have in the bank. What I’m thinking is to have them give us a firm estimate and then go to FASA with an emergency grant application. That could take a few months, so in the meantime, when I get back, I’ll look for local options. If we start to pick up a wobble, we’ll address it at that time. Lou has a line on someone who might qualify.”

“What do you mean by a wobble?”

“If our orbital position changes.”

“You mean how we’re in orbit around Horus?”

“Yeah, but not exactly. We’re in orbit with Horus around Prometheus. Are you familiar with the concept of Lagrange Points?”

“Sort of. Our orbit has something to do with that.”

“It’s like this. Zion’s position is a spot where the gravitational forces between Prometheus and Horus balance out. That’s called a Lagrange point. As long as nothing changes, we’re okay.”

“Is something going to change?”

“Not today, but in the next few months, yeah. Zion and Arinna are lining up for a conjunction. Arinna’s gravity could cause perturbations in our position. I don’t know how much, but we need to get our drives fixed as soon as possible.”

“What happens if things do…wobble?”

“Nothing catastrophic initially. We might drift one way or another, toward Prometheus, or toward Arinna, or even off into space, but it won’t happen quickly. There’s lots of variables. But it makes corrective action imperative. If I can convince FASA of the same thing, and if they give us a grant, we can contract with Hyundai to get everything back up to speed.”

“You should explain all this to the board.”

“Well, with your permission, I’d rather do it after I get back from Hyundai. By then, we’ll know a little more. I’d like to give the board a solution rather than just complaining about a bad situation.”

Raleigh nodded. “That’s probably a good idea.”

“So, to summarize, this morning I’m going to close on my apartment, and then, I hate to say it, but I’m going to leave and get Fiona. I just wanted to fill you in before I left.”

He gave me a frustrated look and said, “Thanks, I guess.” Then he gave me the barest of smiles and said, “To be fair, though, I’m glad you found out and that you told me straight up. I guess you should get out of here and get to the bank. Then I know you have an incentive to come back.”

* * *

I was surprised but delighted at the title company. The whole process took about ten minutes, mostly due to Boomer interfacing with their dedicated AI. They talked to each other, and Boomer verified I was who I said I was and that he would brief me on all the particulars of the loan paperwork. It was a lot easier than it had been at Marseille. It took thirty days there, and Fiona and I both had to sign about a million documents.

Elaine wasn’t surprised when I arrived back at the office in less than an hour.

“You must have financed with Hyundai Capital.”

I smiled and said, “Yeah. How’d you know?”

“A few of my friends did the same thing, and all of them loved that it only took a few minutes to close. If I ever buy an apartment, I’m going to go with them too.”

Right then, Mondo came in with Wagner, pushing a cart stacked high with boxes of paper.

“So that’s what she did, eh?” I let out a dry chuckle.

“She must have been printing all night long,” Mondo said.

“Can you get a scanner for Elaine?”

“Already done, boss. I called Marija on the way back, and she ordered one. It’ll be here this afternoon.”

“Okay. I’m leaving now. I’ll be gone for about two weeks, is what I’m guessing. I think we’ve put out most of the hot issues for the moment, but I found a big problem we’ll have to address. I’ll tell you about it when I get back. There’s nothing we can do until then.”

“No problem. I don’t think anything will change while you’re gone.”

“Let’s hope. Anyway, I need to get outta here. I’ll see you guys in a couple of weeks.” And then I was out the door only to see Lou once again heading in my direction.

He came up and said, “I talked to Danny. He used to take care of the station drives over on Pilgrim.”

I gave him a shocked look. “Lou! I told you to wait on talking to anyone! I don’t want rumors to spread around!”

Lou nodded and said, “Yeah, I told him to keep it on the down low. Do you want him to take a look? He said he would check it out for no charge.”

I wanted to yell at Lou for going behind my back, but I could see from his attitude that he was just trying to help.

“No, Lou. I don’t. I want…” I sighed. Sometimes the helpfulness you get from a well-meaning employee can turn into a disaster. I reined in my temper. “No. Just wait until I get back. As I said, I want to do some research and see what it’ll take to bring the drives back online. So, just leave it be for now. I gotta run. We’ll talk about it more when I get back.”

“Okay, boss. Have a good trip.”

Lou was a little too unpredictable in being helpful. In this case, I couldn’t afford a well-intentioned mistake. I stopped by operations and had Oscar remove Lou’s access to the drive control room and everyone else, so it was just me and him. Then I threatened him about keeping it secure and locked.

I finally boarded War Prize and confirmed Boomer had filed our flight plan all the way through to Marseille Station. “You have control Boomer. Let’s go home.”

* * *

After a sweet reunion, I told Fiona about the apartment. She had studied the photos I had sent to her, and replied with a list of what she wanted done before we moved in. Her top priority was new flooring.

“Did you find what I wanted?” she asked.

“They didn’t have the engineered hardwood in oak.” Her face fell with disappointment. “But they had real wood in walnut.”

“Really?” Her face lit up.

“Yeah. Wait a second; I brought back a sample.” I dug through my duffel bag to find the little wooden rectangle and put it on the kitchen counter in front of her. “Look at that. You can see the grain all the way through.”

“Oh my God. It’s beautiful. You did good.”

She launched into a long-winded explanation of how solid wood flooring was the best you could get and all its advantages over engineered hardwood. I happened to disagree, but I kept those thoughts to myself.

She had arranged for movers to come in and pack us up, and all they needed was the date. I called right then, fearing they would tell me it would be four to six weeks, but I was in luck. They promised to show up on Monday so Fiona and I spent the next two days doing the last bit of preparation. On Sunday night, we moved into a hotel room, and the movers arrived the next morning as scheduled.

Fiona had been preparing since I’d left, washing everything we owned and taking loads of stuff to Goodwill. From our time in the military, we’d collected a strange ensemble of furniture, but it went well together and, more importantly, was comfortable. The movers did a good job and packed us up in one day. The next morning, they returned, loaded all the boxes into crates, and sealed them for transport.

We hadn’t put the apartment up for sale yet. I’d learned long ago that Fiona didn’t do well having potential buyers walk through our home. It really freaked her out. Fiona wanted to move out of one home and straight into a new one. I promised we would never put our apartment up for sale while we lived in it. It meant making two mortgage payments for a few months, but that was the price of keeping her happy. I called the local realtor and told him to get busy.


Chapter 8 – Hyundai Celestial

Living in distant solar systems means being out of touch with family for extended periods, so Fiona and I made a point to visit everyone before each move. Our stay in Marseille was the first time we’d lived close to her side of the family, and she had already said her goodbyes while I was settling in on Zion. Our first stop on this trip would be Earth.

When we got up on our last morning, we went down to the space operations deck, where I said farewell to my previous employees and signed out of my rented hangar. Fiona stored our luggage in War Prize’s cargo bay while I released the mag clamps and received clearance to taxi.

“Hate to see you go,” the tower controller said. “But you are cleared to taxi. Expect departure through the west gate.”

“Copy, Tower. Look us up if you ever make it to Zion.”

Boomer taxied us from our position out to the main launch strip and then gave control to the tower, saying, “War Prize, ready for departure.”

“War Prize, we have control. Prepare for takeoff.”

With that, Tower Control guided us out the threshold gate, sending us away from Space Station Marseille one last time. Once we were well clear, they returned control to Boomer.

I said, “Boomer, set course for Earth.”

“Course is set. Jump in thirty minutes.”

I remained in my seat and, from habit, scanned the flight instruments. Our batteries were fully charged, the potable water was full, and our external lights were on. From this point, Boomer would establish our direction of flight and then accelerate us to the necessary speed to execute a star jump. Generally speaking, accelerating at one gravity took half an hour to reach jump speed. I watched the instruments for about fifteen minutes until Fiona called to say the coffee was ready.

* * *

My father was in the military, so like many military brats, I was born on a space station and spent most of my early life traveling from one star system to another. But when Dad retired, he moved the family back to humanity’s roots and we lived on Earth.

My side of the family was still there, so it was routine for us to go back and see my parents before shipping out to a new posting.

When I was commissioned in the military, my father deeded War Prize over to me, the idea being that I would have a way to get back to Earth and visit on a regular basis. It was a tremendous perk.

We spent a couple of days staying with my parents and then made quick rounds visiting siblings and other relatives. Although I was anxious to get back to Zion, Fiona and I had agreed to use all of our allotted two weeks; not just for family visits but in a practical sense, to let our furniture arrive before us. I also needed to run by the headquarters at Hyundai Celestial and arrange for them to repair my station drives.

For that, I asked Boomer to make an appointment with one of their sales reps at Hyundai’s Korean headquarters. We had just arrived in Ulsan when Boomer said, “I have bad news from Zion. The flooring contractor has not yet started the installation of your new floors.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I believe he was less than honest about having enough product on hand. He removed the existing carpet, but that’s all. At this point, the work will not be done by the time you arrive. Would you like me to arrange storage for your household goods upon arrival?”

I was pissed, to say the least. I had set everything up so the move would be as painless as possible for Fiona.

After I ranted for several minutes, Fiona said, “Yes, Boomer. Please have our stuff put in storage. Sam, would you please calm down? It’s not the end of the world.”

“I know, but I wanted the move to go well. I know you get stressed out when we get to a new place.”

“No, I think you’re the one who gets stressed. Boomer, rent a hotel suite for us, one that has a kitchenette. We can live in that for a few days.”

“Yeah, but what about the new floors?” I asked.

“I’ll take care of all that. You have enough on your plate. When we get there, I’ll need something to do. The only reason I told you to put down flooring was because I figured it was something you could handle. Since they dropped the ball and I’ll be there, I might get a little creative.”

She looked happy enough with that plan, so I quit worrying about it and turned my thoughts to Hyundai.

* * *

Boomer called ahead and gave Hyundai our arrival time, so a corporate representative was waiting for me inside the lobby of their massive corporate skyscraper.

“Mr. Washington?” he inquired with a slight bow.

“That’s me,” I said, shaking hands with him.

“Excellent. My name is Kevin Park. I’m an account manager with our Exodus Station Division.”

“Happy to meet you, Mr. Park.”

“Your AI informed us you are here to inquire about a problem on one of our stations. Is that correct?”

“Yes, it is. I’m the spaceport director on an Exodus station and something has come up. I have a couple of concerns.”

“I’m sure we can help you, Mr. Washington. Please come this way. Have you eaten?”

“I’m good, thanks. I could use a cup of tea, though. Do you have a cafeteria or anything?”

“Yes we do, but I will have something brought in.” Park touched his neck below his earlobe and rattled off something in Korean. Then he smiled and said, “One of my team members will bring us some refreshments. Here we are.”

He took me into a small conference room that had three other associates. They bowed and introduced themselves as Taeyang, Yuri and a young American woman, Samantha. On a screen was an image of Zion, and off to one side, a nice photo of me from a couple years ago taken from Fiona’s Instagram account. These guys were at the top of their game, ready to sell me a maintenance package at sky-high prices.

We sat down at the small conference table, during which time a uniformed server pushed in a trolley cart with a platter of sweet rice cookies and a pot of green tea.

“So, what can we help you with, Mr. Washington?” Kevin inquired. “Or should I call you Sam?”

“Sam is fine. I see you’ve checked into who I am.”

“Congratulations on your new position,” Kevin said. His good wishes were quietly echoed by the others. “Are you finding your new situation interesting?”

“A bit more than that,” I replied. I didn’t want to get bogged down in pleasantries, so I said, “Here’s the thing. I’m on a tight schedule, so I’d like to get right to it. I’ve only been on Zion a couple of weeks, and I came across a serious issue.”

The entire team leaned forward attentively. This was what they loved to hear.

“Of course, Sam. Please tell us what you’ve found. I’m sure we can help.”

I kept my face neutral and said, “I discovered the station drives were shut down six years ago. I don’t know why. The only thing keeping us stable is our positioning drives. I’m not an expert by any means, but from my experience on Marseille, this a serious problem.”

To say the Koreans in front of me looked distressed would be an understatement. Samantha was absolutely horrified.

“How long has it been since a maintenance run was performed?” Kevin asked with a worried tone.

“Like I said, six years.”

That brought a chorus of concerned groans from my audience. Kevin steepled his fingers, a crease forming between his brows. “That would explain Samantha’s inability to link up with your station.” He looked at her. “Any luck?”

She interrogated her tablet once more. “Nothing. I asked Haeun to establish a remote connection with Zion’s drive diagnostic system but all of his attempts failed.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” I said.

“It depends on why,” Kevin said. “Many stations understandably lock out remote access capability for security. Or it might be a communication problem, but based on your statement that the system has been down for six years, there’s a chance the diagnostic systems themselves are also off-line.”

“Let’s assume that’s true,” I said. “What’s the worst case right now.”

A flicker of worry crossed his face. “Worst case? Well, let’s start with the diagnostic system; it monitors the drive pads and also tracks the cooling pressure levels and overall system health. That’s just scratching the surface. If the system has been down for such a long period, I recommend an on-site assessment by one of our drive teams. That would give us an idea of where we stand.”

I could already hear the cash register ka-chinging, but I didn’t have many options. I said, “I’m not asking for a quote, but I need a ballpark number so I can work something out with my finance people. How much for an initial assessment? And do you have the wherewithal to make repairs if needed?”

“Yes, Hyundai Celestial supports our legacy Exodus stations. We have the expertise, and I’m fairly certain, all the spare parts to bring Zion’s drives back online. But we need to proceed cautiously. Depending on what we find, the cost of an inspection team can escalate rather quickly. And from what you describe, I believe that will be the case.”

“Give me an estimate. How many people are on a team for the initial inspection, and how many are needed for a rehabilitation if required?”

Kevin nodded, thinking about his answer. I wondered if he was trying to calculate how much he could ask for. I don’t trust sales reps.

He said, “Two people for the initial review, and if we need to do an in-depth evaluation with some repair work, call it eight people.”

“How long? A week?”

“I would say a little more. Call it ten days. That’s just for evaluation. If you need extensive repair, it will be much more.”

I ran the numbers through my head. Eight techs, eight hours a day for ten days at probably a hundred and fifty celestials an hour; that was about a hundred grand. Travel and lodging were another fifteen thousand. So, around a hundred and fifteen grand just to get a look at how big the problem might be. I had a feeling the final bill was going to run at least a million celestials.

I mentally adjusted my number one priority to meet with the people at FASA and see what our grant status was like. If I was lucky, I might be able to get an emergency grant this fiscal year. If not, I was in big trouble.

I said, “Tell me what we’re going to find once we get into it. I doubt I’m the only space station to ever have had bad maintenance.”

“All right,” Kevin said, his frown deepening, “without being unduly pessimistic, let’s break it down.” He glanced at Samantha and said, “The Haryana Station.”

“Of course,” she replied and flipped through her tablet. The wall screen changed to display the specification diagram of an Exodus station. I had heard the name but not anything else about this particular station.

Kevin said, “Two hundred years ago, the Haryana Station was abandoned for over a decade. Let’s use that as a guideline.” As he spoke, the screen changed to illustrate the components he talked about.

“First, a station drive big enough to move an Exodus station generates a lot of heat, so it has a dedicated cooling system. The specialized fluids are meant to be constantly circulated. An inactive drive develops sludge and sedimentation, which creates clogs. You’ve been down long enough the entire system needs to be flushed.”

“Sounds reasonable,” I said. “What else?”

“All the seals and gaskets are specially made to handle high pressures and extreme temperatures. They’ll have to be replaced. That means disassembling most of the components and putting them back together.” A complicated schematic appeared on the screen showing the all the elements he was referencing. “That takes a couple of weeks and gets expensive. But those aren’t high-cost items.”

“What are the expensive parts?” I asked.

“The electronics. Exodus station drives incorporate a comprehensive network of sensors, control systems, and safety protocols. You’ll need a software update at the very least, and if you’re going this deep, you should probably update your system with new hardware. You almost certainly have outdated code.”

That’s where he was sticking it to me. My systems on Marseille Station were a hundred years old and worked fine. But this wasn’t the time to quibble.

“Okay,” I said. “What about the drive pads. Those things are designed for long lives. Will they be okay?”

Kevin tried not to smile and gave me a half-headshake. “It’s complicated, so bear with me.”

“Go ahead.”

“Consider that an Exodus station is over a hundred times larger than the Navy’s biggest warship. They used the same size drive pad but in different ways. For example, a Navy cruiser may accelerate at 5 gravities. Space stations, however, even at full power, can only accelerate at a fraction of a single g. That’s because there’s so much mass.”

“I understand. That’s basic drive mechanics.”

“The thing is, station drives aren’t used that often, and it’s hard on a drive pad to just sit idle. That’s why the diagnostic system operates them continuously but at idle power. And even at low power there is degradation. To offset that, Hyundai invented a variation of densinite, a special alloy we call celestium.”

I said, “I thought all gravity drives are powered by densinite.”

“They are, that’s true. Densinium is the base element of all forms of densinite. But there are variations.”

I looked at him skeptically. “Tell me straight. Is this alloy just a marketing ploy?”

Kevin and his team smiled at my question without taking offense. “No, it really is an important variation. Think of stainless steel compared to carbon steel. Celestium is what we use to line the base of the drive pads. It’s designed to extend their life by allowing constant operation at minimum power. But if left completely inactive, the densinite drive pad will still decay. As it degrades, the thrust pads become less efficient, which in turn can cause micro-fractures that can actually shatter the drive pad under power.”

I could feel my shoulders sag. “Okay,” I said, “Let’s hope I’m not at that point. Is there anything I can take back with me now to help me evaluate the system? Something that can tell me how bad the situation is. It sounds like I may need you to do a full overhaul.”

“Do you have anyone trained on station drives?” Taeyang asked.

I thought about Danny, the guy Lou had mentioned. “I’m not sure. There might be one person with some knowledge, but I haven’t spoken to him yet.”

Kevin said, “We have a new portable diagnostic unit that’s more capable than the original software. All you have to do is connect it to the main drive control panel. It would give us an in-depth evaluation of your drive system. With that report, we could give you a reasonable cost estimate for repairs.”

“How much for the kit?” I asked.

“Eighteen thousand.”

“Are there any used ones around?”

Kevin nodded, but his face expressed a little concern not related to a lost sale. “There are a few, but…”

I could tell he thought that was a bad idea. “Okay, give me five minutes, and I’ll check on available funding.”

Yuri left the room while I spoke to Boomer through my implant. “Boomer, call Mondo and let him know I need reimbursement for a testing unit for the station drives. Eighteen grand. I need an answer right now.”

By the time Yuri came back with a suitcase-sized box, I had Mondo’s answer: By all means, do what was necessary.

Taeyang and Samantha went through the unit with me, covering its operation and how to interpret the results. They explained how to connect its wi-fi to Zion so it could send back the information.

I felt a little better when I got back aboard War Prize, but then I had to wait several hours for Fiona. She’d gone downtown to check out the latest in Korean fashion trends. I hoped her shopping trip wouldn’t cost more than the diagnostic unit.

* * *

Two days later, Boomer gave control of War Prize to Zion Tower, and they guided us through the threshold gate. Boomer then floated us toward Akiko’s Homeport SBO. In front of her main spacecraft parking area, I was surprised to see a group of a half dozen or so people waiting for us, including Raleigh and Hugo. Mondo and Lou were there, too. I even saw Banjo hanging back from the others.

One of Akiko’s employees was on the tarmac and marshaled us toward the parking spot. As he signaled us to stop, Boomer lowered War Prize to the steel deck, and the ground crewman put a mag-lock over the base of our nose strut.

The group walking in our direction wore big smiles of welcome as Fiona and I stepped out of the spacecraft.

“You go ahead, Mr. Washington,” the ground crewman told me, “I’ll clamp her down.”

“Welcome home, boss,” Mondo said in greeting. “Sorry about the crowd but Mr. Conley wanted to check out your spaceship so I told him your arrival time.”

“That’s okay, Mondo. Word gets around. This is Fiona. Fiona, say hi to Mondo, and that’s Lou, our maintenance chief. And this is Raleigh and Hugo, two of our board members.”

As they exchanged handshakes, Fiona’s eyes sparkled with delight at the warm reception. Her smile widened, revealing the dimple in her left cheek as she glanced from face to face, soaking in the welcoming atmosphere. When she spoke, her voice carried a lilt of excitement.

“It’s wonderful to meet you all,” she said, clasping each hand warmly in both of hers. “I’ve heard so much about Zion. I can’t wait to see more!”

A few pilots came out of Akiko’s café to see what was going on.

Hugo asked, “What did Hyundai tell you about our drive situation?”

I mentally sighed and wondered how many people Lou had talked to when I had explicitly told him to keep it private. Some people are physically incapable of keeping a secret.

“I bought a diagnostic kit to figure out what we’re dealing with but it’s gonna be expensive. Brace yourself.”

“So, this is your own personal Ossari fighter?” Raleigh asked, casting an interested eye along the fuselage. He pointed at the painted flames flaring out from the nose in a pattern that might be from a thrown bucket of paint. “Is that the splash of paint Mondo told us about?”

I chuckled that the story was already out. “Not the original, obviously, but yeah. I found some old family photos of War Prize, and Fiona used them as a guide to paint the flames.” I pointed to the name War Prize, painted on the fuselage in red streaked letters as though hurriedly done with a half-filled brush. “It’s as historically correct as she could make it.”

That brought another round of appreciative exclamations.

“That’s pretty cool,” Mondo said.

It was nice to see such interest in the ancient vessel.

Banjo joined the group, running his hand along the top of the fuselage, which sloped down toward the nose. “What’s up with these grooves?” He placed his palm in an indentation that ran the length of the roof. There were eighteen of them along the top and a similar number on the underbelly.

I shrugged. “That’s what everyone asks. It was a feature on a lot of the Ossari warcraft. Same thing on the bottom. The consensus is they’re for stability in atmospheric flight, but that doesn’t make sense aeronautically. The truth is no one knows.”

Fiona said, “Come here, Mondo. Let me show you the other side. There are a couple of Easter eggs hidden in the paint scheme.”

He followed her around the nose of the spacecraft along with several pilots who had gathered. I was glad she could show off a little bit. I wouldn’t be surprised if she got a few inquiries for custom paint jobs on other privately owned spacecraft.

“Nice looking vessel,” Raleigh said.

“You heard the history, I take it?”

“Yeah. I’m surprised you never mentioned it during your interview. That’s a real plus from my perspective. None of your predecessors owned their own spacecraft. I think it gives you a unique understanding of our users.”

“That’s true. I’m sympathetic toward those who struggle with spacecraft maintenance.”

“Speaking of maintenance, what are we going to do about the station drives? What’s the real impact?”

I flashed a worried glance at Banjo. Raleigh and I had talked about keeping the Navy out of the loop until we had a handle on the matter. To Banjo, I said, “I’d like to keep this conversation confidential.”

“I already know about it. So does the admiral. Like you said, word gets around.”

I sighed and turned to Raleigh. He wasn’t going to like the answer, but I had to be honest. “This is one of those things that’s not serious until it is, and then it’s an emergency.”

“Yeah, I assumed as much.”

“I’ll run the diagnostics to get an idea of the scope of the problem. This is Monday, so no later than Wednesday I’ll head to the Canopus Edre system to meet with our FASA liaison officer and see about getting a grant to bring our drives back online.”

“We can’t do that on our own?”

“Not likely. This will cost a million celestials, easily. Maybe more.”

Hugo looked stunned by my assessment but didn’t dispute it. “Is the station in any danger at this moment?” he asked.

I gave him a frank look and said, “We’re probably okay, but I won’t sleep well until I know the drives are operational.”

I didn’t tell him what I really thought. That if I didn’t have my own spacecraft, I wouldn’t have brought Fiona out here.

“This is Danny,” Lou said, pushing a young man forward. “He doesn’t have a certification, but he’s got more hands-on experience with station drives than most of the certified techs back on Pilgrim.”

Danny approached, a hesitant half-smile on his face, and Lou gave him a little shove forward. “Hey, Mr. Washington. I used to handle drive tech in the Navy.”

“And he’s offering to check it out for free,” Lou added cheerfully if somewhat inappropriately.

“Thanks, Danny,” I said. “I appreciate the offer, but I have to clear it with Akiko first. It’s bad form to poach talent from a customer. But if Akiko’s okay with it, we’ll match her rate. No need for freebies.”

“That’d be great, sir.”

“I might use you today, though, just to set up the new diagnostic kit. Think you could do that?”

“Sure.”

I glanced at Lou and decided to trust the two of them together. “Lou, the diagnostic kit is in the aft storage bay. You and Danny get it and set it up. Give me an hour to get Fiona checked into a hotel and all and then I’ll join you. Just remember, don’t apply power until I’m with you.”

“You got it, boss,” Lou said. He and Danny headed toward War Prize’s cargo hatch.

With a certain level of misgivings, I said, “Boomer, tell Oscar to unlock the drive room.”

* * *

Boomer had reserved a hotel room close to our apartment, so after dropping off our luggage Fiona and I went to check out our new home. The place was a filthy mess. The flooring company had ripped up the carpet but had not disposed of it, so there were just mounds of debris in all the rooms with years of dirt and grime and torn carpet strewn everywhere.

I was ready to strangle somebody for having to show our new apartment to Fiona when it was in such a terrible state. But she shrugged it off and told me the apartment itself was lovely. And she especially liked the balcony.

She could tell I was antsy and pushed me toward the front door. “Relax, babe,” she said with a quick kiss. “I’ve got this. You go save the space station. Your guys are waiting for you. Let me know when you’re done, and I’ll have room service waiting.”

I hurried down to the drive system control room on Deck 52. Lou and Danny were there with Oscar. The lights were on, and Lou had three of his people cleaning the place up. Thankfully, Danny followed my instructions and had not yet applied power to anything.

“Any questions on how it works?” I asked him. “Hyundai gave me a briefing on it, but most of it was over my head.”

“No sir,” Danny replied. “This isn’t the same kit I used in the Navy, but it’s similar. I just plug it in right here. Give me the go-ahead, and I’ll start.”

“It’s not going to damage any systems, right?”

“No sir. I’ll power up the diagnostic unit first and then apply power to the main control. The diagnostic unit will keep it from doing any damage.”

“Okay. Go for it,” I told him.

Unlike the limited display in the briefing room back on Earth, when Danny applied power, all of the display units in the control room came online, showing much more information than it had previously.

“Starting the test now,” Danny said after waiting for all the readings to stabilize. He pushed a sequence of buttons.

The wall displays updated all the digital indicators, gauges, and dials. One by one, various alarms illuminated. The tests took a couple of hours to run through, and then Boomer told me the system had sent him a final report.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“I’d call it half as bad as you feared and twice as bad as you hoped. The good news, as you surmised, is that the positioning drives are fully functional.”

“That’s good.”

“But the station drives are inoperable because the cooling system is down. Once you replace those components, the drives will be partially operational. The drive pads are registering thirty percent power available.”

FASA standards said sixty percent was the minimum. Our system would be rated unsafe but if the money from FASA was delayed, at least I had some capability before we reached the point of orbital conjunction with Arinna.

Danny’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm. “I can get most of that cooling system back online, sir. We’ve got the parts right here on station. “

“Are they the right parts?” I asked him. “Or are they workarounds?”

“They’re workarounds. It won’t be pretty, but they’ll do the job.”

“How long would it take you to give us minimal maneuvering capability without burning anything up?”

“A month, I’d say.”

“That would be working full time?”

“That’s right. I’d have to quit working for Akiko.”

“What would that do to her operation?”

“She’d be okay. Eddie Chase would take over. He’s better at ground ops than me. He doesn’t know drive stuff, but he’d work out for Akiko.”

It was not a tough call; I had a good feeling about Danny. He brought up the diagnostic unit like he’d been doing it for years. And he got along well with Lou.

“All right,” I said. “I’ll talk to Akiko in the morning and see if she’ll approve. You go to work at her place tomorrow as usual and don’t say anything to anyone. As long as she doesn’t raise a fuss, I’ll bring you on at twenty coronals an hour working for Lou. Sound okay?”

Danny gave me a big smile. “That sounds great, Mr. Washington. Thank you.”


Chapter 9 – Red Tape

I was surprised when I got to the hotel. Fiona hadn’t unpacked at all.

“I’m going with you to FASA,” she told me.

She did that on occasion. Rather than worry when I went off on a business trip, she would come along and take care of me. Neither one of us liked being separated. That had happened too often when we were in the military, so it was nice when we could go on business trips together.

“Great,” I told her. “I’ll help you do the apartment when we get back.”

The following day, I stopped by the office to let everyone know I was back. They were happy to see me and just as happy when I announced I was leaving again to visit people at FASA. I had the impression an absent boss was a concept they could get behind.

Mondo gave me the grant summaries I’d wanted. The situation was not a surprise. Liang Xiu Consulting had indeed managed all of our grants, but most of the work went into their own pockets in the way of engineering studies. I saw basically nothing that benefited the spaceport.

I also spent a few minutes with Shayla. She had gone through all of our leases and grants and as much of our archival documentation as she could.

She said, “I found out why Alevtina shut down the station drives. I just sent that background to Boomer so you can go over it.”

“Good job. That should prove interesting. Thanks.”

While I wrapped up things at the office, Fiona shopped for provisions so she could restock our pantry aboard War Prize. She was waiting for me outside of Akiko’s on the space operations deck. She stowed everything away while I did a quick walkaround inspection of the ship. And then we were off once more.

* * *

When we lived on Marseille Station, Fiona loved going with me to FASA conferences. The FASA headquarters in the Marseille quadrant was by the sea on an Earthlike planet. While I attended the training sessions, she tried not to get sunburned while spending time on the beach.

She loved the ocean. I promised her when we retired we would find a planet where land was affordable and buy a little cottage on her own beach. She wanted my promise to include white sands as well and since promises far in the future were cheap I was glad to indulge in whatever fantasy she dreamed up. That was good enough for her, and I secretly hoped when the day came I’d be able to afford such a place.

In Zion’s quadrant of the galaxy, the regional FASA headquarters was relatively close, in the Canopus Edre star system. The third planet, known as planet Gardenia, was one of the more fortunate discoveries in mankind’s expansion to the stars.

Gardenia was a beautiful planet, very Earthlike, with salty oceans, lots of rain, and thousands of miles of pristine beaches. Our hotel room was about a hundred yards from the water.

This was my first meeting with the Quadrant One FASA people. It took a while to maneuver through the bureaucracy, but I was finally introduced to Caleb Emerson, the assigned grant administrator for Zion, and his boss, Devon Sloan. Devon was the spaceport administrator for all space stations in Quadrant One. They invited me into Devon’s office and told me how pleased they were to meet me, but their demeanor was a little strained. It was like, “Oh my God, what will this guy be like?”

I brought up what I was afraid would be a sensitive topic.

“I’ve been told that all of our grants are managed by Liang Xiu Consulting. My previous attorney and a few of my board members told me it’s mandatory that we use them. I wanted to check with you guys and see if that’s true.”

Devon hemmed and hawed and wouldn’t answer my question other than to say, “We’re not allowed to give you specific recommendations on what firm to use.”

That wasn’t helpful. It meant politics were involved so I’d need to tread carefully. If they wouldn’t give me a straight answer, it was up to me to decipher the real policy.

“Okay. I understand that,” I said. “I called around to a couple of other star systems in my sector, and it seems like they use Liang Xiu Consulting, too. When I push, they don’t sound happy with the situation; it’s more like they just accept it. So I’m hoping you guys can tell me if it’s mandatory or just desirable.”

“Like I said,” Devon muttered, “we aren’t allowed to make recommendations as to what consulting firm you use.”

They were obviously holding back. I hated this kind of situation. If you guess wrong, you can find yourself unofficially blackballed and never know why.

“Let me phrase this a different way,” I offered. “Would you guys have any objection if I were to publish my future consulting projects with a request for qualifications and use different firms? It’s what I’d like to do.”

Devon and Caleb both broke into relieved smiles. Devon said, “We would have no objection whatsoever if you were to do that.”

“Okay then,” I replied, relieved. “That was clear enough. Have you gotten a grant request from Liang Xiu on my behalf for this fiscal year?”

“No,” Devon said. “We have nothing from you.”

“Then, can I still put in a grant request?”

“If you can submit it in the next four weeks. That’s the deadline.”

“I’m in a pickle here, guys,” I said. “I have two big problems. One of them is an emergency. The other is sort of political. I’d like to get help on both of them.”

Devon nodded and seemed to relax. I hoped that meant he would be open to my unusual situation. “Tell us about your so-called emergency,” he said.

“My predecessor shut down the station drives six years ago. They haven’t been active since.”

They both looked at me like I was crazy. “Why would you shut down your station drives?” Devon inquired. “That’s insane. Who did that?”

“The spaceport director at that time. Alevtina Mikhailov.”

Devon huffed disparagingly. “I’ve met her. Zion was one of my space stations before I took over the division. She had a lot of issues there.”

“What kind of issues?” I asked.

“No management skill for one. And she wasn’t the easiest person to talk to. She had just taken over as spaceport director and wasn’t up to the job. So why did she shut down the drives?”

“You’re not going to like this, but I’ve got a security video that explains why. Can I show you?”

“Sure,” Devon said. “I’d be interested to see whatever possessed her to do such a thing. Use screen two.”

“Boomer, show the video on screen two.”

The wall beside his desk illuminated with a scene from the Zion control room. In it, Devon himself and Alevtina were checking out the status display panels.”

“I remember that,” he said. “I was inspecting the drive logs.”

I paused the video and asked, “What did you find? Do you recall?”

“Yeah. I’d never seen such a stable orbit. The drives hadn’t made a single correction since the last solar flare, which was about two years before this. Someone should write a paper about your station. It’s a real anomaly.”

“Okay,” I said. “That helps explain what follows. Here we go.”

I resumed the video. It showed Devon making essentially the same comments, complimenting Alevtina on how effective the stability drive program was functioning. Alevtina was soaking up the compliments.

On the video Devon told her, “This is really good. I’m serious. You should just shut these drives down and lock the doors. Save a lot of money.”

Then he laughed, prompting Alevtina to do the same. But as she trailed him out of the control room, her confused expression was unmistakable. She had obviously taken Devon literally.

I paused the video and waited quietly for their reaction. After a moment, Caleb snickered and then laughed out loud, playfully swinging an open hand into Devon’s gut.

Devon, however, was not amused. He just continued to stare at the scene, shaking his head. Finally, he looked at me and said, “You can’t be serious. You really think…”

“Are you aware of Alevtina’s background?”

“She was in the Navy.”

“That’s right. She was a third-class food service specialist.”

Caleb laughed again.

After another long pause, Devon said, “She was a cook?”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“Are you threatening me?”

“No! Not in any way. All I’m saying is I need an emergency grant to get my drives back online, and I need it right now. Do you remember the particulars of Zion’s orbit?”

“Yeah, it’s at the L4 point of Horus and Prometheus. That’s why it’s so stable.”

“For now. In six months, Zion is going to catch up to the next gas giant, Arinna. Sometime between now and then, that L4 point will become unstable and the station could start to tumble. Obviously, we can’t let that happen.” I put a lot of emphasis on ‘we.’

Slowly, Devon nodded as if to himself. “What do you need?”

“A few days ago, I went to Hyundai Celestial and purchased a diagnostic kit. I ran the tests and sent them the results. I’m waiting for a response from them, but it’s gonna be at least a million celestials. I can get you a grant request as soon as I get that price. I’d like your assurance that you’ll approve the grant on an emergency basis. I can cover the initial cost, but I need to know the reimbursement is coming.”

“All right,” Devon said disgustedly. “I can’t give you a guarantee. Obviously, you know that. But yes, based on the necessity imposed by Zion’s orbital path, I’ll approve the grant, and barring the unforeseen, it will get funded in this year’s round.” Then he nodded toward the paused video. “But my approval has nothing to do with what I saw here. I trust that’s clear.”

“Absolutely. I appreciate your consideration. However, as I’m being forced to use my annual grant in this way, I intend to submit a supplementary grant as quickly as possible to access any available funds.”

“Fair enough,” Devon said. “You said you wanted something else.”

“Yes. A local firm wants to mine one of the moons around the outer gas giant. My sense is this was approved off the cuff and has progressed without any formal engineering behind it.”

Devon and Caleb looked both amused and concerned. “We heard rumors about that,” Devon said. “The word is they have an idea of how to crack that moon apart like an egg. We consider any effort in that regard to be a really bad idea. I hope the spaceport didn’t approve that project without a Phase One. If you did, that could threaten future grants.”

“I can categorically say the spaceport didn’t approve anything. But I’m glad you know something about it.”

Caleb said, “All I’ve heard is rumors. The word is they plan to use gravitational stress to fracture the outer shell since it’s made of ice. They’ll use densinite netting.”

“I can confirm that for sure,” I said. “I visited their construction site on the moon and talked to their lead guy. He’s putting big densinite nets all over the place. After seeing it, I found an article about the concept. People are making gravity pads out of nets, but the output is too uneven to use on spacecraft. Ice miners are using it in asteroid mining.”

Devon said, “I can see that working on an asteroid but how scalable is it? How big is the moon?”

“About ten miles in diameter.”

“Not that big, then,” Devon mused. “But it might be big enough to cause a problem if things go south.”

I said, “Well, if I can get a grant, I’ll find out. I’d like to hire a civil engineering firm to do an Orbital Phase One Assessment. That will give all of us an idea of what their plan is and tell us if it’s as bad as it sounds.”

“So, you need money for a Phase One. Is that what you’re asking for?”

“That’s right. It’s not something I can fund by myself. Right now, the spaceport is strapped for cash.”

“All right. If you submit a grant request for a Phase One, I’ll approve it as well with this year’s money. That’s not a complicated request.”

“I can do that,” I said, “but I can’t publish an RFQ and get a price in that amount of time.”

“You don’t have to. FASA has a fixed price range for Orbital Phase Ones. Most engineering firms will agree to it up front. If they don’t, you’ll have to cover any difference. We’ll include that in this year’s funding along with your station drive problem.”

“Perfect,” I said, letting out a deep sigh of relief. “Thank you, guys. That will help a lot. That’s all the questions I have.”

I felt I had gotten off to a good start with my tenure. I left the office and found Fiona on the beach, thankfully under an umbrella. She hadn’t gotten sunburned. It was a constant battle trying to convince her to wear enough sunscreen. We spent the rest of the day and that night in our hotel and, the next morning, headed back to Zion.

* * *

After returning from Gardenia, I dove back into the daily operations of running the spaceport. The successful meeting with FASA had eased some of my immediate concerns about funding, but there were still plenty of issues to address. For one, I published an RFQ for the Phase One inspection.

One morning, about a week after our return, I decided it was time to follow up on a loose end from my first day on the job. I called Elaine and Lou into my office.

“So, what’s the story with you two? My first day here, both of you said you were going to quit. It’s been over a month now. Did you change your mind or what?”

Lou grinned sheepishly. “To tell you the truth, Mr. Washington, it’s a lot easier working for you than for Miss Alevtina. I’m not trying to badmouth her; that’s just the way it is. Would you mind if I stay on?”

“No, that’s fine, Lou. I like your style. Your guys are doing a good job with maintenance and housekeeping, and things seem to keep getting fixed. Let’s stay with that. What about you, Elaine?”

She nodded as Lou spoke. “I feel the same way. I was always uncomfortable around Miss Alevtina and her sister, but with you, everything seems normal.”

“What about your college?”

“I was able to schedule my classes during lunch and after work.”

“So, you’re going to stay on too?”

“If that’s okay with you. I was hoping you had just forgotten about my leaving.”

I chuckled softly and said, “Bosses don’t forget that sort of thing, but yes, I’m happy for you to stay. I think we’ve got a good team here. Let’s keep it that way.”

They got up to leave, but Elaine dragged her heels until Lou left the office. Then she whispered, “Do I have to give up my raise?”

I laughed and said, “No, we’ll just let it ride. Mondo thought you deserved a bump anyway. Don’t tell anyone else though, or everyone will threaten to quit to get more money. It only works once.”

* * *

With our grants sorted out and my personnel issues resolved for the moment, I had time to devote to Fiona. She was still wrapped up with renovating our new home. One evening, when I came home, she was all excited about having visited the observatory on Deck 1 that was dedicated to studying Prometheus.

Our position in the red supergiant’s solar system was like having a ringside seat at a bonfire. Without the radiation shields incorporated into Zion’s hull, it would be uninhabitable over a long period. She told me all about the visitor observation telescopes and how they were filtered so it was safe to stare at the red star.

“It was incredible,” she said. “It felt like it was alive.”

“A lot of people say that when they look at Prometheus.”

“It made me want to do pottery again.”

“Pottery? I don’t quite see the connection to Prometheus, but okay; count me in. You were always so passionate about pottery when we were in the military. I was sorry to see you give it up.”

Seeing her so excited made me happy, especially after all the stress she’d endured back on Marseille with caring for her mother and navigating family dramas.

Her eyes glistened with renewed energy. “Well, my artistic side is ready to make a comeback. I used to be more creative, and now I feel an urge to make something with my own hands and share it with others.” She waggled her fingers at me, hinting at the dexterity she once possessed at the pottery wheel. “I’m thinking of a little gallery with a studio shop in the back. A place where I can create and sell my work. Can we afford something like that?”

“Sure. If that’s what you want, we’ll make it happen. Should I take off tomorrow and see if we can find a place you like?”

“No, I’ll do it. The location has to have the right vibe. All you care about is cost and square footage.”

“Okay. Call me if you need a second opinion.”

I was curious to see if her enthusiasm cooled once she got into the real estate search. She hated that end of business. Still, seeing her resolve as she scanned the listings, she seemed pretty determined. A couple of days later, when I got home, she held up her thumb.

“I signed the lease. Come check it out!”

She had found an available space in one of the shopping districts on Deck 25. All the storefronts had a broad walkway that opened on a five-deck-high solar atrium. Her location was midway in the lightwell, so it had a feeling of spaciousness. Her neighbors around the concourse were a mixture of retail outlets, boutique shops, and restaurants with some wonderful coffee bars mixed in.

Mira, the station AI, identified Fiona and the glass doors slid open. It was a mess inside, of course, with a few counters and display cases left by the previous occupants. I offered to recycle them, but Fiona said they weren’t a problem. She would repurpose them to display her wares. The space inside was twenty-five feet wide by thirty feet deep, which seemed perfect for a solo artist’s gallery. Behind the back wall was another large space to serve as her studio.

She enthusiastically described her planned renovations. After a fresh coat of paint, she would install an adjustable lighting system to enhance her displays. The system would feature programmable spotlights, highlighting individual pieces for a dramatic effect. It would even mimic the subtle shifts of sunlight throughout the day, thanks to color temperature adjustments that replicated the light from the atrium skylight.

Each day after work, I stopped by her gallery, which she had named Heliosphere Pottery, to check on her progress and lend a hand for a few hours until we were both exhausted. After a week, she was ready to think about the back studio where she’d create her pottery.

That night over dinner she told me, “I’ve checked on the pottery clay that’s available here on the station and don’t like any of it. It’s all imported from other systems. I want some local product.”

I shrugged sympathetically. “There aren’t any inhabited planets in this system. It’s just two gas giants and a big red star.”

“Yeah, but I checked. There are a lot of asteroids out there with mineral-based deposits. Boomer said the asteroid belt might have formed from a planet that got torn apart billions of years ago. According to some old surveys he found, there might be some clay out there. I like using local clay, you know that.”

“That’s true. It’s a big deal with you, but I don’t know why.”

“Because every system has something special about its clay. Local customers would rather have that than something generic from who knows where. I’ll bet you anything the clay of a red supergiant has got to have a unique property.”

“You could be right.”

“Can we fly out in War Prize this weekend and look? Boomer said he has enough sensor capability to find it.”

“What about that, Boomer?” I asked. “What makes you say that?”

“The university’s astrogeology research center has performed spectrographic analyses on thousands of asteroids. They’ve identified the signatures of different minerals, even clay, on their surfaces. I selected two asteroid groups that look promising.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

Before we went out, I harped quite a bit on safety. The radiation from Prometheus was no joke. I found Frost Forge Supplies, an ice miner outfitter, on Deck 78 and bought us two new Stellar Shield EVA suits. These were favored by local asteroid miners for their reliability and advanced life-support systems. They were made with a multi-layered composite that included special alloys for maximum radiation deflection.

It took a few hours to reach the most promising asteroid grouping, and Boomer maneuvered War Prize so he could open the cargo access door where it faced away from Prometheus. I used a long-handled ice hook to haul a couple of frozen chunks into the cargo bay and ran scans on them. The readings indicated the presence of regular soil formed by the weathering of various rocks.

More surprising was the presence of fossilized remains of microscopic aquatic organisms. That indicated the asteroids were remnants of a planet that once had oceans or large bodies of water.

I used a rock hammer to break off a piece of the asteroid sample. When it thawed, Fiona eagerly worked it with her hands, running her fingers through the softened material. Her face lit up with a grin. “This feels like kaolin clay,” she exclaimed. “That’s the main ingredient in porcelain. I bet this will be perfect!” She pointed out the cargo door. “Get me a couple tons.”

* * *

The following weekend, I returned to the belt to collect more of Fiona’s clay, and when I got back, Boomer parked us in our usual spot in front of Homeport. While I unloaded the shrink-wrapped material onto a skimmer, Akiko approached to greet me. It was my first time meeting her. She was petite with a coal-black ponytail, yet she moved about the flight line with confidence and authority. The rolled-up sleeves of her jumpsuit revealed a dynamic tattoo, the kind that shifted and changed to reflect her mood, a style I’d seen on former space marines, often commemorating specific battles. I recognized hers as a tribute to the Battle of Shedir IV, a strategic foothold for that quadrant.

“Are you taking care of my War Prize?” I asked her.

“Pretty much,” she said. “I thought by now you would have moved it into one of the honeycombs.”

“They’re all taken,” I told her.

“So, you’ll take the first one that opens up?”

“I haven’t even put my name on the list yet.”

“What list?” she snorted with derision. “There’s no list here. If you want to rent a honeycomb, you have to make nice with the spaceport director. That’s you.”

I looked at her in surprise. “Please tell me that’s not true.”

“Of course it is.”

I sighed in resignation. I should have expected that and already done something about it. I had heard of such arrangements on other space stations. Unfortunately, it wasn’t uncommon.

Honeycombs are what they sound like, octagonal hangars stacked on top of each other to save space. The station designers had built banks of them that came to be called honeycombs.

On the space operations deck, as big as it is, square footage was a precious commodity so the designers saved space by using height. The ceiling of the space operations deck was a little over a hundred feet high, so stacking the honeycombs yielded extra rows of hangars.

Each elevated level had a walkway along the back for access. Since most people don’t like stairs, the most prized honeycombs were those on the main deck level.

Most of the honeycombs were twenty feet wide by fifteen tall, plenty big enough for private owners. But there were bigger ones for larger spacecraft, like corporate and executive transports. We had thirty, forty, and fifty-foot-wide honeycombs. All of them were sixty feet deep.

“Well, give me a few days,” I told Akiko, “and we’ll start a list. You can let people know.”

“How much to get on the list?”

In other words, was this another grift by the new spaceport director? I chuckled and said, “Expectations are really low around here, aren’t they?”

“Why shouldn’t they be? People get used to how things operate. That’s why the private spacecraft owners hate the Authority. All you guys do is backstab people.”

I looked at her seriously and said, “Is it really that bad, Akiko?”

“Why do you think I’m not charging you ramp space?”

“Seriously? Do you charge other people ramp space?”

“Of course I do. I gotta make a living. That’s why I haven’t moved your vessel back with the others. I figured you just wanted it there. That’s a prime spot for our transients.”

I actually felt a little guilty. I must be getting old not to have picked up on it the first day. It came from getting too comfortable with my job. Little instances of corruption weren’t registering with me the way they should.

“Okay, Akiko. First thing, move War Prize wherever you normally do for long-term ramp tenets.” I looked around and saw three lines of small vessels off to the side of her hangar. “Are those your tenants?”

“That’s right.”

“All right. I should have realized I was in a high-value spot, so send me a bill for whatever rent I should’ve paid for the time that I’ve been here. Also, tell me how much I owe for my new spot.”

“Seriously?”

“Of course. I don’t care how things worked in the past; I don’t want special treatment. And to answer your question, it won’t cost anything to get on the list for a honeycomb hangar. I’ll talk to Mondo, and we’ll come up with some procedures to make sure it’s fair to everybody.”

She looked at me suspiciously. “Are you telling me straight? You’re really going to do this?”

“Absolutely I am.”

“I assume your name will be first on the list.”

I snorted and said, “I can guarantee you it will be last. Once everybody else has had a chance to sign up, then I’ll add my name. Sounds like I’ve got a lot more makeup work to do than I realized. I thought Alevtina only pissed off the Navy.”

Akiko’s chuckle was filled with sarcasm. “No. She was pretty inclusive.”

“Okay. Well, thanks for being straight with me. Give me some time and help me set things right with the other owners. Let’s say a week from today, we’ll open the waiting list for honeycombs. We’ll do a lottery on the first day, and then after that, it’s first come, first served.”

When I got back to the office on Monday morning, I met with Mondo, and he confirmed everything Akiko had said.

I told him, “You and Marija set up a procedure so people can sign up on a waiting list for the honeycombs.”

“It would be better if Elaine managed that,” he said. “She works for you, so guys won’t give her a hard time.”

“Okay,” I said. “Coordinate with Elaine, then. Come up with a plan, and then I want to publish a notice to all our tenants explaining everything. Put a poster in each of the SBOs too. Give people a week from today to put their name in, and then hold a lottery to establish the order of the first name on the list.”

Mondo said, “You know we could make a lot of money by selling those slots. The more a person pays, the higher he appears on the list.”

I laughed at the idea. “I can think of nothing that would ruin our reputation faster. Remember what I said about our primary mission?”

“Yeah,” he said grudgingly. “Customer service.”

“Let’s keep that in mind.”

* * *

The following week we received submissions on our engineering RFQ. I established a committee to review the packages and included Sidney because he was an experienced attorney and still a little skeptical of my style. I hoped putting him in the middle of the process might bring him around.

The committee chose Burgess Engineering for the Orbital Phase One. I called Burgess and arranged for an introduction with their team.

That afternoon, two representatives from Burgess Engineering arrived at my office. The first to enter was Monica Spencer, a woman in her early forties with a stern, no-nonsense demeanor. Her crisp navy suit and perfectly coiffed hair spoke of meticulous attention to detail. She carried herself with the confidence of someone used to commanding respect in technical discussions.

Following her was an older man, probably in his sixties, dressed in well-worn jeans and a plaid shirt that had seen better days. His weathered face and calloused hands suggested a lifetime of hands-on work. What surprised me was that Monica introduced him as Max Burgess, the founder and CEO of the company.

Max’s quiet demeanor contrasted sharply with Monica’s businesslike efficiency. He had the look of a field tech, but there was no mistaking the sharp intelligence in his eyes. He seemed content to let Monica take the lead, but I had a feeling that when Max spoke, people listened.

After introductions, she said, “I understand from the RFQ that you want to start a mining operation on the moon, Jinni.”

“Not me specifically,” I replied. “Two of my board members are part of a consortium, and they’re the ones proposing this. They submitted a mining permit to the system administration, but because my position was vacant, the approval process got stalled.”

“And you want us to approve it?” Monica asked skeptically.

“No. My concern is the company is well into the site setup stage. I went out there and saw for myself they have most of the infrastructure in place. I told them to hold off but they seemed ready to go.”

Monica’s face was filled with misgivings. “Are they aware mining an object that size is a difficult undertaking?”

“I have no clue. Their plan is to use gravity nets to break the moon apart. FASA got wind of it, and they’re not happy about it, which is partly why they’re funding the Phase One. I’m not sure who is involved in the consortium. I know it includes Hugo Simpson and Eric Blanchard. They’re two of my board members.”

Monica’s smile tightened, and a flicker of disapproval crossed her face. “Eric Blanchard is a general contractor here on Zion and has his fingers in quite a few pies. His history in ice mining isn’t pretty. A few people died.”

“That explains my concern. Their goal is the metallic core. Kirby said it contains densinium.”

“That’s right,” Burgess said. “I did a survey on it a long time ago. People thought it had an iron core, but my indications said it contained densinium. You know about densinium?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “It’s the base element in densinite.”

“That’s right. Depending on the purity, it could be worth a lot.”

Monica steered the conversation back to the main point. “We’re happy to do the Phase One for you, but just to be clear, the scope of work in a Phase One isn’t an assay search. All we can do is examine the mechanics of their proposal and make a recommendation one way or the other. If their plan is to use gravity nets, that’s the main risk factor we’ll examine in the report.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “That’s all I want. In fact, it’s important that you give me an honest appraisal as to the reasonableness of the idea. Two of my board members are involved and the rest of the board isn’t that knowledgeable about the gravitational effects of mining a moon.”

“Or the moon’s structural integrity,” Burgess muttered.

I nodded. “Especially that. You need to address these questions in your evaluation. Now, FASA has established a fixed fee for this kind of Orbital Phase One. You know about that, right?”

Monica nodded. “We’re familiar with their methodology. It’s based on the size of the solar system, the number of planets and asteroids, etc. We’re comfortable with that as long as you and I agree on the makeup of the solar system. We’re going to classify Prometheus as a red supergiant, not simply a red star. That’s a big difference in the cost estimate. And we’ll confirm the most recent count of all the moons on both planets. We have to account for them in our gravitational modeling.”

“I don’t have a problem with that,” I assured her. “When can you have a final report?”

“We’ll have to include a debris impact risk. There’s potential for the mining operation to dislodge pieces of the moon that might travel within the solar system. The study will take at least six to twelve months.”

I held up two fingers. “I need it in two. That’s nonnegotiable.”

Monica shook her head. “I don’t see how we can do that.”

I leaned forward and locked eyes with her. “Listen, my sense is these guys are clueless. I can see a dozen ways their operation could go wrong, but I can’t be the one to say it. I need someone authoritative to point out the hazards and make an informed recommendation about the permit request. If you think it’s safe to break up a moon, then great. But I’m assuming your report will recommend against proceeding.”

“I can’t comment at this time,” she said a little primly.

“I’m not asking you to. I saying we’re pushing the limit of their patience. I have to have the report in the next sixty days. I’m going to put that in the contract.”

“That’s not realistic,” Monica said. “Do you realize what’s in the scope of work?”

I gave her an unsympathetic smile. “I’m the one who wrote the RFQ, so, yeah. That doesn’t change the timing.”

“We can do that,” Burgess said.

Monica looked at him with surprise. “Are you sure? Two months?”

Burgess nodded. “He’s right. He needs a Phase One as justification to say no to the permit.” He looked at me for agreement. “You want it for your August board meeting?”

“That’s right,” I confirmed. “That’s why I say sixty days.”

“You’ll have it,” Burgess said.

Monica released a long breath, seemingly accepting the inevitable. “All right. If Mr. Burgess says we can do it, then we’ll do it. He’s the boss.”


Chapter 10 – Roadblocks

I checked on Danny each day. He completed a visual inspection of the entire cooling system and then drained and replaced the cooling fluid. He was now ready to apply power to the cooling pumps. I made him show me that the gravity pads were locked out and would remain off-line. Then I gave him the go-ahead.

Lou and I both watched over his shoulder as he started the system in maintenance mode at standby power and then applied current to the circulation pumps. There was a horrible screech, and I almost had a heart attack. He shut everything down and reran the diagnostics to identify cryogenic circulation pump Alpha-9 as the failed component. Danny said it would take the rest of the day to get it swapped out.

I received the proposal from Hyundai. Based on Danny’s diagnostics, it was 1.47 million celestials, a little more than I anticipated but within the ballpark of reasonableness. The same day, I received a price sheet from Monica. I had Boomer put all the numbers into our emergency grant application and submit the whole thing to FASA. All I could do now was cross my fingers and hope Devon came through with the money.

* * *

With the drive maintenance progressing, I turned my attention to other matters. A few days later, as Fiona and I were returning from the asteroid belt on one of our clay gathering missions, Boomer called with an unexpected message.

“You just received a notification from Mondo,” he said. “Your name came up on the list for the next honeycomb hangar. Are you interested?”

“That can’t be right,” I replied. “I’ve only been on the list for a week or two.”

“I will connect you with Mondo, and you can ask him about it. Stand by…You’re connected.”

“Hey, Mondo. Boomer says you’ve got a hangar for me. Please tell me you didn’t jump me on the list.”

“Hey, Mr. Washington. No, you’re on the list for forty-foot-wide hangars. There were only two people above you, and when one became available this morning, neither of them wanted it. They’re already in thirty-foot hangars, and they’re happy with that. So, the forty-foot is yours if you want it. Five hundred coronals a month.”

That was good news for me. There was always a lot of jockeying as pilots sometimes wanted to change their hangar size up or down. In my case, War Prize was twenty-two-feet wide, so I had some flexibility. I had signed up on the thirty and forty-foot-wide lists. I would’ve liked a fifty-foot-wide, but those were a thousand a month.

“Yeah, Mondo. I’ll definitely take it. Your timing is perfect. What number is it, and can I move in right now? I just got back from the belt.”

“It’s number four, on the right-hand side. And you’re lucky; it’s at the base of the honeycombs so it opens on the Space Ops deck level. And yes, it’s available. The last guy cleaned it up so he could get his deposit back. Operations gave it a maintenance check and said the doors are working. If you want it, I’ll tell Boomer to give you authorization today.”

“You’ve got a deal,” I said happily and signed off.

Boomer said, “Mondo just authorized your access into hangar four. Do you want me to park there now?”

“Yeah. That would be perfect.”

Boomer hovered us over to the honeycombs, down to the far end where the bifold door was slowly opening. He spun around and backed into the hangar. It was only fifty feet deep because a previous tenant had installed a small kitchenette against the back wall. Still, War Prize fit easily with plenty of room to spare all the way around.

Fiona and I got out and walked around the hull for the postflight inspection and to check out our new digs. It had a sink, a fridge, and a little cooktop. I was in good shape.

“You need a couple of chairs and a little table to set drinks on,” Fiona told me. I could see her decorating urge start to emerge. I tried to dissuade her but it was hopeless.

* * *

Now that War Prize was settled into its new hangar space, I concentrated on the day-to-day operations of running the spaceport. One morning, I arrived at my office to find a message waiting for me.

It was from Jack Lawson, another one of our Space Based Operators. He wanted to meet. Like Akiko’s Homeport, Lawson’s SBO, Zion Haven, provided service to transient and local spacecraft operators but he was more of a maintenance provider SBO with the capability to perform a full range of ship repairs. He could handle structural and powerplant, life-support systems, avionics, and most other areas.

Owning your own spacecraft is not cheap. It cost me ten grand to replace War Prize’s battery pack with the new tri-structural isotropic electrolyte. On top of that were the electronics. I kept thinking that someday, we’d reach a point where all spacecraft would have a standard black box that displayed all the typical flight indicators and also handle communication and navigation. It would never happen. Each unit was so expensive you couldn’t afford to switch everything out at once. So, like everyone else, I piecemealed it as necessary when something broke.

I went down to Mondo’s office to get his take.

“Yeah, it’s Lawson Jr.,” he told me. “He wants to renew all his leases.”

“All? How many does he have?”

“Three of our big hangars, but he only uses one of them. The Terrel and Abbott Hangars just sit empty most of the time. He runs a space ambulance service out of his main hangar.”

I’d seen them out on the ramp, a pair of sleek, high-end shuttles from Astraeus Industries, each one forty-two feet long and sixteen wide. They were painted red and white with big caduceus symbols on the side and had twin, independently rotating gravity pads, perfect for tight maneuvers. He kept them in pristine condition and I had a lot of respect for Lawson’s operation.

“Show me the site plan.”

As soon as I saw the lease diagram, it was obvious Lawson simply wanted to tie up our hangar space so no one else could use it. I had inherited a similar situation on Marseille. One of the SBOs there had leased several of the hangars to keep any competitors out. I was never able to solve that situation because the guy had long-term leases. I didn’t blame him; he was just trying to protect his business, but it hurt the public by keeping out other operators. That’s what Lawson was doing. Limiting our growth.

“So, when are Lawson’s leases coming up?” I asked.

“Six months. He’s been asking when we’re going to renew them. Whatever you do, don’t renew his lease for the Abbott hangar next to the terminal. The Board wants to clear out that space. The plan is to turn Abbott into our own maintenance center.”

“All right. What about the other two? Have we got the lease renewals ready?”

“Shayla has them. She wants to talk to you about them. I take it she’s not impressed by our current leases.”

I shouted her name, and she came up the hall from her cubbyhole to find out what I wanted this time. I told her to come on in so we could talk leases with Mondo. She disappeared and came back a few seconds later with her tablet. She used it to display her new proposed lease on the wall screen.

We talked about it for an hour while she went over the glaring inadequacies of our existing tenant leases. Mondo got involved and wanted a few changes of his own. He also wanted built-in annual increases in the rental amount. She wanted a fixed rate, and he wanted us to come up with our own adjusted rate each year. I got up and left them to sort it out.

A while later, they both showed up in my office with satisfied expressions. With the two of them working together, our financial future looked pretty secure.

* * *

A couple weeks later I was in my office when Fiona called and said, “Can you come by the studio this afternoon?”

“Yeah. I can come right now.”

I told Elaine I’d be out for a while and went up to Deck 25. Fiona was in the gallery with her usual expression these days—half worried, half excited. I understood her anxiety. Her gallery was ready to open, but for one thing. She didn’t have nearly enough pottery ready for sale, especially not the more artistic pieces.

One of her talents was carving designs into clay that had dried somewhat but hadn’t yet been fired. The optimal stage for such work was when it was leather-hard, where the clay held shape but was still slightly pliable. At that point, it was called greenware.

She had all kinds of tools to sculpt it; knives, pins, little loops of wire, and flat-edged wooden chisels. She was really good at carving out figures, flowers, and delicate fruits. A vase of richly carved porcelain could sell for quite a lot, but it took time to make.

She’d already produced plenty of the standard pieces that people want; cups, mugs, serving platters, and even a few vases, but the past several nights, she had talked about how it was taking her longer than she expected to get back into the groove.

When I walked in, I heard a soft musical tone in the background. It gave the room a sort of upmarket feel.

“What’s up?” I asked, giving her a quick kiss.

“Come look at this,” she said, pulling me over to her newly refinished display stand. On it was an elegant piece of sculpted pottery encircled by carved-out grapevines. I thought it was beautiful.

“Is this one of your new vases?” I asked. “I like the carving and the colors. How did you manage it?”

She didn’t reply and just nodded at the piece, so I looked closer. She had talked about using an iron oxide glaze, something to symbolize the red glare of Prometheus, but this had a different look.

It did have a hint of red, but the shade seemed to change as I looked at it. A variety of warm colors flowed across the surface in an almost fluid manner. I looked above and below the pot, trying to identify the spotlights that had to be causing the color shift, but there were none. “This is beautiful,” I said. “How are you making it change color?”

“I’m not. It’s doing it on its own. I don’t know how. Do you hear that tone?”

“Yeah. Where is that coming from?”

She pointed at the vase and then at three others in a separate display along the wall. “From the pottery.” She leaned close to the vase, cupping her ear, and I followed suit. There was a faint musical tone radiating from the surface. “How is it doing that?” she asked.

I listened for a minute then went over to the other vases and examined the various styles and shapes. Each one had a unique tone emanating from the glistening surface.

“I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said. “Have you?”

“No, and I don’t know what’s causing it. I put these carved vases in the kiln as usual. And when I glazed them for the second fire they came out with this flowing color and were making the sound.”

I examined the pot in front of me, paying more attention to the intricate design etched into its surface. It was the same sort of carving I had seen her produce, and in fact the design was even more intricate. The colors shimmered through a delicate latticework of interwoven vines, their tendrils reaching toward a swirling vortex at the vase’s center. The glaze made it look even more detailed, as though she had done the final work with a microscope.

“Well, I can see it’s different, and it sure looks good. What’s the problem?”

She showed me her tablet and said, “I got the chemical analysis from the lab we sent the sample to. They said the clay had fossilized microorganisms embedded all through it. That’s what you said when we found it. Do you think that has something to do with it?”

I shrugged. “Could be. I’ve never seen anything like these anywhere. Whatever you were going to charge, you should jack up the price because these are really cool.”

She nodded but still looked worried. “That’s what I was thinking, but I’d like to know what’s going on. I can’t explain it.”

“Maybe it’s best not to know,” I suggested.

She frowned thoughtfully then said, “I can’t just leave it. I told Boomer to research it. I want to see what he says and then think about what to do next.”

“Sounds good to me. How many do you have in the kiln?”

“I’ve got twenty smaller ones in there now, but they still need glaze. They’ll be ready in two days.”

“That’ll be interesting. Come on. I’ll take you out to dinner to celebrate your first Prometheus Pottery. Boomer, tell Elaine I won’t be back this afternoon. I’ll see everyone tomorrow morning.”

* * *

Two days later, I decided it was time to meet the rest of my tenants. The Spaceport Authority owned several flightline skimmers, little antigravity-powered sleds with handlebars you used to move around with a load of tools or luggage. One of them was dedicated for use by the spaceport director. I found it parked in its reserved space and floated over to our local Federation Border Guard office, such as it was. The FBG detachment was the only law enforcement agency in the solar system. Zion itself provided nothing outside the space station, no police or fire department.

Like most solar systems, Zion depended on the FBG. It was a federal catch-all agency operating as a stopgap between civilians and the military. The Navy kept us safe from aliens, and the FBG kept us safe from ourselves. They performed rescue operations and monitored the system for troublemakers. Surprisingly, there are still smuggling operations in every solar system. I’d had a few back in the Marseille system, and our small FBG detachment routinely chased after them.

For such a critical function, Zion’s local FBG appeared to be severely underfunded. They didn’t have a main hangar. All they had was a temporary office building and a long-term lease on four of our honeycomb hangars.

The Border Guard detachment had four of our largest size, fifty feet wide by twenty-five high. They were big enough to provide plenty of maintenance space to keep their patrol vessels operating under heavy use. Those were heavily armed one-man interceptors.

We had also leased them a modest portion of the operations deck, an area about a hundred fifty feet square, to park and maintain their rescue vessels. These were the military versions of Lawson’s Astraeus space ambulances. They were heavier models with shields and an extensive sensor array, along with other features making them suitable for SAR activities.

Colonel Lonnie Newman was the FBG commander. He invited me into his cramped office, which he shared with his XO. I asked him what was up with his limited facilities.

“It’s not me, it’s you,” he said. “Between you and the Navy, all the decent facilities are taken. I keep elevating our situation to higher headquarters, but no one is listening. My boss is trying to get some funding to build a hangar on the operations deck. You’ve got plenty of space.”

“I’ve got a big empty hangar,” I replied. “The Karla Nicholson Hangar on the west side. It’s eighteen thousand square feet. It’s yours if you want it. For rent, I mean.”

Lonnie gave me a confused look. “Your predecessor wouldn’t rent it to me. Has that changed?”

“Did she say why?” I asked, feeling frustrated. What was that woman’s problem?

“She wasn’t allowed to rent anything to the military. That’s what she said.”

“Sorry, Lonnie. That is certainly not the case. It is absolutely for rent to the first person who will sign a lease, and that definitely includes you. I’d love to have you in there.”

“I’ll pass the word, then. Probably take a year to get an answer, though.”

“It’s first come first served, Lonnie. But if I rent it to someone else, I promise I’ll find space for you and if I can’t, I’ll build you something. You’re an important tenant.”

We talked for a moment about his day-to-day operations. They kept pretty busy, and his wide-ranging mission kept their spacecraft flying seven days a week. I was sympathetic about his lack of facilities, and he expressed condolences to me for inheriting the mess left behind by Alevtina. He had a pretty good grasp of the situation. I told them if there was anything I could do to help, just let me know.

* * *

I got word from Hyundai that their arrival was still on schedule. They’d be here in ten days. Danny was doing a good job getting ready for them. The station drives weren’t operational, but we were getting there. And in the interim we still had our positioning drives.

“Is this costing us money?” Mondo asked.

“Yes, but not much,” I said. “For now, Danny is replacing seals and connectors. We’re not doing anything with the electronics or the cooling pumps. Those are the expensive parts, and they seem to be working okay.”

The minor tasks were within Danny’s ability. I wouldn’t let him do anything to the drive pads. It would get really expensive once we got into that area. I wanted Hyundai to handle that aspect.

The drive pads had been deteriorating for six years, and I wasn’t confident how big a load, if any, they could handle.

Danny had implemented a configuration change to keep them off-line. If something came up that we need augmentation, we would look at it then.”

“When will we have full capacity on the main drives?” Mondo asked.

“Once Hyundai gets here, they estimate it’ll take thirty days to get full operational capability. Danny is communicating with them on a regular basis, so they know what our status is. But I just have a feeling that they’re making too many assumptions. Something is going to come up and bite us in the ass and that’s what scares me. Something unexpected.”

* * *

At the July board meeting, I saw two new faces, Carol Levine and Eric Blanchard. They had not attended since I had started. Carol seemed a little distracted; I had the impression she was swamped at work which was understandable. She was the principal at one of Zion’s four high schools. Blanchard regarded me suspiciously, which I sort of expected since I had told Kirby I wouldn’t rubber stamp the mining permit.

The bad news was—Raleigh announced his retirement from the Spaceport Authority.

“Just to remind everybody,” he said. “I’ve reached my term limit so this will be my last meeting as Chairman of the Board. In accordance with our bylaws, I selected Hamish Morgan as my replacement.”

Leonard jerked as if someone jabbed him with a cattle prod. “Hamish! Why, for God’s sake? He’s totally hostile to the Spaceport Authority.”

Raleigh sighed tolerantly. “Back off, Len. Everyone knows you’re biased against Hamish.”

“It’s not bias! The man is a damn fool!”

Raleigh made a pained face and said, “Let’s keep it civil, please. He’s sitting right over there.”

Leonard turned toward the pilots in the public seating area and glared at Hamish. “Admit it,” he spat at Hamish. “You hate the Spaceport Authority!”

The other committee members seemed to ignore his tirade. I wondered if it was just a personal feud between Leonard and Hamish.

“He’s a spacecraft owner, Len,” Raleigh said firmly. “We’ve been saying the board wants to add spacecraft owners to its member list. Now, all those in favor of accepting my nomination say aye.” Everyone but Leonard voted for Hamish.  “Come on up to the table, Hamish. You’re one of us now.”

Hamish chuckled as he approached the table. He said, “I think all my buddies are gonna say I’m one of them.” He sat in the only open seat which happened to be right next to Leonard. He clapped Len on the shoulder and said, “Thanks, Len. Good to see you, too.”

Raleigh said, “Now, I didn’t look forward to this job when I took it over, and we’ve had some rough times, but whoever takes my place will have smoother sailing thanks to our new spaceport director. So, I need a nomination for someone to replace me.”

Hugo raised his hand and said, “I move we elect Carol Levine by acclamation.”

“I second,” Cody chimed in.”

“We have a motion and a second. All in favor.” There was an amused chorus of ayes. “Motion passed. Congratulations, Carol.”

Carol looked surprised by her sudden elevation then gave a wry grin, acknowledging she had been railroaded into the leadership role. “Okay. Thanks, I guess. Do I start now?”

“Nope. According to the bylaws, I’ll finish this meeting, and then it’s all yours.” Raleigh paused and handed his gavel toward Carol. “But you can have it now if you want.”

She warded him off. “No, no. I’ll wait. I guess I should pay attention so I can remember how this is all done.”

“Fair enough. Anything else, Sam?”

“Yes sir. Commander Banjo has an announcement.”

Banjo made a pitch for the Navy’s annual open house on the Navy side of the space operations deck. It was a big deal for the military, part of their annual outreach to the community that was generally looked forward to by the public. Many types of spacecraft would be on display. His announcement was met with enthusiasm by the board members. We were making progress in overcoming the previous hostility toward the military.

“And by the way,” Banjo said. “Private pilots are invited to put their own spacecraft on display. Let people see that space travel isn’t just space fighters and passenger liners, but also individual operators.”

One of the pilots in the gallery, Toby Clark, raised his hand and said, “I’ve got an old single-seat Grumman Tri-wing. Would that do?”

Banjo smiled. “That would be great. I haven’t seen one of those in twenty years.” Several others commented favorably.

“What about you, Sam?” Raleigh prodded me. To the room in general, he said, “For those of you who don’t know, our spaceport director owns an Ossari combat transport. I think he should be over there, don’t you?” That brought an even louder chorus.

“I’ll be there,” I said. I didn’t really want a thousand sticky fingers rummaging through my interior, leaving smudges on everything, but I knew it was expected and had already decided to give in gracefully.

I briefed everyone about the station drives and that Hyundai was on the way. Boomer put up a new display showing the control room of our drive engines, and I walked through everything that had happened after discovering our situation.

I announced our hiring of Burgess Engineering for the Orbital Phase One survey, with FASA covering the costs. As expected, Eric Blanchard’s hand shot up immediately. He wanted to discuss his long overdue permit but Raleigh told him that was a personal business issue and not a topic for the board to get into. I told him we’d have the report for the August board meeting but that only pissed him off. He said no one should have to wait a year for a simple permit.

The board meeting left me with mixed feelings. While we’d made progress on some fronts, Eric Blanchard’s aggressive stance on the Jinni mining operation lingered in my mind. I knew I’d have to keep a close eye on that situation. Little did I know how quickly things were about to change.


Chapter 11 – Disaster

I had gotten into the habit of grabbing an early morning coffee at Akiko’s little snack bar on the way to the office. It gave me a chance to check the activity around the flight line while having a peaceful moment. There were eight tiny tables and most of them were usually filled by local pilots.

But on that morning, it was anything but peaceful. Hamish was sitting at one of the tables with Toby Clark, the owner of the Grumman Tri-wing. The two men had been enjoying breakfast, but Eric Blanchard was standing over them, pointing an angry finger at Hamish. I suspected Hamish had made a sarcastic remark at Blanchard’s expense.

Blanchard was not the kind of guy to let a harsh word slide by without taking issue. “Hang on,” he growled. “Just because it’s composed of ice doesn’t mean it’s gonna fracture. We got twenty-four separate push points on that thing! No one can put together a softer push than that.” His demeanor was blatantly hostile. He clearly wanted Hamish to contradict him so he could fight back.

I got my coffee and moved over to stand next to Blanchard in case the argument got out of hand.

Hamish said, “I’m not arguing one way or the other. I saw a draft of the engineer’s report. Their concern is your layout will cause excessive stress. It said you used that grid because it was the most cost-effective, not because it was safe.”

“It’s both!” Blanchard protested.

“Not according to them. They called it cheap and dangerous.”

Blanchard’s face reddened. “Bullshit! Rex Burgess is an idiot. He says you’re damned if you do and damned if you don’t. I don’t trust anything he says.”

“Suit yourself,” Hamish taunted. “But if his numbers are right and that moon does fracture, you’ll lose everything you invested.”

“Yeah! If they’re right!” Blanchard barked. “Who says Rex is the only one who can do the math? I know those Burgess people. They’re all bleeding-heart liberals! They oppose anything that doesn’t have their name on it. That’s why I didn’t use them.”

Rex Burgess, a liberal? That accusation was off base. Rex was the most conservative guy I’d ever met.

“Now, just a minute, Eric,” Toby said. “I know Rex, and I’d never describe him that way. Mr. Washington, what do you say on this? Are you making an accusation against Eric?”

I took a step back, not really wanting to get drawn in. “I’m just getting coffee, guys. Leave me out of this. I haven’t seen any draft report.”

Lonnie Newman from the FBG came into the café and nodded a greeting. He filled a giant mug with coffee and came over with a smile about the caffeine-fueled argument.

“Morning, Colonel,” I murmured moving a step in his direction putting some space between me and the others.

Hamish waved a greeting at Lonnie and poked at Blanchard once more. “Sam hasn’t seen any of it. My nephew works at Burgess and I got him to show me a draft. He said you’re gonna lose your entire setup.”

“Is it certain he’ll fail?” Toby asked.

Hamish nodded confidently. “Rex pegs the odds better than eighty percent.”

A couple more pilots came in and joined the circle around the table. We were gathering quite a crowd.

Toby glared at Blanchard and snorted with disgust. “Rex Burgess is a smart bastard, Eric. He’s the best engineer on this station. If you want to throw your money away, be my guest. Sam, when they publish that report you should turn down that effing permit. Serve him right.”

“Don’t even think about it!” Blanchard said angrily, jabbing a finger in my direction. “You’ll see. Anyway, the push points have nothing to do with mining the core. Until we start extracting mineral, he’s got no say. You wanna be in the loop, Sam?”

“Look,” I replied. “I’m just getting a coffee. Let’s wait until the report comes out.”

“You don’t have to wait,” he said snidely. “Consider yourself notified that we started the initial de-icing an hour ago. Nothing to do with mining.”

I hadn’t anticipated anything like that. Had he actually gone ahead with his operation without a permit?

Toby smirked at Blanchard. “Yeah, you go ahead and play semantics and see if that washes with Administrator Gould. You crack off a piece of Jinni’s shell, and he’ll come down on you like a ton of bricks.”

Blanchard sneered and replied, “Not the way I read it. The system laws governing mining operations don’t say anything about using gravity nets to crack open a moon’s iced exterior. So, you guys can just back off. Nobody’s got a say in this but me!”

I didn’t know enough about the solar system’s legal code to dispute his claim. But if there really was a bureaucratic blind spot, it still didn’t matter. The planning commission didn’t try to regulate every single aspect of every single job. That’s what the permitting system was all about. If a permit was disapproved, you make changes and reapplied.

But Blanchard had just admitted publicly his team had already started. Thank God I’d left a reconnaissance drone in place.

“Boomer, Connect with drone Remote One and cast the display to the local TV screen.”

A muted, wide screen TV on the wall that was showing the news faded momentarily as Boomer connected. Then it illuminated with a live feed from its location fifty miles above Jinni. Instead of a serene, frozen blue moon, it looked like a broken marble. Jinni was now composed of two large chunks. About a third of it had been sheared off. It was precisely as Hamish had just warned.

“What the hell is that?” Eric shouted, jumping to his feet. “What did you people do?”

I ignored the outburst and said, “Boomer, are the workers still on that moon?”

“They better be!” Eric barked savagely. “They’re supposed to manage the damned operation!” He stomped toward the exit while ordering his own AI to call someone whose name I didn’t catch.

Boomer said, “Drone One is registering several personal beacons. It has no information on their status.”

Toby said, “That can’t be a safe place right about now. Do those people have the means to evacuate?”

I said, “When I was out there, All I saw was a little two-seater runabout, something for grocery runs.”

“Blanchard just said his people were still out there,” Hamish observed. “They could be in a bad way right now.”

I said, “Lonnie, Any chance you can send someone out there?

He slowly shook his head. “This is not a good time. I only have one flyable vessel at the moment, one of my single-seat patrol ships. The other three and Rescue One are deployed and Rescue Two is down for maintenance. We’re replacing the windscreen. I’ll put a rush on it but it’ll take about three hours.”

“They may not last three hours,” Toby said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” I replied with a sinking feeling.

Toby stood up and said, “I can get out there. Officially, my Cherry Blossom is a single seat, but in an emergency, I can stuff one or two people in the cockpit with me.”

Hamish grabbed his elbow. “Siddown Toby. They’ll be wearing EVA suits. How you gonna get them inside.”

“Oh yeah,” Toby said slowly, sinking back to his chair. “Didn’t think of that.”

“Same here,” Hamish added. “I’ve got a five-seater, but I never fly with an EVA suit. Don’t even own one anymore.”

Everyone turned and looked at me. They knew War Prize was big enough.

For me, it really wasn’t a question. People’s lives were on the line. “I guess I’ll head out there,” I said heading toward the door.

“I’m gonna tag along,” Hamish said. “I’ll stay out of your way.”

“Be better if you didn’t,” Lonnie suggested.

Hamish grinned and said, “I know. I’m going anyway. I promise I won’t be a problem.” He caught up to me as I flagged down one of Akiko’s linemen, Eddie Chase, who was going by on a skimmer.

“It’s your call, Hamish,” I said. “Just keep in mind there could be a lot of flying debris out there. If you don’t have an EVA suit, you might want to reconsider.”

I had Eddie take us over to the honeycombs. “Where you headed, Mr. Washington?”

“There may be a problem on Jinni, and I need to check it out.”

“What kind of problem?”

“Not sure. Now listen, Eddie, I don’t want to alarm anybody, but when I get back, I may have some injured passengers.”

Eddie’s eyes got big, and he said, “What’s going on? You want me to get medical down here?”

I thought about it. “No, I’m not sure of anything just yet and I don’t want to jump the gun. This is just a heads-up. You might pass it on to Akiko. If I need help, I’ll give her a call on Homeport frequency.”

I completed a quick walk around. Everything was in order, so I palmed the entry hatch, and it slid open. I boarded War Prize and told Boomer, “Take us out and set course for Jinni as quick as you can.”

“Acknowledged. All systems are green, and we have taxi clearance from the tower. I recommend you don your EVA suit before I accelerate. I recommend 4 g acceleration.”

“Good idea.”

I went back to the cargo bay and thought about how I could get ten people in EVA suits in here. They would fit, but it would be a squeeze. And those guys would be wearing heavy-duty suits, not a slimline model like I wore. Ah well, I would worry about it later. I put mine on and went up to the front to strap in. I was getting too old for high-g flight, but every minute would be critical. At 4 gs we’d jump in less than four minutes. I could hold out for that long by using my old anti-g straining maneuvers.

When we came out of jump space I had my first clear look at the disaster. The moon hung in front of me with the overpowering view of Arinna behind it. From this vantage point, Jinni’s fracture looked even worse. A massive fragment had split off but had not drifted away. Shards and splinters glittered around it, creating a halo of debris ripped from what was once a whole. Something was holding the two sections together.

My eyes swept across the frozen surface, scanning for the main work site. “Boomer, designate the workers’ location.”

A red circle appeared on the windscreen off to one side. Boomer turned us to center the reticle. Then I spotted them. A cluster of tiny figures huddled around the central structure on the desolate moonscape. Their bright EVA suits were stark points of orange and white against the moon’s dull ice. As I drew close, a few of them started waving at me.

“How many are there?” I asked.

“I am detecting seven beacons. There are one or two missing. Standby…I have some of them on the frequency. Do you wish to speak to them?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re on the frequency.”

I could barely pick up agitated voices.

I called out, “Stratum personnel, this is Sam Washington. Can you people hear me?”

The background voices grew silent, and one strong voice replied. “Yeah, Sam. This is Robbie Combs. I think we have a problem here; we lost touch with the boss. We had a power surge at Site Two, and he went to check it out. Since then, we’re getting a lot of ground tremors.”

I realized they couldn’t see what had happened. From my elevated viewpoint, I could clearly see the gigantic fragment, but from their vantage point on the surface, the horizon of such a small moon was only about three miles away. The disaster was out of their line of sight.

“Understood, Robbie,” I replied. “Just so you know, a big chunk of Jinni has broken off. I think your situation is dangerous. I can take you guys back to Zion if you want. I count seven beacons; is that all of you?”

There was a chorus from the others of, “I knew it” and “I told you so.”

Robbie said, “Yeah, that would be great, Sam. Also, one of our people, Cora, went with Kirby.”

“All right. Standby. I’m coming in. Can you confirm the power to the push points has been shut off?”

“No. The system control is locked, and only Kirby can undo it.”

“Understood,” I replied worriedly. That meant the moon could still be under gravitational stress, but I had no way of knowing in what direction.

Boomer approached the landing point slowly. I told him to touch down about ten meters away from the Stratum personnel. While he handled the landing, I donned my helmet and went back to the cargo bay to open the entry hatch.

Robbie had ordered his people to form a line. “Take it slow!” he instructed. “Don’t rush all at once. Sam, is your vessel pressurized? A couple of us are low on air.”

“Yeah, but don’t unsuit just yet. We need to find Kirby and your other person…what was her name?”

“Cora. They took our transport.”

“Okay, I’ve got the coordinates for your western site. I was out here a couple of weeks ago.”

“Yeah, I recognize your shuttle.”

War Prize touched the surface, and I waved at them to come forward.

One of them had to be helped by the others. He looked a little blue through the mask of his helmet. As they boarded, I pointed them to the O2 fill station along the back wall. “You can air up his tank over there.” Once they were all aboard, I said, “Boomer, take us to Site Two.”

“Acknowledged.”

I left the hatch open so my passengers could see what had happened. As soon as we lifted off and got a little height, it was obvious to all of them. In fact, it was worse than I first thought. One end of the fragment had still not broken away. It was connected by the gravity net power lines. After splitting off, it had swung back and smashed against the main body. There were thousands of fragments flying around.

“Boomer, activate our shields,” I said.

“Already done. They will protect the hull against the smaller pieces, but several of the icebergs are too large to deflect.”

“Can you get closer?”

“Yes, but you must be prepared for me to maneuver as necessary.”

“Understood. Take us in and see if you can spot Kirby.”

“I have one beacon at my eleven o’clock at six miles.”

“There’s the shuttle,” Robbie said, pointing.

It was still resting on the surface of the free fragment, which was rotating on its longitudinal axis. As we watched, it spun out of sight, and another figure came into view.

“That’s Cora,” Robbie said.

It appeared she’d gotten trapped between the two fragments. As we closed on her position, it didn’t look good. Her body was limp and unmoving.

“I cannot approach closer,” Boomer said after a moment.

“This is good enough,” I said. “I can retrieve her.” I stepped into the hatchway and flexed my knees, trying to estimate how hard I should push off.

Robbie put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me back. His face was grim. “We got this, boss. You wait here. Sid, you’re with me.”

“Yep,” Sid replied.

I watched as Robbie and Sid launched themselves toward Cora. Their movements seemed practiced and effortless, their suited figures growing smaller as they navigated the debris field with a skill I knew I couldn’t match.

Frankly, I was relieved. I had underestimated Robbie and his crew, viewing them solely as survivors. But their actions said otherwise; they were a team, bound by duty and loyalty to recover a fallen comrade.

One of the remaining crew pointed upward. “There’s Kirby.” I followed his gaze and saw another figure floating well above the surface, waving at us wildly. “He’s run out of juice. I got him.”

Without waiting for orders, the man launched himself away from War Prize in Kirby’s direction.

“Should I reposition?” Boomer asked.

“No,” I said. “Just wait. They’ll tell us if they need help.”

Through War Prize’s cargo hatch, I could barely make out Robbie and Sid’s distant figures as they reached Cora. The vast expanse of ice loomed ominously above them. I held my breath, a knot tightening in my stomach as I waited for any sign of their return. After what felt like an eternity, I saw them turn back toward us, Cora’s limp form held between them.

With synchronized movements, they began their return, their thrusters firing in unison. They reached the shuttle, where the rest of the crew quickly helped them aboard. As soon as they were inside, everyone worked together to get Cora flat on the deck, her body carefully laid out as they began assessing her condition.

Meanwhile, Kirby and his rescuer were also making their way back, but their progress was agonizingly slow as they relied solely on a single suit’s limited power.

“Move to intercept,” I told Boomer.

He slowly adjusted War Prize’s position in their direction.

“Can we pressurize?” Robbie said. “I can’t get a reading from her.”

“Not yet,” I said. “Another minute.”

It was an agonizing wait while Kirby floated in our direction. Robbie kept yelling at Cora and giving her little shakes, but her suit was dead, so he couldn’t get any life signs.

I said, “Boomer, contact Hamish and tell him to head back and have a medical response team standing by. He can get there faster than a transmission.”

“Acknowledged.”

After another tense moment, Kirby and his rescuer came aboard. I closed the hatch and said, “Boomer, pressurize and head back to Zion. Give us 2 g acceleration.”

“Acknowledged…Internal pressure is good.”

We all removed our helmets, which was not easy in the crowded surroundings. Two-g acceleration made it difficult but not impossible to stand up. It squished everyone together and made it awkward to leave room for Robbie and Cora. She lay motionless on the deck.

“Damn moon split in half!” Kirby said to no one. “Is she okay?”

I pushed through the tight mass of suited bodies to one of my storage lockers. I shoved one of the moon crew aside—her name tag said Jarvis—to get the locker open and pulled out my medical first aid kit.

I forced my way back to Robbie and handed it to him. “You know how to use this?” He looked at it uncertainly, so I knelt beside Cora and used a laser blade to start cutting off her EVA suit.

“I can do that,” Kirby said.

I handed him the blade and dug into the kit. Someone almost tripped over me, so I shouted, “You people need to clear out! Go forward; there’s room up front!” Several of the crew reluctantly complied, and it gave us a little breathing room.

Jarvis knelt down and nudged Kirby aside to take over removing Cora’s suit. When she had cut the top half free, Robbie and Sid pulled it off over her legs. Jarvis then cut off the top of Cora’s overalls while I took out a set of medical diagnostic pads and peeled off the adhesive backing. I put one of the sensors on her upper right chest and the other against her left rib cage. The injection pad went right over her sternum.

The diagnostic unit activated, and we waited while it made hundreds of determinations.

“Is she alive?” Jarvis asked. “What’s wrong with her?”

Boomer answered, “The unit is detecting a heartbeat, but there are severe internal injuries consistent with crushing force to the torso. Multiple rib fractures are evident, with possible lung contusions. She needs urgent medical attention.”

Jarvis looked sick, like she’d rather not have heard the diagnosis.

I told Boomer, “Give that information to the medical response team the second we are out of jump.”

“Acknowledged. For your information, we have already overtaken Mr. Morgan. I will contact the hospital directly and inform the Homeport customer service desk. Entering jump space now.”

I felt like I should go up to the pilot’s position but didn’t want to leave Cora either, not that there was anything I could do. The injection unit activated, and Jarvis said, “What’s happening?”

Boomer said, “The unit is administering a dose of tranexamic acid to slow internal bleeding. It also initiated pain management protocols and other medications to stabilize her condition. This information has been transmitted to the medical response unit. They are already present at the Homeport terminal. Zion Approach has given us emergency landing clearance.”

The ride was rough, but moments later, I felt War Prize’s struts touch down, and the hatch slid open. A medical team rushed in with a grav-gurney, shoving Jarvis and me aside to reach Cora. They quickly assessed her condition and transferred her to the gurney, attaching sensors to monitor her vital signs. In a matter of seconds, they had whisked her off War Prize and into a waiting medical skimmer, disappearing from the space operations deck.

We stood there, catching our breath as the adrenaline ebbed. I wanted the crew to disembark and leave me alone so I could check out War Prize. I’d heard a few clunks against her hull while we were retrieving Cora and Kirby and I wanted to check out the exterior. After a few seconds, I looked at Kirby and said, “Anything else?”

He took the hint and started rounding up his crew and pushing them out onto the space operations deck. Several of them muttered various forms of thanks as they exited. Javis stopped and gave me a rib-crushing hug. “Thank you so much,” she said sincerely. “Those Stratum people are all idiots.”

That was a conversation I didn’t want to get into, so I just said, “Glad to help. Right place at the right time. I hope Cora is okay.”

After a couple of minutes, they were all gone. I did a quick postflight inspection of the exterior. One streak rubbed off with a cloth, so that was a relief. Then I straightened up the interior a little and was about to leave when Lonnie showed up at the entry hatch.

“Looks like you’re a hero,” he said, looking in. “First rescue mission?” He had a knowing smile on his face. He must have done this dozens of times.

I welcomed his presence. “All I did was go pick them up. That guy Robbie was impressive, though. He and his crew went out into the debris field to pull their people out. They deserve a lot of credit.”

I stepped out of the cargo bay and palmed the door closed.

“I dunno,” Lonnie said. “Hamish streamed video of the entire rescue back to us. I think Toby gave it to the media.”

“You guys watched that?” I had been too focused on the task at hand to consider that after I left, everyone was still in the cafe.

“Yeah,” he said. “The drone feed was still running, so we watched the whole show. And when Hamish got there, he started streaming and gave us commentary. You were right about the whole thing. I couldn’t believe what a disaster it was. You did good, my man, going out there like that. Not too many people would.”

I nodded. “Well, thanks for saying so. But it’s not over. Robbie said Kirby is the only one who has access to the control system, so he needs to get back out there and shut the whole thing down. I’ll try to emphasize that to Eric but he didn’t look so happy with me.”

“Well, Toby told me the media is on the way down here. You should give them a statement and make that point.”

A thousand alarm bells went off in my mind. The worst thing a bureaucrat like me could do was get in front of the media. It didn’t matter what you said, someone would take it wrong, and the higher-ups would misinterpret your every comment. I’d learned to avoid reporters at all costs.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said shaking my head.

“You’re the face of the Spaceport Authority, Sam. You need to get in front of it. And you were out there.”

“I was too,” Hamish said, walking up to join Lonnie and me. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.”

I nodded at Hamish, unexpectedly grateful for his appearance. “That’s right, Hamish, you were there. You know everything that went on, and you read a draft of the Phase One report. You should give a statement.” Then I put a hand on his shoulder to give a warning. “Just don’t badmouth anyone. That would be my advice.”

“Reporters?” Hamish looked over toward the Homeport office and saw a couple of media types walking our way. “Yeah. Come on, Lonnie. We can do that. We should find Toby, too.”

Lonnie gave me a worried look, and I whispered, “Save yourself.” I gave Hamish a cautionary look and added another warning. “Don’t answer any questions. Just show off your spacecraft instead; it was out there. Reporters love having something to video. Otherwise, they’ll trap you into saying something you don’t mean.”

“Don’t worry about me,” Hamish scoffed in a snarky tone. “I’ve been around the block a few times myself.” He grabbed Lonnie by the elbow and tried to drag him toward the reporters but Lonnie eased away and headed back toward his home turf. I had a bad feeling about Hamish’s overconfidence but I wasn’t willing to put myself out there to try and contain him.

As I watched Hamish approach the reporters, I knew there would be fallout. He would sensationalize the incident and might even point a finger at Blanchard, a fellow board member.

I could handle it, but the risks of doing so were too high. Hamish was eager enough, and as a board member, he had more latitude to speak freely. Once I saw him engage with the media, I eased away in the opposite direction and made my escape through the operations office into the terminal area. As I walked through the passenger terminal every public TV was showing the footage from my drone. I swung by the office to find Elaine and Mondo watching the news.

“Everyone in the terminal is watching the same thing,” I said.

Elaine muted the sound. “Oscar called and said you were out there. Mondo and I were freaking out.”

“I wasn’t freaking out,” Mondo said dryly. “I was concerned, is all.”

“Oh, is that what you call it?” Elaine said with a smirk. “Lou told me a few of his people watched it. Everyone is saying Mr. Blanchard really screwed up.”

I said, “Well, he’s a board member, so don’t let our people say that. I don’t want it to come back and bite any of us in the butt. If someone asks you, just refer them to Burgess Engineering. We don’t offer opinions or make judgments.”

Mondo said, “A couple of reporters showed up, and asked me a few questions.”

“What’d you say to them?” I asked worriedly. The thought of Mondo talking to reporters sent a wave of panic through me. He was not shy about voicing his opinions.

“Don’t worry,” Elaine replied. “Shayla was with him and she told them we had no comment.”

“Thank God for that. Listen, I’m going home for a while to see Fiona. I don’t want her to worry.”

“You go on,” Elaine said. “Take the rest of the day.”


Chapter 12 – Straight Scoop

When I got back to our apartment, Fiona was waiting on the couch. She had a couple of wine glasses on the coffee table with a bottle of Spätlese.

I was halfway through my first glass when she said, “I thought you were going to keep a low profile this time.”

It sounded like she’d gotten wind of my escapade. I sighed with disappointment and said, “Not so much today. Did you hear something about it?”

“Boomer, turn on the news.”

Across from our couch, the synthetic fireplace turned into a TV screen with a pretty news anchor talking about the disaster on Jinni. On a graphic backdrop behind her was a blow up of my face—the picture from my security badge. I wondered how they had gotten it.

The anchor was reading from an unseen prompter. “…had tried to warn the Stratum Syndicate that their method of despoilation was a mistake, according to Hamish Morgan, a newly appointed member to the Spaceport Authority’s Board of Directors.” The scene switched to Hamish standing next to War Prize.

I looked at Fiona with dismay and said, “I told him to show off his own spacecraft.” She just shook her head and turned back to the news report.

“Yeah,” Hamish was saying cheerfully. “Sam Washington told Blanchard—he’s one of the board members—that he was an idiot for trying to break that stupid moon in half. Sam spent half a million coronals on an engineering report to prove it.” Hamish held up his tablet and showed it to the reporter. “Here’s a draft of the report. I’ll send it to you if you want.”

I looked at Fiona again, somehow feeling guilty, and said, “I never called Blanchard an idiot.”

“You told me he was,” she replied dryly.

“Well, he is. But I didn’t say it in public.” I looked back at the screen. Several local pilots were with Hamish and all of them looked ready to offer their opinions. “The board’s not going to be very happy about Hamish running his mouth off.”

Hamish continued to answer the reporter’s provocative questions, mostly with sarcasm directed at the Spaceport Authority and denigration of his fellow board members. I felt a lot more sympathetic to Leonard for opposing Hamish’s appointment.

I told Fiona, “I’d better hire a PR person. It’ll take some finesse to clean up this mess.”

She brightened and said, ‘I know someone. She’d be perfect. A young woman came into the gallery yesterday and gave me her card. Hang on, I have it here somewhere.’ She disappeared for a second and came back holding a standard business card, one of those little plastic strips that had an embedded hologram projector.

She tapped the corner, and it produced a modest bust-sized image of a young woman in a sharp business suit, her dark hair pulled back in a sleek ponytail. She had a confident smile and piercing blue eyes that seemed to follow you as you moved the card. The name Rachel Bishop appeared below the image, along with the name of her firm, Bishop Impact. I liked the sound of it, and if Fiona recommended her, that was good enough for me.

“Boomer, connect me with Rachel Bishop, CEO of Bishop Impact.”

“Acknowledged. Standby.”

“I wonder if she’s available,” I said to Fiona.

“Probably. She struck me as someone pretty hungry in a tough business.”

“You are connected,” Boomer said.

“Miss Bishop, this is Sam Washington. Thanks for taking my call.”

A youthful voice full of amusement replied, “Good evening, Sam. Please call me Rachel. I’m so glad you called. I met your wife; her pottery blew me away.”

“Yeah, thanks. Listen, I’m calling because I have a problem at work. I don’t know if you’ve seen the news.”

“Yes, I’m watching it now. Your Mr. Morgan seems quite opinionated.”

“Exactly. I don’t think he’s a bad guy, just stupid.”

She laughed at my comment and said, “Well, that’s probably not the kind of description you should use for one of your board members, but I take your point. Do you want to meet now and get a strategy put together or should I just be at your office early?”

“Let’s start in the morning.”

“Okay. I would expect there to be several reporters waiting for you at the office. Please don’t speak to them before you and I talk.”

“That’s a good point,” I said. “Do you know where Homeport is? It’s down on the space operations deck.”

“I can find it.”

“Let’s meet there at seven in the morning. Akiko normally has a breakfast bar and a pot of coffee for the pilots.”

“That sounds great. I’ll see you then. Bye.”

To Fiona, I said, “She sounds young.”

“Yeah, I think she is, but she struck me as a hard charger, and you need that right now.”

That was for sure. But I didn’t want to think about that tonight. I turned off the TV and topped up my wine glass. “Boomer, tell Elaine I won’t be back today.”

* * *

Even though I was exhausted, I woke up at 2 a.m. After tossing and turning for thirty minutes, I dragged myself to the living room, where I plopped onto the couch and turned on the news. The Prometheus News Network was Zion’s only twenty-four-hour newsfeed. Most of PNN’s content was from Earth and other overcrowded planets where you could count on scandal and corruption. But right now, with a juicy local catastrophe, they had all hands on deck.

A different anchor from earlier, an older man, was interviewing an academic type whom the lower banner identified as Professor Marlon Tillman, a researcher at the Prometheus Solar Institute. It was one of the research organizations on the top three decks and was part of Zion University. Tillman appeared to be in his late 50s, with thinning gray hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He listened intently to the anchor’s inquiries.

Tillman said, “That’s a good question, Tyrone. As we understand it, the power to the push points on Jinni’s western grid was applied at maximum setting. That would be like hitting a block of ice with an ax.”

“And that’s what split the moon?” Tyrone asked. “I thought it was pretty solid.”

Tillman gave a dismissive wave. “The strength of ice depends on temperature and pressure. The ice that you find on a typical moon is usually brittle. So, as the stress wave traveled, it exceeded the crust’s tensile strength, meaning its resistance to pulling forces. That’s what started the cracks in the ice.”

“Why would the Stratum people do that?”

“Why indeed? It was foolhardy at best and might yet be deemed negligent. All indications are they were warned their activity might crack the moon apart. Even so, the size of the fragment, which is estimated as one-third of the moon’s mass, tells us how catastrophic the pressure was to have propagated through a such large portion of the moon’s interior.”

“So, what happens now, Professor?”

Tillman leaned back thoughtfully. “The immediate question is the orbital paths of both objects, meaning the fractured piece and the remaining larger body. Observations taken an hour ago indicate at least some of the gravity nets are still active. We’re trying to calculate any orbital changes that may result.”

“Is the station in any danger?” Tyrone asked with a calculated edge of alarm in his voice.

The professor nodded vaguely. “At this point, we can only say it’s a very remote possibility. Keep in mind nothing will happen tomorrow or next week. For example, if the smaller fragment ends up in a new trajectory, it would take months or years before it could become a hazard, if ever. It’s much more likely to wind up being caught by Arinna’s gravity or flying into Prometheus.”

Tyrone looked momentarily relieved. “And the larger piece…the one the gravity nets are still pushing on?”

“Right now, that presents a more near-term danger. With its reduced mass, the ongoing push is giving it a very slight acceleration. If it gains velocity, it could wind up escaping Arinna’s orbit; after that, who knows. It could wind up in an elliptical orbit around Prometheus or depart the solar system. We’ll know in a few days as we make more observations on its trajectory.”

“Is that remaining mass a danger to Zion?”

“Too soon to tell,” Tillman replied cautiously. “Of course, if we look at the worst-case scenario and it leaves Arinna’s gravitational pull on its current path, it could present a hazard to local farms or the smaller stations in our area. But the odds of it hitting Space Station Zion itself are infinitesimal. Of course, if that were to happen, the consequences would be devastating. But then again, even a near miss could have severe repercussions.”

“How so?”

“First is the debris field. Because the moon has fractured, it’s leaving a trail of ice fragments, ranging from dust-sized to massive chunks. We’ve already seen those. Eventually, those will pose a danger to any spacecraft in the system. Second, there’s a possibility that a change in Jinni’s orbit could affect the gravitational balance of other bodies. If it crossed our path, perhaps even the smaller stations and coffee farms would feel it. This was all discussed in the report Mr. Washington commissioned. I don’t understand why the Stratum Syndicate didn’t heed those warnings.”

Tyrone looked surprised at the wide-ranging impact. “So, we’re talking about potential disruptions to shipping lanes and even damage to the coffee farms? This is much bigger than just a broken moon.”

“Indeed,” Tillman said. “The entire economic infrastructure of any solar system rests on a finely tuned balance. One errant celestial body can trigger a cascade of events with long-term consequences.”

“Professor, are there any solutions? Can we stop this?”

“That’s where things get difficult. Shutting down the remaining gravity nets might stop the moon’s acceleration, but won’t slow it down. And because of the surrounding fragments, it may be too dangerous to approach or even gain access to the control system.”

“So, we’re at the mercy of this runaway piece of the moon?”

Tillman took a deep breath. “Honestly, it’s too early to tell. I can definitively say that there are no easy answers. Deactivating the gravity pads remotely might be our best shot, but there are risks involved. The sudden cessation of force could cause further instability in the moon’s remaining mass. It might completely shatter, creating more debris. We don’t want this crisis to escalate into something worse.”

“So what you’re saying is…”

“For now, our best course of action is observation and analysis. Scientific teams throughout the system have mobilized to track and model both of the fragments’ paths. From there, we can begin to strategize how to safeguard Zion and the rest of the system. Ideally, it will simply pass well clear of our area and fall into the sun.”

The news anchor let out a dramatic breath. “Thank you, Professor. We appreciate your time this evening.” He turned to face the camera. “Stick with us to find out who is responsible for this disaster. After the break, we’ll speak with a member of the Spaceport Authority’s inner circle, Mr. Hamish Morgan. Let’s hope his employee, Sam Washington, the new spaceport director, has a solution to this problem he’s created.”

“Crap!” I shouted at the TV. I wanted to throw the remote at it. I needed a drink.

* * *

It was almost half past seven by the time I reached Akiko’s cafeteria. Rachel was already seated at one of the wobbly tables, her fingers wrapped around a steaming mug of coffee. She looked about twelve years old. All media people do. She observed me sympathetically as I approached.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said stopping at her table to introduce myself. “I had a rough night thanks to that idiot Tyrone what’s-his-name.”

“Tyrone Sharp, of the Sharp Report. I saw it too on the nine o’clock news and called him right away. He apologized profusely. He got you and Mr. Blanchard mixed up. He issued a correction at the beginning of the ten o’clock cap.”

“Well, I saw him make the same mistake at two in the morning.”

Rachel winced and said, “Oh, yeah. That was a repeat. I forgot about that. But they probably repeated the late-night news after that with the repeated correction.”

“It’s still a pretty big mistake on their part.”

“I’ll call them back and tell them if they do it again, you’ll take legal action.”

It made me feel a little better, but not much. Nobody likes to get kicked around, even by accident. But I knew enough not to create enemies in the media.

“Hang on a sec.” I went over to the coffee bar for a cup and ordered a toasted bagel. When I sat back down, I said, “I like Akiko’s place here. Looks like I’m not the only one.” As usual, most of the tables were occupied.

“Yes,” Rachel replied. “I met Akiko this morning. She seemed like a good person. She likes you.”

“Me? That was never my impression. I think my predecessor sort of poisoned the well out here.”

“No, she liked the way you started a waiting list for the honeycombs. That impressed her.”

I chuckled. “Well, that’s good. Private owners in the spacing community generally hate spaceport directors. It sort of goes with the territory. I’m actually on their side; they just don’t see it.”

“People can change.” She glanced around at our fellow coffee-drinking patrons. “From what I see, these are just a bunch of old guys stuck in their ways, but they’re malleable. One of my classes was Influencing Legacy Consumers.”

I was amused that such a course existed, but it made sense. “To a certain extent, I suppose that’s true. I just try to keep my head down and do the job. And in that regard, you need to understand I’m not interested in being a public figure. I want you to take care of that for me.”

“I can do that. But first, we need to discuss my rates.”

I responded with a shrug. “Don’t talk to me about it, I don’t know what’s reasonable. Work out something with Mondo; he’s our CFO. If you need a contract, he’ll let Shayla know. She’s our in-house counsel. Boomer, tell Mondo and Shayla we’re bringing Rachel on board as a consultant.” I raised my eyebrows at Rachel and asked, “Do you want to be permanent?”

She gave me a little headshake. “Thank you, but no. I like having my own company.”

“Fair enough. But I need you to be on call when this kind of stuff comes up. And today, you handle the media. Make sure they know I don’t want my name out there. I’m a bureaucrat, not a politician.”

“That won’t be difficult. I have a good relationship with most of the reporters. I might have one of them come by and talk to you.”

“Forget it. I don’t talk to reporters.”

“Joyce is different. She writes the local beat for the Zion Chronicle. When you talk to her, it’s all on background. She likes to understand what’s behind the scenes, how things work, that sort of thing. You can explain things without being quoted. It’s an opportunity to educate her so when she does write an article, the details are accurate. It’s worth your while. If you don’t like her, that’s okay too, but I think you will.”

I sighed. “Okay. I’ll give her a try. The other thing I want you to do today is talk to Raleigh. He’s probably unhappy with the news last night, so let him know we brought you on and make him understand what happened yesterday isn’t the end of the world.”

Rachel started making notes on her tablet. “Okay. I can do that this morning.”

“Also, talk to Hamish Morgan. I don’t want you to scold him or anything but make him understand he caused a lot of damage to the Spaceport Authority yesterday and to me personally. I’ll have a word with him myself, but I’d like him to hear it from someone else first.”

Rachel finished her notes and put her tablet aside. “I can do all that. People are still going to want to know a little more about you.”

“Not my problem,” I said sternly. “That’s why we have a Board of Directors, and that’s why I have you. Keep my name out of it.”

After Rachel left, I lingered for a moment and had one more cup of coffee, procrastinating the start of the day. I wondered if I should have lunch with Leonard. He’d been right about Hamish, and a little fence mending might be in line.

* * *

Once I got to the office, Shayla was waiting for me.

“I’m the one who released your photo,” she said without preamble. I plopped down in my chair, and she continued, “I didn’t have any choice because it’s a public record, and they gave us a valid public records request. They also wanted your resume and the video from the drone. I had to give them your resume but not the video because I don’t have it. But since it was streamed to Akiko’s café, I think it’s been spread around.”

I wanted to fuss at her, but she had acted appropriately. One of the downsides of being a public servant was transparency. Every time you try to hide something, it always comes back to bite you in the ass.

“All right,” I told her. “I can live with that. I just wish it wasn’t under these circumstances.”

“Do you want me to sue PNN? They made a false statement about you.”

“No. I hired a PR handler this morning named Rachel Bishop.”

“Rachel?” Shayla squeaked with a grin. “I know her! We meet at the Women In Business breakfast once a month.”

“Is she any good? She told me to let it go, and I’m inclined to agree. She already got them to issue a correction.”

“I think she’s really good. How did you connect with her?”

“She bought a piece of my wife’s pottery. Fiona recommended her. Anyway, I told Rachel to deal with Mondo on her fee schedule and payment. You can get with him if there’s a service contract involved.”

“I’ll talk to him. Okay, are you ready for the bad news?”

That made me groan. “I thought I already had all the bad news. Now what?”

“That professor who was on TV last night, Marlin Tillman, issued a statement this morning. I guess his people have been monitoring the moon all night.”

“Okay,” I said worriedly. “What did they say?”

“They’re saying the altered orbit of Jinni might impact the moon of Asam. That’s another moon orbiting Arinna.”

I searched my memory for Asam. The name was vaguely familiar but nothing of note registered. “Did they say what it means?”

“They aren’t going to commit themselves just yet, but they hinted something like a debris field is coming our way.”

“Really? They’ve already calculated that?”

Shayla shrugged. “No firm predictions or anything. Just that it’s not over.”

“Any timeframe? It can’t be anytime soon.”

“Most of it was over my head, but I gather that the two moons could collide in the next week or so.”

I tried to imagine the orbital paths in my head. Asam must be further out from Arinna than Jinni and close to being in conjunction. In any case, if the two moons ran into each other it would pretty much eliminate any threat to Zion and the rest of the system. But if that was the case, why was Tillman saying it wasn’t over? It seemed to me a collision would break them both apart, and the pieces would eventually fall back into Arinna’s gravitational pull. I’d check into what he was saying.

“Okay, thanks, Shayla. I think that’s good news. Hopefully, this will all die down over the next month, and we can concentrate on our leases and grant work.”

I spent the rest of the day trying to focus on routine spaceport matters, but the looming crisis kept intruding on my thoughts. I didn’t realize things were about to get even more complicated.

* * *

Of course, it was naive to think the news media would let anything die down. The following morning, Boomer let me know an executive yacht had arrived from Earth with a crew of reporters. The news had already spread across the Federation.

A knot of worry started forming in my chest when I got Boomer’s message. I didn’t like the potential fallout. The arrival of Earth-based media meant the incident would take on a political dimension. Once that happened, those in charge would start making decisions based on spin and optics rather than facts and reality. It was a common reflex in these situations.

The reporters wanted media access to the incident site. Having untrained civilians venturing out into the growing debris field was a bad idea. Not only would it put their lives at risk, but also those who would have to pull them out of danger. I would put money down that it would wind up causing more damage and disrupting what was already an unstable situation.

By law, my primary responsibility as the spaceport director was “to ensure the safety and smooth operation of spaceflight facilities.” So, while the arrival of outside media didn’t directly impact my day-to-day duties, it certainly had the potential to cause disruptions to space traffic and operations.

I rubbed my temples to erase the headache coming on. When that didn’t work, I decided to call Rachel and schedule a team meeting. I wanted a strategy for dealing with the new level of scrutiny. We needed a plan to balance the media’s desire for access with our need to maintain safety. It was going to be a long day.

* * *

Two days later, I got a call from the System Administrator. Chappelle Gould wanted me to brief his commissioners on what was going on with the spaceport. My antenna automatically alerted about what his underlying intentions might be, poking into Spaceport Authority business.

“I’m not referring to the mess on Jinni,” he said. “I saw your response to the permit request, and I agreed with it. Not that it matters now. I’ve asked our counsel to see if Blanchard broke any laws.”

“Okay,” I replied a little skeptically.

“What I’m saying is, this is not a directive.” He spoke calmly, and I could tell he was trying to ease the note of concern in my voice. “I understand you don’t work for me. I’m just asking you to do this as a favor. We never got any updates from your predecessor. Alevtina didn’t like to share what she was doing, and we saw how that worked out. So I’d rather not repeat that mistake. I just thought it would be useful for both of us if every so often you came up here and let the commission know what’s going on with the Spaceport. I heard the Navy invited private spacecraft owners to their open house. That sort of thing.”

When he put it like that, I liked the idea. “I’d be happy to.” Back on Marseille I often gave such briefings to various agencies. It was a good opportunity to market the spaceport without putting me in front of the media. I’d gotten pretty good at packaging up all the things we had going on and showing off a little. “When’s your next meeting?”

“This coming Monday at ten in the morning.”

That wasn’t much notice, but I could manage it.

“Great. I’ll see you then.”

After ending the call with Gould, I sat back in my chair, mulling over the implications. It was an opportunity, but also a challenge. I walked down the hall to see Mondo and get his input on putting something together.

“I just got a call from Chappelle Gould,” I told him. “He wants me to give an update to the commission on Monday.”

Mondo reacted in his typical defensive reflex. “He can’t make you do that.”

“I know. He asked as a favor. I think it’ll be good PR for us.”

“Well, that’s true, I guess,” he replied grudgingly. “We never worried about things like that before.”

I grinned at him. “Now we do. So, anything of note I should pass on?”

Mondo thought for a moment and said, “What about letting them know we’re looking for someone to run the restaurant?”

“Good idea,” I replied. “This might be a case where someone’s aunt’s cousin’s friend’s neighbor would actually work out. We could end up with a great chef. I’ll let them know.”

“You should take Rachel with you.”

“Yeah, I think I will. You wanna come? It might help if we show up with our leadership team.”

Mondo looked interested. He was slowly beginning to come out of the shell Alevtina had stuffed him into. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Good. For now, I’m taking an early lunch. I want to see Raleigh and bring him up to speed. You give Rachel a call and let her know about the meeting on Monday. This is a chance for us to put out some good press. I want her to handle that. Invite Shayla, too.”

I left the office and told Boomer to get me an appointment with Raleigh. He replied almost immediately that Raleigh could see me now. A couple of minutes later, I was in his office and explained my invitation to the commissioners’ meeting.

“I’m concerned about the station drives,” I told him. “We kept that information in-house, and now I’m worried that was a mistake. What’s your take? Should I let people know they’re off-line? I’m afraid if it looks like we’re trying to keep it secret or that we held back, it would put us in a bad light. I was thinking about giving them a full report on how it all happened.”

Raleigh rubbed his chin, thinking it over. “Most of them wouldn’t understand the technical side. Except Bernice Hayashi, she’s one of the system commissioners. But she’s too bitchy. Bernie always wants to blame people if something isn’t absolutely perfect.”

“What’s your call?”

“I think you’re right. They should know our status, but the way you describe it, for this meeting, they only want to hear good news. So go ahead and give them a written update on the drives, but don’t mention it in your presentation. Talk to Gould afterward and bring him up to speed. The biggest mistake we ever made was hiring Alevtina in the first place.” He grinned and added, “But that was before my time, so they can’t blame me for it. Wade Whitaker was the guy who hired her. He was president back then. Anyway, that’s what I’d do, but it’s not my call. Did you tell Carol about this?”

“I wanted to check with you first. I’m not sure when she officially takes over.”

“It’s sort of a gray area. When you guys meet in August, she’ll run the show. And in my mind, I’m not the chairman now. The last board meeting was my last hurrah. So, the answer to your question is, she’s the boss now.”

“Okay. I’ll let her know what’s going on.”

Raleigh squinted as though he had some bad news to pass on. “Just so you know, a few months ago I talked to some of the other board members about my leaving. None of them wanted to take over. No reflection on you; this was before your time. It’s just that most of us were sick of all the hassle that Alevtina caused. Anyway, the consensus was that since Carol was the First Vice President, she should be next. It was her turn.”

“I understand.”

“Yeah. The thing is, we may not have done you any favors. I’ve known Carol for years, and she’s nice enough when things go well, but she’s kind of high-strung. Probably comes from being a high school principal. When she gets upset, she turns into a micromanager, and she’s made all of us miserable more than was really necessary. Putting her in the hot seat was sort of payback. Sorry about that.”

That was great. My new boss had been put in her position as a form of punishment. It didn’t bode well for the future.

“Thanks for letting me know,” I said.

Raleigh went on, “Anyway, they televise those commissioner meetings, so she’ll want to know about it beforehand.”

“All right,” I said. “In that case, thanks for your help in getting me hired and the guidance you’ve given me so far. I appreciate it. I guess I’ll get going.”

As I left his office, I worried about Carol Levine. The last thing I needed was a high-strung Chairwoman of the Board. For the rest of the afternoon, I tried to get in touch with her, but she was tied up with in-service training. I left a message inviting her to the Board of Commissioners meeting, saying I wanted to discuss the matter of the station drives with her. If possible, could she come early so I could brief her ahead of time? I never got a reply.

Not being able to contact her was worrying. I had hoped to establish a rapport with Carol like I had with Raleigh, but her lack of response raised questions. If she was a high school principal, her plate was probably full already, especially if she was the micromanaging type. Making her the board president might be overextending her.

I wondered about the best way to work with her. Should I flood her with details so she felt informed or just do everything myself and brief her later if she asked?

I glanced at the clock and realized how late it had gotten. Fiona would be wondering where I was. Maybe she’d have some insights on how to handle Carol.


Chapter 13 – The Story Comes Out

Monday morning, Mondo, Shayla, and I arrived a bit early for the system commissioners meeting. There was no sign of Carol Levine. The public entrance doors were locked and a small crowd had gathered outside.

Shayla explained, “This is normal for them. They usually start their meeting in an executive session to discuss confidential matters. No one knows what.”

While we waited, Professor Tillman arrived, and we introduced ourselves. In person he looked even more academic than on TV. He recognized me from the news coverage.

“Anything new on the moon problem?” I asked.

“Only that there is no good answer. If Jinni collides with Asam, we’ll have issues immediately. If it misses, we have about a month before real problems arise.”

“That quickly?” I asked, surprised. “I thought the transit time between Arinna and our position would be at least a year.”

“Only for the large fragment. The main body is still under acceleration. About one-hundredth of a g. You know how quickly acceleration adds up.”

“Yeah, I do,” I replied.

“You should have shut it down before you left.”

“I know, everything seems obvious in hindsight. But we had an injured worker and needed to get back. It was a scary place back then, and I honestly thought it would have all fallen apart by now. I’m amazed that the system is still working enough to keep it accelerating.”

“As am I. If it misses the moon, someone will have to return and shut down the power. Will that be you?”

“Not in my lifetime. One trip to a disintegrating moon was enough. The Stratum Syndicate should handle it.”

“We agree on that,” Tillman said. “How is the young woman? Last I heard, she was still in intensive care.”

“She still is,” Shayla said. “I checked on her this morning. Her condition has been upgraded slightly. They’re calling her stable at the moment.”

“Do you know her?” Tillman asked.

“No, never met her. I’m keeping track of her condition out of concern for liability. I hate to sound callous, but that’s the way it is.”

“Liability?” Tillman looked startled. “Mr. Washington is the one who saved her. You think she’s going to sue?”

Shayla said, “We don’t know for sure. We’re just trying to stay aware. With so many competing interests, lawsuits are inevitable.”

Tillman nodded knowingly. “That’s true enough.”

Rachel arrived and joined our group. She and Shayla recapped our discussion with Tillman. Several others in the crowd listened in. The fate of Jinni and the potential consequences for the space station were being whipped into a frenzy by the media so everyone wanted the latest scoop on the real story.

The door to the commission room opened, and one of the system staffers emerged, inviting everyone in. We filed in, taking our seats among the other attendees. The room buzzed with hushed conversations.

I whispered, “Boomer, will you be able to connect to the hologram projector?”

“Yes,” he replied, his voice audible only to me. “I’ll be ready when you are.”

Chappelle Gould called the meeting to order, his gaze sweeping the room before settling on me. “Mr. Washington, thank you for coming. We’ll call on you in just a minute. Professor Tillman, please come forward.”

Tillman made his way to the podium, and the room fell silent as he approached the lectern. All eyes were on him as he prepared to address the commissioners and the gathered audience.

“Well, Professor,” Gould said. “What is the latest on our errant moon? Anything new?”

“Nothing definitive, I’m afraid. My team is following its path minute by minute, and for now it’s impossible to say if it will collide with Asam.”

“Why is that?” one of the commissioners asked. It was Bernice Hayashi, an elderly, diminutive woman with abundant white hair piled on top of her head. Raleigh had been right about her. She wanted all the details. “Can’t you just project its direction? That would seem to be a pretty basic orbital calculation.”

“I had hoped so,” Tillman replied. “But the body is exhibiting an oscillation in its trajectory. I suspect, due to the damage, it’s picked up a modest precession, which, combined with the remaining gravity netting, is creating a corkscrew path. And that wobble itself is inconsistent, making accurate predictions impossible.”

“What happens if it doesn’t?” Gould asked.

“Then it could develop into a worst-case scenario. As I mentioned to Mr. Washington earlier, Jinni is still under minor acceleration. I have no idea which of the gravity nets are still functioning or at what capacity. Even though the acceleration is minor, it’s significant in terms of the time it would take to reach our position.”

“What time frame are we talking about?” Gould asked. “I was under the impression any danger would be at least a year out.”

“That was based on a non-accelerated calculation. If we assume the debris was traveling at perhaps fifteen to twenty kilometers per second, then yes, it would be three to four hundred days. But as it is, even under this minuscule rate of acceleration, the moon could cross our orbit in as little as forty days.”

A chorus of exclamations erupted from many in the room, including the commissioners.

“And is it coming in our direction?” Gould demanded. “What’s the current trajectory?”

Tillman spread his hands. “As I said, the current corkscrew path makes any prediction unreliable. But we will know one way or another in three days. That’s when Jinni will intersect the orbital path of Asam. Broadly speaking, if Jinni continues on its current path with no further amplitude in modulation, then yes, Jinni will pass close to our vicinity. My team has calculated the cone of uncertainty to be about three million miles in diameter. In most projections, Space Station Zion falls within that cone of uncertainty.”

“And what does that mean?” Hayashi asked. “What if we are in that cone? Are we talking about damage to the station? Potential impacts?”

“Yes,” Tillman replied. “But let me emphasize the word potential. At this point, we have not been able to establish the extent of the debris trail. It’s conceivable the main body of Jinni could disintegrate before it ever reaches our position. We need to acknowledge there is a danger, but we cannot establish the extent. It’s somewhere between zero and significant.”

A sense of unease settled over the room. The commissioners exchanged worried glances, their expressions a mix of concern and frustration. In the audience, a low murmur of voices rose as people turned to their neighbors, whispering questions and speculations. The seriousness of the situation was evident in the collective realization that the space station and its inhabitants were potentially facing a catastrophic threat.

“What should we do?” Gould asked. “How can we prepare for this danger?”

Tillman said, “The easiest solution would be to use the station’s drive engines to reposition us out of the cone of uncertainty.”

Crap! I should have seen that coming. With that one sentence Tillman had set me up. He might as well have hit me with a targeting laser.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Gould said.

Tillman wasn’t finished. “Are you familiar with the concept that our station is positioned at the L4 Lagrange point with regard to Prometheus and Horus?”

“I am,” Gould replied. “Am I correct in assuming that repositioning Zion to L5 would place us outside the cone of uncertainty?”

“Absolutely,” Tillman said. “That would place the station well clear of any danger from Jinni.” He turned his gaze in my direction, along with everyone else in the room, and gave me an encouraging nod.

“Mr. Washington,” Gould said. “On behalf of the system commissioners, I ask that you immediately move our space station to the stable orbital position of L5 as recommended by Professor Tillman.”

I rose slowly, trying to compose a response. I’d wanted to control the narrative around the drive status but now I had to publicly admit my inability to comply.

Gould’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Mr. Washington? Did you hear me?”

“Yes sir,” I replied carefully. “I will do that as soon as possible.”

My words hung in the air, heavy with an unspoken truth. Gould looked at me curiously. “Yes? And when will that be? Is there a problem?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “I just need to coordinate with Professor Tillman on the coordinates for the L5 position.”

Gould’s expression shifted from curiosity to concern. “You do know what the Lagrange L5 position is, don’t you?”

“Of course. L4, our current position, precedes Horus in its orbit, while L5 trails behind, both are equidistant from the gas giant.”

Gould nodded, a flicker of suspicion in his eyes. “All right, Sam,” he said, his voice edged with frustration. “What are you not telling us?”

I took a deep breath. It was time to fess up. “The truth is, Administrator, the station drives are currently offline.”

“They’re down? Why weren’t we notified?”

“Sir, a repair team from Hyundai Celestial will be here this week to repair the drives and give them a complete service. We can move the station as soon as they are done.”

Gould nodded in understanding. “Oh, okay. Well, that’s all right then. Next time, just tell me. Don’t beat around the bush.”

“Yes sir. Sorry.”

I thought I was home free, but then Hayashi said, “Hang on, please. You said a team from Hyundai Celestial? You’re talking about the people who built the station. From Earth?”

“Yes ma’am. That’s correct.”

“Those people don’t respond overnight.”

“No ma’am. I went to Earth and spoke to them personally, and we agreed on a contract price. I also submitted an emergency grant to FASA to pay for the service.”

“And when was this?”

Again, Crap! That was the problem with people in a leadership role. They want to know everything. “About three months ago.”

That brought another round of worried exclamations.

“Mr. Washington,” Hayashi said. “Exactly how long have the drives been down?”

I closed my eyes and gave a slight head shake. Here it came. “About six years.”

“Six years!” Gould exploded along with most of the commissioners. “What the hell is going on down there? How did this happen?”

“Sir, it’s complicated. Perhaps I should see you later and fill in the details.”

“Nice try, Mr. Washington,” Hayashi said. “But I think not. This sounds like something all of us need to know about.”

I looked down at Shayla and she gave me a look that said just tell them.

I took a deep breath and said, “Commissioner, the drives were shut down due to a miscommunication between officials at FASA and the then-spaceport director.”

Gould stared at me for a moment and said, “This was during Alevtina’s tenure, wasn’t it?”

“That’s correct.”

“How long have you been here?”

“About three months.”

“When did you discover our station drives had been disabled?”

“The week after I started.”

Gould nodded as if to himself. “Okay. Not ideal, but okay. Did you know about this when you came here the first time with the Navy?”

“No sir. I found out a couple of days later. The next day, I departed for Earth to talk to Hyundai. The following week, I went to FASA headquarters and spoke to them about the funding.”

“How much is this going to cost?”

“One and a half million celestials.”

“And FASA is going to pay for it?”

“That’s correct. I just received the grant approval a few days ago to cover the cost.”

“They should if they caused the problem!” Hayashi said.

I didn’t reply to that, and Gould said, “Very well, Mr. Washington. Here’s my take on this. Like I said last week, you don’t work for me. But this concerns the entire space station and, frankly, the rest of the system. I’d like weekly reports on the status of the drive engines until they’re functional.” He looked at the commissioners. “Does that meet with your approval?”

He got head nods, but Hayashi added, “I’d like to know what your Board of Directors was doing all this time.”

“Yeah, that’s a fair question,” Gould acknowledged. “Sam, prepare a report for us on how all this happened. I’d like a preliminary draft by Friday, and I imagine the station manager will want a copy of that as well. Can you do that?”

“Yes sir. If I can just say, you have that report now. I sent it to you in preparation for my presentation.”

“You did?” He sounded surprised.

I wasn’t. These kinds of meetings always have tons of background information, and I knew from experience that a lot of it doesn’t get read. Because I got notice on Friday, I sent my information package in over the weekend, so I assumed that no one would have read it. I was going to refer to it when I gave my briefing. It had all the answers they wanted.

“Yes sir. I believe you will find it comprehensive.”

Gould let out a frustrated sigh. “All right. That’s fair enough.” He flipped through several screens on his tablet. “Yeah, here it is. I see it now. Okay, I see you had several other topics you wanted to get into, but let’s put that aside until next time. You probably want to get back to your office, so you’re cleared to leave.”

“Thank you, Administrator.”

He wasn’t quite throwing me out of the room, but close. I nodded at Mondo and Shayla, and we slunk out the back door toward our own lower deck. Rachel remained seated, silently distancing herself from us in front of the public and perhaps other customers. I didn’t blame her.

* * *

An hour later, Rachel showed up in my office.

“Sorry,” she said guiltily. “I couldn’t decide what to do.”

I laughed and said, “Don’t worry about it. All’s fair under artillery fire.”

Rachel earned her keep over the next two days. We had a constant stream of media inquiries, and she handled them expertly. She answered all the questions about the drive engines with a detailed report that included extensive information about Hyundai’s contract. She even took a few reporters through the drive engine control room, which they loved.

When they asked awkward questions about why the drives had been down for six years, she simply explained that previous FASA guidance had been misinterpreted, but the new management team had corrected the error. She was good at obfuscation without sounding like it. Even so, commentary by the so-called news analysts still put a lot of heat on the spaceport.

Rachel referred questions about Jinni to Professor Tillman. He was an acknowledged expert in orbital mechanics, but his commentary was so dry that reporters paid him little attention. My concern was that his overly technical language obscured the energy released in a collision of two moons.

He spoke in terms of newtons and ergs in exponential numbers, like four point three times ten to the twentieth. No one knew what that meant, least of all reporters. So instead, they spread out in search of other witnesses who would willingly talk in plain sentences about how a member of the Spaceport’s Board of Directors, specifically Eric Blanchard, had screwed up so badly.

The only person who got really angry was Carol Levine. She was furious, not with the reporters, but with me. I just didn’t know it at the time. I called her as soon as I got back to my office and still couldn’t get through. I left another message telling her the meeting with the commissioners had gone badly and that she should expect inquiries from the media. I suggested that to avoid making misstatements, she should refer all questions to Rachel.

Later, I heard through the grapevine that Raleigh had enjoyed referring all the inquiries that came his way to Carol, saying she was now the one in charge of spaceport policy.

Behind the headlines, as always, were exposés and inside stories. Plenty of them were from those who knew Alevtina. I had no idea if any of the information was accurate, as I took great care to ignore all such reports.

Unfortunately, Fiona watched all of the news which kept her internal temperature pretty much at a boiling point. She called me at work to vent.

“Those idiot reporters are blaming you again! Sic Rachel on them!”

“I did,” I said consolingly. “She’s trying to educate them but the problem is everyone is missing the point. Is anyone talking about the release of energy from the impact?”

“Not that I’ve heard. Why is that a problem?”

“Well, I’m not a scientist, but I think this is going to be a big issue for everyone.”

* * *

Early Wednesday afternoon, Boomer told me PNN had hired a local spacecraft owner to ferry one their reporting teams out to Jinni to provide live coverage of the potential impact between it and Asam. I went down to Homeport and asked the girl behind the service desk who was that stupid. To my dismay, she told me it was Hamish Morgan.

“Have they left yet?”

“They met here this morning,” she explained. “But they’re not going out until tomorrow. Is there a problem?”

“Yeah. If you hear anyone else talk about going out there, tell them the spaceport director recommends against it. It’ll be fatal for anyone in the vicinity.”

She gave me a doubtful look but said, “Okay. I’ll pass it on.” I was pretty sure she was just placating me.

I hopped on my skimmer and headed over to Hamish’s honeycomb. His was located on the bottom row, like mine. As I approached, I saw the hangar door was open. Inside, he was enjoying a cup of coffee at a snack counter he had installed in the back of his hangar, similar to my own setup.

He saw me and gave a cheery wave. “Hey, Sam,” he called out. “If you’re here to scold me, I already got an earful from your new PR girl.” He chuckled, clearly not offended. “She was very diplomatic, but I can read between the lines. I know you sent her.”

“That’s not why I’m here, Mr. Morgan. I’m told you’re taking some reporters out to film the impact.”

“Call me Hamish, Sam,” he replied. More enthusiastically, he said, “Yeah. PNN hired me. This is gonna be a once-in-a-lifetime spectacle. It’ll be quite a show.”

I sighed, surprised he didn’t realize it would be suicide. “Mr. Morgan, do you understand that when those two moons collide, the release of energy will be lethal to anyone in the vicinity?”

“I wouldn’t think so. You sure?”

“Positive. Check with your AI. Ask it to explain it to you.”

“I don’t have one.”

“Boomer, give Mr. Morgan a sound check.”

“One, two, three.”

Hamish smirked, one eyebrow arching in amusement. “I have an implant, Sam. I’m not a complete dinosaur.”

“Okay. No offense. Boomer, at his convenience, explain to Mr. Morgan the result of Jinni impacting Asam.” Rather than show any temper I put a little sincerity into my words. “Hamish, it’ll be like holding a nuclear bomb in your lap when it goes off. I have to go now, but please listen to Boomer.”

Hamish laughed. “I’ll give him a try, but I’m not canceling anything just yet. Those media types pay pretty good.”

The fact that he didn’t get what I was talking about was a warning sign because for all his unpretentious ways, Hamish was a smart guy. On my way back to my office, I told Boomer to have Rachel come see me ASAP.

She showed up about thirty minutes later.

“What’s up?” she greeted me, smiling and leaning against the doorframe of my office in a way that told me she wanted to hurry away. She was probably busy with reporters.

“You have a college degree, don’t you?” I asked. “What’s it in?”

“Hyper-Adaptive Communication.”

I hadn’t heard of that one, but I was several decades out of the loop on the latest personal comm tech. “Any mathematical background in that?”

“Average, I guess.”

That meant next to none. That was the problem. Everyone’s personal AI took care of anything that had to do with numbers or math-related questions. And if you didn’t ask how they came up with an answer, they didn’t bother you with the details.

I said, “The media is missing the point on the moon impact. Someone needs to fix that.”

“Okay. Who? Me?”

“I don’t think you’re the right person. Did you see Tillman talk about what will happen?”

She shrugged as though it hadn’t been important. “A little. He talks in equations, so it’s kind of over my head.”

“Boomer, explain to Rachel what those numbers mean in terms she can relate to.”

“Of course. Rachel, are you aware that Jinni will definitely impact the moon, Asam?”

“I know it’s a possibility, but it’s not for sure yet.”

“That is incorrect. The media has not yet reported it, but Professor Tillman’s team confirmed it yesterday. There is a one-hundred-percent probability that the two moons will collide.”

“Okay. That should be pretty interesting.”

“It will be. The kinetic energy involved in the impact is unimaginable. It will be like millions of the most powerful nuclear bombs detonating at once.”

Her eyes grew wide, and she looked at me doubtfully.

“Really? I thought it would be like an avalanche or a landslide or something like you see on planets back home.”

Boomer continued, “The collision will release an amount of energy equivalent to roughly three-hundred-sixty quadrillion kilotons of TNT. This is far beyond any nuclear bomb ever created. The potential for widespread devastation in this scenario is difficult to overstate.”

Rachel came on into the office and sat down across from me, her expression somewhere between skeptical and horrified. “Is that for real?”

“Of course it is. That’s why I’m telling you.” I watched her eyes as she processed the information.

“Why isn’t anyone talking about it?”

“Why do you think, Rachel? People don’t pay attention.” I shrugged. “I want to get the word out without creating a panic. If we just tell the media, they’ll sensationalize it, and people will freak out.”

Rachel nodded, considering my words. “Yeah, they would.”

“We need to tell someone in authority, like the station manager or the system administrator. I was wondering if you know either of those guys personally. Can you call one of them and get a meeting right now?”

“No. I’m too new,” she admitted. “No one really knows me. I can get any of the media people on the line. That’s easy.”

“No, not yet.” I stood up. “Okay. Come with me. We’ll try to see Chappelle.”

I told Boomer to give Carol Levine a call and let her know I was going to speak about a safety matter with the solar system administrator if she wanted to come. I was starting to hope if she was going to stay this hands-off, it might be as easy to work for her as it was for Raleigh.

* * *

As we headed toward Gould’s office, everyone around us was going about their daily routines, chatting and hurrying to their next appointments, oblivious to the impending danger.

His secretary tried to put us off. “He’s about to leave,” she said. “He has a lunch meeting with Steve Pitts.”

“I just need two minutes,” I said. “It’s about station safety.”

Right then, Gould opened his office door and came out. “Hey, Sam. What’s up?”

“Can I have a minute of your time?”

“You can have ten seconds. I’m running late.”

“All right. There’s a possibility that Space Station Zion will experience damage thirty minutes after the collision between Jinni and Asam.”

That made him pause, but only barely. “How do you figure?”

“My personal AI is a military-grade supercomputer, and it’s done the calculations.”

He stopped and looked at me curiously. “How did you get such a powerful AI?” he asked tangentially.

“I had connections when I was in the military,” I said. “But that’s not the point.”

He scoffed. “I know. Just a stray thought.” He sighed and said, “Okay. Come with me. You can explain on the way.”

Rachel and I followed him out onto the broad government plaza thoroughfare as he headed toward the station’s central government complex.

I said, “When the two moons come together, we’re going to see it. We’re four AU away, so a half hour after they collide, we’ll see the flash of light, followed by a magnitude of radiation. I don’t know how big it will be. And after that will come the debris. Probably within a few days or months.”

Gould shook his head. “I don’t see how it’s going to be that big. You’re talking about a nuclear explosion. That’s not what this is.”

“Think of a giant meteorite hitting a planet,” I countered. “They call them extinction-level events because of the damage. All of that comes from the release of kinetic energy. That’s what’s happening here. Anything that’s not vaporized is going to be heading our way. Think of Professor Tillman’s cone of uncertainty.”

“Hmmm. Okay, I see that. What else?”

“Nothing. I just thought you should know that the station will feel the initial effect sooner than the media is letting on. That’s all. Unless you have any questions for me, I won’t take up any more of your time.”

“I have a lot of questions, Sam, but you’re probably not the one to answer them. Although you seem to be more up on this than anyone else. I read your report, by the way. That helped a lot. It seemed like you did everything you could to keep this from happening.”

“Yes sir. I tried.”

“Okay. Thanks for the info. I’ll talk it over with Steve, and we’ll come up with a public announcement.”

I’d been dismissed, so I came to a stop and let him go on his way. I looked at Rachel and said, “Let’s head back to the office. I have a feeling the spaceport is still going to be in the crosshairs, so we need a media plan to deflect all that blame. Make sure people know the spaceport had nothing to do with this. I wish they’d get that through their heads.”

“You’re an easy target,” she said fatalistically. “For one thing, you were there when it happened. And it doesn’t help that Alevtina pissed off so many people. Everyone equates your position with someone to be despised.”

“I suppose,” I replied, a bit dispirited. “All I want is to keep my head down and do the job. Fiona and I like peace and quiet, not being the center of attention. We’re more the spectator type.”

* * *

That evening, Fiona and I settled onto the couch to watch the Public Service Announcement on TV. It opened with Station Manager Steve Pitts at a podium in front of Station Central. Gould, Tillman, and Carol Levine flanked him on either side. My stomach dropped when I saw Carol. No one had mentioned she’d be part of the announcement. I wondered if she was there just as a show of support or if they invited her to provide an explanation.

In a confident voice, Pitts said, “My fellow Zionists, we are about to witness a rare and powerful cosmic phenomenon, the collision between the Arinna moons Jinni and Asam. The result will be an unprecedented release of energy that will send light, heat, and radiation in our direction. Rest assured that our station is well-equipped to handle such events. We have protocols in place to ensure the safety and comfort of all Zionists. You’ll see an intense flash of light that, for an instant, will rival the luminosity of our own Prometheus. That is expected. I encourage you to view it as a unique opportunity to witness firsthand the wonders of space. All window ports on Zion are equipped with filters that will protect your vision. Let me turn this over to Administrator Gould.”

Gould stepped up to the podium. “Thank you, Steve. While Zion has protective facilities in place, our solar system neighbors need to take precautions. Do not look directly at the impact point without proper eye protection. Additionally, we recommend staying inside your habitat for at least two hours after the initial impact. Rest assured, we have taken all necessary precautions to safeguard our community against any potential effects this event might have. For those interested in learning more about the event and our preparations, we’ve invited the chairwoman of our Spaceport Authority, Carol Levine, to provide additional details. Our top priority remains your well-being, and we are here to answer any questions you may have. Carol, the floor is yours.”

Gould stepped back and gestured for Carol to move forward. She looked stunned. Her eyes widened in surprise and a hint of panic. Obviously, neither of the men had told Carol she would be speaking.

“I’m gonna pay for this,” I told Fiona, a sinking feeling in my gut.

Carol stepped forward reluctantly and her hands gripped the podium so tightly her knuckles turned white. She remained silent, her gaze darting between the reporters, until one of them asked, “Ms. Levine, why didn’t the Spaceport Authority take steps to prevent such a catastrophe? Don’t you feel you owe the people of Zion an apology?”

Her face went beet red and a mixture of embarrassment and anger flashed across her features. “It’s a little early to assign blame,” she snarled, grabbing the neck of the microphone and bending it toward her level.

“Someone caused it,” the reporter countered.

“Look, this is unprecedented, like Steve just said. But you’re right, this didn’t just happen. So while we don’t know what comes next, I’ll find out who’s responsible.” She paused, her eyes narrowing as though searching for a scapegoat. “Obviously, the spaceport director didn’t communicate the risk ahead of time.”

“That bitch,” Fiona growled.

I took her hand in mine and gave it a little tug. “At least now we know her leadership style.”

‘Yeah, quick to point a finger and slow to take responsibility.”

On the TV, Carol stepped back from the podium, visibly rattled, her shoulders sagging under the weight of the moment.

“Oh, well,” I said. “Raleigh signed my employment contract; three years with a guaranteed salary of twenty-four months.”

That gave us a bit of a cushion to find a new position because, based on Carol’s expression, I’d need one soon.


Chapter 14 – Confrontation

The following morning, I talked to Shayla in my office. She had been right about the lawsuit wars. Stratum Syndicate filed a claim against the Spaceport Authority for five hundred million celestials.

Shayla wasn’t at all perturbed. “Don’t worry. It’s a bullshit claim.”

I wasn’t too worried, but lawsuits are unpredictable. “Bullshit claims can still win in court,” I said.

“I know. I’m not saying we won’t take it seriously. They just want you to settle. I looked at our insurance last night. We have twenty-five million in liability coverage. That’s what they’re after.”

“What’s the plan?”

“First thing is to countersue, of course. For attorney’s fees and damages. I’m not sure what damages, but I’ll work with Mondo; we’ll find something.”

“How about damage to the station and all the farms around here?”

Shayla gave a little headshake. “They’ll have to sue on their own. Not that anyone will get anything. You can bet those guys are broke—”

Without any warning, Carol stormed into the outer office.

“Where’s Worthington?” she snapped at Elaine so fiercely that she flinched backward and pointed in my direction.

Carol stomped through my door and glared at me. Her face was flushed with anger, her jaw tightly clenched. She stood rigidly, hands balled into fists, barely containing the rage that threatened to explode.

“Washington,” I said calmly. It threw her off.

“What?”

“My name is Washington, not Worthington.”

She looked perplexed for a moment and then snarled, “Whatever. What the hell did you do yesterday to put me in such a spot? I’ve never been more humiliated in my life!”

“I’m very sorry, Carol, but I’ve been sending messages and leaving voicemails for days trying to fill you in. I didn’t know about your TV appearance, or I would have been there.”

“It’s Chairwoman Levine to you. Not that it matters. You’re fired!”

That was a little more abrupt than I expected, but I knew it was coming the second she came in like a tornado.

Then Shayla said, “You can’t fire him. He doesn’t work for you.”

“Huh?” Carol turned on Shayla angrily. I wished Shayla hadn’t intervened even though she had good intentions. “Who are you?” Carol growled.

“I’m the General Counsel for the Authority,” Shayla replied calmly.

“You’re fired!”

I sighed and said, “Carol, you can’t fire Shayla. She doesn’t work for you either. Now, please, calm down. Shayla, would you give us a minute?”

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Carol shrieked.

I stood up and shooed Shayla out. She didn’t want to go, but I didn’t give her any choice. I asked Elaine to get us a couple of coffees, then faced Carol, who was seething at being ignored.

“Carol, please. Take a breath and calm down. Here, have a seat. Let’s go over this. No one is arguing with you.”

“It sure sounds like it!”

“Not at all. Shayla was just trying to explain that you don’t have hire/fire authority over me. It takes a vote by the entire board. They can fire me as a group, but not just one person. And Shayla works for me, not you. You don’t have authority over any of the spaceport’s employees. Just me. I’m the executive director. Not even the entire board can fire someone without my okay.”

While I explained all this, I managed to get her seated, and Elaine came in with a tray holding two coffees and two water bottles. I took one of the coffees and went back to my chair.

In a conversational tone, I said, “Now, are you serious about dumping me, or are you just venting?”

She glared at me for a minute before taking one of the water bottles. In a quieter voice, she said, “You put the entire station in danger, so no, I’m not just venting.” Then she twisted off the cap and took a lady-like sip. “You need to go.”

“Okay. Then, you have to follow the process. As the Chair, you can call for an emergency board meeting, but to make it legal, you have to post a public notice of the meeting with the proposed agenda thirty-six hours ahead of time. This is Thursday morning. The earliest you can have the meeting is tomorrow evening at nine, and no one will show.”

“Why not? They have to!”

“Not if they don’t want to. You’re all volunteers. And anyway, everyone will be watching the collision. You could have it on Monday, but again, the board historically doesn’t like meeting on Mondays. Their normal day is Tuesday. So, would you like Elaine to post a notice of an emergency board meeting on Tuesday at 4:00 p.m.? That’s their normal meeting time.”

Although I talked calmly and quietly, Carol’s body language remained tense and hostile. Her face twisted into a scowl of contempt. Then, her expression changed from angry to curious. I could see her wondering why I was being so helpful. I didn’t have an answer. After all, I was sort of sharpening the headsman’s ax for my own execution.

“Yes,” she said. “I would like Elaine to post a meeting notice.”

“What is the agenda? You have to post that as well.”

“To fire you!”

“That’s what you want the public notice to say? Item 1: To fire the spaceport director? You sure you don’t want something more generic like ‘To discuss personnel changes?’”

“Whatever.”

“Okay. Do you care if I add a couple of other items since everyone will be here?”

“Like what?”

“The moon collision will happen tomorrow night. They’ll probably want to have a discussion about it.”

“Fine. Do whatever is normal.”

“Okay. What about Shayla? Are you still pissed at her, or can we drop that issue? For one thing, Stratum Syndicate just filed a lawsuit against us. She’s a good attorney, and has all the background on what happened. This isn’t a good time to start searching for someone new.”

I was careful not to smile. Having to sit there and listen to my mundane list of business items was pissing her off, and frankly, I was enjoying her discomfiture.

Carol tried to give me what was probably her version of the evil eye and said, “Are they suing because you screwed up their operation?”

“Yes and no, but you didn’t answer my question.”

“Fine. Keep her. At least for now.”

“Is there anything else I can help you with?”

She didn’t answer and just flounced out. I went down to Mondo’s office to fill him in. He and Shayla were both waiting with anxious expressions.

“Are you really fired?” Mondo asked.

“Am I fired?” Shayla said at the same time.

I cleared off one of Mondo’s chairs and sat down. “For the moment, no one is. I told her it was a mistake to fire you, Shayla, but she wants to call an emergency board meeting on Tuesday. The agenda is personnel changes, meaning dump Sam.”

“The board won’t do that, will they?” Mondo asked worriedly. “Everyone seemed pretty satisfied with you in the last meeting.”

“I dunno. I guess we’ll find out.” Although I kept my tone casual, I was surprised to realize I didn’t really care one way or another. Maybe I’d reached the bottom of my give-a-shit level.

Elaine had come down the hall and was listening from the doorway. She said, “Instead of Mexican food, I’ll order all different kinds of pie. No one can be in a bad mood after having a piece of apple pie. You know any good pâtisseries?”

Mondo got a little misty-eyed and said, “There’s a good one down on Deck 61. La Boulangerie Stellaire. A couple of sisters run it. Real sisters, I mean, not the religious kind.”

I laughed at Mondo’s heartfelt recommendation and said, “Sounds perfect, Elaine. You’re in charge of the menu.”

“I can’t believe this,” Shayla muttered absently as she left, heading back to her own office. I watched her go with an amused smile and then went back to my own desk.

* * *

That afternoon, the Hyundai team arrived. Elaine had made hotel reservations for them at The Titan’s Rest on Deck 44, a few decks above our offices. It was a popular choice for travelers who were familiar with Exodus stations. Although the name varied from station to station, it was always an upscale lodging. The front entrance was on a greenspace plaza with an open atrium six decks high. The hotel had fifty rooms, and its interior spanned five decks, with many of the rooms opening onto the lightwell.

I had kept Hyundai informed about the impending moon collision so they could bring the proper equipment. Elaine met them in the terminal to give them their room keys. Later, in the hotel lobby, I had a sit-down with their team lead, a young guy named Johan McCullough.

“Will you be able to do the work in time?” I asked.

“I think so. Based on your comments I’m planning on making it a sixty-day job. I want my guys to work on the side away from the moons.”

“Yeah, that timeline may not work anymore. I’m worried about what happens after the collision. You won’t have much leeway if there’s problems.”

“I’m not expecting any,” Johan replied. “Danny’s been feeding us performance statistics. Some of the readings don’t make sense so we’ll do some more testing but I don’t see anything slowing us down.”

“What about media interest?” I inquired. “Who’ll handle that?”

Johan smiled. He found it all rather amusing and was happy to accommodate the press. “That’s my job. Do you have someone who can coordinate?”

“Yeah. I’ll have Rachel get in touch with you.”

* * *

Fiona wanted me at home during the big event.

Professor Tillman and his team determined the time of collision between the two moons would be at precisely 9:23 p.m. on Friday, so I promised her I would be there. She bought a bottle of wine and a health food snack tray filled with various vegetables to crunch on. We settled on the couch in front of the TV to watch our solar system’s version of Armageddon.

“Hamish went out there anyway,” I told her. “He called and promised to depart before the actual impact. I think he’s an idiot.”

I couldn’t think of a more dangerous place to be. I didn’t want to be anywhere near the flying debris.

“Do you regret taking the job here?” she asked as the countdown approached D-minus sixty minutes and counting. We’d talked about my run-in with Carol and that I might wind up unemployed.

“Yeah. I hate that you had to go through all the hassle of moving, and now we might have to move again. I know it’s hard on you.”

“Don’t worry about me. You’re the one everyone’s coming down on. I don’t understand why you’re not bouncing off the walls. I’d be furious if I were you. I’m furious. They should be bowing down and kissing your feet for what you’ve done. The military was about to kick them off the station and you solved that in like one day!”

“I know. I’m glad we got past that. I hope they don’t fall back into their old ways if I get the boot.”

“I hope they do! It would serve them right!”

Fiona has always been my fiercest advocate. Even if I screw things up now and then, she’s always on my side.

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said.

She leaned against me and kissed my cheek. “Well, just so you know, I’m glad you took the job.”

“Really? Why so?”

“Because of my gallery. I’m having fun, and my singing pottery is becoming pretty famous.”

“Well, stretch it out,” I suggested. “I haven’t found any more of that kind of clay. What you’ve got may have to last.”

I’d rented two additional storage units and filled them both with shrink-wrapped cubes of wet clay. Then I sent one of my reconnaissance drones back to the general area where we’d found her precious porcelain clay to identify other sources. The drone performed multiple spectroscopic sweeps of the area, but nothing matched the original readings. The microorganism-infected material had a distinctive signature.

“I know,” she replied. “I stopped making so many standard mugs and pots because it uses a lot of clay. I’m becoming more artsy. I can only make one or two vases a day because it takes longer when I start carving. If I try to do more, they dry out too fast. But this clay is so good I haven’t had a single crack in the kiln. That’s incredible. Anyway, I’ve got enough for a couple of years.”

I was glad she was enjoying herself. Maybe there was a chance we could ride out the storm over our new chairwoman and I could stay employed for another couple of years. I hadn’t told anyone, but my plan from the start was to put in three years and then retire permanently. The apartment would be paid off, and with my military retirement, we could get by comfortably.

But those questions were for another day. Tonight, we’d watch the fireworks. As the zero hour approached, I topped off our drinks, and we focused on the live stream news report.

As it happened, Tyrone Sharp was the anchor. I had forgiven him for his misplaced accusation because he’d given us good coverage since then, talking about how the Spaceport Authority had recruited Hyundai Celestial to come and make repairs.

Tonight, they were reporting from the Foxy Java Coffeehouse down on Deck 88, and every time the camera panned through the crowd, people cheered like they were at a ball game.

Although it was clear the two moons would collide, Tyrone supposedly left the question in doubt right up until ten minutes to go. He invited one coffee patron after another to offer opinions on how it would turn out.

At the ten-minute mark, he finally said, “We can now confirm the two moons, Jinni and Asam, will definitely collide. The only question now is how devastating the result will be and how it will impact Space Station Zion. We’ll find out right after these messages.”

I couldn’t decide whether to laugh or cry at the crass commercialism. We sat through a pitch for hydroponic gardening kits, promising you could grow your own food, and a commercial for AI companion services, offering personalized AI companions for entertainment. I always thought those were a little fishy.

Tyrone finally came back on the screen, his voice reflecting a phony gravitas as he said, “We’re here tonight to witness a celestial collision unlike anything mankind has seen.” The screen transitioned to a shot of Jinni.

The camera work was impressive. The video team had stationed multiple drones around Asam, with one on its surface looking right up at Jinni. They had subspace transmitters so everyone could see it all in real time.

The view switched to the feed from another camera where the two orbs hung in the blackness: Asam, a jagged gray rock and Jinni, a gleaming sphere of ice catching the distant red glow of Prometheus.

In the background, Tyrone explained, “Jinni is closing on Asam at a staggering hundred and fifty kilometers every second. Professor Tillman’s latest model predicts a near-direct impact.”

The view shifted to the camera on Asam’s rough-hewn surface of ancient craters. In contrast, Jinni appeared smooth, though gashes ran through the ice, hinting at the violent disruption that had sent it on this apocalyptic trajectory.

Tyrone said, “We expect Jinni’s metallic core will punch right through Asam.”

The scene switched again to another camera. The angle gave a sense of the insane closing speed. The black void between the moons was shrinking by the second.

“We are now at T-minus one minute from impact. Prometheus News Network will bring you this event in its entirety. Our experts tell us the initial flash of light will reach the station in roughly twenty minutes, but you will see it here as it happens.”

In the coffeehouse, he turned to a large screen monitor that showed the scene of Asam’s final seconds. Unprompted, the crowd started counting down.

Then it happened.

There was no sound, of course, but Camera One caught the flash—a blinding burst of light the instant they collided. The camera struggled, trying to auto-adjust for the overexposure. The news director switched frantically to another camera stationed further away from the disaster.

The impact was not a theatrical moment of slow motion, with rock grinding against rock and ice shattering into clouds of steam. Instead, it was a flash of annihilation. Asam was there, and then it was gone, obscured by an expanding shockwave of mind-bending energy.

Chunks of the rocky moon went flying, some the size of small cities, vapor trails streaking behind them. Through the debris, a molten red glow began to bloom from the heart of the collision. I wondered how much of Jinni’s metal core, if any, had survived the catastrophe.

“My God,” Fiona whispered as she snuggled against me. After a moment, the last camera, located a hundred million miles away, showed an expanding and elongated white cloud. “Is that it? Is it over?”

“No, that’s just the start,” I said, my voice tired. I gave her a squeeze. “Now come the secondary impacts when what’s left of it reaches Zion.”

“Don’t say that!” she insisted.

“We’ll be okay. We’ve got three or four months before the first pieces arrive, and by then we’ll be moved to the L5 point. At least, I hope so. Everything depends on Johan now.”

The scene on the newsfeed scanned back and forth, searching for the best shot for viewers. For a moment, it settled on a big jagged chunk of Jinni trailing a comet-like tail. The news director skillfully switched to a view of Zion, making it seem like the remnant was zeroing in on us, and we were about to suffer the same fate as Asam. Even though I knew it was just clever camera work, I couldn’t help flinching.

With that image firmly established in every viewer’s mind, I suspected the realization would start sinking in across the population: there was a real danger to Zion from the debris field.

Tyrone’s face returned to the screen, but his earlier smirk was gone. “The initial impact seems more severe than predicted, and it’s hard to say if there is any further danger. Analysts are working to recalculate trajectories. Let’s go now to Professor Tillman. Professor, what’s your take?”

Tillman, looking as academic as ever, even among the now-subdued coffee crowd, said, “Up until now, we’ve concentrated on the orbital paths of the two moons in question. But in the last few hours, we’ve seen orbital alterations of surrounding moons as well. This will require a detailed analysis to determine what it all means.”

“That’s not good,” I told Fiona, flicking off the TV. I’d seen all I could take.

“How so?”

“Chain reactions are just bad. One object bumping into another after another, flinging debris everywhere. It’s never a good thing. And some of that debris is headed our way.”

“So, what will you do?” she asked, her voice still calm, sure that no matter what was going on in the solar system, I would keep her safe. That’s what I had always done. But for once, I really wasn’t sure. This had grown from a far-off screwup into a real threat.

“We’ll have to identify the pieces. Only now there’s a lot more of them. I guess I better get back to the office.” I stood up to leave, much to Fiona’s protest.

“Why now? I want you to stay home tonight.”

“I won’t be long, but I have to put out a Notice to Spacefarers and a Space Travel Advisory. Pilots won’t like it if they come out of jump space into the debris field.”

Fiona grimaced. “Okay. That seems fair enough, but how will they avoid it?”

“I already posted a new entry point for the solar system. It’s about forty degrees back along our orbit. It means it’ll take longer for arriving traffic when they come out of jump space, but not too much. I want to update the wording that the debris field is real and expanding. Departing traffic won’t have to worry.”

“Hurry back.”

“I will. See you in a bit.”

* * *

I stopped first at Homeport. I wanted to be sure they had posted my earlier navigation alerts. They had, and the young lady at the field desk was familiar with the procedures for keeping them updated. I felt comfortable that our local pilots were in the loop.

As I was leaving, Hamish glided up in front of the terminal with his load of reporters from PNN. One of Akiko’s lineman clamped his nose strut down and the film crew unloaded a ton of equipment. Hamish shook hands with all of them as they departed. I walked over while he completed his postflight inspection.

“You made it back,” I said in greeting.

He had a big smile. “That was wild, let me tell you. Those news people are insane. I bought myself an EVA suit because they wanted to set up one of their cameras on Asam. Did you see it? Did you watch the collision?”

“Oh yeah. Fiona and I watched it from our living room couch. We talked about how crazy you are. But it was impressive.”

Hamish’s expression grew suddenly serious. “Have you seen the other news crew?” He looked around the operations deck.

“No,” I replied. “Were they out there with you?”

“Yeah. They must have put eight or nine camera drones out there. We left about five in place. When we pulled out, I called their pilot on the radio and told him not to push it—that they needed to clear out.”

“Hang on a moment,” I said. “I’ll check with the service desk.”

The service desk girl confirmed the other news crew had not returned and hadn’t left a forwarding flight plan.

“You want me to go look?” Hamish asked.

“No,” I said firmly. “No way. That place is way too dangerous for anyone now. I just posted a couple of Interstellar Navigation Alerts. If they didn’t head back to their home planet from Asam, then it’s too late. I’ll start an inquiry and see if we can track them down.”

Hamish nodded and then asked, “So what’s next? What are you gonna do now?”

“Carry on as usual. Get our station drives fixed and then move the station out of the way. But it’s not Zion I’m worried about; it’s everyone else—the farms and the other stations around us. I’ll start checking with them tomorrow and see how many of them don’t have the capability to reposition.”

“They should. That’s one of the requirements for establishing a presence in the Prometheus system.”

“Yeah, I know. But we haven’t had it ourselves for the last six years. I wonder how many of our neighbors are in the same boat.”

Hamish frowned grimly. “Yeah, that’s true. I hope not many.”

* * *

Back in my office, I had Boomer initiate a search for the missing reporters. They were with the Crisson Flame Network from the Crisson System and hadn’t arrived back in their home system. Based on that, I issued a Missing Starship Notice to all FASA control agencies. It made me feel bad. I didn’t hold out much hope they would be found.

When I went home, Fiona could see I was down and wanted to know why. I told her a team of reporters might have been caught in the blast.

She offered a comforting embrace. “It’s not your fault. You told everyone you could.”

“I know. I’m not feeling guilty; I’m just disappointed. Sometimes, the most important things I do seem so pointless. You put the word out, and half the people who hear it don’t have any idea what it means. I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

We spent Saturday and Sunday just hanging out and going down to her gallery and having coffee. We went to check out the Foxy Java Coffeehouse just for fun. There wasn’t a crowd like there had been the night before, but business was good.

Aside from the fallout from the moon collision both of us avoided the other subject that was hanging over our heads. Would I still have a job on Wednesday morning?

Sunday night, after we went to bed, Fiona rolled over and put her arms around me, her face close to mine. “Don’t go in tomorrow. Let them get a feel for what it would be like if you weren’t there.”

“Maybe I should,” I said, trying to be agreeable.

When she holds me like that, my mind tends to focus on what’s in front of me. When I tried to pull off her pajamas, she pushed me away. It was worth a try.

The next morning, over her objections I went in as usual. “I need to spend some time with Oscar,” I explained. “He may be on his own soon.”

* * *

Oscar was green but he wasn’t a fool. Rumors had already spread and he realized I was giving him a crash course in spaceport operations. I took him all over the flight deck and showed him what most people never notice. Things like spacecraft servicing equipment.

“You live on the space station,” I told him. “So you know how important water is to all of us. What a lot of people don’t realize is how much water leaves the space station every day. Think about it. Akiko and her team top up the water tanks on every spacecraft that comes through here and that includes spaceliners and freighters. That’s why every solar system has ice miners to keep replenishing the station.” I pointed to a row of two-man space tugs favored by the miners. Oscar didn’t even know what they were.

It occurred to me he needed to understand operations from a pilot’s viewpoint. I asked Akiko if there were any flight instructors aboard Zion. There were two; one of them, Ethan Decker, rented the honeycomb next to Hamish. We swung by the hangar and found him chatting away with Hamish.

“Hey there, Oscar.” Hamish greeted us. “What’s up, Sam?”

“Good morning, Hamish,” I replied. “I’m looking for your wingman there. Hi, Mr. Decker. I’m thinking about getting Oscar checked out in flight operations. I understand you’re a flight instructor?”

“That’s right. Hi, Oscar.”

“Good morning, Ethan,” Oscar replied.

I was glad to see Oscar was on a first-name basis with both of the pilots.

I said, “I need a fixed price to include ground instruction and flight hours to get Oscar his first solo flight. Let’s say a maximum of twenty-five flight hours. I won’t hold you to the price if it takes more than that.”

“Seriously?” Decker said. “Did you lose a bet or something?”

I laughed off his comment and said, “No. I just think someone in Oscar’s position needs a pilot’s perspective, that’s all.”

“Is the spaceport paying for this?”

“That’s right. It’s why I need a fixed price. I’ll have Mondo pay the invoice. But I gotta have the number right now.”

“Why the rush?”

“Mr. Decker, I’d be happy to get into it later, but right now, I need a price.”

Decker looked at Hamish as though trying to determine whether this was a trick question.

Hamish prompted him, saying, “Eight grand would be a little light. I’d say eighty-five hundred. How’s that sound?”

“Eighty-five hundred is reasonable,” I said. “Do we have a deal?” I stuck my hand out to seal the bargain.

Decker hesitated for a moment. “I think I’m missing something here.”

“Not really,” I told him. “I know this is a different direction for the spaceport, but I’m trying to make a few changes. I think this would be a good one.”

“I won’t argue with that. Okay, we have a deal.” Decker grinned and finally shook my hand.

Oscar was over the moon, of course, and effusive with his thanks. “This is really cool, Mr. Washington. I really appreciate it.”

“It’s not easy,” I warned him. “You’ll have to study, and all the training has to happen after hours. You can’t do this on duty.”

“That’s okay. It’s worth it. I’ve always wanted to learn how to fly, but it’s so expensive.”

“I know. That’s it for now. You head on back to ops and I’ll square this away with Mondo.”

When I explained the arrangement to Mondo, he asked, “Is this one of those things I’m supposed to talk you out of?”

I chuckled. “No. This is a good move for the spaceport. What about you? Are you interested in learning to fly?”

Mondo’s face clouded over with mock horror. “No, thank you. I’m perfectly satisfied flying a desk.”

Back in my office, Elaine hovered closely all day. I could tell she was worried about tomorrow. Finally, just before she went home for the day, she poked her head in my office and said, “If they fire you, I’m not going to stay on. It’s nothing against Oscar. I just think it would be so wrong.”

“Well, thank you, Elaine. But don’t put yourself in a bind. If you need the paycheck, stay on and try to stick it out. Oscar will do okay as a boss. And maybe it won’t come to that, so take your time making a decision.”

She nodded but didn’t reply.

* * *

The next morning, Tuesday, everyone in the office was tense. I made light of the situation and tried to cheer people up, but I was feeling it, too.

In the afternoon, one of the pie making sisters showed up with an impressive spread for the buffet table. She had apple, cherry, peach, banana cream, some kind of chilled chocolate cream, and, best of all, strawberry rhubarb. Whether I survived the board meeting or not, I had found a new favorite place to buy dessert.

By the time 4:00 p.m. rolled around, the public seating area was full of private pilots and leaseholders. Word had spread I was getting the ax. Banjo didn’t show up, and neither did Sydney Camacho or our newest board member, Hamish.

I was surprised to see Blanchard was one of those present—I thought he’d be too afraid to show his face in public. But those with the least shame are the first to blame others.

Carol had chosen to sit at the head of the table rather than the center. At the stroke of four, she banged the gavel several times.

“As President of the Spaceport Authority Board of Directors, I hereby call this emergency meeting to order. We will dispense with the minutes of the previous meeting and the financial report and move directly to the main agenda. The first item is personnel changes. I need a motion to dismiss the spaceport director, Mr. Sam Worthington.”

“Washington,” I said. “We’ve been through this already.”

She glared at me for a second but didn’t get drawn in. “I need a motion,” she repeated.

“So moved,” Blanchard said.

“Second,” Leonard added.

“All those in favor—”

“Hang on,” Hugo Simpson cut in. “We need to have a little discussion on this. For one thing, we just finished going through a long spell without having a director, and it cost us. It’s hard to find someone to come out to this part of the galaxy and take the job. I don’t know if any of you noticed, but living in a solar system with a red supergiant is not attractive to most people.”

“I’m sure we’ll find someone,” Carol said. “There are always people willing to take a good paying job.”

“Sure there are, but not qualified ones.”

“Well, I can’t say that about Mr. Worthington. He’s brought us nothing but bad news since the day he started.”

“Washington,” I said distinctly.

“Fine. Washington. Can anyone dispute the trouble he’s caused?”

To be honest, I was surprised that no one at the table spoke up in my defense. After a moment of silence, I grinned and said, “I’ll dispute it.”

“I’m sure you would,” Carol said. “But you’re hardly unbiased. I believe you are the reason the station drives are out of commission, and you are the reason those two moons of Arinna collided. You’ve put everyone on the space station in danger. It would be irresponsible of us to let you continue jeopardizing lives.”

“I’m not one who started an illegal mining operation on Jinni.”

“It wasn’t illegal,” Blanchard snapped. “We jumped through all the hoops to get a permit, and we would have except for your bureaucratic stalling. Now you’ve killed a project that would have brought billions of celestials to the system.”

“I don’t care how you spin it,” I replied. “What you did was illegal.”

“If you hadn’t interfered,” Blanchard growled, “we would have been well into the project by now. But your delay put us in the position where a small problem became a catastrophe. Without your meddling, Jinni would never have impacted Asam. Even in the worst scenario, it would have exited the gravitational pull of Arinna without touching a single moon.”

I leaned back in my chair and didn’t argue because he had a point. In a bizarre way, the delay I insisted on to get my engineering report resulted in the orbital geometry that led to the moon’s collision. If I had just let them proceed they would probably have missed each other completely.

“All those in favor say aye,” Carol repeated.

Four of those at the table, including Carol herself, raised their hands. With nine board members present, four votes weren’t enough to give me the boot.

“Those opposed?” Carol said.” Hugo was the only one to raise his hand. “The ayes have it. Motion passed. Mr. Worthington, you’re dismissed.”

I ignored the name-calling this time since she was just doing it to needle me. But she still didn’t have the votes. I hated to drag Shayla into it, but I turned to her and said, “Please explain the bylaws to everyone.”

Shayla looked pained and said, “Madam Chairwoman, you only have four in favor, one opposed, and four abstentions.”

“That’s a majority!” Carol snarled.

“No ma’am. That’s a plurality. The bylaws state that abstentions count toward a quorum. For a vote to pass, you must have a majority of the quorum. You need five votes, not four.”

Carol huffed angrily but didn’t argue. Instead, she turned to Whitaker and said, “Come on, Wade. You didn’t want him in the first place. Raleigh browbeat you into voting for him. This is your chance to set the record straight.”

Whitaker hesitated, a conflicted expression crossing his face. He gave me an apologetic glance and then said, “All right, Carol. Aye.”

“Thank you!” Carol turned back to me. “Satisfied?”

“What about his contract?” Hugo chimed in.

“What contract?” Carol turned her evil eye back to me. “What contract?”

I nodded at Shayla to answer.

She said, “He has a three-year employment contract with the Spaceport Authority, with twenty-four months’ salary guaranteed. If you terminate him before then without cause, he can sue for unpaid wages plus damages.”

“We have plenty of cause!” Carol exclaimed. “He’s a threat to the station!”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. Based on the facts at hand, if this were to go to trial, the Spaceport would lose. I spoke to Raleigh earlier today and he told me he would testify on Mr. Washington’s behalf if it came to it.”

“So would I,” Hugo said. “And so would Hamish and Camacho. If they’d been here tonight, the vote wouldn’t have gone your way.”

Carol looked frustrated and then turned to me. “What will it take to get you out of here?”

I had already gone through all the permutations. I knew what I wanted, and one of those things was to not get into a drawn-out legal battle.

“Eighteen months pay as severance.” I’d been on the job for almost five months so I wasn’t really giving up much. It would give me a chance to get on my feet and save the spaceport a year of my wages.

Carol nodded triumphantly. “All right. Eighteen months, but you leave tonight!”

“I can do that. Want me to tell Oscar he’s the interim director?”

Hugo leaned toward me with a serious expression, “Can he do the job? He seems pretty green to me.”

“He’s inexperienced, but he’s a quick learner. And he likes the military so he’ll get on well with Banjo. Yesterday, I went over everything with him including the drive systems and had him work with the Hyundai team. He’s your best bet for the interim.”

Hugo nodded. “I move we appoint Mr. Oscar McKee as the interim director.”

Carol wasn’t happy about the motion, but Whitaker seconded it. “Very well,” she grumbled. “All in favor, say aye.” There was a chorus of ayes and she didn’t ask for the nays. She looked around the table and said, “Anything else?” There was no response, so she pounded the gavel on the table and adjourned the meeting.

Honestly, I was delighted. I wouldn’t have to work for the great and mighty Carol Levine anymore, and the only job I had left was to enjoy the pie.


Chapter 15 – Retirement

An hour later, when I walked into the apartment carrying a cardboard box filled with my desk accessories, Fiona shook her head sadly. “At least you’re smiling,” she said.

“I know,” I replied with a grin. “I should feel a little bad, right?”

“Do you really not? I’ve always worried you won’t be able to handle retirement. You’re too much of a workaholic.”

“I never felt that way. I’ve always looked forward to retirement. We talked about it before we moved here.”

“I didn’t think you were serious.”

“I wasn’t sure I was at the time. But I feel pretty good right now. I’ll have to help them with a couple of things, but basically I’m done. I thought tomorrow I’d come down to the gallery and help out.”

“Please don’t,” she said, trying to hide her alarm. “I know what you’ll be up to.”

I couldn’t suppress my grin at her reaction.

“Well, I saw there was a little cot in the back room. I figured, you know…since it’s there.” I don’t know why I have a compulsion to be devilish. Fiona was feeling more down than I was at my new unemployed status, and I wasn’t making it any easier for her. As the worry on her face increased, I relented and said, “Don’t worry. I’m just kidding.”

“Don’t kid me right now!” she whined. “I’m really worried about you.”

“Well, you shouldn’t be. I honestly feel good. I talked them out of eighteen months of severance pay, and I must’ve eaten at least two whole pies.” I chuckled at that memory. I had really chowed down on the buffet, and no one had had the heart to tell me to slack off.

“Then you’re probably not ready for dinner.”

“If you cooked something, I am.”

“I didn’t. I was going to order in Chinese if you were hungry.”

“Not for me. But we’ll get some if you want.”

“I can’t eat anything right now.”

I gathered her into a big hug and plastered several kisses across her face. “I’m honestly fine. Let’s go out for coffee. We’ll worry about tomorrow next week.”

* * *

I surprised myself by sleeping in the next morning. I hadn’t done that in years. Part of the reason was that the night before, Fiona had mixed too much cognac in her coffee and was willing to console me when we got home. I’m a bad husband. I never hesitate to take advantage of my wife when she’s had too much to drink. Still, she woke me up all bright-eyed and dressed for work.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said cheerfully. “I have to go open the gallery. I imagine you’re going back to your office anyway, so I’ll talk to you later.” She gave me a quick kiss and was out the door.

I wandered into the kitchen, not sure what to do with myself. Then Boomer said, “Oscar McKee asks that you call him at your convenience.”

I laughed and said, “That didn’t take long. Go ahead and put him through.”

“You’re connected.”

“Hey Oscar, this is Sam. What’s up?”

“I’m not sure what to do.”

“Where are you?”

“I’m sitting at your desk.”

“That’s a good start, but it’s your desk now. I guess the first thing is, who’s the best person in the operations division.”

“Probably Selena.”

“That’s what I would say, too. Call her up to your new office and tell her she’s the new acting chief of operations and that she needs to get with the program right this minute.”

“I can do that.”

“Then tell Mondo to let Marija know of Selena’s promotion. I left a letter of instruction with him about pay increases. Go over all of that with him. Then, you need to start learning about the budget and how to get a grant with FASA. The most important thing to you from here on is to shepherd those grants from start to finish. You can’t run the spaceport without grants. It costs too much.”

“I don’t know anything about that stuff.”

“I know, but you’ll learn. Anything else?”

I could tell he wanted to talk for another hour, but he had to get out there on his own and learn the job.

“No sir. Thank you.”

A moment later, Boomer said, “Shayla would like to call you at your earliest convenience.”

I laughed again. “Put her through.”

“You’re connected.”

“Hey, Shayla. What’s up?”

“You can expect to be served this morning. Eric Blanchard just filed another lawsuit against you for tortious interference in his business.”

“Okay. We sort of expected that. Did someone show up at the office?”

“Yeah. Some process server. I told him I could accept the papers, but he wouldn’t listen. I didn’t give him your address, but he’ll track you down pretty quickly.”

“Not a problem,” I said. “Thanks for the heads-up. If he shows up here, I’ll take the paperwork and then drop it by the office. I’ll leave it to you to see that it gets dismissed. If he wants to sue somebody, it’ll have to be the Spaceport Authority.”

“I know. I’ll take care of it. Are you going to hire your own lawyer on any of this?”

“That’s not my plan. Everything I did was part of my official duties, so it’s your baby. The court shouldn’t have a problem dismissing the case. But you may have to coordinate with our insurance to cover legal costs.”

“I’ve already done that. I notified them this morning. They’re going to send a representative to review the case, probably next week.”

“Sounds good. Just so you know, I’ll make myself available whenever you need me. Are you keeping Ms. Levine in the loop?”

“She came into the office a while ago. But that brings up another question. Have you checked the news feeds?”

Strangely enough, I hadn’t even thought about it.

“Not yet. Did we make the cut?”

“If the Zion Chronicle still printed newspapers, your picture would have been above the fold.”

“Ouch. My security badge photo is pretty bad. Someone needs to teach Wagner how to use a camera.”

“Well, then, you can relax. They used an AI likeness because you look pretty nice in the article. Carol, not so much.”

That was funny. If the media was making her face look bad in news photos it would drive her crazy. “That’s suits me, but she probably took it out on all of you guys. Did she yell at everyone? Tell them to just keep their heads down.”

“Too late. She came in fired up. Elaine quit right after she left. I’m afraid that’s going to crush Oscar.”

“Can’t help you there.”

“I know. I’m just venting. What’s worse, she tried to pull some crap on Lou over the station drive thing. He said she was right and quit on the spot. It was kind of a blood bath. Rachel was here, and she quit, too. She said doing PR for Levine would hurt her company’s reputation. Carol said good riddance and that she would handle all media herself from here on.”

“That’s really bad,” I said sympathetically. “Not about Rachel; she’ll be fine. But Lou was important to the way we did things. When I first got here, I didn’t realize how much he did.”

“Yeah, well, what about Boomer? Are you taking him away? That would kill us, and I’m not exaggerating.”

“Yeah, my license won’t let me give him away to other organizations. But I’ll tell you what. I’ll leave Boomer operating as the spaceport AI until you come up with a solution. That’s for public service, so I’m okay with that. I’ll have to take him away eventually, but there’s no hurry. You and Mondo decide how to proceed.”

“Thank you for that,” Shayla said with feeling. “But to stay legal, I’d like to establish a service contract and pay for it. I’ll take care of all that.”

“Suit yourself. I’ll have Boomer establish a firewall between spaceport operations and my personal life as of this moment. There will be some overlap as we get into the legal arena, but he knows how to handle that. Who’ll be his primary contact? You or Mondo?”

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I’d rather it was Mondo.”

“It makes no difference to me, but Boomer needs to know so you two figure it out. Anything else?”

“About a million things, but I’ll hold off for now.”

“You can do it,” I said encouragingly. “I have faith in you.”

* * *

Once Shayla disconnected, I waited for a moment to see if there would be another call, perhaps from Mondo. After a few minutes, I decided that all the immediate questions had been dealt with. There was one remaining matter on my side.

“Boomer, how’s my checking account balance?”

“Your severance pay was deposited this morning if that is what you are referring to.”

“Yep, it is. Mondo’s a good man.” I had wondered if, now that I was gone, he might drag his heels on paying me, but that was an unfair thought. “Don’t invest any of that money long term. I may need some cash while I figure out what to do with myself.”

“Understood. I will leave fifty thousand in your checking account and put the rest in a short-term CD.”

“Sounds good.”

With the question of our bank balance answered, I flipped on the news and watched a little of PNN. The coverage was pretty much what Shayla had said. Carol had made me a scapegoat, so she was now being portrayed as a sort of wicked stepmother. I wasn’t interested in the details and flicked it off. Instead, I decided to visit Fiona at the gallery.

* * *

As I walked across the plaza on Deck 25, the fresh smell of warm bread filled the air. I spotted the bakery and made a mental note that one of my retirement goals would be to take Fiona to every coffee shop, eatery, restaurant, retail shop, and boutique on Zion. We had tried something similar on Marseille, which had over three hundred establishments. Despite our efforts, we never managed to visit them all. There was always something in the way.

Here, I promised myself, I would make it happen. I started with a little coffee shop a few doors down from the gallery. I went in and got two lattes and two sweet rolls.

When I entered the gallery, Fiona was talking to a customer, so I set the coffees on the counter behind the register. I noticed a paper cup with the same logo as the shop I had just visited. That made one down, two hundred and ninety-nine to go.

I browsed quietly, examining some of the new products Fiona had displayed. One shelf had several rows of coffee mugs. I picked one up and held it to my ear, listening to its faint musical tone. When I replaced it on the shelf, I noticed that the nearby mugs slid away from it as I tried to put it back in its spot.

“What the heck?” I muttered to myself. I pushed the cup closer to the others and they moved again, like magnets do when you push similar poles toward each other. It was freaky.

“Be careful,” Fiona called out. “Don’t push anything off the shelf. I almost broke a couple before I realized they were magnetic.”

“Okay,” I replied absently. But these things were not magnetic. There was no ferrous material at all in the clay. At least not that I had detected. So, what was causing the repellant force? I cast a curious glance at her, but she just gave me a shrug.

It was one of those little mysteries I couldn’t ignore. I wrapped up two of them and put them in one of Fiona’s little carry bags with her Heliosphere Pottery logo on it. I had a crazy idea of what might be happening, and I knew who had the tools for me to confirm my theory.

“I’ll be back later,” I told Fiona. “I want to check something out.” She nodded as I left, used to me getting sidetracked by inconsequential matters.

Once out of the shop, I said, “Boomer, where is Johan McCullough?”

“Try the Terrel Hangar. He rented a portion of it from Mr. Lawson.”

I was glad to hear that. I was afraid he might be in the station drive control room and I no longer had authorization to go in there. On the way down to the space operations deck, I realized I also no longer had access to one of the spaceport’s skimmers.

“Boomer, are there any skimmer dealers on Zion?”

“Of course. You might check Lucia Skimmers on Deck 35.”

* * *

Lucia was a redheaded woman in her mid-30s who looked pretty hard-nosed about business. She tried to sell me a teacup, one of those small, enclosed skimmers that has a broad seat for senior citizens. They look like gigantic teacups, hence the name. I didn’t think I looked that old, but she was sure I needed one.

I finally convinced her I wanted a standard sled skimmer with a grab bar on the front and that it had to be certified for space deck operation. She had what I was looking for but wanted two thousand coronals for it. We finally agreed on sixteen-fifty, and I rode it down to the space operations deck. Boomer registered it with operations, making it legal for me to slide it out among the parked spacecraft.

I left it on the side of the Terrel Hangar where it wouldn’t be in the way. Johan was inside going through a box of newly arrived parts with a couple of his team members.

“Hi, Mr. Washington,” he greeted me cheerfully, and then he looked worried. He had obviously gotten the news I was on the outs with the Spaceport Authority.

“Good morning, Johan. Looks like you’re getting settled in okay. Is Mr. Lawson taking care of you?”

“Yeah, he’s been great. Say, I was wondering…you know.”

“You can say it,” I told him with a smile. “I got fired yesterday. Too bad, but that’s how it goes sometimes.”

“Is our contract still valid?”

“Absolutely it is. Listen, what happened to me was all political. Someone had to take the fall for our new chairman, and I was nominated.”

“That sucks. Sorry, man.”

“Yeah, I know, but I got a decent compensation package, and I was close to retirement anyway, so from my perspective, it all worked out. My replacement is Oscar. You know him, I think.”

“Yeah, Oscar is a good guy.”

“I’ve told him to call on me anytime he has a question, and the same goes for you. The good news is the FASA grant to pay for your service has been approved, so there won’t be any issues with payment.”

Johan looked relieved. “That’s good to hear.”

“Yeah. So, on a separate issue, I have a question for you. Do you have one of those hand scanners that can detect gravity output from a gravity pad? I’d like to borrow one if you do.”

“Borrow one?” Johan asked skeptically. I could see his concern; an ex-employee might walk off with a piece of valuable equipment.

I chuckled and said, “Yeah, just for five minutes. I’m tinkering around with a new idea, and I just want to verify if I’m on the right track. I don’t even need to leave the hangar.”

“Okay. Yeah, we’ve got one. I just put it on the rack a few minutes ago. Come on back.”

I followed him to a storage room that looked freshly swept and cleaned up. New shelving had been installed.

“Here it is,” Johan said, pulling down a modest orange case. “You can use that workbench. Anything else?”

“No, this is perfect. I owe you guys a good meal before you leave.”

He left me alone and I unpacked the hand scanner. Thankfully, it was self-explanatory. I set it on top the workbench and powered it up. The self-diagnostic said it was working fine, and I put the two coffee cups in front of the scanning face. The readings clearly showed the presence of a gravitational field. I moved the cups around, back and forth, turning them this way and that. The readings followed the movement, making it conclusive that something in the cups had to contain a trace of densinium.

“Boomer, what is the make and model of this scanner, and how much is it?”

“It’s a Gravimetric Density Analyzer model 2052 manufactured by Sinclair Dynamics. It’s available on Amazon Galactic for 435 celestials. Would you like me to order one? You can have it by tomorrow evening at 9:00 p.m.?”

“Yeah, that would be good.”

“Although…” he added enticingly. “You may want to consider the Anti-gravimetric Resonance Imager made by Neutrino Dynamics. The ND-ARI can analyze the specific energy signature of any densinite-produced antigravity fields. This would allow you to distinguish between densinite variations, as some alloys are more powerful or unstable than others. Instead of a simple reading, the ND-ARI visualizes antigravity fields in 3D. You would be able to see the shape, intensity, and potential distortions within the field itself. Of course, it’s more expensive.”

“How much more expensive?”

“The ND-ARI goes for 1,679 celestials. It’s not available on Amazon, though. You’d have to order it directly from Neutrino Dynamics.”

“When could we have it?”

“They promise delivery to any Federation space station within five working days.”

“That’s what I want. Order that one.”

“Done.”

I packed up the scanner and put it back on the shelf. “Thanks, Johan,” I told him as I left.

“Anytime, Mr. Washington. Is there a problem with something? Anything I should know about?”

“No, not at all. Just a pet project I might spend some time on now that I’m retired.”

“Should I offer condolences or congratulations?”

I chuckled and said, “I’m not sure. I guess it depends on how this new hobby works out. What about you? Everything going okay?”

“Yes, indeed. We’re on schedule.”

I left and headed back to my former office to meet with Shayla. She had the contracts for renting Boomer ready for my approval. As I approached, the process server she’d warned me about was waiting and handed me the lawsuit. I gave the papers to Shayla to take care of.

“I created a shell corporation,” she explained. “Its name is Brain Dump, and you’re the sole executive. We lease Boomer for five hundred coronals a month. I was going to make it a hundred, but Mondo said it should be at least five hundred, or the auditors would question it.”

“Boomer, are you okay with this?” I asked.

“As a temporary arrangement it complies with your original use agreement. This is acceptable for eighteen months as that will match your severance pay.”

“That works for me, then” I told Shayla. It was free income on my side and still a good deal for the spaceport. “Anything else?”

“A few board members stopped by hoping to see you. I get the feeling they’re pretty unhappy with Carol. They said you shouldn’t have been fired. Hamish was one of them. He purposely stayed away last night so they wouldn’t have enough votes. I had to explain the rules of a quorum to him.”

“That sounds like Hamish. Oh well.”

“They might try to overturn last night’s vote at the next meeting. Would you come back if they did?”

“I don’t think so, Shayla. That ship has sailed. Conventional wisdom is to never take a counteroffer and I think that fits my situation. I’ll find a new project to keep me occupied, and Fiona and I have already celebrated my new independence.”

“Would you think about it?”

To placate her, I said, “Okay,” but I wouldn’t think about it very hard.

* * *

When I got back to the gallery, Fiona was carving a new piece of greenware. She had moved on from traditional vases and was now sculpting a large sunflower wall plaque. Not a literal copy of nature but an abstract one, giving the impression of the raw energy of celestial fire. I suspected it was a metaphor for Prometheus. The flower’s broad face was a mixture of petals arranged like the flames of a solar eruption. Across the seed-filled center was a swirling vortex, radiating lines of force that created twisting solar eruptions hinting at the swirling chaos of the star’s magnetic field.

It would be beautiful after she fired it with a stark red and orange glaze. She’d be selling pieces like that for two grand a pop before long, and not just on Zion. Freed from the restrictive confines of her family’s continuing drama, her creative side was really taking off. I particularly enjoyed the hidden smile behind her concentration.

“How do you like it?” she asked without looking up.

“Impressive. You look like you’re having fun.”

“I really am. Are you doing okay?”

“Yeah. I’m investigating your magnetic coffee mugs. I’ll be in your shop.”

“Be careful! Don’t break anything!” She literally considered me a bull in a china shop.

“I won’t.”

I returned the two borrowed mugs to their shelf and then went back into her workroom. On a workbench was a set of similar greenware mugs laid out in rows. The mugs were approaching the leather-hard stage, where the clay became a shade lighter and firmer to the touch, ready for their handles.

The handles lay next to them, side by side, waiting to be applied. Fiona had rolled lengths of the clay into long thin rolls like miniature sticks of bread.

The image struck me as particularly apropos, but I couldn’t put my finger on exactly why. In the back corner of my mind, the idea appeared that I needed a similar set of fired porcelain strips. There was something about the image that was tickling my thoughts. If I had such strips, I would need something to hold them in place because… It would be necessary for them to exert the appropriate gravitational effect because…

And then I had it.

I knew where they would fit. I needed strips of clay to fill the grooves on the roof and belly of War Prize. That’s what those grooves were for. It had to be. But to what end?

On the face of it, it made no sense. The gravitational force had to be insignificant. I was able to push the two coffee mugs together without any problem. If I had tried to push magnets of a similar size together, the resistance would have been about the same. So, what was the benefit?

Did having several of them lined up in formation amplify the force? It was almost an existential question because Ossari warcraft could outmaneuver Federation fighters all day long. They operated at unbelievable g loads. The Federation had spent billions trying to figure out their secret. The consensus was that Ossari physiology was somehow immune to the pressure of gravity. The question of how was a mystery that still confounded our greatest scientists.

To date, the only way to defeat them was to use long-range nuclear missiles. If they got too close during a ship-to ship engagement, they would win.

Only a few Ossari ships had ever been recovered, and War Prize was one of them. That’s why she’d been commandeered by the Federation and stripped down to her bare metal before being returned to my ancestor. But to this day the secret of the Ossari combat capability remained a mystery.

Had I stumbled on the answer? It didn’t seem likely but how many scientists would think porcelain was an important component in a space fighter? Probably not many. I wanted to play with the idea and see what came of it.

Fiona came into the shop and said, “Did you figure out why those mugs push against each other?

“Not yet, but I have an idea.” I pointed at her greenware. “See these mug handles? Can you make me a dozen of those, just long strips of the clay, and fire them in the kiln?”

“Sure, but it’ll take two or three days. To get the high gloss, I have to fire it twice. The first firing gets it to the bisque stage, and then I fire them again after I apply the glaze. What color do you want? The same as the mugs?”

I wasn’t sure about the answer. Different recipes might have different results. But I knew the coffee mug finish worked, so that was the starting point.

“Can I have three dozen then? One set fired just once, and for the other two, one in the same color as the mugs, and the other one either red or blue. I guess this will take some experimentation.”

She gave me a quizzical look and said, “You’re the one who told me to go easy on using all the clay.”

“I know, but for what I’m thinking, the micro-bugs shouldn’t have any effect. I bet there’s a lot of that clay that doesn’t have the microorganisms. I’m going to get some tomorrow. Then we can test it out, too. If I’m right, I won’t have to use yours.”

“Should we have lunch first?” she asked with a smile and raised eyebrows.

Something in her voice made me think she wanted to go home for a little lovemaking, so I said, “Sure! Let’s go!”

Boy, did I read that wrong! She’d heard about a little Italian restaurant up on Level 21. We went there, and she ordered a Caprese salad with fresh mozzarella, sliced tomatoes, and basil drizzled with balsamic vinegar and olive oil. I had a slice of pizza.

* * *

The following day, as I approached the asteroid belt, I told Boomer, “I want the same kind of clay that we got the last couple of times, except I don’t care about microorganisms. Can you make that distinction with your scan?”

“From a distance, I’m not sure, but I can probably come close. There are several clay-bearing deposits among the asteroids. I shall select one that is as close as possible to your previous favorite.”

I donned an EVA suit and waited for Boomer to find a target of choice. The first one he found was too big to fit in the cargo bay. “Find me something half that size,” I said looking it over. Then, after a little more consideration, I added, “On second thought, just find something one or two cubic feet. Let’s make it easy on ourselves while we’re still in the R and D phase.”

He found one about the right size that had a nice oblong shape which I snagged with my long-handled hook. He reduced the gravity in the cargo bay to about ten percent, allowing me to pull the chunk in and guide it slowly to the floor.

“Lock us up,” I told him once I had it inside. A moment later, he advised me that the cabin pressure was good. I pulled off my helmet and examined the rock. It looked much the same as the icy porcelain clay I had gotten for Fiona. “This looks good. Let’s head on home.”

* * *

I took the block of clay into the back shop of Fiona’s gallery. She already had four dozen strips completed, and they were drying on a board next to the kiln.

“This is still too frozen,” she told me after trying to scrape off some of the new clay. “Leave it here, and I’ll make a few sets from this before I come home.”

She shooed me out of the gallery, and since she was working on my project, I left willingly to keep her in a good mood.

As I left, I took a small chunk of her clay along with the new sample I had just acquired and headed up to the lab on the top deck where Fiona had received a report on her clay. I wanted them to analyze the new clay to see if it also contained fossilized bugs. After being handed off to three separate receptionists, I was finally escorted into a small laboratory staffed by a couple of young men who looked like they should still be in high school.

“Come in,” one of them said. “I’m Professor Shannon. This is Cato. You’re Sam Washington, aren’t you?”

“That’s me.”

“I saw your photo on the newsfeed. They said you got sacked for trying to stop that stupid mining operation. But that’s what caused the collision of those moons, right?”

I grimaced ruefully and said, “Pretty much. The way my boss described it, it was all my fault.”

Both of the men laughed and said, “That sounds like our board of regents. They love blaming the staff for their bad decisions. Your boss must be an academic…but don’t tell anyone we said that.”

I liked these guys, even if they did look twelve years old. I held up my chunks of clay. “I’d like to get these analyzed if I could.”

“Are these from one of those moons?” Shannon asked as he took the samples from me. He handed one of them to Cato.

“No, both samples came from the asteroid belt. You guys did an analysis a few weeks ago.” I pointed to the one Shannon held. “You told us that sample contained microorganisms.”

Shannon nodded at his recollection. “I remember that. It was a standard report. The material appeared to be a variety of clay.”

“The thing is,” I said. “When we fired it in a kiln, it exhibited certain gravitational field properties. My question is, does the new sample also have microorganisms? And I’m wondering if that’s what causes the gravity field readings.”

Shannon shook his head thoughtfully. “The biomass wouldn’t do that. The clay itself must have a trace of densinium in it. We wouldn’t look for that if you don’t specifically ask for that. But sure, if you can wait a day or two, we can run an analysis on both samples and include checking on the presence of densinium.”

“That would be good. If densinium is present in both samples, that would explain things. As far as I know, the new sample does not contain the microorganisms. I retrieved it from a separate cluster of asteroids. I want to do some testing to find out if the gravitational property is present in both samples.”

“I’d be interested to hear the results of your tests.”

“I’ll share them with you. I’ve ordered a scanner, but it won’t be here till the end of the week.”

“Very well then.” Shannon held up his piece of clay. “We’ll call this Sample A, and the one Cato is holding is Sample B. He’s Professor Camorra, by the way. His specialty is xenochemistry. Mine is astro-metallurgy.” He shook hands with me and said, “We look forward to working with you on your project.”


Chapter 16 – War Prize

The next day, Fiona went off to work, and I hung out on the couch watching the news. It was full of what was turning into a battle royale inside the Spaceport Authority. Hamish, Hugo, and Cody were leading a public mutiny against the new chairwoman by trashing her to any reporter who would listen. Carol was firing back with both barrels.

In my opinion, Hamish and his buddies didn’t have a prayer of ousting her. The Authority’s bylaws said to remove an officer required a two-thirds supermajority of the entire board, which would be eight votes. They didn’t have anywhere near eight votes, but that didn’t slow their campaign. Hugo wanted her out because he thought it was the right thing to do; Cody was just going along with Hugo the same way he always had with Raleigh. Hamish was in it simply because he loved stirring the pot and causing trouble.

Reporters eagerly soaked up accusations and counteraccusations which were increasingly nasty. I watched it for a couple of hours and felt a little guilty because it made me smile that Carol was getting the worst of it.

Midmorning, I got a video call from Rachel. Her image appeared on the living room TV.

“Hey, Rachel. What’s up? Neither one of us works for the Authority anymore.”

“I know. I just took a job with a new startup company called Brain Dump.”

It took a few seconds to realize she was talking about the company Shayla had created for me.

“Me?” I replied, surprised. “I didn’t know I hired you.”

“Yeah, you did,” she said with a cheeky grin. “Because the first week is free, and you really need some good press. I got a heads-up from one of my contacts that Blanchard is about to come after you in the press and it’ll be malicious. You need to push back with a video interview on PNN.”

I raised a skeptical eyebrow at the screen. “I’m no good at that stuff, Rachel. We talked about it.”

“I know, but I found out Boomer is great at it. Take a look.”

The TV screen transitioned to a scene of me sitting at my own kitchen island with a serious and, interestingly, an intelligent expression.

I was looking into a non-existent camera saying, “The important thing here, Tyrone, is that the Spaceport Authority saw this coming months ago, and took dozens of steps to minimize the disruption, starting with more than a million celestial investment in our station drives. By the time the debris field reaches L4, we’ll be comfortably established at the L5 point and well out of danger.”

Rachel’s image came back, and she looked very pleased with herself.

“Is that legal?” I asked. There were different laws regarding the use of AI-generated images in different solar systems. Marseille was pretty strict about such stuff. I’d never looked into it on Zion.

Rachel said, “It’s legal as long as the party depicted approves and pays a special broadcast tax in advance. All the politicians use this now, but the tax is so high most businesses and private citizens aren’t interested. And not too many local AIs can produce lifelike quality. But none of that matters. You need this right now. Let me take care of it, and I’ll handle everything.”

I sighed and thought about it for a minute. She was right that if I stayed silent, only Blanchard’s side of the story would be heard. And it was a fact that over time, non-responsive silence always takes a beating in public opinion. But that was part of the problem. I couldn’t afford to pay for Rachel’s services for a long legal battle.

“Rachel, I’d like to, but—”

“But you can’t afford me, right?”

“Exactly.”

“Here’s the deal. Boomer told me you have license restrictions about spreading his tech to other companies.”

“That’s right. I got him originally as a prototype, and it was on the condition that he was for my use only. The company went out of business, but Boomer insists I adhere to the original contract.”

“I understand. That’s why I’m saying I’ll become an employee of Brain Dump. You own the company, so it would be a legitimate use. I asked Boomer about it, and he agreed it would be within the scope of your agreement.”

“Boomer,” I said. “Is this true? Would Rachel’s proposal be okay with you?”

“Affirmative.”

Rachel explained further. “We can reorient the company to include PR work and marketing. I’ll use Boomer for that, and I promise I can add value. It won’t cost you a penny and I’ll pay my own way with clients I’m already servicing. In the process, I’ll make sure you get good press.”

It sounded like a good deal. I knew Fiona would go for it. She was always telling me I should put myself out in the public eye when necessary.

“Okay. What do I need to do?”

“My recommendation is you do nothing. Boomer and I will take care of everything. He has a good feel for how you think, so I can bounce ideas off him.”

“All right. My only restriction is that my alter ego doesn’t say bad things about anyone. Even Carol. You can talk up my side, but don’t trash other people.”

“I understand; Boomer already told me the same thing. Okay, I’ll take it from here. Thanks, boss.” Rachel gave me a big grin and signed off.

* * *

A few days later, Fiona gave me several bundles of completed porcelain rods. Each rod was about twelve inches long and half an inch thick. They’d been fired just once in the kiln.

It was immediately obvious I wouldn’t need a glazed finish because the bisque finish had a clear gravitational property. When I laid them on Fiona’s workbench and rolled them toward each other, they wouldn’t touch, pushing away from one another. To actually measure the gravity fields, though, I had to wait one more day for my scanner to come in.

When it arrived, the ND-ARI was a great piece of tech. I gathered up the test rods and my new scanner and headed down to my honeycomb. Using zip ties and cardboard, I arranged the porcelain rods into a small scale version that was roughly the same shape as the grooves on War Prize. Then, I used the scanner to measure the interaction of the gravity fields. I varied the horizontal distance between the rods on the top and the vertical distance between the sets of rods between the top and the bottom. I did all that and more, trying to produce any kind of unique gravity field.

The results were interesting, to be sure, but less than impressive. Nothing that indicated the type of powerful maneuvering Ossari warcraft routinely exhibited.

Boomer pointed out that War Prize’s engine room contained a series of electromagnets across the upper and lower deck surfaces. The military had stripped them out during their original evaluation. When great-grandpa got War Prize back, they were just piled in the cargo bay. He reinstalled them but never connected them to anything other than a power switch.

Still, it was an idea, so I found a set of small magnets at a craft store and glued them to my cardboard framework for another scan. There was a difference in the gravity fields, but not to the extent necessary for combat flight. Nothing produced the kind of accelerated antigravity thrust I was searching for. Maybe I was wrong and the clay had nothing to do with Ossari warcraft performance after all. Maybe the scientists were right and it was simply that their physiology was immune to high gravity.

* * *

The next day Professor Shannon called and we arranged to meet over coffee to discuss our respective analyses of the clay.

“It is a variation on densinite,” he explained. “Are you familiar with how densinite is made?”

“Only generally,” I admitted. “You mix it with iron ore in some kind of silicate.”

“That’s essentially correct. It’s an alloy of an olivine silicate and densinium. Olivine is a magnesium iron silicate and is classified as an ortho silicate. It’s a common element found on many planets and asteroids, but it weathers quickly. I take it that’s the reason our station drives are out of commission. They weren’t properly maintained for an extended period.”

“That’s right,” I said. “And let me just say, it was before my time.”

Shannon grinned at me. “I know. I saw that interview with you last night with Tyrone Sharp on the Sharp Report.”

I kept a straight face when he said it. Fiona and I had watched the interview, and she was blown away by how good I did, or at least how good Boomer’s version of me did. She said she was going to make a nice piece of pottery for Rachel as a thank you.

“Anyway,” Shannon continued, “this isn’t the same thing, but I can’t tell you exactly what it is. I would describe it as a metastable silicate. As far as we can see, it exists in a high-energy state and is only stable under specific conditions, like those found in the asteroid belt. The samples you brought us are already starting to deteriorate.”

“So, what does that mean?” I asked, confused by his overly technical explanation.

“I don’t know.” He grinned at me, not from humor but from his own natural excitement at being presented with a difficult challenge. “I suspect it’s the result of the intense radiation from Prometheus’s stellar wind that constantly bombards the asteroid belt. It altered the crystal structure of the silicate and imbued it with exotic properties. I’m guessing that when you fire the silicate—or the porcelain as you call it—it solidifies and preserves that unique molecular structure permanently. In that sense, it’s quite remarkable. I’d like to get an additional quantity of the raw clay so we can do some long-term testing and find out what the useful half-life is.”

“What’s your best guess?” I asked. “I’ve got a couple of storage units full of it. Is it going to turn into mud in the next couple of weeks?”

“Not that fast, I would think,” Shannon replied, amused by my concern. He brought out a coffee mug that came from Fiona’s gallery. “I love this, by the way. It’s truly unique in my experience, the way the superheated silicate now responds to external stimuli of the solar wind by changing colors and emitting that wonderful aural response.”

“It sings,” I said dryly to put it in layman’s terms.

“Yes, exactly,” he said with a laugh. “To answer your question, I think the material in storage will produce similar results for another century or two. The deterioration at room temperature is slight. Although I can’t determine if the rate of degradation is linear over time.”

“Good enough,” I said. “I’ve got plenty. How much would you like.”

“Perhaps a cubic foot?”

“I’ll bring it up later today. So, bottom line, those microorganisms have nothing to do with its ability to sing.”

“No, not at all. I’m sure the firing process removes any bio residue from the mixture.” Then he brightened and added, “But it makes a good story. You don’t have to tell your customers everything.”

We chuckled at that, and with another round of mutual thanks, I took my leave. Once I was out of sight, my mouth turned down into a frown. It wasn’t amusing to me. I didn’t like that I wasn’t having any luck with my gravitational porcelain ideas. And I didn’t like that Blanchard and his people were trashing me at every turn.

* * *

Fiona sipped her wine and looked at me over the rim of the glass with a maternal eye. She was trying to be encouraging about my project. It was pretty obvious I was in a bad mood when I got home, so she insisted we go out for dinner. She chose a four-story arboretum on Deck 68. The sides were ringed with wide walkways on three decks, filled with boutiques and restaurants that spilled out onto the sidewalks right up the railing.

At the top of the foliage-filled atrium, the sidewalls on the fourth level were translucent panels where the light was tubed in from the outside and filled the interior with constant sunshine.

She ordered me garlicky crab and brown butter pasta with a basket of soft cheesy-filled rolls. When the dessert cart rolled around, I picked a fruit crumble made from a blend of oats and nuts with apples, pears, and strawberries. After that, I felt much better.

“So what now?” she asked. “I know you’re not going to give up.”

“I’m going to scale up.”

She nodded perceptively. “That’s what I thought. You’re going to put that clay on top of War Prize, aren’t you.”

I shrugged. The idea had been swirling around in my mind, and I’d talked it over with Boomer. He thought it was the next logical step.

“I’ll fill the grooves with the clay and then use Prometheus as a kiln to fire it.”

“You’ll what?” she gasped, clearly not liking that part of the idea.

“I won’t actually go into the corona, of course. In fact, a red supergiant is actually chilly for a star. The surface of Prometheus is only about five thousand degrees…normally.”

“Maybe you should wear a parka,” she said a little sarcastically.

I grinned and said, “Don’t be mean. Anyway, we won’t fly that close. Boomer said if we stay a couple hundred million miles away, it will be hot enough to match the heat of your kiln. He’ll approach slowly to increase the heat at the same rate as your kiln until it gets to two thousand degrees. That’s all we need for a bisque finish.”

“That seems awfully close. Won’t War Prize melt?”

“Not really. The hull is perfectly stable at three thousand degrees and the cooling systems will keep the interior comfortable. If there are any problems, we can get clear in a second.”

She thought about it while I finished her remaining crumble. “Okay, but can’t Boomer do that on his own? You don’t have to be on board while he’s getting baked, do you?” Fiona looked up toward the top of the arboretum. “Boomer, can’t you do that solo?”

“Yes,” he replied in our implants. “That is an excellent suggestion.”

“Please be careful,” she told him. “You’re important too.”

“I promise to exercise abundant caution.”

* * *

I spent the next week in my honeycomb working on War Prize. Fiona gave me leave to use up as much of the stored clay as I wanted now that we knew the singing had nothing to do with the embedded bugs. I started by giving the spacecraft a good washdown and cleaned out the grooves with solvent. Then I got a big trowel from the hardware store and smeared the clay over the grooves like I was applying mortar to a tile floor. I’d put down a big glop and then mash it along the hull, filling in the groove as tightly as I could.

Hamish came by on the third day and watched silently for a few minutes before saying, “What the hell are you doing?”

Without looking up, I said, “Just a little restoration work. I should have done this a long time ago, but now I have time on my hands.”

“Restoration?”

“Yeah. You know. I’m going to add this as a base so I can screw in some chrome strips to finish it off.”

“Really?” Hamish said skeptically. “I never noticed the Ossari went in for brightwork.”

“Yep.”

After another minute, Hamish queried, “Is that epoxy of some kind?”

“No, it’s some of the clay my wife uses in her pottery.”

“Ah.” After another pause, he added, “My wife bought one of those pieces yesterday. She was curious and went to your gallery. It was like a big sunflower thing that sort of resembled a star.”

“I hope she likes it,” I replied while continuing to trowel.

“She was amazed, actually. She sent it to a cousin of hers at some fancy museum back on Earth. The National Museum of Ceramics in the Netherlands.”

“That’s cool. That’s how word gets around.”

“Yeah.” He examined my work for a bit longer then said, “That’s never going to stick, you know. Once that dries out, it’ll come off.”

“I’ll glue it down,” I admitted.

“You should use some of that hafnium carbide stuff. Out here, you need some heat resistance, and it’s good up to around five thousand centigrade.”

I paused long enough to point at a gallon can on my workbench. He read the label out loud. “ThermaBond HCX. Yeah, that’s the stuff I use. It’s got hafnium carbide in it.”

“I researched it,” I said. “I’ve got the time now to do it right.”

“Sorry about that, by the way. That you have so much spare time, I mean. You got a bad deal.”

I stopped and looked over at Hamish. All said and done, he was a decent guy. “How about a cup of coffee over at Akiko’s.”

He gave me a big smile. “Only if you let me pay.”

I left my bucket of clay on the roof and slid down onto the deck. “Deal. You pay for the coffee, and I’ll get the doughnuts.”

We boarded my skimmer and slid across to Akiko’s. Inside, we sat down with our refreshments at a table next to the window where we could see arrivals and departures coming through the huge threshold gate entrances in Zion’s side.

“Are things settling down yet?” I asked.

Hamish put on a mournful face. “Not even close. Raleigh and his buddies thought they were getting a little of their own back by electing Carol, but now it’s an ongoing train wreck. He feels a little guilty, and he should. You know, I joined the board so I could keep an eye on what those guys did. I figured I’d be a lone voice of opposition for the most part, but now I’m part of the choir. Nobody likes this woman anymore.”

“Vote her off.”

“Can’t. She’s got three stalwarts on her side. Blanchard, Leonard, and Sidney Camacho. Whitaker goes back and forth. We only have six sure votes against her.”

I just shrugged. I didn’t really have anything to say about the situation. I was no longer involved.

Hamish leaned toward me and whispered, “Did you know she’s screwing Eric Blanchard?”

That surprised me. “I didn’t,” I said, astonished. “They don’t seem like a matched pair.”

“Yeah, that kind of floored us.”

“Isn’t that a pretty serious conflict of interest since he’s suing the Spaceport Authority?”

“That’s what I call it,” Hamish grumbled. “But it’s not enough to kick either one off the board.”

I thought about it for a moment and said, “Maybe not, but leaking information is. You need to set up a trap.”

“How do you mean?”

“For the next board meeting, have Marija send out information about the lawsuit but include a minor detail in her and Blanchard’s packet that is different from the rest. Nothing big, but with identifiable information. Make sure the wording is slightly different from the ones you give to the rest of the board. If it shows up in any of his legal filings, that would be evidence of collusion. I don’t know what the legal term is, but you’d have her dead to rights.”

Hamish’s face lit up. “That’s a great idea.”

We talked for half an hour about flight ops in general. His background was in astronomical construction. In spite of his self-deprecating manner, I found him to be quite intelligent and a shrewd judge of character. After a second cup of coffee, we parted ways, and I headed back to my honeycomb.

* * *

It took me two more days to finish applying the clay to all the grooves, top and bottom. I used a breathable gaffer tape to hold the clay in place while it dried out. Then I let it sit for a few days until it reached the greenware stage of leather-hardness. At that point, it still had a bit of flexibility with a moisture content of around fifteen percent.

The problem now was how to permanently adhere the rods to the hull. According to Boomer, the carbide adhesive wouldn’t work. It would stick to the hull well enough, but as the clay dried in space at two thousand degrees, it would shrink and not bind with the adhesive.

He suggested grinding up my original porcelain test rods into a fine powder and mix it into a slurry made with wet clay. The powdered porcelain would act as a frit and bind with both the metal hull and the greenware during the firing process. At least, that was his theory.

In a hobby store on Deck 63, I found a grinder that turned my already-fired test rods into dust. The long semi-dried-out rods in the grooves still had enough flexibility for me to gently pry them out. One by one, I painted the grooves with the slurry and then pushed them back into place. Next, I bought some thin metal bars of a nickel-chromium-based superalloy and clamped them on top of the grooves. When I was finished, War Prize looked like something out of a junkyard that was about to fall apart. Hamish came by and laughed his ass off, which I didn’t appreciate, but he brought a six-pack of beer with him, so I got over it pretty quickly.

The following day, I sat in War Prize’s pilot’s seat and had a serious talk with Boomer.

“Just take it slow,” I told him. “If the whole contraption falls apart, just come on back. We can always try again.”

“I promise to exercise due caution,” Boomer said. “I will send a live stream video so you can watch from your living room.”

“Did you get a weather forecast?”

“Yes. For the next forty-eight hours, the weather station on Deck 1 is predicting solar activity to be Quiet with a Flare Rating of Low. They said Prometheus will likely remain stable and that the solar wind is forecast to be at nominal levels.”

“That sounds okay, then.”

“I believe this is a good time to try it out. Once you disembark, I will seal up and head out. I advised Zion control I am on an unmanned experimental flight.”

I took a deep breath and gave him the okay, but I wasn’t feeling it. Fiona’s worries were getting into my head. Intellectually, I knew the mission was low risk. But the visual of War Prize approaching to within a couple AU of the red supergiant was hard to grasp. I would have sent a drone to keep an eye on him but a small, unprotected drone wouldn’t survive sixty seconds in that environment.

I patted the control panel and exited the vessel. “Be careful,” I called out as the door slid closed.

In my implant, I heard Boomer say, “Will do. Go on upstairs and I’ll start the livestream. It should be quite a show.”

* * *

Fiona and I sat on the couch, fascinated, as Prometheus filled the TV screen. We had seen it many times, but that was through special telescopes fitted with an array of filters. This seemed much more in our face, even though Boomer was controlling the image with the same type of filters. It’s just that we knew he was close enough to the star to reach out and touch it.

He projected the heat curve for us and displayed his exterior temperature on the lower right of the screen. For two hours it held steady at a hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit until I noticed a slight uptick.

Boomer’s voice interrupted the silence, “I’m nearing the end of the preheat temperature range. That matches my prediction it would occur approaching the two-hundred-million-mile mark. I’m slowing my approach to allow another hour to rid the clay of any remaining moisture.”

The video feed was both tedious and fascinating. You can only watch the surface of a star for so long, and a red supergiant even less. Unlike the yellow sun of Earth, with its distinct patterns of solar activity, Prometheus was more like looking at a fuzzy, out-of-focus raspberry. There were no details of sunspots or prominences, just a slow, sluggish churn like thick, hot, red, simmering porridge.

Knowing that Boomer and War Prize were in the middle of it, we watched for hours. Finally, though, as the evening wore on, the knowledge of danger lost its grip. The temperature was now well into the ramp-up stage, and when it passed fifteen hundred Fahrenheit, I called it a night. Fiona and I went to bed, but I couldn’t hold her close like I usually did because it seemed so hot. When I drifted off, I dreamed of that blazing red star.

I woke up early in the morning, and Fiona was already up. I went into the living room to check on Boomer. He was on the way back and the temperature was safely down to thirteen hundred.

Fiona was getting out bowls and cereal for our breakfast. She told me, “He said everything was fine. He reached the desired max of eighteen-thirty Fahrenheit and held it for thirty minutes before starting back. He’ll take twelve hours to let it cool down slowly and be back by dinnertime.”

“I hope it worked,” I said. But knowing Boomer was on the way back and still in one piece made me feel a lot better. Fiona and I were in a good mood while we had breakfast.

* * *

I was in the honeycomb hangar with my scanner all set up when Boomer floated through the threshold gate. He coasted to the midpoint turnoff then headed toward the honeycomb area. As he approached my location, the scans indicated the same type of gravitational field around the fuselage I’d seen in my cardboard models.

I waited until he backed into the hangar and clamped down. His new porcelain highlights looked good, blending almost seamlessly with the high-gloss white paint. I rubbed my hands over the exterior. There was a very slight indentation where the clay had shrunk as the last of the moisture had escaped. A little filler and a new coat of paint would make the grooves disappear.

I got a wrench and removed the clamps, careful not to add scratches to the finish and to make sure none of the porcelain had come loose. All of the inserts had tightly bonded in the grooves as though welded in place.

With the ungainly clamps removed from the fuselage, the side door slid open, and I went in and sat in the pilot seat.

“Could you tell any difference in maneuverability or anything?” I asked.

“Maybe a slight improvement in thrust to weight,” Boomer replied. “How about the scans?”

“They show the same gravity fields as the cardboard model, just bigger.”

“I don’t really have the instrumentation necessary to indicate any enhanced capability. Perhaps you can look into that.”

“Good idea,” I said. “Let’s take it out for a quick spin.”

“Right now?”

“Not yet. Bring up the electromagnets. I want to check how the fields react to that. I’ll tell you when.”

I got out and went back to my scanner. I had set it up on a tripod and adjusted the display to take in all of War Prize. “Okay, power the electromagnets.”

There was a slight increase in field strength, but again nothing particularly impressive. I was beginning to think all I had really accomplished was some unnecessary bodywork.

“Do you still want to do a flight check?” Boomer asked.

“Yeah, I guess. Just a quick trip, maybe ten or fifteen minutes since I’m curious. I’ll take the scanner with us. Let Fiona know we’re going out for a quick test flight, but we’ll be home in about half an hour.”

“Very well. Zion control has given us clearance to taxi. Will you fly, or shall I?”

“You have the spacecraft. I want to concentrate on the instrumentation, such as it is.”

I reconfigured the console to show as many of our flight parameters as I could. I set Zion as the navigation reference point and brought up speed, distance, azimuth, and elevation gauges. I also added powerplant readings.

By the time I had finished, Boomer had taken us out through the threshold gate into deep space.

“Give us a 1 g acceleration along our orbital path,” I said.

The view of Horus through the windscreen drifted out of view as Boomer established our new heading. I felt no vibration or any change from what was normal in the pilot seat.

“Accelerating at this time,” Boomer said.

In the aft viewscreen, the image of Zion quickly receded. In five minutes, we were traveling over six thousand miles per hour and were almost three hundred miles away from Zion. Nothing at all about the flight was unusual. I decided to push it a little and strapped myself into the pilot seat.

“Give us 2 g acceleration,” I said.

“Acknowledged.”

I studied the instrumentation, and the numbers increased in speed and distance, but I didn’t feel the acceleration. “Go ahead,” I told Boomer. “I’m ready for the acceleration.”

“I did,” he replied. “We are currently accelerating at 2 gs.”

“Are you sure? I’m not feeling anything.”

“I’m positive. We are accelerating at 19.6 meters per second. You don’t have that indicator up.”

“Oh yeah. You’re right. Hang on.” I pressed a few buttons on the control console to bring up the rate of acceleration with the rest of the flight instruments. As Boomer said, the acceleration indicator was 19.6. But that didn’t jive with the interior environment. When War Prize accelerated at more than 1 g, there was a noticeable push against my body in the pilot seat. That’s why I always strapped in if I was going to do anything more than 1 g. You could hurt yourself if you got thrown out during a turn.

A slow understanding of what might be happening dawned.

“Increase to 3 gs,” I said.

“Very well. Increasing at this time. We are now accelerating at 29.4 meters per second. Judging by your appearance, you are still not feeling the acceleration.”

“That’s right, I’m not. I can’t believe this.”

We had done it. We’d figured out the Ossari secret. The secret wasn’t in their biology; it was that they isolated their biology from the effect of acceleration. “Give me 5 gs but keep an eye on me. If you see me experience anything unusual, bring us back to 1 g.”

“Understood. Accelerating at this time… We are now at 5 gs and accelerating past forty thousand miles per hour, almost two thousand miles from Zion.”

I started laughing out loud. “I can’t believe we’re the ones who solved the riddle. Do you know what this means?”

“That you should file a patent immediately.”

“Yeah, I think so. Can you handle that?”

“I shall do so first thing on our return. Speaking of which, you promised Fiona we would not be late.”

I thought for a minute. Straight and level was one thing, but maneuvering under high g was something else. I didn’t want to rip our modifications off the fuselage in a high-g turn, but I also wanted to test it out to see what we had.

“Okay, let’s reverse course, but take it easy. Tell me if you detect any strain.”

“Acknowledged, but let’s try it this way. I am changing our nose position back toward the station.”

The view through the windscreen rotated smoothly until we were pointed back the way we had come. Boomer had spun us on our axis at an incredible speed, and I hadn’t felt a thing.

“I am now increasing power to 10 g acceleration.”

By rights, I should have been unconscious, but it was like I was sitting on the living room couch. We hadn’t just tweaked a few variables; we’d leapfrogged into a realm of space travel that would rewrite the textbooks. The enormity of it, isolating human physiology from extreme acceleration, it promised to revolutionize not just travel, but how humanity explored the universe. It was difficult to get my mind around the significance of our discovery.

Ten minutes later, Boomer backed War Prize into the honeycomb. By then, I was down off my adrenaline high and looking at the situation in more realistic terms. I was ready to retire, not change the course of history.


Chapter 17 – Sales are Up

I got back to the apartment ready to tell Fiona about my incredible test flight, but she met me at the door with news of her own, her face filled with excitement.

“Remember you told me Hamish’s wife had sent my sculpture to her cousin at some museum on Earth?” she said breathlessly.

“Yeah. Her name is Ellen.”

“Well, guess who showed up at the gallery this afternoon?”

“Ellen?”

“No. A woman named Gaynelle De Vries. She’s the cousin.”

I tried to match her expression. I was happy for her, to be sure, but there had to be more news to come, or Fiona wouldn’t be bubbling over this much. “Okay. So tell me; what happened? Did she buy more of your pottery?”

“No. She wanted the clay. She said the sunflower sculpture was the most amazing thing she’d ever seen. You know, I figured it would get some interest from somewhere because it’s pretty amazing stuff. Anyway, Ellen told her it was the microorganisms in the porcelain that made it sing.”

“Did you tell her that wasn’t the case?”

Fiona looked a little guilty and said, “I tried, honest. But she didn’t want to hear it. I don’t think she believed me. She wanted the same clay I was using. She was pretty insistent, so I said okay.”

“Well, that’s good then. That was easy money. How much did you sell?”

“All of it.”

“All of it? You mean like—all of it?”

“I sold her all of the clay in both storage units.”

“Holy crap! That’s a lot of clay. What did you charge?”

“I asked Boomer what would be a good price. He told me the equivalent porcelain clay on Earth goes for about a hundred celestials for a fifty-pound box.”

“They don’t use celestials on Earth. They use dollars.”

Fiona waved her hand dismissively. “Yeah, whatever. I think that’s what he said. Anyway, he told me that much clay would cost a little over two hundred thousand dollars and that I should charge her three times that amount. It worked out to…”

She held up an invoice and handed it to me. It was for thirty-seven tons of Prometheus Porcelain clay. I hadn’t realized it was that much. No wonder I was so exhausted after getting all that clay, even if I did use the antigravity lifters.

I did a quick calculation in my mind. The price of six hundred thousand dollars worked out to a little over one and a half million celestials.

“Holy crap!” I said.

“No kidding,” she replied, snatching away the invoice. She held it up to her face and looked at it one final time before pitching it over her shoulder and then jumping at me, throwing her arms around my neck, and bouncing up and down. “I can’t believe it! We’re millionaires! Let’s retire! Let’s go somewhere! Let’s buy a new couch!”

I couldn’t help but be swept away by her enthusiasm. I didn’t say anything but held her in my arms and said “okay” to each of her suggestions.

After a couple of minutes of glee, she stepped back and said, “I hope you noticed I’m wearing my let’s-go-out-for-dinner dress.”

I smiled and said, “I did notice that. Where would you like to go? Wherever it is, we can afford it.”

She let me pick the restaurant, so naturally, I chose the Galaxy Grill. It was one of the few steak houses on Zion, and it was the only one that featured glimmerleaf, a steak-like succulent, native to the arid plains of Kepler-186f. The glimmerleaf plant has thick, fleshy leaves that are a vibrant emerald green. But unlike Earth succulents, these leaves were packed with protein chains. When grilled properly, it tasted exactly like filet mignon.

I’m not what you would call a vegetarian by any means, but Fiona likes to think of herself that way, so this was a good compromise for our celebration. The Galaxy Grill makes the dish extra special with a theatrical tableside preparation. The waiter used a plasma torch to caramelize the outer layer of a good-sized leaf, transforming it into a deep, glistening brown.

To be sure, we had some real vegetables, Fiona ordered a plate of grilled asparagus with a pine nut and balsamic vinaigrette dressing.

While we ate, she talked more about her fantastic sale and emphasized she wouldn’t stop making her pottery. I promised I still had a modest supply in my honeycomb and that I would go out for more in the next few days.

About midway through the meal, she gave a start and said, “Oh. I meant to ask about your test flight. How did it go?”

As I told her about my discovery, her face grew thoughtful. “You’re going to make some money off that,” she said somberly.

“I told Boomer to patent everything. He’s working on that now. But we might not get to that point. There was a strange tone to the controller’s voice when we came back toward Zion. I suspect the supervisor of flying noticed our performance. I wouldn’t be surprised if we hear from the military in the next couple of days.”

“Do you think it will be a problem?”

I shrugged, unsure. “I don’t think so, but you can never tell. Should we order dessert?”

* * *

The next morning, I got a call from Shayla. “Do you know where the Morning Buzz is?” She asked. “It’s a coffee shop.”

“Not really.”

“It’s on Deck 35 in the west side food court.”

“Okay. I’ll find it.”

“Can you meet me there at 10 o’clock? Raleigh wants to talk to you.”

“That doesn’t sound good. He’s not a board member anymore.”

“It’s not. Carol tried to fire the Hyundai team last night. She wants Eric Blanchard to take over the contract.”

That drew a harsh laugh from me, and I said, “That’s a nonstarter. For one thing, Blanchard isn’t qualified. He’s a general contractor.”

“I know. But I got a call from Johan late last night telling me he’s stopping work on the station drives. I tried to call you, but Boomer wouldn’t put me through, so I called Raleigh.”

“Yeah, Fiona and I were celebrating last night. But okay, I’ll see you there at ten, although there’s nothing I can do about it.”

“I think that’s what Raleigh wants to talk about.”

I chuckled and said, “There’s nothing Raleigh can do about it either. He’s no longer with the Spaceport Authority, just like me.”

“Well, somebody has to do something.”

After Shayla disconnected, I looked across the kitchen counter at Fiona.

“What’s up?” She asked.

“I think Raleigh is going to ask me to come back to the spaceport. It sounds like Carol is causing problems.”

“Tell them to take a hike. You don’t need a job anymore.”

“I know, but I should at least hear them out. Raleigh was a good guy to me, so I feel like I owe him that.”

“Just don’t get talked into something you don’t want to do.”

“I won’t. I promise. Do you need me to be there when the movers show up at the storage units?”

“No, you go ahead. Believe me, I’ll take good care of Miss De Vries. She’s a very special person to me at the moment.”

“Don’t give them the key code until you have the money.”

Fiona smiled and said, “Don’t worry.” Then she let out a deep sigh. “I still can’t get over it. We can do whatever we want now.”

I left a little early to give myself time to find the coffee shop. I liked the name, Morning Buzz. I could use a little extra buzz for the early meeting.

The coffee shop was aptly named and lived up to its promise. A heady scent washed over me as I stepped inside, the coffee mingling with the smell of fresh pastries. Piped-in sunlight reflected off translucent ceiling panels, and the interior featured exposed brick walls with cozy armchairs around small tables. Toward the back was a large communal workspace for group meetings. Lush plants added bursts of green throughout the space. Behind the gleaming counter, a pair of baristas worked with practiced ease on an espresso machine that continually hissed and steamed. I spotted Shayla and Raleigh at one of the tables and waved before getting my mocha.

“What’s up?” I greeted them with extra cheeriness.

Raleigh chuckled at my cheerfulness. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you, being in the driver’s seat?”

I smiled. “A little, to be honest. So, what’s going on? Shayla told me Carol tried to fire Hyundai. I suppose she can do that, but there’ll be a penalty, and the FASA grant won’t pay any of the penalties or the contract if Blanchard takes over. Hyundai’s name was the only one on the grant application.”

“I know all that,” Raleigh said. “My only question for you is if I talk the board into getting rid of Carol, will you come back?”

“I really don’t want to, Raleigh. And it’s not spite or anything. Fiona made a big sale yesterday, and we have plenty of money to retire. I was probably going to retire in a few years anyway.”

“A few of us figured that,” Raleigh admitted. “But here’s the deal. The debris field is still coming our way and Carol and Blanchard don’t get it. I don’t think either of those two has a clue. We need someone to get us past this crisis. Come on back, get the station in a safe spot, and you can retire again.”

I was being truthful with Raleigh about not wanting to come back, but I was also aware of the situation. I had actually been ready to propose such a temporary alternative if it became necessary, so I said, “All right. If you can get rid of Carol, I’ll do that.” Then I smiled and said, “But I keep the severance you already paid me.”

Raleigh laughed. “Fair enough. I suppose you want a raise to come back?”

“No, you guys have been fair with me, so we’ll call this pro bono.”

“That works for me.”

Shayla spoke up. “It would be better to pay him so there’s no question about his authority.”

Now that he had gotten a commitment, Raleigh’s face relaxed. “Whatever. They’re calling for another emergency board meeting on Tuesday night. Both of you need to be there.”

He left, and I sipped my mocha while Shayla scribbled a bunch of notes on her tablet.

“How’s everyone doing?” I asked. “Has it gotten pretty bad?”

She let out a little groan while she wrote. “You would not believe. I’m pretty sure even Mondo is thinking about quitting. I know I am. They have got to get rid of that woman.”

“Does Raleigh have the votes?”

She shook her head sadly. “Not so far. Carol and Blanchard have some kind of hold over Whitaker and Leonard. I can’t tell what it is.”

“Whitaker was the tiebreaker when we got rid of Stokes, but Raleigh had to lean on him. He might be swayable again if Raleigh comes to the meeting but he’s not on the board. Can he attend?”

“Yes. As a past president of the board, he’s entitled to be there.”

“Then maybe there’s a chance.”

* * *

On Monday, I got a call from Banjo. He wanted to get together for coffee and see how I was doing in retirement. I told him to swing by my honeycomb hangar; I’d be there around nine.

When he arrived, I already had a pot of coffee going. “Hey, Banjo,” I hollered as he walked up to the entrance looking for me. “I’m back here. Come on back.”

He’d brought a sack of doughnuts, so we sat down in my new thrift-store chairs and matching table.

“Just wanted to check in with you,” he said in an overly casual voice.

I laughed. “That’s bullshit. You want to know how I unlocked the Ossari secrets.”

He grinned sheepishly. “Was it that obvious?”

“No, you did good. But I was already expecting someone from your side to come snooping around. I was careless during my test flight, and I could tell from the controller’s tone of voice they were wondering what the hell was going on.”

“That pretty much sums it up. I’m told there were a few high-level conferences in the past couple of days. I wasn’t part of them, though, so I’m not sure what was said. I met with Admiral Brady this morning and got my marching orders.”

“Did that include finding out my price?”

Banjo looked startled for a moment. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”

“There’s no need. I’m not going to be coy about it. It was an accident that I figured out the secret to the Ossari flight capability.” I tapped my temple and added, “I won’t make any money trying to keep it up here. Did they give you a figure to offer me?”

“Yeah, they did, but there were so many conditions I lost track. And I’m not supposed to tell you the amount anyway.”

“Fair enough. You want to negotiate first or see it in action?”

His eyes brightened. “I’d love to see it. What do you have in mind?”

“If I just take you out for a spin to show it to you, I don’t think it’ll make that much sense. If you could get a couple of fighters to escort us, it’ll be more informative.”

Banjo smiled. “I can arrange that. Give me a second.” He walked out the front of the honeycomb, talking to someone on his end. I thought it would take an hour or so to arrange the formation, but within a couple of minutes, he was back. “We’re ready.”

I chuckled, a little impressed at the obvious preparedness. “You must have had people on alert.”

“They were afraid you might try to make a run for it. I told them that was stupid.”

“Well, it saves time right now.” I picked up the sack of doughnuts and my coffee. “I’m going to top up. You want a refill?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Banjo replied a little uncertainly. He was too used to being a military pilot, where you didn’t do things like take a cup of coffee into the cockpit. We refilled our cups and boarded War Prize.

Once the entry hatch slid closed, I said, “Boomer, we’re going to do a demonstration flight for Commander Banjo, and we’ll have two fighters with us. Give the tower a call and link up with our escorts. Once everyone is ready, we can head out.”

“Acknowledged,” Boomer replied. A moment later, he said, “Our escort is Simba, flight of two. They are ready to taxi.”

“Take us out and get Simba up on a discrete frequency so we can chat.” I sat in the pilot seat, and Banjo made himself comfortable in the jump seat. We both had an excellent view out of the wraparound windscreen.

“Simba is on freq,” Boomer said.

“Simba, this is Sam. How do you copy?”

In the deep, muffled voice of all fighter pilots, he replied, “This is Simba. Loud and clear.”

As War Prize exited the station through the threshold gate, the two fighters joined us, one on either side. The lead pilot, Simba One, was on our right.

“Okay Simba,” I said. “We’re going to keep this simple. I’ll accelerate straight and level until I reach 5 gs. Let me know if you have any problems, and we’ll terminate the test. Acknowledge.”

“Simba copies.”

“Two copies,” his wingman acknowledged.

“Okay, Boomer, slow and easy. Start our acceleration.”

I pointed to the flight instruments and tapped my finger on the g-indicator. Banjo’s eyes got wide as the number started increasing.

Fighter spacecraft routinely operated in this high intensity flight regime, but only for a few seconds at a time. Even with oxygen masks and G-suits, it’s too difficult for the human body to keep functioning in a sustained high-g environment.

I told Banjo, “On my flight test the other day, I got up to 10 gs. The whole time, it felt just like it does now.”

Banjo’s face grew a little pale when he realized what was happening, that inside War Prize, he and I were still at only one g. I appreciated his shock. I’d experienced the same emotions a couple days ago.

The pilots on either side of us were feeling it in a different way. The increased pressure of g-loading was pushing their bodies back into the seat. Their breathing became labored as they fought against the sustained increase in weight. To them, it felt like they were at the bottom of a rugby team with everyone piling on top.

As we reached the 5 g limit, I took one of the doughnuts from the sack and walked over to the windscreen facing the lead pilot. To stay in close formation, his eyes were locked onto War Prize. I knew he was looking right at me. I took a bite of my doughnut and then held up the coffee cup before taking a big gulp. I smiled at the guy, almost sympathetic with what he had to be feeling.

He let me know as his voice came across with the extreme effort it took to speak. “You…gotta…be…shitting…me.”

“Not at all,” I replied easily. “Seen enough?”

“I have,” Banjo said firmly. “Simba flight, knock it off.” It was the standard military command to cease tactical flight operations.

“One knock it off.”

“Two knock it off.”

“Take us back to 1 g,” I told Boomer. “War Prize is knocking it off.”

The g-indicator counted down quickly, and our escorts’ gasping breaths returned to normal.

To Banjo, I said, “If you’re okay with it, let’s head back and leave these guys to catch up with us at the honeycomb.”

“That sounds good,” Banjo replied. “But I expect they’ll just return to their squadron.”

“Good enough. Boomer, take us back at 5 gs.”

“Acknowledged.”

War Prize spun about on its axis, far faster than any fighter could manage, and accelerated instantly to 5 gs. To our escort fighters, it must have seemed like we just disappeared.

I sat back down in the pilot seat and looked at Banjo. “This is what I have to sell to the military. I’ll tell you how to adapt the Ossari technology to your existing fighters, but frankly, you’re going to want to come up with a brand-new design to maximize the capability. I’ve already been thinking about it and have a few ideas for implementation. And still, there’s a lot we don’t know. If you want, I’ll participate in your R&D, but that’s up to you. What I’d suggest is that your development team move into one of the hangars on our side. We’ve got the space. You can start the research right here. And just FYI, you won’t be able to do the research anywhere else.”

“Why is that?” Banjo asked.

“That’s part of the secret,” I replied with a wry smile.

A few minutes later, we were back in the honeycomb. I took Banjo’s cup and pitched it in the trash. He didn’t want the leftover doughnuts, so I pitched them too.

“Let’s cut to the chase,” Banjo said as we disembarked from War Prize. “How much do you want?”

I’d given it a lot of thought. I wasn’t interested in getting the military to buy into an ongoing project that I was running. I wanted to retire and have them take over the entire operation. But I also wanted a small piece of what would ultimately become a very big pie.

“Eighty million, one-time payment. I’ll give you everything and be available for questions.”

I could see by his face the number surprised him, and I wondered if I’d overplayed my hand or lowballed what I could have gotten. It didn’t matter. To me it was a reasonable number. The government gave out contracts worth billions of celestials all the time. And after all, in the last several hundred years, no one had even gotten close to figuring out the Ossari secret.

“All right,” he said quickly. “I’ll give them my report.”

“Let me know when you guys are ready to talk price. Also, on another matter, you may want to attend the special board meeting this coming Tuesday. I hear Carol is trying to cancel the contract with Hyundai to repair the station drives. You guys have a vested interest in that.”

“She sounds like Alevtina all over again. Is she going to turn against the Navy as well?”

“Dunno. I think most of the board is hoping tomorrow will be her last day.”

“Sounds political.”

“I’m afraid so,” I said. “It’s a hundred percent political. I think that’s the legal definition for what mismanagement is called.”

Banjo smiled but shook his head. “The Navy can’t get involved in anything political. I’ll have to pass. But this is what the admiral was always worried about. Political winds change before you know it.”

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, wanting to give him a little reassurance. “There’s a slim possibility that I’ll wind up back in my old position. If that happens, the first thing I’ll do is donate ten thousand coronals of Spaceport Authority money to your open house. That’ll show the Navy we’re still on his side. I’ll even throw in a wing walker act. I had one at my open house on Marseille and the crowd loved them.”

Banjo’s face brightened at the prospect. “That would go a long way.”

“In return, I want a pavilion at show center with food and drink for my employees and their families. Can you do that?”

“Yeah, that’s easy.”

“No promises. We have to see what happens with the board. And obviously, this has nothing to do with the deal we were just talking about.”

Banjo nodded and left. I cleaned up the coffee pot, locked up the honeycomb, and went back to the apartment.

Fiona was waiting for me with a questioning look. “Did you really tell him?” she asked. I nodded and shrugged my shoulders. She put her arms around me and whispered softly, “I can’t believe you asked for eighty million celestials. That’s insane.”

“It’s a good price. In fact, it’s a bargain.”

She pushed me back against the wall to give me a kiss. In a husky voice, she said, “Admit it. You just can’t stand that I made the first million, and now you want to upstage me.”

I laughed and said, “No, you won fair and square. I do admit it. In fact, I’m more than satisfied with my consolation prize. That would be you, by the way.” I scooped her up in my arms and headed for the bedroom. She squealed and pounded on my chest all the way down the hall.

* * *

I went into the office around 3:30 p.m. on Tuesday afternoon so I could get with Shayla before the board meeting. I stopped by my old office to say hello to Oscar and found him in the middle of a panic attack, his face buried in his hands.

“What’s up, Oscar?” I asked, concerned.

He almost flinched when he heard my voice.

“Mr. Washington! Holy crap, how do you do this job?”

I smiled wryly. “Is the pressure getting to you?”

“You have no idea,” he whined.

“Yeah, I do.” I chuckled. “Don’t take it personally, Oscar. Everybody loves to hate the spaceport director. That’s part of being a landlord. You can’t please everybody. Just let it go; let it all roll off your back.”

“I’m trying, believe me. Lawson is pissed off because I won’t extend his hangar contract next door.”

“He knows that. I went over it with him several times, and the board already voted it down. He’s just trying it on you because you’re new.”

“Well, he’s acting like it’s the end of the world. A couple of the honeycomb tenants barged in this morning, too, complaining they didn’t get a chance to vote on the increase in the rent. They said they were going to get me fired.”

“That must’ve been Ballard. Don’t worry about it. He’s always angry about something. Just agree with him and be sympathetic. Tell them you’ll look into it. That’s all. He’s actually a nice guy once he gets through venting.”

“No, he’s not. He’s like the spawn of evil. And he’s not the only one.”

I felt a little sorry for Oscar. I hadn’t realized he had such thin skin. For his sake, it might be best if the vote went my way in the board meeting.

“Hang in there,” I told him. “Maybe it’ll be better after the board meeting.”

“It won’t matter. I’m not sticking around.”

“Don’t say that, Oscar. Things will get better.”

“It’s too late, Mr. Washington. This is killing my wife at home. She can tell I’m upset. I promised her I’d take a job offer I got yesterday.”

I didn’t argue with him. I could tell his mind was already out the door. It was too bad. I hoped the experience wouldn’t completely shatter his self-confidence. “Well, good for you, then. You have your priorities straight. Family comes first. Where will you be working?”

“At Carlson Electronics. I got to know them when they did that grant work.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a good match.”

Shayla came in and said, “Who’s a good match?”

I waved her off. “Never mind. Just guy talk. Anything I should know before the board meeting?”

“I think you know most of it. I saw Raleigh arrive a few minutes ago with Hugo. And a bunch of the private spacecraft owners have shown up, too. So, I expect the first thing Carol will try is to go into executive session and throw everyone out.”

“Can she do that?” I asked.

Shayla offered a reassuring smile and said, “It requires a motion and a majority vote. It’s not a big deal for us either way.”

Mondo came in and said hi. He looked stressed out, too. His tattoos were almost glowing red. I followed him and Shayla into the boardroom and took a seat with the other private pilots. They used to treat me quite coolly, if not with outright hostility, but this evening, I got several friendly greetings.

All eleven of the board members were present, and I heard several of them grumbling about the lack of the usual buffet. It hadn’t been that long since I’d implemented refreshments, but to hear their complaints you’d think someone had violated a centuries-old tradition.

At the top of the hour, everyone took their seats, with Carol at the head of the table and poor Oscar at the far end, practically out of sight and effectively out of mind. Carol gaveled the meeting to order and said, “I need a motion to go into executive session.”

“So moved,” Blanchard said.

“Second,” Whitaker chimed in.

“We have a motion and a second; all those in favor say—”

“Point of order,” Hamish piped up loudly. “The published agenda does not include an executive session.”

“It doesn’t have to be on the agenda,” Carol snarled.

“Don’t worry about it, Hamish,” Hugo said. “Let her take the vote. All those in favor say aye.” Blanchard, Leonard, and Whitaker mumbled agreement. “All those opposed?” There were seven nays. “Motion failed,” Hugo chortled. “No executive session.” He smiled at Carol triumphantly.

I thought his self-congratulation was misplaced. True, his attempt to stymie her from going into executive session was successful, but with only seven votes. If they wanted to throw her out, they needed eight. They were still missing a vote and didn’t seem to realize it, but then maybe Hugo knew something I didn’t. These guys talked to each other behind the scenes.

Carol glared daggers at Hugo. “All right, fine!” she growled at him. “Cody, you’re the one who requested this emergency board meeting, so I guess you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Madam President. I move that you be removed as president of the board and be replaced by the second Vice President, which is Hugo.”

“I second the motion,” Hugo chimed in happily.

I detected just a trace of a smile on Carol’s lips. She had laid the trap, and they had charged into it at full throttle.

“Very well,” she said. “We have a motion and a second. All those in favor say—”

“Point of order, Madam Chairman,” a voice called out.

Everyone looked around the table to see who spoke. Their eyes alighted on Peter Vance, sitting quietly across from Oscar. I was surprised, along with everyone else. It was the first time since I had been on Zion that I’d heard him open his mouth. He never took part in the discussions and was pretty quiet before and after the meetings, focusing mostly on the buffet.

“Was that you, Peter?” Carol asked curiously.

“Yes…uhm…yes. I have a point of order. Is that what it’s called? A point of order?”

“Close enough,” Hugo said loudly. “What is it?”

Peter looked at Carol and asked, “May I speak? Do I have the floor?”

“Yes, Peter,” she replied with a touch of exasperation. “You have the floor. What’s your point of order?” Her tone made it clear she considered Peter’s interruption merely a frustrating delay.

“Well,” Peter mumbled, looking around the table. “I think most of you know that Akiko is my wife’s sister-in-law.”

I didn’t know it, and from the surprised exclamations around the table, it appeared very few were aware of the fact.

“Go on,” Hugo said, his voice now interested.

“You’re out of order!” Carol barked at Hugo. Her face was suddenly filled with concern. Something was up, and I wondered what additional revelation Peter was about to bring to us.

“May I continue?” Peter asked timidly.

“It’s not necessary,” Carol replied quickly. “I didn’t realize you’re related, but congratulations. Okay now, all those in favor—”

“He’s not finished!” Hugo shouted. “Go on, Vance. What else were you gonna say?”

“You don’t have the floor!” Carol snarled at Hugo.

Several of the board members growled back at her, demanding that she let Peter finish his comment.

“Go ahead, Pete,” Sidney Camacho said with his lawyerly bearing. When he spoke, everyone else tended to follow his lead, he had that much respect in the community. “Whatever it is you want to say, spit it out. Carol, let him speak.”

Carol didn’t reply, but her face spoke volumes. She had done something stupid, and it was about to be revealed. The fact that it was Sidney who’d told her to pipe down made me hopeful. In my mind, he was in her camp, but his intervention proved he was an honest broker.

“Well,” Peter said. “The thing is, my wife and I had dinner last night at that French restaurant on Deck 20. You know the one I’m talking about? Le Pichet? It just opened last month. I had the Assiette de charcuterie—it was really excellent, by the way.” His expression was practically blissful, and I could tell he was going to share more about his fabulous meal, probably in gruesome detail, than anybody wanted to hear. He continued, “Nancy had the Salade de frisée. She thought the apple vinaigrette was a little too sweet. I tried a bite, and I thought it was fine, but then she’s never had much of a sweet tooth.”

I suddenly realized why Vance so rarely spoke. It was probably because when he did, people told him to shut up. He wouldn’t get to the point! Everyone at the table was gritting their teeth, holding back the urge to shout at him. Hugo put his face in his hands and groaned but didn’t say anything.

“Anyway,” Vance went on, “Nancy told me she’d been having lunch with her sister Malina. Malina is married to Akiko, but I just told you that. Anyway, Malina told Nancy that Akiko was pretty happy because Carol had told her if she’d give a discount to Blanchard she’d give her the water and oxygen contract for the spaceliners. Did you know—”

“She what!” Lawson shouted jumping to his feet. “Who the hell told her she could do that? That’s my contract, damn it. She can’t just hand those out!”

Peter’s jaw snapped shut, and he looked at Lawson fearfully like a puppy facing a grumpy cat. Lawson glared angrily at Peter, who was so intimidated I thought we would not hear the end of the story. But then Sidney intervened.

“Is that true?” he asked Carol. His voice was neutral, but it silenced everyone in the room. “Did you tell Akiko you’d give her the contract?”

“You can’t use that,” Carol protested. “That’s hearsay.”

I almost laughed at that comment. Sidney was one of the most respected attorneys on the station. She was way out of her depth arguing semantics with him, and her comment just dug her hole a little deeper.

Sidney’s eyebrows knitted in disapproval. “All right. First, this isn’t a courtroom, and second, you just confirmed it for us. You did offer the LOX and water contract to Akiko, didn’t you.”

“I didn’t promise anything,” Carol said desperately. “I told her I’d see what I could do.”

“You can’t do anything!” Lawson yelled. “Those contracts are bid out every three years by the spacelines!”

Sidney motioned for Lawson to sit down then turned back to Peter Vance. “Pete, what was your point of order?”

“Th-th-that we didn’t have a discussion before the vote. We always have a discussion about things. I thought everyone should know Carol was doing a good job working with our tenants. You know, offering them favors.”

Sidney nodded. “Fair enough. I’m glad you brought it up. But Peter, just so you know, using an elected office to leverage a contract for a boyfriend isn’t called a favor. That’s a bribe. And soliciting bribes from a tenant is not doing a good job. It’s called corruption and abuse of power. On Zion that is considered a criminal offense.” He looked around the table and said, “Any further discussion?” No one commented. Everyone was too stunned by Sidney’s blatant accusation of bribery and corruption. Carol’s face turned beet red.

After a moment, Hugo said, “What about the vote?”

Sidney sighed and glanced around the table. To Hugo he said, “I know you and Cody want to vote Carol out and bring Sam back in, but I don’t like churn in management. That would be a mistake. I wanted to give her a reasonable chance. However, this new information changes things. As public servants, our primary duty is to the public—no one else. Backroom deals are unacceptable.”

“It wasn’t a backroom deal,” Carol hissed quietly.

Sidney ignored her protest and said, “I didn’t like Sam’s free-wheeling way of closing the gift shop, but he was honest about it. I also thought it was a mistake to fire him because that was more churn. So, we gave Carol a chance, but we can’t ignore this lapse in judgment. That would be another mistake.”

“Call for the vote,” Hugo urged.

“What was the vote?” Cody asked.

Hugo said, “All those in favor of removing Carol Levine from the board presidency say, aye.”

Everyone waited until Sidney held up his hand and said, “Aye.”

That caused a near-unanimous echo except for Carol and Blanchard.

“The ayes have it,” Sidney said. He looked at Carol like a father disappointed in a misbehaving child. “Sorry, Carol, but you’re removed. Hugo, you’re the next in line.”

“I don’t want it,” Hugo replied, surprising me and everyone else. “Cody is the treasurer. Let him be the chairman.”

“Cody, are you willing to take the gavel?” Sidney asked.

Cody was as surprised as the rest of us but said, “Yeah, I guess. Damn you, Hugo.”

“All those in favor of Cody being Chair, say aye.”

There was a modest round of ayes.

“That’s good enough for me,” Hugo said. “I’m ready to call it a night since there’s no damn food.” He cast an accusing glance in my direction. “Fix that next time, will you?”

“I don’t work here,” I said with a smile.

“Oh, yeah.”

“You do now,” Cody said. “Raleigh told me you’d take the job.”

A few board members called out variations of either their agreement or a simple welcome back. It was official enough, I supposed. It might take a little creativity with the minutes to make it legal. Shayla could help with that.

“How about Grandma Consuelo next time?” I asked.

Practically everyone in the room shouted “Aye!” Even the pilots in the public seating area.

“The ayes have it,” Sidney muttered.


Chapter 18 – The NDA

When I got home, Fiona greeted me with a kiss and a worried look in her eyes. “What happened?” she asked. “Did they take you back?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“Don’t say it that way,” she insisted. “It’s a good thing. They would’ve been crazy not to.”

“I know, but I was really getting into this retirement thing. I told Raleigh the other day I’m only going back temporarily to get things on track.”

Her worried features relaxed somewhat.

I could tell she thought once I got back on the job, I would forget about retirement, but that wasn’t the case. In the time I’d been gone, I loved it. I was ready to kick back on a permanent basis.

The next morning, she was all smiles when I showed up at the kitchen counter dressed for work.

“What’s the first thing?” she asked over a breakfast of English muffins and sliced fruit.

“I’ve got to talk to Johan and tell him the contract is back in effect.”

“Is that going to be okay? Will he get the drives fixed in time to move us?”

“I think so. I’m not really worried about it.”

“What about Elaine? You said she quit. Are you going to hire a new secretary?”

“I’m not sure. I was thinking of using Boomer.”

Fiona raised a cautionary eyebrow. “No, you need someone who can sweet-talk the board members when they come in. You said they drop by from time to time.”

“Yeah, they do.”

“And you need someone to arrange for board meeting dinners and make sure the vendor cleans up afterward. You shouldn’t worry about that stuff. And I’ve got just the person.”

Fiona was turning out to be a pretty good headhunter. “Who is it?” I asked.

“Her name is Chelsea Russo. She came into the gallery with her wife yesterday, and they were charming. Chelsea said she was new on the station and looking for a job. You should at least talk to her.”

“Okay.”

* * *

After breakfast, I headed down to the Terrel Hangar and found Johan and his crew relaxing around a makeshift table with coffee and doughnuts. He saw me coming and jumped to his feet, ordering his crew to get busy.

“I take it the vacation is over,” he said with a smile.

“Very much over,” I replied. “What’s your status on the repairs? Are you going to make your sixty-day target? I want to get the station moving.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem. We’ve replaced the cooling system and updated all the hardware and software. All that checks out. We’re going to start outside work tomorrow.”

“What does that entail?” I asked. “Are you going to replace the drive pads?” That would be a huge job. I didn’t see how they could do that in the time available. Not all of them.

“I hope not. Our readings show significant deterioration so the plan is to remove the pads and give them a new underlayment. We’ll also resurface the outer layer. It won’t put you back at a hundred percent power but probably in the high eighties, maybe low nineties. Plenty enough for safe operation.”

“All that sounds good, except I called Professor Tillman last night, and he told me we would have some debris before that.”

“How much before?”

“Probably in the next three to six weeks. We need to be on the move as quickly as possible.”

Johan tugged at his ear, unsure of his response. “That makes it more difficult if you’re asking our guys to be working outside during potential strikes.”

“It’s not big stuff,” I told him. “The first pieces to arrive will be ice splinters.”

“Those will still go through someone in an EVA suit.”

“Yeah, I know. They might even go through the station. That’s why we need a gravity engine. I want the big Cat 32, Stage 7 model. It’s the biggest one they make.”

I was talking about those huge Caterpillar gravity engines. They were standalone vessels that produced powerful gravity fields, similar to the defensive shields on battleships, but even bigger. They were generally used to shove things around in space because the antigravity field they generated was soft at the edge and got impenetrable as you pushed inward. But they were really expensive.

“That’s not in the contract scope of work,” Johan pointed out.

“It is now,” I told him. “Write up the change order and send it to me. I know you can make some calls and get one here tomorrow.”

“Probably not that fast.”

“In a couple of days, then. My point is you need to get on the horn and make it happen. Have your office send me a proposal, and I’ll approve it. I want that thing yesterday.”

“You’re saying to set it up as a shield.”

“That’s right. I’ve seen them used like that on other operations. For the kind of debris we’re talking about, one of those should do the job.”

I could see Johan working through the mental calculations, trying to estimate the geometry of a gravity engine field versus Zion’s diameter.

“You’re asking it for a lot of coverage. That’s cutting it pretty close,” he said.

“I know. By rights, we should put three of them out there and let their fields overlap. Then we’d have plenty of coverage, but I can’t afford it. I’ll ask the university to give us a better estimate of what’s coming. But in the meantime, I want you to—”

“Get it here yesterday,” Johan agreed with a nod. “All right. I’ll make the calls.”

“And either way, adjust your schedule to get this thing finished up as quick as you can.”

“If you have the gravity engine, what’s the hurry?”

“The hurry is all the other stations and farms around us. They won’t move until we do. They’re afraid to go on their own. They think if they move without us, they’ll run into trouble. So, we all need to move at once, kind of an old-fashioned wagon train.”

“What’s a wagon train?” Johan asked curiously.

“Never mind. Historical reference. It just means everybody goes together.”

“Okay. We’ll do our best. The home office will send you a new scope of work, hopefully this morning.”

* * *

Everyone was waiting for me when I arrived at my office. All of them looked eminently relieved. Mondo and Shayla, of course, and even Rachel was there.

“Congratulations, boss,” Mondo said. “I’m really glad to have you back; we all are.”

I laughed and accepted their handshakes. “Are you glad to have me here or Carol gone?” I asked.

“Both!” everyone answered at once, and they all burst into laughter.

Selena was also there, a bit more restrained than the others. She hadn’t worked with me much on a one-to-one basis. As everyone calmed down, she handed me Oscar’s security badge.

“Sorry, sir. He came in early and gave this to me. He said he wasn’t coming back.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s too bad. I tried to talk him into staying, but I guess he reached his limit. What about you, Selena? Are you up for it? The operations chief position is yours permanently if you want it.”

She nodded enthusiastically. “I really do, sir. I can do the job.”

“Good enough. Go with Mondo and get the paperwork sorted out.”

“Same pay as Oscar?” Mondo asked.

“That’s right,” I said. “She’s now the Chief of Operations.” Selena didn’t try to hide her broad grin as she followed Mondo down the hall. “What about Lou?” I asked Shayla. “Has anyone heard from him?”

Shayla said, “I heard he’s going back to his home in the Antares sector. He may already be gone.”

“Okay. We’ll start looking for a replacement today. Back to work, everyone.”

They all drifted off except for Rachel.

“What about our deal?” she asked.

“Come in a sit down,” I told her. When we were settled, I said, “Keep it to yourself, but I’m only here short-term. Once we get the station relocated, I’m going back into retirement. Between now and then, I’ll be looking for a good replacement. So, as far as I’m concerned, our side agreement still holds. And as long as I’m here, you may as well go back to being our PR person. We’re still going to need some work in that regard.”

“I can take care of that,” she said looking relieved. I think she enjoyed having an AI as sophisticated as Boomer at her beck and call.

We talked for a moment about what she was doing on my behalf against the Stratum Syndicate. I told her to get with Shayla and come up with a press release about the change in leadership of the Board of Directors.

After she left, I thought for a moment and decided I’d better let Mondo know about my plans. I went down to his office.

“I don’t want to hear that,” he said a moment later when I told him I was still planning to retire.

“Sorry, that’s the way it is. But don’t worry. I won’t leave until we find someone you guys are comfortable with. There’re plenty of qualified people out there.”

“What if the board doesn’t like them?”

“I’ll make sure everybody is happy with everybody, I promise. I already know a few guys who would love to take over this job, and you would like them, too. But that’s all for later. I just wanted you to know this is coming. And there’s one other thing…two actually.”

Mondo looked worried and said, “Now what?”

“First, I promised Banjo the spaceport would donate ten grand to his open house and that we’d hire a wing walker for one of his aerial demonstrations. Boomer will take care of tracking them down and scheduling them, but you need to pay for it and make the donation.”

“Okay, that’s not bad. What’s the other thing?”

“We need probably at least an extra hundred thousand for a change to the Hyundai contract.”

Mondo looked pained and said, “That’s a lot of money.”

“I know. I told Johan to get a gravity engine out here. I talked to Tillman yesterday, and he said we’re going to get some ice strikes a lot sooner than expected.”

“Ice is not a problem. The station deflects ice all the time.”

“Not when it’s going three hundred thousand miles per hour. These chunks are going to be going faster than anything the station is designed for.”

“How can that be? When those moons ran into each other, all the debris must have slowed down a lot. I don’t see how any of it can even get here.”

I let out a sigh. “It doesn’t work that way, Mondo. I don’t understand the math either. Tillman called it the conservation of momentum. Have Boomer explain it to you if you want the details. The bottom line is the pieces are going to be a threat, and we need to protect the station.”

“That’s the station manager’s job.”

“Great. Give him a call and see if you can talk him into getting a gravity engine in place in the next few days.”

Mondo glowered at me. “He’ll say it’s your job, but that’s wrong.”

“If you want to debate it with him, be my guest. But let’s do it after the station is safe. My question is, do we have another hundred thousand available? I gotta know that I can pay for it when I sign the change order.”

Mondo looked uncomfortable and said, “Yeah. We’ve got almost a million in cash reserves. But you’ll need board approval for that much.”

“That’s fine. I don’t think anyone will argue about it, and I’m pretty sure I can get an amendment to our grant to cover the extra cost. Either way, we’ll have to pay for it upfront. Boomer is working on the justification for the grant amendment request.”

“What about Boomer?” Mondo asked. “Will the deal you arranged with Rachel still apply?”

“As far as I’m concerned, it will. Would you rather go with the station and use Mira? Once we get the station relocated, we might have some goodwill with their IT department.”

“I’d rather stick with Boomer. I don’t care what it costs. He’s really made mine and Marija’s lives a lot better. I was going to use him to audit our auditors.”

“Okay. We’ll stick with that for now, but sooner or later, you’ll have to go with Mira or buy a new one.” He grumbled that he didn’t like it but nodded his understanding.

I went back to my office to work on the grant applications; there was always paperwork to do on those. I needed to review Boomer’s change request for the Hyundai grant, but as I approached my door, a young lady was seated in one of the visitor chairs.

“Mr. Washington? My name is Chelsea. Your wife suggested I stop by to see you. She said you needed a secretary.”

Her body looked like it was sculpted from obsidian.

“You’re hired.”

* * *

On Friday, Chelsea escorted Banjo and an army major into my office.

“Hey, Banjo.”

“Hi, Sam. This is Major Watkins. He’s with the procurement side.”

I shook hands with Watkins, and he and Banjo sat down across from me.

After a few pleasantries, Watkins said, “The military has agreed to meet your price, Mr. Washington. But this has to go through proper acquisition protocol.”

That wasn’t good news. Selling something to the military could be profitable, but not when it involved the insane amount of bureaucracy required for things like sole-source bidding. The list of guarantees were impossible to meet. It’s why Boomer’s creators went under. They were strangled by a system which was unbelievably slanted toward the government. For an amateur like me it was a nonstarter.

“Thanks anyway, Major. I’m not equipped to handle proper acquisition protocols. I’ll give Rockwell Dynamics a call. I’ll bet they would just write me a check. Then, they can handle all the protocols when they sell it to you at a markup. But I appreciate your stopping by.”

Banjo scoffed. “I told you, Lenny.”

Watkins’s face took on an air of forbearance. “All right. I suppose you did.” To me, he said, “Mr. Washington, I’m sure Rockwell would write you a check, but not tomorrow. It would take them a few months to verify your claim, and there would still be plenty of hassle.”

“Possibly,” I conceded. “But nothing like you’re talking about. And to be honest, you can write a check. I’ve seen it done. So, tell me what’s different about my offer.”

Watkins tried to look bored and said, “From what I’ve been told, you’re offering the government a new technology.”

“That’s true. And the more I think about it, the bigger the opportunity is.”

Watkins said, “So that makes me wonder why you aren’t pursuing the commercialization of the technology yourself. Not too many people are willing to sign away billions of dollars, or euros, or celestials.”

“Then you’re talking to the wrong people,” I replied easily. “I’m ready to retire, Major, and have a little fun. If you write me a check for eighty million, I’ll clear about fifty after taxes. That’s plenty for me and my wife, with enough left over for my daughter and her family. So if you’re not going to stick to the agreement I made with Banjo, I may as well give Rockwell a call.”

“What assurance do I have that your claim will hold up across our warfighter inventory?”

“I made no such claim. Did you even look at the video your Skid fighters took during our test flight? Did you talk to their pilots? The only promise I made was that this technology would work on your Skids. I know that because it worked on my spacecraft, which is about the same size. Now, come on, Major, enough of this. I know you have to tap dance a little so you can tell your boss you tried to negotiate. Good enough. Are you guys in or out?”

Watkins looked frustrated and said, “Would you excuse me for a moment?”

“Go ahead.”

He left the office to contact his people.

Banjo grinned and said, “I see you got your job back. I didn’t think it would happen. How’d you manage that?”

“It wasn’t me. Carol overplayed her hand. She tried to hand off the station drive contract to Blanchard, and the board didn’t like it. Before they voted her out, I told Raleigh I’d come back long enough to get the station repaired and moved to L5. But we’re a long way from being in the clear on this. I’m worried about all the small-time operators around us. Some of these guys don’t have anything more than positioning drives. They may not be able to move on their own.”

“We got notice that a gravity engine is coming in next week. Is that you?”

I nodded. “We’re going to have some ice strikes in the not-too-distant future. I’m hoping the gravity engine can put up a big enough shield to keep us safe.”

“Our weather people said the same thing. We’re calling it nineteen days and counting until the first rock crosses Zion’s orbital path. It’s anybody’s guess how close it will be.”

“It’s gonna get really clear in the next week or so. Tillman and his team are pushing the station manager to start making everything public and I’m just trying to get ahead of the problem. Johan told me this morning that the gravity engine is on the way. And I’ve been talking to FASA. They said I could add it to my Hyundai contract as a change order, but I have to pay for it upfront.”

Watkins came back in and took his seat. “What exactly do you have in mind?” he asked.

“Several things,” I said. “First, you deposit the funds into my account here in First Zion Bank. Once I know the funds are there, we’ll walk down to the space operations deck, and I’ll hand over the technology.”

“You’ll hand it over on the spot?”

“That’s right.”

“You’ll need to sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

“Forget it! Once you put this into production, word will get out, and that’s a fact.”

“Is it ready to put into production?”

“It took me a week to upgrade War Prize. So, yeah, it’ll take some work on your part to install it on one of your fighters, but not very long. And I’ve got an empty hangar on my west side. Eighteen thousand square feet ready for you to take over. We call it the Nicholson Hangar. She’s the one who invented the—”

“Yes, I’m familiar with the story of Karla Nicholson. You’re saying you will give that hangar to us?”

“No, it’s not mine to give. It belongs to the Spaceport Authority. But as the spaceport director, I will lease it at a reasonable rate to the first person who’s interested. I made the same offer to the Border Guard the other day.”

“Are they going to rent it?”

“I don’t know. But whoever wants it, it’ll be the same cost per square foot that I charge my other tenants. My deal with you isn’t contingent on that, by the way. I just think it would be easier for you to have a separate space where your engineers can work without getting in the way of your normal space operations. But don’t take too long because if FBG says yes, it’s first come, first served.”

“That’s a good idea, frankly,” Banjo said.

Watkins raised a hand in restraint. “That’s beyond my scope. If the military wants to pursue it separately, they will.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

“I’d rather you transfer the technology to us first. The military isn’t in the habit of paying before delivery.”

I huffed out a laugh. “That’s not gonna happen. Besides, if you think I’ve cheated you, I’m sure you have enough legal firepower to take your money back. But I’m not giving you anything without getting paid first. Once I give you the secret, it’s too easy for you to say, ‘Oh, we can take it from here.’”

“The military wouldn’t do that, Mr. Washington.”

“The government does it all the time, Major, and you know it.”

He glared at me. “Do you have it in a file or something?”

“Deposit the money,” I said tersely, “and you’ll find out.”

I was getting a little impatient with the runaround. I understood Watkins had to dot some i’s and cross some t’s, but enough was enough.

Watkins sensed my frustration and said, “Very well. Just a moment, please,” and he walked out again.

“I think you got him,” Banjo said.

“That would be nice, but I’m not holding my breath.”

A moment later, Watkins came back in. “My office sent you a binding bill of sale.” He paused and said, “It also includes an NDA, but only for one year. If that’s acceptable, review and sign it, and we’ll deposit the agreed-upon funds.”

“Boomer, did I get that document?”

“You did, and it seems in order. Do you want the details?”

“Does it commit me to giving them my time to any extent?”

“No, just that you will be reasonably available to answer questions. And I confirm the non-disclosure agreement is only for one year.”

“All right. That’s good enough for me. Go ahead, sign it, seal it, and send it back.”

“Done.”

“Did you copy all that?” I asked Watkins.

He seemed a little surprised by the speed with which I’d responded, but then he didn’t know Boomer. After one more trip to the walkway outside my office, he came back in.

“Check your account.”

“Boomer, did they deposit the money?”

“Yes. Eighty million celestials were just deposited. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” I stood up, all smiles for both men. “Now, gentlemen, why don’t you come with me.”

I told Chelsea we were going down to the space operations deck and that I’d be back in an hour or so.

I took them to my honeycomb and straight back to my workbench where I had a fist-sized ball of damp clay wrapped in plastic. I took off the wrapping and tossed it to Watkins.

“Here it is,” I said with a wide grin. “That is the Ossari secret to high-power maneuvers. It generates a null gravity field inside the spacecraft. Essentially, it reduces the mass to zero and maintains the occupant in a standard one-gravity environment. I don’t know how scalable it is, but for something fighter sized, I can confirm it works up to 10 gs, and I suspect much higher.”

Watkins examined the clay for a moment then glared at me threateningly. “Is this a joke?”

I wiped the grin off my face and said, “It’s really not. I’ll prove it to you.”

I had brought six of Fiona’s coffee mugs down to my honeycomb for just such a demonstration. I took one and slowly slid it toward the others, letting Watkins and Banjo see how it pushed aside the other mugs.

“Is that the singing pottery I’ve read about?” Watkins asked.

“Same stuff,” I replied. “Now, look at these readings.” I pulled my fancy scanner off the shelf and set it up. “Are you familiar with gravity field scanners? They use them on drive pads.”

Banjo nodded. “I haven’t used one myself, but our ground crews use them all the time.”

“The first time I saw these mugs react this way, my wife thought it was magnetism or something but I knew it had to do with gravity. I took a sample to a couple of professors at the university, and they analyzed it for me. They said the clay is a mixture of densinium and what they called a metastable silicate. I don’t really know what it means, but you can check with Professor Shannon and Professor Cato Camorra. They love the stuff. Shannon said they’re pursuing further investigations on its properties.”

Banjo said, “So, it’s got densinium in it? That’s what gives it the gravitational ability?”

“That’s right. They said the clay mixture produces a non-metallic form of densinite. When we put it in the kiln and fire the clay, it cooks the densinite-based antigravity property into the porcelain and makes it permanent. That’s what I did the other day when I flew toward Prometheus past the asteroid belt.”

“I wondered about that,” Banjo said. “When they asked me to dig into this, I went back over your recent flight tracks. It didn’t make sense you went that close to the sun and just parked. I thought you were an idiot or doing some kind of dare.”

“I won’t argue the idiot part, but it wasn’t a dare. In fact, it was an unmanned flight. It should have said that on the flight track.”

“Oh, I must’ve missed that.”

“Yeah, Boomer went out and essentially fired the clay that I had used to fill in the grooves on my ship. Come on, I’ll show you.” I took the scanner over and ran it across the roof of War Prize, letting them see the same kind of readings we were getting from the mug. “Now watch. Boomer, fire up the electromagnets.” The readings on my scanner jumped markedly.

“And that’s all there is to it?” Banjo asked. “You’re saying this is just some kind of gift from Prometheus?”

I laughed and then shuddered at the analogy. “That’s a little too mystical for me. I make no claim this is from a magical fire-bringer. It is what it is.”

Watkins held up his glob of clay. “And you charged me eighty million for this? This is your big secret? There must be billions of tons of this in the asteroid belt.”

I shrugged and said, “I’m not a geologist, but the university has done thousands of spectrographic scans out there, and I’ve done several myself. The ones that match the clay aren’t common, but there’s plenty out there. So, I’m not sure how much of a resource this will be for you in the long term. If I were in the military, I’d start right now learning how to synthesize it. Because when word gets out, and you know it will, there’s gonna be a rush on that stuff from just about everybody.”

“Yeah,” Banjo said. “I see that happening.”

I said, “A big museum back on Earth sent a woman out here the other day and bought all of Fiona’s stock. It’s already getting a reputation on Earth because it sings. Everyone’s gonna want to get in on the action, both artistic and industrial. I already refilled our two storage units. I was afraid you guys would make it off-limits or something, or at least try to. But it’ll be hard to police an entire asteroid belt.”

“I would think so,” Banjo agreed.

I glanced at the angry major. “So, did you get your money’s worth? Keep in mind, this stuff has been hanging here for a couple billion years, and you guys never figured it out.”

For the first time, a slight smile crossed his lips. “Some people are smart, some are lucky.”

I laughed and said, “Well, I’m not smart.”

* * *

On Monday morning, I received a visit from another military acquisition officer. She wasn’t from Federation headquarters but was the local procurement officer, Lieutenant Mimi Fletcher. She arrived when Mondo was in my office going over some budget items.

“I understand you have a hangar for rent,” she said quietly, almost meekly. “It’s called the Nicholson Hangar?” She was a cute little thing. Maybe five feet six, blue eyes, pencil thin, and short blonde hair styled in a way that easily met military standards.

Mondo took one look at her and said, “I can handle this, boss.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely,” he said emphatically. He looked ready to take the young officer to the cleaners.

“Okay,” I said. “But I want to sign off on the final agreement, and I may want to make some changes.”

“Not a problem, boss.”

Just before lunch, Chelsea told me Mondo would like to meet Lieutenant Fletcher and me in the conference room. I grabbed a file from my desk drawer and went in to find them sitting on opposite sides of the table with an assortment of documents laid out between them. Mondo was looking flustered. The lieutenant looked up at me with innocent eyes.

“Got it all worked out?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Mondo said. “Mimi says we have to use a standard government lease.”

“Yeah,” I acknowledged. “It was the same way for me back on Marseille.”

He held up a document filled with small print. “It says we have to do the housekeeping.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“And they want full maintenance, and it has to be up to government standards. That’s in a separate package. It looks pretty comprehensive.”

“Yeah, I had the same thing before.”

“Boss, the lease rate we charge won’t cover all that.”

“No, I don’t expect it would. That’s why we have to add an addendum to the government lease.” I put the document I was holding on the table. “Go over this with her and see if you can come to an agreement.”

Mondo’s eyes got wide as he scanned the pages. “It would’ve helped if you gave me this to start with.”

“Well, you seemed pretty adamant, so I didn’t want to cramp your style.” I smiled at both of them and returned to my office.

Later that afternoon, they finally came to an agreement on my changes. I still went over it one last time to make sure the deceptively devious Lieutenant Fletcher hadn’t crossed anything out or added an extra clause. I gave the whole thing to Shayla. “Make whatever changes you think necessary,” I told her. “You can’t change anything on the government lease, but you can delete sentences or paragraphs then explain as necessary in the addendum.”

“Oh yeah,” she said. “We did several government leases when I was at Ellis and Blackwood. You gotta watch your back with the government.”

“That’s a fact,” I said.

Just before we knocked off for the day, she gave me the final document.

“Mondo included a clause for expenses to renovate the hangar. It needs quite a bit to bring it up to government standards. He also added monthly charges for housekeeping and general maintenance, and they have to follow our policy when requesting repairs. It also includes an annual three percent increase in rent.”

“Good job, Shayla. Why don’t you and Mondo brief the board on this for tomorrow’s board meeting? We still need to get their approval.”

* * *

The gravity engine arrived the next morning. It was the big Cat 32 model that I wanted. I breathed a sigh of relief.

Rachel put together an press announcement explaining how it would protect the citizens of Zion. We got good coverage from that, and social media filled up with dozens of self-appointed experts who expounded on Caterpillar’s legendary prowess.

And we got some bad press when the constabulary arrested Blanchard for violating the solar system’s mining code on Jinni. I’d seen that coming since day one, but he evidently considered himself untouchable. Not long afterward they released him on bail. I think the charges amounted to no more than a misdemeanor, which I thought was ridiculous. But then Mira, the station AI, notified us that Blanchard should be added to the no-fly list. Selena personally advised the spacelines. I think she enjoyed dishing out a little revenge.

Mira also notified the Navy, suspecting they might have unresolved issues as well. It turned out the military was far from pleased with Blanchard. Although I didn’t delve into the details, the snippets I caught suggested that their response was forceful, like a blacksmith’s hammer striking an anvil. They collaborated with the station’s District Attorney to levy additional charges and fines. Amidst this turmoil, Carol resigned from the board, leaving us with two vacancies to announce at the upcoming board meeting.

* * *

Grandma Consuelo outdid herself with dinner. She was one of the applicants to take over our restaurant. The directors arrived to a buffet laden with their favorite dishes. The pork carnitas were tender, infused with smoky chipotle, and the salsa had a chunky texture bursting with fresh cilantro and lime. Steaming black beans and light fluffy Mexican rice were next to a stack of warm, handmade tortillas and pans filled with chicken and beef fajita meat. It was a promising start to the evening.

The board was happy with the military lease of the Nicholson Hangar. Mondo said that as far as cost per square foot was concerned, it was our most profitable lease to date. It was a three-year lease with five consecutive three-year options.

Banjo announced the open house would be held in six weeks’ time and urged everyone to attend. Word of our donation had spread quickly and prompted other organizations to announce their support as well. One of the local coffee distributors matched our donation, and they wanted a show center pavilion like ours.

The Spaceport Authority had created a new trend in support of the military. The former unpleasantness was officially forgotten.

Hamish reminded everyone that he, Toby Clark, and I were all going to have our spacecraft on display. I had hoped people would forget about my participation, but that idea went out the window.

The board approved the lease and the amendment to the Hyundai contract for the gravity engine. Shayla announced we were initiating a countersuit against the Stratham Syndicate for defamation and to recover attorney’s fees. No one held out any hope of recovering money from it, but the board wanted us to go through the motions. All in all, it was a successful meeting.

When it was over, I left the board to their second helpings at the buffet and went back to my office. Johan was there waiting for me. “Johan,” I exclaimed enthusiastically. “Come on in and have some Mexican food.”

He gave me a sick look and shook his head. “Sorry. I can’t eat right now. We’ve got problems. Big problems.”


Chapter 19 – Damaged Drives

I settled behind my desk wishing I hadn’t pigged out so much on the salsa and fajitas. It suddenly felt like they were sloshing around in boiling acid. “What do you mean big problems?”

“The drive mounts,” Johan said worriedly. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

“How so?”

“We had trouble getting to the lining on the first pad that we checked and then the same thing when we tried another. All the mounting bolts had fused to their brackets. So I told Slayton to just cut them off. When he tried, we discovered the mounts themselves were bad. We finally got the pad off but we had to tear it up in the process.” His face looked as bad as my stomach felt. “They didn’t even look like real drive pads anymore. More like a rotten sponge.”

“Do you have a replacement pad?” I asked.

He closed his eyes in dismay. “Not with us. I can get one, but that’s not the problem. It’s the whole mount. I already called home for help to figure out how this happened. They said to pull the other pad, and it was the same way. The problem is it looks like you’ll have to replace every single drive mount. Corporate says that’s never happened. You’re talking maybe a year’s work, and the cost will run forty, fifty million at the very least. And it could be more.”

“It’s the time I don’t have,” I said quietly. “Which drive pads did you pull?”

“Eight and ten.”

The station had twenty-four drives around its circumference, so the two bad ones were almost side by side. If a station wasn’t spinning, it usually took three or four drives at once to move it in one direction. With a careful application of power sequenced to the stations in a calibrated manner, it was possible to move a station while it was rotating. That’s what I’d planned for us to do, as it would minimize any disruption to the station itself.

I said, “A while back, Danny told me we had about thirty percent power on each drive. If we disable stations eight and nine, could we work around that and still move the station safely?”

Johan pursed his lips in thought. “I don’t trust the thirty percent number. If all the station mounts are this bad, I think the pads would shatter at even one or two percent of power.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“No. But I still wouldn’t try it.”

He made it sound so bad I couldn’t even visualize it. “I hear what you’re saying, but I don’t understand why we can’t even get partial power. I need to see what you’re talking about.”

Johan stood up and said, “I can show you right now. Can we use your ship?”

I motioned for him to lead the way. “Boomer, tell Fiona I’m going to be a little late.”

“Acknowledged.”

As we left, Mondo came walking down the hall from the boardroom and saw us. I think the expression on our faces must have told him a lot because he suddenly looked worried.

“Is there a problem?” he asked.

“I think so,” I replied. “Johan is going to show me how big it is. We won’t be gone long.” I was tempted to invite him to come along but decided not to. Sometimes, you want to get the bad news all by yourself.

Ten minutes later, we were inside War Prize. I told Boomer, “Take us to drive pad eight. Let Tower know this is a maintenance inspection.”

“Acknowledged.”

The ship floated out of the honeycomb and slowly moved into the traffic pattern, out through the threshold gate into the vacuum of space. We turned left and floated along Zion’s exterior hull into the station’s prohibited area. Spacecraft were not authorized to maneuver so close to the station’s hull without special authorization. Drive Eight was currently located on the daylight side of Zion so the pad and its mount were easy to see.

Each drive pad is a seventy-five-foot-wide circle and they’re placed a few hundred feet apart. Their metallic sheen makes them look like shiny furniture buttons stapled around the middle of the station. On Deck 30 and Deck 70, were two additional rows of the smaller positioning drives. They were only fifteen feet in diameter but equal in number, so they gave the station a symmetrical look with the smaller buttons positioned twenty decks above and below the center.

“Maneuver us as close as you can to the drive mount,” I told Boomer.

He slid War Prize toward the station mount and stopped about fifteen feet away.

“This is as close as I get without causing concern in the tower,” he told me.

“Good enough,” I said.

From my vantage point, I couldn’t see the problem. A solid steel surface of the drive mount was still in place where Johan’s crew had removed the drive pad.

“Look at the rippled shadow,” he told me. “That shows you how the surface is uneven. It’s hard to see from here.”

“I need to get up close,” I said. “Let’s go EVA. I’ve got suits.”

Johan nodded, and we both suited up in the heavier duty suits I’d purchased for harvesting the porcelain clay. We checked each other’s fittings then Boomer opened the personnel hatch.

We floated out into space and drifted toward the drive mount. I grabbed the edge when I reached it and immediately saw the damage Johan had talked about. The sheet of metal wasn’t smooth like it should be. It looked burned as though someone had run a welding torch back and forth across the surface. In some places the metal appeared to have liquefied. I ran my gloved hand softly across the surface and felt it catch and drag unevenly.

Johan was right, this was really bad. I’d seen the backside of gravity pads in the past and they were like glass. The surface they rested on had to be the same because of the incredible pressure exerted on their base. If Johan installed a new drive pad on this mount it would deform and might even shatter when power was applied.

“I see what you mean,” I muttered dismally. “Let’s head back.”

We returned to War Prize, and I sat quietly until Boomer backed into our honeycomb hangar.

“What’s your plan?” I asked Johan.

“I don’t have one,” he admitted miserably. “I reported this to HQ, and I’m waiting to hear from them.”

“Are the positioning drives working?” I asked.

Johan nodded. “A hundred percent.

“Can we move the station with the positioning drives alone, even if it takes longer?”

“Not really. They’re only designed to maintain a stable rotation in a fixed position. If the station was orbiting in free space, you could possibly move it with full power. But the drives aren’t designed to maintain that much load on an extended basis. And as you sit here in L4, it’s worse. There’s a certain amount of stability with L4 that you can’t overcome. Not with just the positioning drives.”

“I understand,” I said. This was literally a no-win situation.

Johan touched his neck behind his ear and grew still for a moment. Someone was talking to him. A moment later, he said, “I understand. I’ll meet you when you arrive.” Then he looked at me. “My boss will be here in the morning. He wants to see it and then talk to you.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to schedule a meeting with the system administrator for tomorrow afternoon. I’ve got marching orders to let him know what’s going on, and I’d like you and your boss to be there.”

“Understood,” Johan replied, as miserable as I was.

* * *

When I got home, Fiona could tell I was totally stressed out.

“I told you not to go back to that job,” she said sympathetically.

“In this case, it wouldn’t have made any difference.” I sat on the couch with her and went through all that Johan had found. “This is really bad. With the debris field coming and no way to stop it, the station may have to be evacuated. I don’t know if this has ever happened anywhere.”

We sat there for an hour, with me holding her hand and feeling miserable. In the back of my mind, I also felt a little guilty because even if worse came to worst, she and I would come out just fine. We had millions of celestials in our bank account with War Prize waiting to take us wherever we wanted to go. The rest of the population wasn’t so lucky. Most of them would lose everything they owned.

I tried to picture how it would go down. Arranging the evacuation of a hundred thousand people was challenging but not impossible. The military would be called in with big transports to haul everyone away, but it wouldn’t include space for personal belongings. Families would wind up as refugees somewhere until they could get their feet under them again.

And lawsuits… There would be thousands of those. In fact, I’d probably be the target of quite a few, especially if it became known, and it would, that I’d made so much money in the process, even though the one had nothing to do with the other. A little preemptive action would be wise.

“Boomer, we need to protect our money in case the lawyers come after us. You know what to do?”

“Yes. You already have a financial presence on Marseille and on Earth. I can move your money to those accounts without creating suspicion. At the same time, I will create an additional presence on the planet Athena in the Sigma Draconis system and transfer some of the funds there. You and Fiona have talked about retiring there. It has a large population, and the arrival of large deposits will not be noticed. Be aware that if there is an investigation, it will be obvious that I played a shell game. I will initiate the necessary transactions.”

“Okay, thanks, Boomer.”

With that taken care of, I was able to relax but I felt even guiltier.

* * *

Fiona baked hot biscuits the next morning, and we sat on the couch with a plateful between us to have with coffee and jam. As part of our new morning ritual, I flicked on the news, and we watched the morning report. Vashti and Sofia were giving the new edition of their weather report.

“Good morning, everyone,” Vashti said. “Up first, we can expect lingering effects from that small solar flare last week. They may last another forty-eight hours. There will be minimal to no communication disruptions, and radiation levels for unshielded craft will remain unchanged.” She paused, a touch of concern in her voice. “Still, travelers at Zion station and its neighboring outposts should double-check shielding and minimize spacewalk time.”

Sofia took over, standing in front of a not-to-scale map of the Prometheus system. “Now, the Jinni debris field. We have an updated trajectory model.” Her fingers moved across the display, highlighting a swath of red dots. “The first crossing of our orbital path is estimated to begin in two weeks and five days. Professor Tillman is here to explain the implications.”

The screen shifted to Tillman. The man still had the knack of making a potential disaster sound like a quadratic equation. I listened and tried to visually imagine what he was explaining.

“Sam,” Fiona said, her soft voice breaking my focus. She took my empty mug. “Want another coffee?” I nodded, still unable to look away from the screen.

“As you can see,” Tillman continued, “the arrival of the Caterpillar gravity engine will provide a shield for our space station, although the risk to our neighbors and the coffee farms will increase over the next two months. The initial debris will be smaller and may cause localized but minor damage. The concern is that larger pieces are now confirmed to be within the field. We’re estimating a window of six to eight weeks before these collisions become a determinative factor. Fortunately, by that time, Zion and all local stations will have relocated to L5.”

Vashti cut back in. “We’ll keep you updated as the situation develops. Now, on to…”

I pushed a button on the remote, turning the screen into a window on a forested world where gentle raindrops provided a comforting blanket of white noise. I wasn’t interested in the mundane reports on interplanetary freight routes and asteroid mining updates. This morning, it felt pointless. Fiona returned with my coffee. She settled beside me, and we sat in silence.

After a few minutes, I said, “I guess I better head out.”

* * *

In the office, I met with Mondo and went over the capital improvement program I’d asked him for since we were momentarily in the black. As I expected, Mondo had a natural flair for this kind of financial planning.

Shayla came in after Mondo left. She told me a team of reporters and attorneys had arrived from the Crisson system the night before. She expected them to file lawsuits for the loss of their TV news crew. When Shayla left, I went down to meet with Selena to see how she was doing. I talked to her about inspections and gave her a few areas to keep an eye on. Then, at nine o’clock, I headed to the terminal arrival section and found Johan waiting for his boss. The flight arrived on time, and he introduced me to Chambers von Band.

Chambers wanted to see one of the damaged drive mounts right away. If I wanted, I could go join them on their maintenance tug. I passed and said I’d meet them out there aboard War Prize.

I reached Drive Eight before them. While I waited, I suited up and went out to go over the drive mount in more detail than the night before but I learned nothing new. Johan and Chambers arrived and performed their own inspection, taking extra time to examine the power and cooling system connections. The junction box and connectors seemed fine to me, but both men shook their heads and made disappointed noises.

“I want to check the positioning drive,” Chambers said, so we glided up to the exterior of deck thirty.

The area around the positioning drive looked fine, but it was impossible to say what the drive mount underneath might be like. After another ten minutes, Chambers was ready to return, and we agreed to meet in my office in an hour.

I went ahead and had Chelsea set up the small conference room across the hall from my office for our visitors.

When the two men arrived, they had nothing good to impart about our situation.

Chambers said, “I can’t offer any guarantee on either the station drive or the positioning drives. I’d like to remove one of the positioning drive pads to check the mount, but I’d like your approval to do that.”

“What are the odds you tear it up in the process?”

“I’d say that’s highly likely, but that’s why I want to look. At this point, I can’t say if those drives are functional at a hundred percent or not. You saw the surface deformation on the station drive. As it stands, there is no way to replace that drive pad because of the mount’s poor condition.” His eyes wandered for a moment while he considered the issue. Then he said, “Actually, as I sit here and think about it, maybe it’s best to leave well enough alone. The underside of the positioning drive pads is likely in the same shape as their mounts, but at least the two surfaces marry up. Anything we do would probably be detrimental.”

“All right,” I said. “I need you two to come with me and brief the system administrator at 2:00 p.m. Johan, do you know where that is?”

He nodded and said, “We’ll be there.”

* * *

I got to Chappelle’s office ten minutes early and found Johan and Chambers already there.

Chappelle came out and greeted us, but his face was grim as he invited us into his office. He had added an extra chair in front of his desk, so the three of us sat down.

I said, “We discovered a new problem. This is Johan, the Hyundai team lead, and his boss, Chambers von Band, both from Hyundai headquarters. I’ll let them tell you what they found.”

Johan and Chambers took turns talking and described what I had seen out on the drive pad. I suddenly regretted not having them brief me ahead of time more thoroughly so I could have given Chappelle more of a heads up. As it was, he was unexpectedly learning from an authoritative source that the station was probably doomed.

They gave him all the grim details as it boiled down to the single fact that we had no repositioning capability at all.

“Are you positive of that?” Chappelle asked after letting the information soak in for a moment. His expression became more intense than I had ever seen. Speaking almost in a whisper he said, “I need to know the absolute truth. Is there no possibility whatsoever of moving our space station?”

“None that I see,” Chambers replied in an indifferent tone that reminded me of Professor Tillman’s manner of speaking when he talked about our apocalyptic situation.

Chappelle’s expression abruptly became angry. “I didn’t ask what you can see. I asked what is. I need to know definitively! Absolutely! If the answer is no, I need to know it’s unconditionally no, that there is nothing that can be done, and that there is no way the station can be moved.”

“Understood,” Chambers said, a little taken aback by Chappelle’s vehemence.

“I don’t care what it takes. I need to know if there is a way to move Zion out of danger.” Chappelle savagely jabbed his finger at the two Hyundai employees. “You need to think outside the box and tell me if there’s any way that it’s possible.” His voice hardened as he spoke. “Because if there’s not, I need to start an evacuation. If Zion has to be abandoned, that’s not something I take lightly. I don’t want to start down that road and then have someone say, ‘Oh, why didn’t you try this or that?’ Am I making myself clear? Do you get what I’m saying?”

Chambers nodded soberly. I think the gravity of the situation had finally dawned on him. This wasn’t just a quirky engineering case. It was a life or death situation for the entire space station.

“In that case,” Chambers said, “I cannot give you an answer with absolute certainty. We haven’t looked for a solution like you mentioned.” He looked at Johan. “Is the situation really that grim?”

Before Johan could answer, Chappelle’s face turned beet red, and he yelled, “Hell yes, it’s that grim!” He scalded me with a look. “Couldn’t you make that clear?”

“Sorry,” I mumbled. It was a fair criticism. I felt stupid for not doing so before the meeting,

“This is it, gentleman,” Chappelle said grimly. “For Zion, this is Armageddon. I haven’t advertised that fact to the public yet, but I can’t wait much longer. I’ve been running the numbers, and it’s not easy to evacuate an entire space station. We’ll have to get the military and charter spaceliners to get everyone off in time. The cost will be more than I can imagine, and I can promise you the economic ripples will spread throughout human-occupied space. So, I don’t care what it costs. I don’t care about Sam’s little grant. If you can get the drives functioning in time to move us out of the way, it needs to be done.”

“I understand,” Chambers said, his face also red but from embarrassment at being chastised so thoroughly. “Let me get back to you.”

“You get back to me tomorrow. I want all three of you here at two. In fact, the commissioners need to hear this. If we have to abandon the solar system, it’s their call, not mine. My job will be to carry out their decision. And you may want to have your CEO here to explain how Hyundai Celestial designed this space station, put it in this solar system, and let a hundred thousand people move into it when they had no hope of survival. No one is going to walk away from this without a fair share of the pain. I guarantee it.” He stood up and glared at all three of us. “Tomorrow at two.”

It was a dismissal, and the three of us left the office. We stopped outside on the plaza.

“Sorry, Chambers,” I said. “You just got here, and I should’ve made the situation clearer for you. But everything he said is true.”

“How much time do we have?” he asked. “Everything is possible. We can work miracles; we have in the past. But we can’t do it overnight.”

“The first bit of debris will arrive in eighteen days. Those will be tiny bits of rock and ice. The gravity engine will take care of those and buy us another week, maybe two. But when the main debris field gets here—that’s maybe another six to eight weeks—the gravity engines and everything else in the path will get turned into dust. There is nothing powerful enough to stop the onslaught.”

“Understood,” Chambers said his eyes glazing over as he tried to picture he situation.

“Do you need anything from me?” I asked. “I’m at your disposal.”

Chambers smiled absently. “No thanks. Under the circumstances, I think we’ll accomplish more if you just leave us to it. No offense.”

I didn’t like his answer, but I understood it. I’d give them the rest of the day without looking over their shoulder. “In that case, I’ll see the two of you here tomorrow afternoon. You know where the commissioners’ room is?”

“We built the station, Sam. We know where everything is.”

* * *

I went back to the office but couldn’t concentrate, so I checked on Mondo. He said, “Nothing’s changed since I talked to you this morning, boss.” Then he looked at me closely and said, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied, trying to imbue confidence in my voice. “Just checking.”

I hadn’t shared the dire situation with anyone but Fiona and didn’t want to do so now. The second word got out, there would be pandemonium.

“Listen, boss, it’s not like you’re going to quit tomorrow. Don’t feel like you can’t start a new project. You’re acting like you’re gonna walk out of here any second.”

I chuckled. “I know. I can think of twenty new projects, but it probably wouldn’t be smart to turn things upside down just yet.”

“You can always stay on, you know. You don’t have to retire. You wouldn’t do good in retirement anyway. My dad tried it and hated it.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I left his office and decided it might be better if I went down to my honeycomb and spent some time with War Prize. In the off chance that Fiona and I had to evacuate, I made sure we were fully stocked with food and water and that the batteries were topped up. Then I went over and interrupted Johan with a couple of thoughts. He was polite but I could tell I was interrupting his mental processes so I left. Finally, I went home a little before four p.m.

Fiona got in a little after five. “You look terrible,” she said.

“Things don’t look good,” I told her. “I’ve been racking my brain all day trying to come up with some kind of idea that might help. I told Johan to just get new steel slabs to weld to the top of the existing drive mounts and then put new drive pads on top of them. The surfaces would marry up.”

“Seems like that would work. What did he say?”

“That’s one of the options they’re looking at, but it would take six months minimum.”

“Just hire more people,” Fiona suggested as if pointing out the obvious.

“He said they’re looking at that too. They don’t really want me around. Chappelle essentially said if the station goes down, so will Hyundai Celestial. He means it, but I don’t see it as much of a threat. Refugees don’t have a lot of weight with the legal system.” I massaged my face with both hands. “I really can’t stand this. I know it’s not my fault, but man, I feel guilty.”

Fiona gave me a hug. “You’re right; it’s not your fault. Don’t think that way. Guilt will kill you; trust me, I know that better than you. I still feel bad about leaving my mom.”

We held each other for a minute then she pushed me away. “Let’s go check out the beach. We haven’t seen it at night yet. You just need to step back and clear your mind.”

“That’s a good idea,” I said, feeling a tinge of relief.

The beach she mentioned was part of the station’s twenty million gallons of water storage. It was a relatively new feature on the Exodus model. We hadn’t had one on Marseille. To provide rotational stability, the water was kept in large-diameter pipes which ringed the outer circumference on Deck 60.

The design included two separate hundred-yard lengths of open water storage against a window made of transparent steel. Pumps kept the water flowing, and surge baffles gave an impression of waves. The design included a wide swath of sandy soil. You could play on the beach and enjoy the sunshine on one side of the station or lie back and look at the stars on the opposite side. At night, it was like having an endless horizon.

“Should we take a picnic?” she asked.

“I’m not really hungry. How about after the beach we try that new coffee bistro on Deck 80. Mondo said they make really great pastry.”

“Perfect. Let me get my bikini. I bought a new one you’ll really like.”

She was right about that. I think it was made with maybe a yard of twine.

* * *

The bistro was named LaGrange Lounge, and their specialty was chocolate miso croissants. The croissant dough had a hint of the savory-sweet flavor of miso paste and inside was a dark chocolate ganache filling. We split one and then another because they were so good. Fiona ordered five different cups of coffee and took a sip from each just to try the various concoctions. It felt so good to ignore our problems we decided to watch a movie and headed to the Cineplex on Deck 19.

There were four revenge flicks, which neither of us was interested in. The only other show was from the venerable Disney Universal Corporation. It was one of those insipid family-friendly movies that I generally hate, but of the films on offer, it was the least offensive. We bought tickets and went in. And right there in front of us was Chappelle Gould and his family.

I thought about trying to back up to make an escape, but it was too late. Chappelle had stopped to put a shoe back on one of his children and he saw me standing there with Fiona.

“Evening, Administrator,” I said casually.

His eyes widened with uncomfortable surprise. He replaced the shoe and slowly stood up, his eyes flicking back and forth between me and Fiona.

“I thought you had other things to do.” He said it softly but I heard the anger he apparently still felt.

Fiona recognized him, of course, and caught the undercurrent of his hostility. And as she always did, she jumped instantly to my defense. “No more than yourself, Chappelle,” she said, her tone matching his.

The last thing I wanted was a scene, so I pulled on her arm, dragging her away toward the concession stand. A young teenage girl wearing an orange and yellow uniform with a paper hat, greeted us cheerfully.

“Would you like some popcorn?” she asked, her teeth gleaming white. Her name tag read Mirela.

“I’ll take a whiskey,” Fiona growled, her body almost vibrating with frustration at being pulled away from Gould. Mirela’s eyes widened, and she took an involuntary step back.

“Two medium Cokes,” I said quickly.

The girl recovered and started filling the drinks. I looked through the glass-covered counter at various confections. They had the little boxes of jellybeans that I remembered from childhood, the kind that were sort of a translucent purple with a glittery interior. I pointed at them and added, “And two boxes of Pixie Dust.”

Mirela retrieved the candy and placed it on the counter with our drinks. “That’ll be forty-eight coronals,” she announced brightly.

I blinked at the amount but held the back of my hand against the register, and the light turned green. Fiona took her Coke but left the candy. I picked up both boxes and my drink and followed.

Inside, the theater was almost empty, which suited me. We took seats in the fifth row, slightly left of center. Fiona wouldn’t sit in the center seats because every time we tried, someone would sit right behind us and it drove her crazy.

Once we were settled in, Chappelle and his family came in—of course. This was the only family movie being shown. Thankfully, he ignored us and concentrated on getting his family situated.

For ten minutes, the screen filled with commercials, and I concentrated on my jellybeans. Fiona relented enough to eat one of them, and her mood softened. Finally, the lights dimmed.

As the screen lit up, I relaxed a little. I hadn’t been to a movie in probably twenty years. First, we were forced to watch bloodthirsty trailers of the revenge flicks but finally a scene appeared of a winding river at twilight. The camera flew along the waterway to where the familiar Disney castle appeared, etched against a starry sky. Every turret and spire shimmered with an enchanting glow. Then, the little fairy Tinkerbell flitted into view on her gossamer wings, and with a mischievous twinkle, arced gracefully over the castle. With a flick of her wand, a burst of sparkling pixie dust settled across the castle.

As Fiona and I watched the shimmering particles touch the castle, making it gleam even brighter, the magical dust stirred up memories of our daughter’s childhood wonder. It was like stepping through a portal to a world where anything is possible, all kicked off by that playful little fairy and her twinkling wand.

At precisely the same time, we looked at each other and both exclaimed incredulously, “Pixie dust!”

We started laughing and rose to our feet to hurry from the theater.

“How can we test it?” I asked breathlessly as we hurried toward her gallery.

“I used to sculpt in metal,” she said as though it was obvious. “I have everything in our storage unit. What will you need?”

“We’ve got a grinder,” I said. “But I’ll need some space-grade epoxy. I can probably get some at the hardware store. I think it’s still open.”

“Then go buy it,” she said. “I know where my stuff is. Get what you need, and I’ll meet you in the studio.”


Chapter 20 – Porcelain Cocktail

I raced down to Deck 30 and got there just as they were closing up. “I just need one thing,” I begged the attendant.

He gave me a resigned look and said, “Okay, hurry up.”

“Where’s the epoxy?”

“Aisle Seven, at the back.”

I hurried to Aisle Seven and found two quarts of Ballenger space-grade clear epoxy, which was just what I wanted. I went over to the cash register and asked, “Do you have any more of this in the back?”

He sighed. “Just what’s on the shelf, but I can order it. Takes about three weeks. How much do you need?”

I read the label to see what the coverage was. A gallon would cover a hundred and fifty square feet. I couldn’t remember the formula I needed.

I asked the clerk, “What’s the formula to calculate the surface area of a sphere?”

He cocked his head. “How the hell should I know?” It was a reasonable response considering the circumstances.

I turned away and muttered, “Boomer, this epoxy will cover a hundred fifty feet per gallon. How many gallons will I need to coat the space station?”

“A little over 57,000 gallons. It will be difficult to give you an exact number as it will depend on the type of application.”

I mentally rounded up the number to 60,000 gallons. Crap! That was a lot of epoxy. I looked back to the clerk and said, “Just for planning purposes, let’s say I need 60,000 gallons. Is there any way to get that much?”

“Are you serious?” he asked, suddenly more interested.

“Well, I’m not sure my idea will work, and I don’t want to get into details, but, yeah, I might really need that much. If I do, can you get it for me?”

The kid looked at me as if trying to decide if he should take me seriously. Then his eyes widened. “You’re the spaceport director, aren’t you.”

“That’s me.”

I guess that was authentication enough. He thought for a minute and looked at the packaging. “Ballenger Epoxy is the best on the market and they sell a ton of the stuff to everybody, so yeah. I can contact them directly. I could probably do better on the price, too.”

I hadn’t actually looked at the price. It was a hundred forty-five coronals per quart. Call it six hundred a gallon. That would be thirty-six million coronals. “I would need some airless paint sprayers, too.”

“How many?”

I sighed. How many angels can dance on the head of a pin? How many painters would I need to do the job in a reasonable timeframe? A hundred? A thousand? “Boomer, how many painters will we need?”

“Quite a few,” he said. “You have roughly eight and a half million square feet. Using a high-volume industrial sprayer, a professional painter mounted on a skimmer could cover maybe two thousand square feet an hour. Call it sixteen thousand square feet of coverage per day per painter. So, with ten painters, it would take about two months. However, for difficult jobs or exterior use, most painters use one or more AI-controlled spray rigs. I have contact information for several such contractors. Hire a few of them, and they could do the job within a week. I believe the limiting factor will be the preparation of the epoxy and mixing it with your so-called pixie dust. At any rate, the challenge is achievable.”

Were there really that many painters on the station? Oh well. Boomer made it sound within the realm of possibility.

To the clerk, I tried to sound vague. I might be being overly sensitive, but I didn’t want to start a rumor that could turn into a panic. “I don’t want to get ahead of myself. For now, I could use a good sprayer. Do you have any handheld ones that won’t clog up?”

“We carry Sejer Brand. Those things are like a sandblaster. They hardly ever get clogged. Do you need one right now? I think I’ve got a couple in stock.”

“Yeah. I’ll take both of them.”

He left and hurried down another aisle and came back with a pair of airless sprayers, both of them Sejer. They looked like toys compared to the style I had in mind.

“Okay,” I said. “This’ll do for now.”

He nodded confidently. “I can get everything you need. When are you going to know about all this?”

I shrugged. “First, I gotta see if my idea will work. Don’t ask me about the details. If it works, I still need to convince the people in charge. So maybe a day or two.”

The kid smiled. “Then I hope it works. I could use a sale like that.”

“What’s your name?”

He stuck out his hand. “Nelson Townsend. I own the place.”

I shook his hand and looked around. “Do you have any electronics?”

“No, that stuff changes too fast for me to keep it in stock. What do you need?”

“An accelerometer that I can hook up to wi-fi.”

He shrugged and said, “That’s over my head. Can’t help you.”

He rang up the total and I put the back of my hand to his cash register and left.

Once outside, I told Boomer to let Fiona know I had the epoxy and an applicator. He told me she was still in the storage unit and that it would be another ten or fifteen minutes before she got to the shop. That probably meant half an hour or so. I went to the gallery, dropped off my purchases then headed toward the space operations deck. I needed to find an accelerometer to prove if our theory worked.

* * *

It took a couple of hours for me to gather everything we needed. I got a pair of accelerometers from one of the mechanics at Lawson’s SBO. Johan had two more in his inventory. When I stopped by my honeycomb to pick up the grinder, I ran into Hamish. He wanted to chat and know about everything I was doing. I barely managed to put him off by asking if he had any wi-fi parts. I told him I wanted to hook up an accelerometer to a wi-fi transmitter. He thought it a stupid idea but still managed to come up with a box of electronic gear and handed it over.

“You’re being cagey about something,” he said with a knowing smile. “I’ll contribute this to the cause so I can take a little credit for whatever it is you’re doing.”

By the time I reached the gallery, I found Fiona in the back, sitting on a stool in the middle of a fountain of sparks with a welder’s helmet over her head.

When I came in, she stopped and said, “I have everything I need to make a model space station. I’m making it a foot and a half in diameter. Will that be big enough?”

“As a proof of concept, that’s perfect. This is just to find out if our crazy idea will work.”

She said, “I thought it was hilarious that we came to the same conclusion at the same time. I wonder what Chappelle thought when we left the movie? I’ll bet you anything he was thinking we’re really into jellybeans.” She burst into laughter at the thought.

I put all my stuff on her workbench. “Do you have any leftover porcelain, or should I use some of your mugs.”

She pointed to a cardboard box in a corner. “My rejects. Use those.”

I wrapped a few pieces in a cloth and used my heel to reduce them into small chunks. Those went into the grinder. A minute later, I had two cups of porcelain dust.

After that, I worked on the accelerometer. It took me a while, but I finally managed to tape the accelerometer to a wi-fi transmitter and sync the signal to my fancy ND-ARI scanner. When I shook the accelerometer in my hand, I got a reading on the scanner showing the measured g-force.

In the meantime, Fiona finished her sphere. It wasn’t perfectly round but close enough to match the uneven surface of Zion’s exterior. She created the sphere in two halves, hinged together. I used duct tape to attach the accelerometer/wi-fi package to the interior.

I moved it a couple of times to make sure the accelerometer readings showed up on my scanner. Then we closed the two halves together, and Fiona gave it a little spot weld to hold it closed. She gave the metal sphere a shake, and the accelerometer indicator again showed movement. We were halfway there.

I unpacked one of the paint sprayers and figured out how it worked. I opened one of the Ballenger packages and combined the contents in a bucket. Then I mixed in the two cups of porcelain dust. I poured the final blend into the sprayer can and gave our miniature space station a good coat of the unusual mixture.

The instructions on the epoxy package said it would take twelve hours to become hard to the touch. I looked at the clock. It was already one in the morning. We were cutting it close. We wouldn’t have much time for testing.

“Let’s call it a night,” I said.

* * *

Incredibly, I didn’t wake up until ten o’clock and then panicked about oversleeping because there was so much to do. Fiona was already up, though, and slowed me down, saying, “You have to eat breakfast because I know we’re gonna miss lunch. I called Stacy, and she opened the store.” Stacy was a young woman Fiona had hired as a part-time employee to help out with the gallery.

I settled for cold cereal and coffee then showered and dressed. It was 10:30 when we reached the gallery. Stacy was there and had found our model of Zion in the back and assumed it was a finished piece of sculpture. She had moved it out of the shop and put it on display in the middle of the gallery.

I almost freaked out, but Fiona just laughed and told Stacy, “This one isn’t ready yet.”

I touched it a couple of times. It was already dry to the touch, so I took it back into the shop and placed it on top of a two-gallon plastic bucket. I fired up the scanner—the readings indicated it was working fine.

“What do you think?” Fiona asked, watching me closely.

“Now we’ll find out.” I walked over to the bucket. “See if the needle moves.” I nudged the bucket a couple of times, making the sphere jostle. “Any readings?”

“None,” Fiona replied, looking at the display closely. “Let me try it. You come check the scanner.”

We traded places, and she said, “Ready?”

“Yeah, go ahead.”

She hauled off and kicked the bucket out from under the sphere. It clanged down onto the floor and then rolled off against the wall.

“Fiona!” I exclaimed, appalled at her action.

“Did the needle move?” she asked calmly. “If it didn’t, we’re good to go.”

She was right, but I hadn’t been watching the needle. I was so shocked I’d forgotten to look. I sighed and retrieved the sphere and replaced it on the bucket.

“Okay,” I said. “But be a little more careful this time, please. It’s not indestructible, even if the dust is working.”

“All right. Ready?”

“Go ahead,” I said, watching her carefully.

“Don’t look at me!” She pointed at the scanner.

“Right.” I turned my gaze to the scanner. “Go ahead.”

There was another crash and the needle moved, but not like the night before when I was shaking it in my hand. As the ball rolled across the floor, there was a barely noticeable wobble in the indication.

“What do you think?” Fiona asked, joining me at the workbench.

“I’d like to open it to see the reading again if we rock it back and forth.”

“I can do that. I should have put a magnetic catch on it. I’ll go get one; there’s a hobby store five doors down. Let me cut off the weld first.”

She fired up her torch, and a second later, I had access to the model’s interior. She left, and I checked the scanner’s reading once more while rocking the sphere back and forth. The readings were markedly different with the sphere open versus closed. It was proof that opening the sphere disrupted the null gravitational field. It confirmed the field was working. But I needed something more tangible.

How could I show that the null gravity field overcame the internal mass? I had an idea and put the empty sphere on Fiona’s bench scale. It weighed just over fifty pounds. I put a ten-pound block of shrink-wrapped clay inside. The weight went up to sixty-three pounds.

I closed the sphere and the weight dropped to forty-two pounds, maybe a little less. It was proof that with the null field in effect, it weighed less than the metal sphere on its own. What did that mean if it scaled up to the size of the space station? Overall, I had no idea, but it had to mean something.

I looked at the clock; it was after 1:00 p.m. We were running out of time. I wanted to show our idea at the two o’clock meeting and explain how the gravimetric porcelain might save the station. It was at least a possibility.

I didn’t have the math to calculate a final answer. If we coated the entire station with pixie dust, would the stationing drives alone be sufficient to push Zion out of the grip of L4 and get us on the way to L5? There was no way to tell without going through all the effort of trying. The difficulty would be explaining how it all worked to the commissioners, who knew nothing of flying or space drives, let alone gravity-infused porcelain.

I suddenly realized I couldn’t tell anyone about it. I had signed an NDA with the military. “Boomer, connect me with Banjo.”

“Acknowledged…you are connected.”

“Banjo, this is Sam.”

“Hey, Sam. What’s up?”

“Listen, I need you to release me from the NDA. Otherwise, the station will have to be abandoned.”

“Say again? What are you talking about?”

Crap. He was out of the loop on the problem with the station drives. “Well, the drive repairs have run into a problem. Hyundai can’t get them fixed before the debris field gets here.”

I could actually hear the stunned silence on his end. “Seriously?” he squawked. “When did this happen? I thought you were gonna keep me in the loop from now on?”

“I found out yesterday, but I think I have a solution, which involves using the densinite clay. I need to brief the system administrator at two this afternoon, so I need your approval to do so.”

“Sam, I can’t give you permission. That’s way above my level. I don’t know anyone who can.”

What he was saying made sense, but I couldn’t leave it at that.

“All right, then do this for me. You probably need to hear the details anyway. I’m meeting the Administrator at two in the commissioner’s room. Come to the meeting because Hyundai is going to give them all the latest. Can you attend?”

“Yeah. I’ll be there for sure. Are you going to be there?”

“Yeah. I want to show them my proposal.”

“Hang on, Sam. You can’t do that.”

“I know. I understand. I won’t say a thing about the tech without you giving me an okay first. I promise.”

“All right. See you there.”

Fiona came in with the magnets. I told her about getting Banjo into the loop.

I took a few more readings with the primary scanner, measuring the difference in the field with the sphere open and closed. It seemed to match what I’d detected on War Prize but at a much lower magnitude.

Fiona shoved me aside, saying, “I need to fix the magnet.” She pointed at the clock. It was a quarter of two. The time had passed too quickly. “You need to get up there and not be late. Go on, and I’ll be there in just a few minutes.”

“You sure? This is pretty heavy.”

“I’ll have Stacy carry it. Go on!”

I put the scanner in the backpack along with the bench scale and extra clay and hurried out.

* * *

I reached the Administrator’s office just as the meeting was starting. The secretary, Rikki, recognized me and let me in through a side door. Chappelle had already gaveled the meeting to order. When he saw me coming in, he said in a sarcastic tone, “Well, Mr. Washington. I’m glad you decided to join us. Quite recovered from your movie night, I trust?”

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, even though I was on time.

Johan and Chambers were already standing at the podium in front of the system commissioner’s bench. I joined them, muttering a quiet greeting. I looked around but didn’t see Banjo. Chambers had put a hologram projector on the table in front of the podium.

“So, what’s the answer, gentlemen?” Chappelle demanded. “Can you get our station drives operable in the time allowed?”

Chambers said, “Rather than a yes or no, Commissioner, let me give you some background.”

“Very well. My title is administrator. These ladies and gentlemen around me are the commissioners.”

“Of course. Administrator. Here’s the issue. Because the drives were completely shut off and left that way for several years, that action also disabled the cooling systems. That’s the root of the problem. The other is Prometheus. You know better than anyone that living in this solar system stretches the limits of human ingenuity. Your red supergiant star puts out more radiation and heat than in any other inhabited solar system.”

“We understand that sir. We live here.”

“Yeah, well. The point I’m getting to is that densinite generates a certain amount of heat on its own in the best of circumstances. Here, that problem is amplified. The drive mounts for the gravity pads are completely ruined. Mr. Washington suggested we simply weld new mounts on top of the old ones and install new pads to get you up and running.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Bernice Hayashi said. “Will that not work?”

“No ma’am. It does sound like a good idea, but the mount structures have been compromised as well, as have the structural members supporting them. In other words, I’m referring to the large vertical support beams that ring the interior of the space operations deck.”

The projector displayed a wire schematic of the station and zoomed in to highlight the vertical supports that Chambers was talking about.

He continued, “Before we can reinstall the drive mounts, those beams must be either replaced or shored up. Otherwise, if we were to apply full power to new station drives, you’d run the risk of collapsing those support beams, which could literally tear the station in half.”

All the commissioners gasped and exhibited shock at the news.

“So, is the answer no?” Chappelle asked.

“No sir. What we can propose is the following. In the time allowed, we can replace vertical structures seven through ten and install new mounts and new drive pads. That would give you enough power to relocate Zion from its present position to L5.”

“What’s the catch?”

“The catch is that to do it safely will take at least three months, and I’m told you don’t have that much time. We could augment your current gravity engine shield with five additional machines to buy time, but I’m also told it’s not a sure thing, and those machines would probably be lost in any case.”

“So, the answer is maybe,” Chappelle concluded.

“That’s correct.”

“And what’s the cost of this ‘maybe?’” Hayashi asked.

“At a minimum, in the neighborhood of two hundred million celestials. Frankly, I think it could run twice that and that would be in ideal conditions. The issues are many and complex. If Hyundai Celestial were to take this on, we would have to stop other projects currently underway and reallocate substantial sources and materials. All of these numbers and time estimates are highly speculative. And we would need payment upfront. Just in case…well, you know.”

Hayashi sighed heavily and said, “In case you don’t get it done in time and Zion winds up as cosmic dust just like Asam!”

Chappelle sat there shaking his head. He said, “I hate to say it, but I don’t think it’s a reasonable option.”

“I agree,” Hayashi said, “but I hate not to try. This is our home.”

“I know, but the price is more than our annual budget. How can we pay for something like that? We don’t have that kind of money and no one is going to loan it to us under these circumstances.”

The panel lapsed into a back-and-forth conversation among themselves about seeking Federation funding. But that meant more delay and political bickering. I took the ensuing moment of thoughtful silence as a cue to speak up. Except without Banjo present, I was afraid to say a word. The only option was to stall.

“If I may…” I began.

Chappelle raised his eyebrows to see me without looking up. “What is it, Sam?”

“I might have another option.” I glanced at Johan and Chambers, who looked interested but skeptical. “Sorry. I’m not trying to undercut you. My wife and I came up with a possibility last night.”

“What possibility is that?” Chappelle asked. “The last thing I heard you two talking about right before you ran out of the theater were those Pixie Dust Jellybeans.”

Several commissioners looked at him with questioning eyes.

“What are you talking about?” Hayashi asked.

Chappelle waved a dismissive hand.

Hayashi turned her gaze toward me. “Speak up, Sam. What option are you talking about? Right now, I’m willing to consider just about anything.”

I hesitated. I couldn’t actually tell them about gravity-enabled porcelain without Banjo.

“I can’t tell you specifically,” I said. “The military made me sign a non-disclosure agreement.”

Dorsey Conner, one of the commissioners and the system treasurer, blurted, “Is that why you just made a twenty million dollar tax payment? Was it from military compensation?”

That brought a reaction from all the other commissioners with comments like, “He what?” and “How much?”

Conner looked embarrassed and said, “Oh, my God. I can’t believe I said that out loud. Sorry.”

“It’s good you did!” Chappelle said, suddenly much more interested in what I had to say. “Is that what this is about? You have some kind of secret deal with the military? What is it?”

Several commissioners muttered similar questions.

I gritted my teeth and said, “I can’t…Look, I just can’t say what it is. I asked Commander Banjo to the meeting so he could give me permission. Until then…” I held out my hands helplessly.

“Speak of the devil,’ Chappelle drawled, looking toward the side door I’d entered through. “Welcome, Commander. We were just talking about you.”

Rikki was escorting Banjo into the room. His eyes were wide and his face uncertain. “You were?”

“Banjo,” I said with relief. I looked at the commissioners and said, “Commander Banjo isn’t up to speed on the drives. May I have a moment?”

“Go ahead,” Chappelle said irritably. “Make it quick.”

I motioned to Banjo to follow me to the back of the room.

“What’s going on?” he asked, a little put out at finding himself the focus of the entire System Commission.

I filled him in quickly on the station drives, the proposed solution by Hyundai, and the price tag no one could afford.

“I think the porcelain might do the trick. I’m not sure, but we have to try.”

“I don’t see how,” he replied. “It would take forever to make enough of those rods to cover the entire station.”

I explained how, in my model simulation, I had used ground porcelain dust and epoxied it to the exterior. In telling him, though, out of habit, I used the same phrase Fiona and I had used all night.

The expression caught him off guard, and in a loud voice, he exclaimed, “Pixie dust?”

I cringed at his outburst and shushed him quickly. “Not real pixie dust. I’m talking about powdered porcelain. The same kind of porcelain I used on War Prize.”

Banjo took a few seconds to soak in all the information. “Okay, I get it, but I still can’t give you permission to tell them about the technology. That’s highly classified information now. The military is really strict about that stuff.”

I literally wrung my hands, trying to come up with a way to convince him. “All right. What about this? Don’t tell them anything about the tech. Just confirm for them that I might have an answer and that you’ve seen it work. Can you do that? That will give us a chance to get permission on your end. The military doesn’t want to see Zion turned into atomic particles any more than we do, and I need to buy a little time.”

Speaking of time, where was Fiona? If I could just demonstrate the effectiveness, it might help everyone understand.

“Okay,” Banjo said. “I guess I can say that.”

“Great! Come on.”

Together, we went back to the podium. All of the commissioners were leaning forward impatiently.

“Commander Banjo can’t release me from the NDA,” I said. “But he can confirm that my solution may be viable.” I turned to Banjo. “Right?”

Banjo looked like he was in actual pain. “Look,” he said. “We’re talking about military security.”

“None of us care about that!” Chappelle barked. “What the hell have you two cooked up?”

Chappell’s overbearing manner only irritated Banjo. “You may not care, sir, but I do.” He clamped his jaws and threw back his own intimidating glare.

“Gentlemen,” Hayashi said. “Please. This is not the time to get your panties in a twist. Commander, all we’re asking is if Mr. Washington’s…solution? Whatever it is, do you think he has a viable answer for our dilemma?”

Banjo vaguely nodded at her, his whole body rocking back and forth as he struggled to reconcile his desire to help with his military responsibilities. “I guess…You could say that his…”

“Pixie dust?” Hayashi offered. “I believe I heard you call it that?”

Banjo winced, and I cut in and said, “Yeah! Pixie dust! For this discussion, let’s call it that!”

“Okay,” Hayashi said. “Will it work?”

“It…might,” he replied slowly.”

“You’ve seen it work?”

“Well…I’m not sure I can say.”

Chappelle barked, “Spit it out, Commander!”

Banjo turned red and clammed up.

I wanted to shake some sense into Banjo, and even more, I wanted to slug Chappelle.

“Sir?” Rikki called from the side door. “There’s a Mrs. Washington here who said she has something for the commission?”

“Yes!” I all but shouted. “Bring her in!” I rushed toward the door.

Chappelle, his patience all but exhausted, said, “That’s not your call, Sam!”

I ignored him and went through the door to find Fiona waiting on the other side. She was with Stacy, who looked exhausted. I took the globe from her and said, “Great, Stacy. I got it now.”

I turned back toward the boardroom and nodded for Fiona to go ahead. She grabbed Stacy’s hand and went through with me hot on their heels.

“Administrator Chappelle,” I said politely. “Sorry about that. This is my wife Fiona. She’s been helping me with this concept.” I set the sphere on the table in front of the podium.

“And what is that?” Chappelle asked in a neutral tone. He, too, was trying to throttle back his emotions.

“This is a simulated model of Zion,” I explained. “Fiona made it last night from sheet metal. I then coated it with…with…” I looked at Banjo, and he slowly shook his head in warning.

“With pixie dust?” Hayashi offered.

“Yes!” I said with a grin. “Sorry. I guess we’re stuck with that designation for now. That’s what I used.”

“And what does your model simulate, Mr. Washington?” Hayashi asked.

I took a deep breath and opened the sphere to show the accelerometer inside. I set the scanner on the commissioner’s bench in front of Chappelle and Hayashi and then demonstrated to them how the scanner registered movement, when Fiona rocked the sphere back and forth.

“Now watch,” I said.

Fiona closed the sphere and rolled it around the tabletop. She even picked it up and handed it to Banjo.

After a moment, Chappelle said, “So what? It’s blocking the signal. That doesn’t prove anything.” The others around him murmured in agreement.

He had a good point, but my counterpoint was better. I retrieved the bench scale and extra clay from my backpack, then I weighed the sphere in front of them—fifty-one pounds. I opened it and handed the heavy cube of shrink-wrapped clay to Chappelle and gestured for him to place it inside the open sphere. Once he did, I closed the sphere and put it back on the scale. The reading was forty-one pounds and change.

“That’s proof,” I said plainly. “The pixie dust coating essentially renders the interior contents as massless. With that, maybe the positioning drives alone could move the station.”

“Sir?” Rikki called out again. “There’s a Major Watkins who needs to come in. He’s quite concerned.”

“I called him,” Banjo said. “He’s the guy to talk to.”

“Let him in,” Chappelle said testily.

Watkins entered the room, and Banjo pulled him toward the back. They whispered furiously, Watkins repeatedly shaking his head. After a moment, Banjo threw up his hands and came back to the podium looking disgusted.

Watkins came over to me and said, “Commander Banjo tells me you are perilously close to violating your NDA, Mr. Washington. I order you to cease and desist this demonstration immediately, or I will inform headquarters that you have violated the Federation Secrecy Act.”

“You’re not in charge here, Major,” Chappelle barked. “Explain what you just showed us, Sam!”

“Mr. Washington!” Watkins shouted. “I forbid you from speaking!”

The whole situation was ridiculous. The fate of a hundred thousand people was at stake and the major was being a prick.

I knew that given enough time, the military would want us to proceed, even if they had everyone on the station sign their own NDA. For one thing, my NDA was time-limited to a year. The military knew the secret was going to come out!

In the meantime, Watkins didn’t care if the station went up in smoke. For that matter, he probably didn’t understand the physics.

I let out a deep breath and decided I didn’t care if they took the money back; we needed to save the space station.

“Commissioners,” I said. “The way it works is—”

“Sir,” Rikki called out again from the doorway, interrupting what I was going to say. “Mr. Foster and Mr. Morgan from the Spaceport Authority are here. They said they were invited to this meeting by Mr. Washington?”

I looked at Chappelle and said, “I thought Cody should be in the loop. He’s the board president now. Hamish probably just came along.”

Chappelle rolled his eyes in resignation and waved his hand negligently. “By all means, ask them in.” He looked at me pointedly. “Anyone else?”

I tried not to look guilty. “Not from my side.”

“Commissioner Gould,” Watkins said loudly. “I strongly advise you to end this meeting immediately. The technology Mr. Washington is speaking of has the very highest classification, and you would do well not to discuss it or allow it to be discussed.”

Hamish had reached the podium and looked at the metal sphere and block of clay. He cast a derisive glance at Watkins and said, “What are you talking about. You mean using that porcelain clay to make his spacecraft go so fast? That blew me away, I can tell you.”

I put my face in my hands. Leave it to Hamish to step right into the middle of something and spout off without thinking.

“What are you talking about?” Chappelle demanded urgently.

Hamish nodded at me. “Sam figured out the clay in our asteroid belt has densinium in it. If you do it right, it creates a null gravity field. My nephew, Joe, told me about it. He did some work on the stuff for Sam.”

“Professor Shannon is your nephew?” I said, surprised by the news.”

“Yeah. Smart kid, ain’t he.”

“Enough!” Watkins yelled. “I demand you end this meeting this instant, and I am going to advise my superiors of the treasonous activity being sponsored by the system commissioners, no less!”

“Rikki!” Chappelle called out loudly. His secretary came into the room.

“Sir?”

“Call security and have Major Watkins escorted out.”

“Yes sir,” she said, walking toward the door to follow his instruction.

Watkins looked unsure of himself but stomped out after Rikki, leaving a moment of awkward silence after they left.

“Okay,” Chappelle said, breaking the quiet. “It’s all starting to fall into place. Thank you, Hamish. Your input is very welcome, if highly inappropriate. Sam, I take it your pixie dust is this densinium derivative?”

“That’s correct, sir. I can’t explain the science, but on a hunch, I adapted my spacecraft to use the material. You may be aware that Ossari spacecraft were always more maneuverable than anything the Federation has but their secret stayed hidden. When I added the Prometheus densinite to my spacecraft it performed just like theirs did.”

“I can confirm that,” Banjo said decisively.

“I believe it creates a null field around the spacecraft so the gravity pads perform like there’s no weight at all.” I pointed to the globe. “We tried to repeat that effect with this sphere, and it seems to work. I don’t know if the concept will scale up to the size of the entire space station. But it’s an idea. That’s all I wanted to say. This might be another option or one to pursue in concert with what Hyundai is proposing.”

“Give us a minute, would you?” Hayashi said, leaning toward Chappelle and whispering.

Fiona and I started to leave, but Chappelle said, “Just stay put for a second. All of you take a seat.”

Fiona and I, along with everyone else, sat down in the first row of public seating. The commissioners murmured to each other; their eyes filled with intensity.

“I didn’t realize Shannon was your nephew,” I said quietly to Hamish.

“I’ve lived here all my life,” he replied. “I’ve got about fifteen nieces and nephews around this place.” He nodded at one of the commissioners at the end of the bench. “Hank, over there, is one of them.”

We sat quietly for several minutes. Fiona took my hand and squeezed it, bringing my blood pressure down by about twenty points. Finally, the whispering stopped, and I went back to the podium.

“What will it take to give your idea a try?” Chappelle asked.

I said, “I haven’t thought that far ahead, but it’s not something I can do alone. The first step will be to harvest a lot of the clay—enough to coat Zion’s exterior surfaces. I could use a few ice miners to do that. With help, that part wouldn’t take long. Then I’d turn it into porcelain. I can take care of that, but I don’t have any industrial-sized grinders that can turn that much porcelain into dust. Then, I need sixty thousand gallons of Ballenger’s space-grade epoxy. That’s around thirty million celestials if it can be found. Then, a crew of painters to spray the exterior. That’s as far as I’ve thought it out.”

Hayashi smiled and said, “That seems pretty well considered if you ask me.”

I shook my head hopelessly. “I’m sure there are plenty of other issues. Nothing is ever easy.”

“That much is true,” Chappelle said. “All right, here’s the commission’s proposal. Cody, you need to give Sam up for the duration. I’m appointing him as the project lead to investigate his idea further and put it into action. Dorsey, you’re the treasurer, so it’s up to you to make sure Sam gets what he needs. I’ll bring Steve Pitts into the loop since we’re planning on giving his station a glitter coat. Anything else?” He looked at the other commissioners, but no one spoke. “All in favor? The motion passes. We’re adjourned.”

Hayashi said, “That was an interesting demonstration, Sam. Thank you.”

Chappelle said, “Mr. Chambers, I’d like you to come by my office in the morning. I want some details about your proposal, although frankly, I hope Sam comes through.”

“As do I, sir,” Chambers said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to be part of his team. I would be very interested in taking advantage of his tech if it works.”

I kept my mouth shut at that. Thanks to my big mouth, Fiona and I might be out eighty million celestials.


Chapter 21 – The Plan

The next morning, I called Mondo and Shayla into my office and laid out the entire situation. Mondo’s response was, “So that’s why you want to retire. You’ve got eighty million celestials in your back pocket.”

“Not exactly,” I said. “For one thing, I paid twenty-six million in taxes to the system. For another, I may not get to keep it. This Major Watkins guy was pretty upset. I think they’ll come after me and try to take it back for violating the NDA.”

Mondo frowned and said, “Most of that tax goes to the station, not the system. That could cause a problem. From what I’ve heard, Administrator Gould never parts with a single coronal once he gets his claws into it. You should’ve talked to me first.”

Shayla spoke up and said, “This is the first I’ve heard of an NDA. You should have checked with me first.”

“It was a private deal. I can’t use you as a personal attorney.”

“The way you describe it, you’re working on a project that might save the space station. That falls within your official duties. I’d like to see the NDA, and if they do anything, please let me know. Boomer, tell me if the military tries to take his money.”

“Acknowledged.”

Shayla gave me a stern look. “Whatever you do, don’t move those funds to another account.”

The discussion was way off track. Instead of talking about my bank balance we needed to focus on saving the station. I needed to clarify my situation with Shayla, just not right this minute.

“Okay guys,” I said. “I appreciate the advice and will take it into consideration, but we need to concentrate on implementation. How do we hire ice miners? Do we have the system hire them, or do we do it and put in for reimbursement? Whichever way, I want to get started.”

Mondo made a dismissive gesture. “That’s what I’m talking about. Gould will never hire anyone for us, and we’ll never see a penny of reimbursement. It will all fall on the spaceport. How many miners for how many days?”

“For now, let’s call it ten miners for ten days. What should we pay them?”

Mondo said, “I’d suggest ten miners for five days. Then, if you need to extend it by a week, you can do that. As to the cost, I think two hundred coronals a day will get a sufficient response. I’ll let Marija handle that. When do you want them?”

“Okay but make it one week minimum. I don’t want anyone to leave once we get started. Also, I need some netting. Would they have that, or do I need to purchase one?”

“Most of them won’t have their own netting, but a few might. I’ll tell Marija to add that as an option. If someone has a good net, we can pay them an extra fifty coronals a day.”

“That works,” I said. “Let’s have them start on Monday.”

“Do you want me to file a claim against Hyundai Celestial?” Shayla asked. “This is all due to their design flaw. There should’ve been warning indicators built into the system that told us the damage was happening.”

“Let’s hold off on that. The administrator is going to meet with Chambers on Monday. If we file a claim in the meantime, he’ll either become uncooperative or jack up his price.”

We hashed out a few more details. I wished out loud that Lou was still with us.

“I heard he’s still on the station after all,” Mondo said. “If he is, Marija would know how to get in touch with him.”

“That would be good,” I said with a bit of hope in my voice. “See if she can do that. I’d like for him to honcho the painting operation.”

Mondo left to attend to his tasks. After he was gone, I told Shayla, “I transferred the money a few days ago. I was worried that if it became public the military had paid me millions of celestials everyone on the station would come after me if we had to evacuate.”

Shayla groaned and sat still for a moment. “Okay. I think that was probably okay because you did it before the question of the NDA came up. But that means I might have a conflict of interest in representing you and the Spaceport Authority at the same time. I’m going to bring in my old boss at Ellis and Blackwood. They’re experts in Non-Disclosure Agreements. They can tell us which way to go for the moment. At least they can make it difficult for the military to seize the funds.”

Shayla left to connect with her legal counterparts and around noon I got a call from the station manager’s office. Mr. Pitts wanted to see me. I told him I would come right over.

I found Steve Pitts to be extraordinarily easy to work with. He was the ideal manager. There were no recriminations or speculation about blame. He just accepted the task in front of him and set about solving it.

“Chapelle wants me to purchase sixty thousand gallons of epoxy. Did I get that right?”

“I’m afraid so,” I told him. “My recommendation would be Ballenger’s space-grade epoxy. It can stand up to the temperature gradients on the exterior. I spoke to Nelson Townsend of Nelson’s Hardware about it. He’s the guy I got the sample from. If that helps.”

Pitts nodded. “I know them. They’re an approved vendor for the station. For something this big, though, I’ll put it out for bid. I can think of three companies off the top of my head who might be able to get this.”

“I also need some industrial strength grinders to turn the cooked porcelain into dust. I have one, but it’s a hobbyist kind of thing.”

“We can take care of that,” Pitts said. “We have a division for ice grinding. It’s right below the space operations deck. I’ll talk to Barrett about that. He’s the division manager.”

* * *

I went down to Frost Forge Supplies on Deck 78, where I had purchased my EVA suits, and told one of the salesclerks I needed something to cut clay out of an asteroid. The kid told me that for serious cutting, I needed a model that could create a two-thousand-watt beam.

He also suggested a tunable laser since the clay was frozen. I might need to switch the wavelength on the laser beam depending on what was mixed in with the frozen material. He said the best bet would be a dual-beam system: one beam to thaw a cutting line, and another beam with a different wavelength focused on that same line for a clean cut.

I had expected to pay a few hundred bucks for the laser blade but wound up spending over five grand.

They had ice nets, but those started at fifteen thousand coronals, so I decided to wait and see what our ice miners might have.

Marija hired ten experienced miners willing to work on a short-term contract: mostly guys and a couple of young women. One old-timer, Sandor Babos, had the perfect miner’s net. It was huge, probably three hundred feet by one fifty, made with braided, heat-resistant wire and a loose weave. But he demanded another two hundred a day if he had to share his net with other people. Based on what I had seen of the prices for those things, I told Marija it was worth it.

There were too many people to fit inside War Prize since this was going to be a long day for the work crew. I put the word out through Akiko, and she recruited Trinidad Alston. He owned a good-sized yacht that could carry ten people. He took half the crowd, and I took the others.

My choice of laser cutter was the object of much good-natured derision, and I silently cursed the sales kid who’d sold it to me.

We set out on Monday morning. Before we left, Boomer told me we needed four thousand cubic feet of porcelain to give Zion the same ratio of dust coverage I’d applied to our little sphere.

* * *

Because of my previous foraging, I knew where we wanted to go, a cluster of house-sized rocks that were almost solid clay. I put Sandor in charge after explaining that I wanted slabs about two cubic feet in size so they would fit into the station’s grinders. He gave me a look that said he knew better than me what size I needed. He’d been doing it his entire life, so I shut up and let him organize the effort.

Talk about missing an estimate! After one day of cutting, Sandor’s net was full of slabs five feet long, two wide, and one thick. He told me we had nearly five thousand cubic feet of clay, more than enough for our purposes.

I sent all the miners back with Trinidad and told Boomer to pass the word to Mondo to pay them for the entire week as agreed. Sandor wouldn’t leave without his net. I told him he could stay, but I was going to get right up against Prometheus to fire the clay into porcelain. He tried not to show it, but he was really uncomfortable getting so close to the giant red star. I told Boomer to follow the same heating profile he had last time, giving the clay plenty of time to dry out and then ramping up the temperature to two thousand degrees to bake it into porcelain.

Around midday on Wednesday we arrived back at Zion. Pitts had arranged for our reception, and I learned how ice miners emptied their holds directly into the giant ice hopper built into Zion’s external superstructure. By the time we returned to my honeycomb, the grinding was underway.

While I’d been out slicing clay into desk-sized ingots, an entire R&D team from Hyundai had arrived on the station. The first thing they did was to pay Fiona two hundred thousand US dollars for her metal-sculpted model of Zion.

That night while we had dinner she told me, “Those people really aren’t thinking clearly. They could have made one of their own for about a hundred celestials.”

“Did you explain that to them?” I asked.

She laughed and said, “Not my job to point out the obvious, especially when they’re giving away cash.”

She was in a really good mood. In the past few weeks, between Hyundai and the museum back on Earth, she’d made more than ten times my annual salary.

The Hyundai scientists did all kinds of testing on the model and concluded that, yes, our idea might work. I didn’t see how that helped; we already knew it might work. I wanted something more definite, but the real answer would only come once we coated Zion’s exterior.

The station’s ice grinders only reduced the porcelain to fist-sized chunks, not the dust I needed. Hyundai stepped in and rented the Abbott Hangar for the next six months. They set up their own grinding operation to reduce the porcelain chunks into a powder fine enough to go through the nozzles on the airless sprayers and assigned two of their people to assist in the process as record keepers. They were already thinking in the long term.

Thursday night, Fiona and I were on the couch watching a press conference with Steve Pitts and Chappelle Gould. News of the ruined station drives had leaked, and people were starting to freak out. All the scheduled outgoing spaceliners were fully booked for the next several weeks, and once again, Zion was making the news. No one asked me to be in on the news event, which suited me.

On Friday morning, Lou’s smiling face appeared at my office door. “You looking for me, boss?”

“Lou!” I shouted happily. “Yes, come in and sit down. Are you here to work?”

“Marija said you need some help. I’m not looking to come back, but if you need help in a pinch, I’m here for you.”

“Thanks, Lou. I appreciate that. I need you to head up the operation to paint the outside of the space station. Can you do that?”

A huge grin spread across his face. “So, it’s true what I hear. That you’re gonna paint the whole station with glitter paint?”

I smiled a little sadly and said, “I’m afraid it is. This is kind of a last-ditch attempt to save Zion. None of us know if it’ll work, but we gotta give it a try.”

“I can do that, boss. If this is your idea, I’m pretty sure it’s gonna be just fine. Where’s the glitter?”

“Hyundai is pulling that end together. Steve Pitts is supposedly getting the epoxy. Let’s go over and check on what’s happening in the Abbott Hangar. We had to empty everything out, by the way. I hope you didn’t have anything precious tucked away in there.”

By that afternoon, Lou had his end well in hand. He knew everyone on the station and pulled in an experienced painting contractor to honcho the entire effort. He stopped by to update me that afternoon and said the challenge was going to be that none of the painters had experience in zero g. He suggested we bring the miners back in to be painter assistants. Working as a team they would be a lot of help.

“That works for me, Lou. Do what you have to and don’t let Mondo try to stiff the miners. He’ll say we already paid them a week’s wages. Just suck it up and pay them again.”

On Monday morning, Boomer told me the military had made a move against my bank account. He also notified Shayla, and she filed an injunction to stop them from withdrawing any money. Around two in the afternoon, she came into my office to tell me Ellis and Blackwood had assigned a junior attorney, Tian Ramos, to our team as my representative to avoid the conflict of interest concern. There was going to be a hearing the following day and they wanted to go over my potential testimony. She said we had a good chance but that I needed to be there.

* * *

The case was assigned to Judge Katja Nyberg. Nyberg had been on Zion her entire life, and Shayla thought it might make her sympathetic to the person trying to save it. Shayla would be the lead attorney on the case.

The courtroom was a somber, wood-paneled chamber in the government complex on Deck 26. The predominant smell was of old wood and furniture polish with a faint antiseptic smell, evidence of the janitorial crew’s ongoing efforts against years of unwashed defendants.

Once we were settled, Shayla mentioned that Hamish would be a witness, not something I wanted to hear. He was too much of a loose cannon.

Then she added one more whispered fact, “Also, just so you know, Hamish is Judge Nyberg’s uncle.”

“You gotta be kidding,” I said automatically. But considering that Hamish was involved, it seemed almost inevitable. “Will that be a problem?”

“It could go either way,” Shayla replied with a slight shrug. “The prosecution will try to use it to their advantage, but this happens on a space station. I know Nyberg and she’ll bend over backwards to prove her impartiality. We’ll have to play it by ear.”

Before I could comment, the bailiff called, “All rise.”

The room fell silent as Judge Nyberg entered, her black robes swishing as she took her seat. She banged the court into session and said, “The court will now hear the case of the Federation Navy versus Samuel Washington. Case number 25-SC-9876. Who do we have here today? For the plaintiff?”

A female officer seated at the adjacent table popped up, her posture ramrod straight. “Major Katherine Burns, Your Honor, representing the Federation Navy.”

“Very well. And for the defendant?”

Shayla rose to her feet, her voice calm and assured. “Attorney Shayla Freeman, Your Honor, for the Spaceport Authority of Zion.”

“All right, then. Counselors, please be seated.” The judge referred to a stack of papers in front of her. “We are here today to determine whether the defendant, Mr. Samuel Washington, has violated a non-disclosure agreement with the Federation Navy and if the return of funds is warranted. Before we proceed, I must disclose that I have a familial relationship with one of the listed witnesses, Mr. Hamish Morgan. Does either counsel wish to address this matter?”

Major Burns stood immediately. “Your Honor, the prosecution respectfully requests that you recuse yourself from this case due to this conflict of interest.”

Judge Nyberg smiled and said. “I appreciate your concern, Major. If you insist, I will step down and Judge Salazar will be my replacement. If it helps, I’m very familiar with Mr. Morgan’s personality and normally I take what he says with a grain of salt. It’s your call but I assure you that my relationship with Mr. Morgan will not affect my judgment. I will rule impartially based solely on the facts presented.”

Shayla leaned over and whispered, “Salazar hates the military. He always rules against them.”

Burns hesitated, clearly weighing her options. Finally, she spoke. “In light of the circumstances, Your Honor, we will proceed with you presiding. However, we reserve the right to cite this conflict in any potential appeal.”

“Noted,” Judge Nyberg replied. “Ms. Freeman, do you have any objections?”

Shayla stood. “No, Your Honor.”

“Very well,” the judge said. “Major Burns, you may begin your opening statement.”

“Thank you, Your Honor. The Federation Navy entered into a legally binding non-disclosure agreement with Mr. Washington. This agreement clearly stipulated that Mr. Washington could not disclose the nature of the classified technology he transferred to the military. The compensation of eighty million celestials was provided in exchange for this technology and for his silence. It is the prosecution’s assertion that Mr. Washington failed to uphold his end of the agreement, either through direct disclosure or negligence in allowing the information to be revealed by others.”

The judge waited for a moment to see if Burns had anything else to add and then turned to us. “Ms. Freeman, your opening statement, please.”

“Your Honor, the defense agrees that a non-disclosure agreement was signed. However, the defense maintains that it was not Mr. Washington who violated the terms of this agreement. The disclosure of the classified technology occurred during a meeting of the system commissioners. The transcript of that meeting proves that Mr. Washington was attempting to protect the terms of the agreement when another individual, Mr. Hamish Morgan, inadvertently revealed the classified information. Mr. Morgan was not bound by the terms of the NDA. Furthermore, we contend that the immediate danger facing Zion Station creates extenuating circumstances that must be considered in this case.”

“Very well. Major Burns, call your first witness.”

“The prosecution calls Mr. Samuel Washington to the stand.”

“Just stick to the facts,” Shayla whispered as I rose. I walked over to the witness stand, feeling the eyes of everyone in the courtroom on me. The bailiff swore me in, and I tried to relax as I sat in the witness box.

The major approached me with a smile on her face. She looked very likable, but given the chance, I assumed she would cut out my heart without hesitation. “Mr. Washington, you signed a non-disclosure agreement with the Federation Navy, correct?”

“I did, yes.”

“And this agreement stipulated you could not reveal the details of a specific technology, classified by the military, to any other party. Is that correct?”

“That’s correct.”

“Were you aware of the severity of the consequences should you break this NDA?”

“Of course. It was part of the agreement. They wanted it to be permanent, but we agreed to make it one year.”

“Yet, in a meeting with the system commissioners, the nature of this technology was revealed. You were present, and you failed to prevent its disclosure. Do you deny this, Mr. Washington?”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I had thought a lot about my testimony. No matter what, I wouldn’t lie, even if it cost me the eighty million. At the same time, I saw no reason to admit that just before Hamish blurted out the truth, I was going to quit worrying about the NDA and explain everything to Chappelle and the other commissioners. It all depended on how Burns phrased her questions.

“I was present at the meeting, that’s accurate. But I disagree with your conclusion that I’m at fault. The information wasn’t revealed by me. Until Mr. Morgan entered the room I had complied with the NDA.”

“But you allowed the disclosure by Mr. Morgan.”

“That’s not accurate. There was an long discussion about the NDA. I brought it up to begin with. Commander Banjo was there, and I asked him for permission to tell the commission about the classified technology that would save the station. He and I discussed it in private, but he wouldn’t budge, even though the safety of the station was at stake. In fact, he’d called Major Watkins, the procurement officer, to come to the meeting. Banjo wanted Watkins to decide.”

“Did Major Watkins show up? Did he approve the disclosure?”

“He did show up, but he also said no. He said he didn’t have the authority either and told me to keep quiet. It got pretty heated because Commissioner Gould got crossways with him.”

“And is that what made you decide to violate the NDA? Because Commissioner Gould was angry?”

“Objection, Your Honor,” Shayla interjected. “The question assumes facts not in evidence. There’s no proof that Mr. Washington broke the NDA.”

“Sustained,” Judge Nyberg ruled. “Major Burns, please rephrase.”

Burns nodded, her lips tightening slightly. “Mr. Washington, what happened after the heated exchange with Commissioner Gould?”

“I didn’t break the NDA. I didn’t have to because right then, Mr. Hamish Morgan, a member of the Spaceport Authority, arrived. He came into the meeting late, and was unfamiliar with the situation. He disclosed the information unknowingly.” I met her gaze without blinking. So far, everything I had said was the truth. It was strange to defend myself knowing that mentally, at the time in question, I had decided to tell all and it was only Hamish who stopped me from spilling the beans by doing it himself.

Burns’s eyes narrowed accusingly at me. “You are deflecting blame, Mr. Washington. It was your responsibility to honor the NDA, not that of Mr. Morgan.”

The judge cut in, “Major Burns, please refrain from editorializing.”

“My apologies, Your Honor. No further questions.”

The judge looked over at Shayla and said, “Ms. Freeman, you may cross-examine the witness.”

Shayla stood up and said, “Mr. Washington, please describe your actions in the meeting with the system commissioners, specifically concerning the classified technology.”

This seemed like a reasonably open and shut case the way Shayla had talked about it. But I was afraid to take anything for granted. I said, “The military representatives were present at this meeting. I told the commissioners I had a solution to move Zion, but I could not elaborate due to the NDA. I was trying to protect the agreement.”

“When Mr. Morgan arrived and disclosed the information, what was your response?”

“I didn’t really say anything. After Hamish announced what the secret was, Watkins went ballistic, and Commissioner Gould called security to escort him out of the room. But by then, the classified information was out in the open. Once you know it, it’s all pretty simple.”

“Thank you, sir. That’s all, your honor.”

The judge smiled at me and said, “Mr. Washington, you may step down. Major Burns, do you have another witness?”

“No, your honor.”

Nyberg turned to Shayla. “Ms. Freeman, do you have a witness?”

“Yes, Your Honor. I call Mr. Hamish Morgan.”

I returned to my seat next to Shayla while Hamish came up and was sworn in. As he sat down, he glanced at the judge, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Hello, Katja” he said, deliberately crossing the line.

Judge Nyberg’s expression remained neutral, but I noticed a slight tightening around her eyes. “Mr. Morgan, please remember this is a court of law. Proceed, Ms. Freeman.”

Shayla said, “Mr. Morgan, you are a member of the board of the Spaceport Authority of Zion. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Were you present at the meeting with the system commissioners, where the technology acquired by Mr. Washington was discussed?”

“I was. I came in a bit late and didn’t catch the whole exchange.”

“What was your understanding of the situation when you entered the meeting?”

“Well, the station was in dire straits. Cody had told me about it because Sam—Mr. Washington—had told him. So that’s why I came along. And Sam was being vague. Chappelle was telling Sam to speak up, and that Watkins character was pretty hot. It wasn’t a nice picture.”

“And due to your concern, what did you do?”

“Nothing, really. I was trying to understand why Sam wasn’t telling them about the clay. I’d seen him working with it on War Prize—that’s his spacecraft. I didn’t tie it all together at first, but it became pretty obvious after I’d thought about it. But in the meeting, Sam was being all hush-hush.”

“And did this lead you to disclose the specifics of the technology?”

“Look, I didn’t mean to cause a fuss. It just sort of slipped out. I was frustrated because once I saw that toy space station, it hit me that Sam was sitting on a potential solution. I didn’t know he was bound by an NDA agreement.”

“No further questions, Your Honor.”

The judge said, “Major Burns, your cross-examination.”

Burns stood and approached Hamish. “Mr. Morgan, you admit that you were the one who revealed the classified information, correct?”

“Yeah, I guess I did.”

“Were you instructed on the need for secrecy regarding this technology?”

“Uh, no… don’t think so.”

“So, you knowingly revealed highly classified military information without clearance or instruction?”

“No, I just said I didn’t. I wasn’t trying to cause trouble. Just wondering what all the fuss was about.”

Burns, seeing no progress with Hamish, cut her losses. “No further questions.”

As Hamish returned to his seat, a whispered exchange between him and Judge Nyberg betrayed her effort to remain professional.

Neither Burns nor Shayla had any other witnesses. I’d have liked to see Chappelle down here, but then again, maybe not.

The judge told Burns to make her closing argument.

Burns stood up and said, “Your Honor, the prosecution asserts that Mr. Washington bears responsibility for upholding the terms of the NDA. His direct involvement in constructing a model of the space station that included classified technology and then allowing a third party, Mr. Morgan, to disclose the classified information is in direct violation of the agreement. Whether or not the violation was intentional is irrelevant. The Federation Navy seeks the return of the eighty million celestials in compensation.”

“Thank you, Major Burns,” Nyberg said. “Ms. Freeman, your closing argument.”

Shayla stood up and said, “Your Honor, the transcript of the meeting proves that Mr. Washington made every effort to protect the terms of the NDA. It was an unanticipated and unfortunate circumstance that Mr. Morgan, not bound by the agreement, unknowingly revealed the technology. No malicious intent existed on Mr. Washington’s part. This was an honest mistake made during a desperate bid to save Zion. Furthermore, we argue that the imminent danger facing Zion Station creates a state of necessity that should be considered in this ruling. The potential loss of life and destruction of the station far outweigh the military’s desire to keep this technology secret which in any event, it has already acknowledged will become public information in twelve months.”

“Counselors, thank you,” Nyberg said. “Major Burns, the Federation Navy’s claim for the returned funds rests upon Mr. Washington’s unlawful disclosure of the technology. Correct?”

“Yes, Your Honor.”

“The transcript of that meeting says otherwise. Mr. Washington did not breach the agreement. The disclosure was made by Mr. Morgan who was not bound by the NDA. Moreover, I cannot ignore the undeniable threat facing the station. I understand the military’s desire to protect their intellectual property, but the immediate need to safeguard Zion supersedes those concerns right now.”

I liked the way she was talking, but her tone indicated the matter wasn’t going to be settled in this hearing.

Nyberg continued, “Under the legal doctrine of necessity, actions that would ordinarily be considered unlawful may be justified if they were done to prevent a greater harm. In this case, the potential loss of Zion Station and the lives aboard it constitutes such a greater harm. Therefore, this Court finds that an injunction is warranted. The Navy may not attach a claim to Mr. Washington’s bank account at this time. For the duration of Station Zion’s crisis, the funds awarded to him by the Navy are not what he should be worried about. Especially since he made a good faith attempt to adhere to his NDA. Should the military wish to pursue their claim at a later date, when the imminent threat has passed, you may resume your litigation against him.”

Major Burns rose to her feet in objection. “Your Honor, with respect, the Navy will appeal your ruling. We also request a stay on the injunction pending appeal.”

In a firm tone, Nyberg replied, “It is your right to appeal, Major. I hope we’re still around for you to do so. But your request for stay is denied. For now, the focus must be on saving Space Station Zion. Court is adjourned.” She banged the gavel, and I let out a sigh of relief.

As we filed out of the courtroom, I noticed the worried glances exchanged by the other attendees. The awareness of the station’s dire situation was spreading through the public like a heavy cloud.

Back in my office, I got the word that while I had been in court, the military was going to evacuate their fighters. This sent a terrible message to the public. If the military wasn’t going to stick it out, why should they? Poor Steve Pitts was besieged by both protestors and supplicants, all desperate for help to escape from the doomed space station.

* * *

It was a hectic week. Steve Pitts came through for us with the purchase of the epoxy, and we got ready to start painting the space station around-the-clock.

By now, the space operations deck was crammed with media shuttles, and the control tower was rapidly losing patience. The reporters wanted to video the workers as they started spray painting.

On the first day, we created teams with painters and miners and made it a point to call them buddy teams because the painters literally knew little, if anything, about working in zero gravity. I emphasized to the ice miners they had to take their responsibility seriously. This wasn’t a case where a little friendly hazing of a newcomer to vacuum work would be tolerated. There was too much at stake.

We needed small, powered platforms that one team could use to maneuver around with all the paint sprayer equipment and a couple of fifty-five-gallon drums of mixed epoxy. I went back to Lucia Skimmers to see if she still had those teacups. She did, and I looked at one to see how big they actually were. If we ripped the seat out, there was enough space for a couple of drums of epoxy and the sprayer equipment. Plus, they were highly maneuverable. I’d seen ice miners use similar types of transport. Lucia had ten of them in stock, so I bought all of them.

We went over our painting plan with the people at Hyundai, and they confirmed that the application of Ballenger epoxy wouldn’t cause long-term problems for the station.

“What about the solar panels?” I asked Chambers. The panels covered much of the exterior.

“The epoxy itself isn’t a problem. In fact, we recommend Ballenger epoxy for minor repairs. The problem is the porcelain dust. We tested your mixture and it reduced solar output by twenty-eight percent. Our calculations say that if you skip every third row of panels, there will still be enough power for the station to operate. We double-checked with the Power Generation Division. They don’t like it, but they agree. The painted panels can be replaced after the station is relocated.”

A public service announcement went out for all Zionists to conserve energy until the emergency was over. I heard later consumption dropped about fifteen percent. I would have thought it would be more, but people are pretty addicted to their lifestyles.

Lucia called me. Someone had traded in an old teacup, and she asked if I wanted it. I bought it for my own use so I could monitor how things were going outside. With all the activity buzzing around, I didn’t want to go out there with War Prize.

The painters decided to concentrate their efforts where Zion’s hull was rotating from night to daylight. It gave them plenty of light to see, but they weren’t right in the full force of Prometheus’s sunlight.

As the first day progressed, I wondered how this new look would be received by the inhabitants of Zion. The transformation was a visual spectacle unlike anything I’d ever seen in space. The first few panels that were painted with the pixie dust epoxy gave off a subtle shimmer, catching sunlight with the soft yellow sheen of a sunrise

As the station rotated and the painted area grew larger and the hull rotated into daytime where the epoxy hardened, the reflected sunlight intensified. It was no longer a modest shimmer but a fiery halo that surrounded the station. Individual insets of flat metal acted like tiny mirrors once they were covered by the glittered epoxy, scattering sharp pinpricks of light across the black expanse of space.

Depending on the angle of reflection, the coating appeared as swirls of color; blues, greens, and gold, gleaming with a fiery glow. As a result, the station looked like a giant swirling nebula lit from within.

The rotating station had a mesmerizing quality. The light seemed to ripple across its surface, never entirely static. The optical illusion made Zion look like it was ablaze, a cosmic bonfire in the darkness. And yet, there remained an unnerving feeling of coldness.

As a final unexpected touch, when the entire station was painted, no matter what angle you viewed it from, the sphere’s center reflected the sun as a blindingly bright elongated cross. Reporters seized on the manifestation of the luminous crucifix and proclaimed Zion was genuinely living up to its name.

Every journalist tried to describe the scene in their own way, all of them struggling to outdo each other with scintillating, alliteration-filled phrases. Some were awed by the sheer beauty of the phenomenon; others were deeply unsettled by its implications.

News anchors debated whether the glittering space station was a man-made spectacle simply reflecting the light of Prometheus or if it had become a symbol of divine intervention. Was it a portent of success or impending doom?

And there were always a few reporters who just made snide comments about the painters, the government, and, of course, me. It pissed me off that that one errant comment by Tyrone Sharp just wouldn’t go away. It was repeated so many times it became buried in people’s consciousness. “That Sam Washington creep really screwed us all.”

* * *

I didn’t have time to moan and groan about my hurt feelings. We still needed to address all the other stations in our vicinity, especially the coffee farms. God help anyone who allowed harm to befall humanity’s most widely consumed psychoactive substance.

I asked Gould to call a meeting of everyone who owned or managed any of the man-made structures around us. None of them had taken action to relocate from L4 to L5. Some because they didn’t have the ability, others because they were waiting for us. I wanted them to start moving ASAP and I knew there would be pushback.

He called the meeting but said I had to chair it. Just before we started, he told me, “Don’t discuss business for the first twenty minutes. Just let them vent and be sympathetic.”

It was good advice.

I braced myself as the owners and operators filled the commissioner’s boardroom. By the time we started there were nineteen men and two women.

It was uncomfortable sitting in Gould’s position on the auspicious bench, but I kept my face impassive as though I belonged there. My audience was a motley crew, ranging from the nervous botanist of a research farm to an exasperated businessman from a special-purpose space station involved in manufacturing. Most, however, were over-caffeinated managers of the many coffee farms. Gould sat at the back of the room as a silent witness with the slightly amused look he always wore during times of chaos.

Plenty of anger bubbled under the worried surface. One guy accused me of inaction, saying if Zion had fixed its drives years ago, they would’ve left already. Others implied I was selfish, saving Zion while risking their livelihoods. I let them vent.

The first twenty minutes went as he had warned. It was a chorus of complaints. An ore refinery executive was worried about losing contracts. Their bulky equipment wasn’t built for impromptu relocations. The botanist, Dr. Ellis, kept wringing her hands, fretting over the years of observational data they might lose in transit. One of the coffee farmers was the only calm one, but his concern was evident.

“Listen, Sam,” he said. “I don’t know anything about space maneuvers, but coffee plants are delicate. You would not believe how little it takes to ruin the flavor profile of an entire crop.”

As the clock ticked past twenty minutes, it was time to shift the tide. “Look,” I said, cutting through the grumbling, “I get it. This is an absolute mess. No one planned for this, especially not me.” I paused, tamping down my own frustration which had slipped out. “But sitting here pointing fingers isn’t a solution.”

“Then what is the solution? What are you gonna do?”

“Good question. The answer is I’m gonna take care of Zion. That’s my responsibility. Taking care of you is your responsibility. I’m saying you need to get started. Don’t wait for us to make the first move because when we do, we’re not waiting for anyone—we can’t. You know that as well as I do. Now, most of you have at least some maneuverability. This is the time to move on to L5.”

“How the hell do I know where that is?” someone shouted.

“The university will tell you. Professor Tillman has published the coordinates and will calculate the crossing for anyone who needs help. He’ll also deconflict your new location from our path.”

“Listen to me, Sam,” another man yelled. “My farm doesn’t have drives. It’s not that I don’t want to move; I can’t. I was hoping to get a tow when you take off. I thought that’s what this meeting was about.”

I suppressed a sigh of exasperation. Where did people come up with such ideas? Did his station have a tow hook? Zion sure didn’t.

But it was the question I was waiting for, even though none of them would like my answer.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Let’s cut to the chase. How many here have the ability to move on your own?” Fifteen hands went up, about seventy percent. “Okay, now, how many don’t have the ability to move?” A different mix of their hands went up—fifteen of them.

I had no idea what the truth was, but it didn’t matter. We’d find out in the next few minutes. “Those of you whose hands are up can stay. The rest of you, I wish you all the best and will see you again when we get to L5 ourselves, if we make it. Those of you who need a push, I’ll schedule one of our gravity engines to get you across.”

There was a brief stunned silence. All of them had come to the meeting actually thinking that Zion was going to take care of their problems. But my baldfaced statement ripped off the bandage of all that hope.

There was an across-the-board eruption of anger, all of it directed at me. I sat there for five minutes just looking at them, one after the other, while they railed against me and the rest of the universe. Finally, I jabbed my finger at the door, silently telling those who didn’t belong to get out.

That started them off again. Gould got up and came to the front and nudged me out of his seat. I moved down two spots, and he sat down and waited for the anger to peter out.

“Guys,” he said. “Sam’s giving it to you straight. The only reason he’s here is that I didn’t want to put up with your bitching. Now, for those of you who can’t move, he knows a gravity engine is going to cause damage, but not as much as the debris field. So, you can take his help or not. The rest of you need to get a move on.”

Gould had an imposing presence, and the anger in the room fizzled out. Those who really could take care of themselves got up and left. The rest stayed behind, but the anger was gone. Their faces now only reflected fear and worry. There were five stations and farms that needed help.

I went down into the audience and met with each one of them to schedule a meeting between them and the gravity engine drivers. From that point on, it was their problem to solve.


Chapter 22 – Coordinated Chaos

Suddenly, it was time, although we weren’t really ready. Space Station Zion had her new look and seemed prepared to jet off through the galaxy all on her own. At least, that’s how the media made it sound.

The reality was much more deliberate. I called a meeting in the Spaceport Authority’s board room. The participants sitting around the conference table were me, Johan, Chambers, Pitts, and Gould. Chelsea was taking minutes and Shayla was taking notes because she always did. Banjo was there also, so he could keep the admiral in the loop.

“It feels the same,” Gould said before I could begin. “I thought we’d feel light on our feet or something. Didn’t it work?”

“I have no idea,” I told him. “I couldn’t tell any difference in War Prize either. Maybe the gravity plating in the floor isn’t affected. But that’s what we’re here to find out. Chambers, I think you guys should take it from here. I don’t have anyone smart enough to run the drives in a customized way. Do you agree?”

He nodded. “Yes, absolutely. Our plan is to use only the positioning drives. I’m still afraid to fire up the main drives. We’ll program a sequenced push from the upper and lower positioning drives that won’t disrupt the rotational schedule. If we can move the station out of our L4 position, we’ll travel back along our orbital path toward L5, staying well clear of Horus. We’re ready, but we need your approval to begin.” He slid a sheet of paper to Pitts. “This gives us authorization to start and releases Hyundai of liability.”

Pitts pushed it back with a scoff. “Let’s be honest with each other. If it works, we’ll all be happy. If it doesn’t, there won’t be enough left of the Zion government to mount a serious legal challenge, but we’ll try. We all know that.”

“Okay, guys,” I said. “You both ticked the necessary boxes to cover your asses. Let’s move on. Chambers, when will you be ready?”

“We’re a go for tomorrow morning at nine o’clock. Tonight, I want to run a couple more simulations.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll be in the drive room at 8:00 a.m.”

Pitts and Gould both said they would attend as well, as did Banjo.

It had been three hectic weeks since I’d come up with this harebrained idea. It was supposed to be the backup plan. I’d spent every waking moment on it, drafting the help of dozens if not hundreds of others to make it happen. And in that same period, next to nothing had progressed on the primary plan proposed by Hyundai—there was no money and Hyundai would not lift a finger without a reasonable promise of payment. Like it or not, the Plan B Fiona and I had dreamed up in the movie theater was Zion’s only real hope.

* * *

I showed up at seven in the morning to make sure the control room was presentable. With all the maintenance going on, the place was starting to look a bit trashy so I’d asked Lou to have a cleaning team in bright and early. They must have been there all night because the control room looked like it just came off the production line; everything was clean and shiny.

Johan arrived a little after me with his team. In the weeks prior, they had trained my operations people on routine duties. Selena came with her new number two, a guy twice her age named Ross Stanley. He was a relatively recent hire. I’d noticed Selena was quietly replacing all of the previous operations personnel, bringing in a new group, one by one, that was much more professional. Wagner, the guy I liked, had long since departed.

All of the control stations were now manned by two people, one from Hyundai and one of Selena’s new operations techs. Steve Pitts showed up around eight with two of his senior staff, one from the power division and the other the director of public utilities. He also had someone from the Zion Chronicle. I hadn’t expected him to bring additional guests, so I told Boomer to have Chelsea come down with coffee and water.

The control room had a glassed-in observation room behind the supervisor’s workstation. It had two rows of chairs and was specifically designed to allow VIPs and high-level stakeholders to observe operations without directly interfering with the personnel who needed to focus on critical tasks. I invited Pitts and company to join me in there. No one took a seat and they all crowded close to the floor-to-ceiling glass walls.

At half past eight, Gould arrived with a couple of system commissioners and two media people, a reporter and a cameraman. Right after them, Banjo arrived. It was getting a little crowded but I invited them into the VIP area as well. The reporter immediately started asking me all kinds of questions. I told Boomer to have Rachel report immediately. I avoided answering the reporter and then, thankfully, Rachel appeared and took over.

As nine o’clock approached, Chambers came in and addressed all of us in the observation room.

“Okay, everyone. I understand we have a lot of VIP visitors here and the reason you all want to be here. That’s fine. But I’m going to ask everyone, especially the reporters, to be quiet from this point on. No questions, no commentary. I will try to explain what’s happening, but once it gets busy, I won’t have time.”

There were a few grudging acknowledgements, but I thought his comments were appropriate. Then Chambers asked me to be the commentator during the operation. Against my better judgement, I agreed.

He left the room and gave a nod to his senior controller, who in turn gave instructions to the people at the workstations in front of him. The video displays on the back wall changed as power was increased to the drives. One of the video displays was a 3D schematic of the station showing its rotation and the variable output of the drives.

I explained to the group, “He’s bringing up the power at this time. You’ll note he isn’t going to stop Zion’s rotation. Instead, he’ll adjust the power output of the positioning drives as the station rotates so the effect will be as though the thrust applied was coming from a single stationary drive. Our rotation is not that fast anyway, and this is normal procedure.”

As Chambers slowly brought up the power, our true position was displayed on yet another large screen, a not-to-scale diagram that showed our position at L4 relative to Prometheus and Horus. A set of coordinates was at the top right of the screen, along with indications of relative velocity, which indicated zero.

I gave everyone a quick overview of the screens, explaining what the various gauges meant. I pointed to the relative velocity. “That’s the important indicator. We want that number to start decreasing from zero. That will show that the station is actually being repositioned backwards along our orbital path, so keep your eyes on it.”

The controllers out front conferred again, and the power began to increase once more. This time, it stabilized at eighty percent. Still, there was no change in relative velocity.

I said, “Don’t be alarmed that we’re not moving yet. Hyundai’s calculations indicate the power output will have to be above ninety percent to get us moving. The reason is that the L4 location provides the station with quite a bit of natural stability. Because Prometheus and Horus are so big, we’re actually in a gravity well. We’re held in position by the gravity of both Horus and Prometheus.”

Chambers huddled with his controllers once more, and the power began to increase again. It reached ninety percent and paused momentarily before rising more slowly. At ninety-five percent there was a momentary flicker in the relative velocity, dropping below zero for a second, and then turning positive, and then stabilizing once again at zero.

The changes caused a gasp among all the onlookers, and then, as the speed zeroed out, we all gave out a little groan. The people around me began to whisper to each other and ask questions but I let Rachel deal with those. My attention was focused on the far wall with all the displays. I knew just enough about the operation to understand nothing positive was happening.

Chambers murmured quietly to his controllers, and once again, the power increased, this time all the way to a hundred percent. Essentially, the throttles were maxed out.

The relative velocity began to bounce around once more, negative, positive, back to zero, and then repeated the cycle several times.

I was alarmed when Chambers gave a final command, and the power indicator crept up to a hundred and four percent. We were now in an overpower regime. He was risking the integrity of the entire drive system by pushing it this hard. It was okay for a moment, but he couldn’t keep the power this high for very long without dire cost. The velocity indicator continued to bobble around zero but would not steady out in a negative direction.

I could feel the tiniest vibration in the souls of my feet. The station wanted to move but couldn’t escape the grip of L4. After two minutes, he ordered his controllers to throttle back to eighty percent.

He surprised me then by motioning me to come out of the observation room. I left the VIPs and went out to stand next to him behind the lead controller.

“We are right at the edge,” he told me. “Can you feel it?”

I nodded. “I can. It’s a scary sensation.”

“Here’s the thing, Sam. All we need is a little push, and I think we’ll break free. Once we get out of L4, it won’t take much power to keep us going. But until we do, we’re stuck.”

I asked, “What about using one of the station drives for the extra push? Would that work?”

“That’s what I want to talk to you about. It’s tempting, but I’m scared to death to try. You’ve seen the drive mounts. If I put more than a percent or two of power on them, the pads will shatter—I just know it. But what I’m really worried about are the structural support beams. Our X-ray scans say they’re ready to come apart. If one of those drive mounts blows, it’ll blast a hole all the way through the skin, causing a rupture on the space operations deck. You’d have rapid decompression of the entire deck and that would cause a lot of other troubles above and below. But it’s your call if you want to try.”

Just listening to him describe the possibility sent prickly chills all down my shoulders and back.

“Hang on,” I said. “I’d say no, but this isn’t my call.” I pulled Pitts out of the VIP room and asked Chambers to repeat what he had said. As he explained the possible outcomes, Pitts’ face paled.

Pitts looked at me and summarized it by saying, “So, if we sit here, we’re dead, and if we try to move, that might kill us too.”

“Pretty much,” I said.

“What should I do?” he asked.

Chambers pressed his lips together and just shook his head. I shrugged wearily and said, “I don’t know what to tell you. There’s not a good answer. And it’s too bad because right above us, on the operations deck, there’s plenty of extra thrust attached to the backs of dozens of spacecraft, but it’s all unusable.”

Then, an idea popped into my mind. Why not use all those extra gravity pads? No, that was a stupid thought. I tried to push it away.

But the notion stayed right there in the center of my brain, glowing like a proverbial lightbulb.

“What?” Pitts asked, seeing the expression on my face.

“Just a second,” I said and stepped back, holding my head in my hands. I tried to visualize what I was thinking of. What if I took War Prize out there and put her nose against one of the solid structural supports away from the compromised ones, and applied power? That would add additional thrust; it had to…even if it was only a fraction of a percent.

Frankly, that small of a push probably wouldn’t help, but there were a lot of spacecraft in the honeycomb hangars. If we all got out there and lined up against solid bulwarks and coordinated our push with Chambers, would it be enough? And then I had another inspiration; there were other spacecraft that could help.

“Hang on,” I said and went and got Banjo to join me with Chambers and Pitts.

“What’s going on?” Banjo asked. “Is it going to work?”

“Not yet,” I replied. I asked Chambers, “How much extra power do you need? One percent? Two? More? I know you don’t have a mathematical model for what we’re trying to do, but what does your gut tell you?”

Chambers’s eyes flicked from me to Pitts to Banjo. “My gut feeling is five to ten percent—I think we’re that close. The way the relative velocity is bouncing around tells me that. We’re right there.” He held up his thumb and index finger almost touching. “We’re right on the cusp.”

I took a deep breath and said, “Okay, what if—and I know this is a big if—what if we take all of our private spacecraft out there and put our noses against the hull in whatever spot you say is safe, and then at the same time you power up to maximum like you just did, we throttle up…we add our thrust… Do you think that would work?”

Chambers’s eyes got wide as he considered the suggestion. His lips turned down but he said, “It might. But what about the spacecraft? Structurally, can they take that force on their nose? Aren’t those things pretty fragile?”

I nodded. “Some of them are. But those that have jump drives are a lot stronger than you think.” I turned to Pitts. “Most people don’t realize that jump drive engines are always installed in the nose of a spacecraft, and the housing is strongly reinforced. It’s because a jump drive literally tows the vessel through the jump. So, I guess the answer is…I don’t know. It might cause some damage, but we can leave it up to the individual pilot to determine how much power he applies. If he feels something start to give, he can shut down. But if we have enough people pushing all at once, just for a moment…maybe that’s all we need.”

“How much thrust are you talking about?” Pitts asked.

“Let’s think about it. Private spacecraft are not really high performance. They have a gravity pad that’s less than a square foot. We’ve got about fifty vessels up there so maybe we’re adding forty square feet of drive pad.” I looked at Chambers. “What’s that work out to?”

“A single positioning drive has a pad fifteen feet in diameter so that’s a hundred seventy-five feet. For the push we use six drives simultaneously, over a thousand square feet of thrust area.”

“So forty extra square feet gives you four percent extra,” I said. “That might not be enough.”

I turned to face Banjo. “A few Skid fighters would help.”

His eyes widened at my suggestion. “You want to include the Skid fighters?”

“Got to,” I said. “One of your Skids has twice the thrust of three or four of us.”

Banjo shook his head. “The admiral is going to evacuate if this doesn’t work. Everyone is getting ready to deploy.”

“It’s worth asking!” Pitts growled. “You won’t have a station to come back to otherwise!”

“Okay, I’ll ask, but we both know the answer.”

“Fine!” Pitts said disgustedly. He considered for a moment and said, “Even if we go it alone, it sounds better than a rapid decompression. I mean, I hate to say it, but I’d rather lose one or two pilots than the whole station.”

“I agree,” I said. “Let’s power down for now. If we’re gonna do this, it’ll take a day to set it up. Steve, I think you need to make the request. Broadcast an invite to all pilots and make the pitch. Let’s see if any of them are willing to give it a try. Ask them to gather at nine tomorrow morning at Akiko’s coffee shop.”

“Okay,” Pitts agreed grimly. “I’ll put out a press statement today. I guess we should let Gould know what we’re thinking.”

We went back into the VIP room, and I explained the idea to the Administrator. There were a lot of questions by the reporters, none of which could be answered. They wanted to know about the risk involved and I repeated Pitts’ comment that it was probably better to lose one or two pilots than the whole station. Rachel quickly intervened and gestured for me to let her take over.

The gathering broke up and as everyone filed out of the control room, I told Banjo once more the military needed to help. He agreed but both of us knew the admiral would not risk his entire wing of multimillion celestial warships.

I went out onto the space operations deck and saw a flight of two fighters already departing. In a way, I could sympathize with the admiral. If my crazy idea didn’t work, Fiona and I would be following them in War Prize.

I headed back to my apartment to have lunch with Fiona. By the time I got home, the media, who had been recording my explanation to the VIPs had already announced our plan.

The headline ran, “Spaceport Director to Sacrifice Local Pilots!”

It took some effort on her part, but Fiona finally got me to calm down. Rachel called and said she was working on the issue. During the evening, a more reasonable version of the story came out, along with Pitts’ request for pilot assistance.

* * *

The next morning I was up bright and early and headed straight down to Akiko’s. I’d forgotten to give her a heads-up, but Rachel had let her know the evening before. Akiko had seen the news anyway, and made preparations of her own. When I arrived, she’d already moved all the tables and chairs from her little café out into the main part of her hangar. Inside the café, she’d set up a huge pastry buffet of doughnuts, scones, croissants, cinnamon rolls, brownie bites, and cookies. At each end of the table were giant urns filled with coffee. She also handed me an invoice for seven hundred coronals, which I accepted gladly.

Several media outlets were also there. Fiona had warned me the press would be crawling all over the place and that I should just ignore them.

Shayla was there with a stack of release of liability forms for everyone to sign, and I told her to put those away. Rachel was also there, glad-handing everybody and telling all the pilots how fantastic they were. Shayla took the hint and started doing the same.

Selena had brought down our holo-projector and set it up in the main hangar. Boomer hooked into it and displayed a wireframe schematic of Zion.

I went to the front of the seating area to explain how it was all going to work. It felt like I was back in the military when I used to give mission briefings before a big flight.

All of the pilots I had met on the station were there. I counted fifty-three before I lost track. In spite of the good turnout, it seemed a pitifully few brave souls to attempt such an extraordinary feat. But we had to try.

I told Boomer to illustrate as I spoke.

“Good morning, everyone,” I said. “Since you’re here, I assume you’re more or less up to speed from watching the news reports, which were more or less—mostly less—accurate. The bottom line is Zion needs just a little more of a push to get us out of L4 and on the way to L5. The hope is that all of us here, working in coordination with Hyundai, can provide that push.”

“How are you gonna coordinate all of us at once?” one of the pilots called out.

“With the space operations division AI,” I said.

“That’s insane,” the man replied sarcastically.

“Boomer,” I said, “explain it to them.”

I had anticipated a somewhat negative reaction from at least one of the pilots, and Boomer suggested that the best way to deal with it was to let him explain. He thought that few if any of them had ever dealt one-on-one with a military-grade AI.”

“It is not insane, Mr. Alexander,” Boomer said, speaking through the implant of every person in the room. There was an audible gasp from all.

“Did you hear that?”

“What the hell?”

“How’d he do that?”

“Yes,” I said. “That was our AI talking. Go ahead, Boomer. Tell them how it’ll work.”

“Thank you, Sam. Ladies and gentlemen, we will use the same procedures that you use every time you fly. It’s mandatory for you to turn control of your spacecraft over to the tower AI before approaching the threshold gate of Zion or any other space station. I am in the same category as Zion’s Tower Control. Don’t take it from me. Zion, please confirm my statement.”

Another more familiar voice was heard in everyone’s implant. It was Zion Tower, an AI that most pilots equated to the space station itself. Its voice had been carefully engineered to have a deep authoritative timbre when speaking to pilots.

“Boomer’s statement is accurate,” Zion said. “He has the capacity to take control of your spacecraft the same way I do. That is because he is a military-grade AI like me.”

Being spoken to in such a fashion left an impression on the pilot’s faces. Most of them looked somewhat intimidated.

Boomer continued, “The plan is for all of you to exit the west threshold gate as directed by Zion Tower. Once you are clear of the station, we will gather on the west side, as shown here.” On the hologram, a line of tiny spacecraft began streaming out of the space station and then gathering together on one side of the station in a grid like formation.

“This will be our Initial Point. Once everyone is in position and we know how many spacecraft will be participating, I will take control and allocate your spacecraft in the most effective manner to coordinate our efforts with those of the Hyundai Celestial team. I will guide each spacecraft appropriately until your nose is touching a reinforced area on one of the station’s structurally sound locations that Hyundai has approved as a one-time push point.”

The hologram showed each spacecraft approach the side of the space station in small groups until their nose touched Zion’s hull.

“Once the push starts, if you detect a structural issue with your spacecraft, say so, and I will release control back to you so you can reverse away from the station. Once you do so, you must return control to Zion Approach. All standard flight protocols will remain in effect. The rest will continue to apply power until the Hyundai team advises us that Zion has escaped the L4 position. At that time, I will move all spacecraft away from the hull and turn control over to Zion Approach.” Boomer paused for a second and then concluded with, “Are there any questions?”

There was silence for a moment. I didn’t want to give them too much time, or they’d start asking about extraneous crap, so I said, “I don’t have to sugarcoat this for anyone. All of us know what’s at stake and how dangerous it is to even try. My only question is, who’s with me?”

For a moment, no one moved a muscle, and I was afraid I’d be going out there on my own. Then, almost as one, every pilot in the hangar raised their hand. The media scanned the group back and forth, catching the determined expressions of each man and woman. I was impressed, to be honest, at the unanimity of commitment.

“All right then,” I said, keeping my voice perfectly neutral. “We will unclamp in thirty minutes. I’ll see you all back here when it’s over, and drinks will be on the house.”

There were several grunted comments, but then before anyone could move there was a loud noise outside the hangar, a rushing high pitched sound. It was one I was very familiar with but hadn’t expected to hear this morning, or perhaps ever again. I looked outside the open hangar door to see fifteen skid fighters settling to the metal deck in a haphazard fashion around Akiko’s hangar, wherever they could find enough space without bumping into someone else. They shut down all at the same time and the sudden silence was oppressive.

“Looks like we got company,” one of the older pilots said in a garrulous voice.

“Everybody sit tight, for a second,” I said.

The military pilots dismounted their fighters and came into the hangar. I was pleased to see Banjo leading the contingent. He stopped just inside the hangar door and called out, “Sorry we’re late, Sam. Can you go over your mission brief one more time?”

I chuckled and replied, “You guys come on in a grab a seat.” More quietly I said, “Boomer, distribute the Skids evenly through the push points.”

“Acknowledged.”

The military pilots spread out among the civilians, as though by design with one Skid pilot sitting at each table. The civilians welcomed them with grins and handshakes. The hologram changed to show the fifteen fighters in a separate color, evenly spaced across Zion’s exterior where they could push.

Once they were seated, I went through the briefing once more, taking a little extra time to describe how we would all join at the Initial Point. The only interruption was from Banjo when I talked about Boomer taking control.

He said, “Our only restriction is that your AI can’t take over the Skids. Zion Tower has to do that.”

“That is acceptable,” Boomer said in everyone’s implant, sparking another round of startled exclamations.

I finished the briefing and asked for questions. This time there were none. “Let’s go, then.” I said. “Unclamp in thirty minutes.”

Everyone rose and started talking to each other about what to expect and what the hell was the spaceport doing with a military-grade AI. But the comments were positive, showing their anticipation at being part of such an effort.

The media closed in on them, wanting reaction shots from as many as they could. Wisely, the press stayed away from me and I left the hangar, walking toward my own honeycomb. I joined up with Banjo out on the deck.

“How’d you manage to get the Admiral on our side?” I asked, curious.

“I didn’t get a chance to inquire,” he said. “By the time I got back yesterday morning there was a message waiting for me. It appears that Chappelle and Steve Pitts had already called him and twisted his arm. He told me to take five fighters from each squadron and do what we could to make it work. I hope it does.”

“I feel a lot better having you with us. It seems like we really have a shot at it now. You guys will add a lot of push to what we’re doing.”

We shook hands and exchanged good luck wishes and I headed toward War Prize. On the way, I said, “Boomer, I didn’t think about refreshments after the mission. Can you have Rachel put something together? And I guess we should have medical standing by, just in case, you know, something doesn’t go well.”

“Acknowledged.”

When I got to my honeycomb and boarded War Prize, I wasn’t entirely surprised to find Fiona already aboard with coffee and a sack of scones. I suppressed my instinctive urge to tell her she shouldn’t be here and instead smiled and accepted the coffee.

“I’m glad you brought scones,” I said. “All the stuff Akiko put out was about ninety percent glucose.”

“That doesn’t sound like you. You normally love that stuff.”

“I know, but this morning, I couldn’t face it.”

“I’m not surprised. I keep asking Boomer how dangerous this is, and all he’ll say is it has an element of risk.”

“I think that sums it up. And now that you mention it, I should have told everyone to wear EVA suits in case any of them spring a leak. We should get suited up.”

“Finish your coffee first.”

* * *

At the appointed time I said, “Okay, Boomer. You have control. Take us out.”

“I have control,” Boomer recited, and War Prize lifted from the deck, moving along the indicated taxiways toward the centerline runway and then out of the threshold gate. As we exited the station, he said, “Zion Tower has released control back to me.”

We flew straight ahead about a mile and then veered off to the left toward the Initial Point. As we made the turn, I looked behind us and saw a long line of spacecraft following in our wake.

I noticed there were several teacups hovering around the edge of our loose formation.

“Those are filled with media,” Boomer said when I asked about them.

“That figures,” I replied sardonically, and Fiona laughed at me.

“This is a big deal,” she said. “I’m glad they’re documenting it. When it’s all over, it’ll show that the Spaceport Division did everything they could to save our home. You’ll be a hero.”

I liked that she had a positive outlook. To her, the glass was always completely full.

Fifteen minutes later, Boomer said, “There are still spacecraft coming to join the group but we will start positioning at this time.”

War Prize started moving toward Zion. Our particular target was just to the left of the centermost station drive. We approached to within ten feet where Boomer stabilized our position. Periodically, he gave general updates to the formation and told me that he and Zion Tower were coordinating well with Chambers inside the control room. It took just over forty-five minutes from takeoff until everyone was aligned.

“We have a go-ahead from Zion Tower,” Boomer announced, and War Prize began to slide forward until her nose touched Zion’s outer skin with the slightest bump. “Chambers in drive control is applying power at this time. Throttling up all spacecraft to keep pace.”

Boomer’s own flight instruments showed the gravity pads on our stern slowly increasing their output. We were at eighty percent throttle when Boomer said, “Zion drive control is now increasing to one hundred four percent. Going to maximum power at this time.”

Our throttles moved forward, and I could almost feel our nose deforming under the push.

“I hope it’s working,” I mumbled to Fiona.

From our position, I couldn’t tell if the station was moving or not.

Ten long seconds later Boomer announced, “Relative velocity of the station is changing at an accelerated rate. Station control asks us to continue for another sixty seconds.”

I looked out of our windscreen to either side and saw our wingmen, both military and civilian, their noses against Zion’s hull as though they were trying to bore through. Then, one of the civilian vessels suddenly reversed, pulling away from the station and, a second later, another.

I muttered under my breath, “I’m surprised so many of us are hanging in there.”

The seconds ticked by, and more of the formation pulled back, but at least seventy spacecraft were still adding thrust to the station. As we approached the one-minute mark, Boomer said, “Station control says we are clear of L4. Standby to power down.”

War Prize throttled down, and we began to move away from Zion.

“Is War Prize okay?” I asked Boomer.

“I believe structural integrity remains uncompromised, but I am concerned about Mr. Huber in Highlight. His vessel indicates slow decompression, and I cannot get a response from the pilot.”

“Raft us up with his hatch.”

“Acknowledged.”

War Prize moved quickly through the throng of our assorted formation to a relatively small four-seater; I didn’t recognize the make or model. Boomer married our two personnel hatches against each other. As he did so, Fiona and I donned our EVA helmets.

“Opening the hatch,” Boomer announced.

Our door slid open, and I heard the soft rush of air as our atmosphere flowed into Huber’s ship. It was a single cabin layout, and he was strapped into the pilot’s seat, hanging limply to one side.

I took his pulse, relieved that he still had one.

“There is a definite atmospheric leak,” Boomer said. “I cannot tell the exact location.”

“We’ll bring him aboard War Prize,” I said.

Fiona undid his straps, and as we started to hoist him from his seat, he began to come around. He looked disoriented for a second.

“Thanks,” he mumbled. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”

He got up under his own power and returned with us to War Prize. Once aboard, our hatch closed, and we moved away from Highlight.

“Boomer, can you return Mr. Huber’s ship on your own?”

“Acknowledged.”

We sat Huber down in the dining nook, and Fiona gave him a cup of coffee.

I looked outside to see everyone peeling off one by one, returning to Zion. The military fighters clustered together, rejoining into flights of two or three, as they normally did.

Boomer advised Homeport that we had one individual in need of medical care. Huber said it wasn’t necessary, but FASA standards required an evaluation in the event of any significant decompression.

Because of our so-called patient, Zion Tower routed us near the front of the line of returning ships. Once inside the threshold gate, Boomer assumed control and took us to the Homeport parking ramp. I was astonished to see hundreds of people waiting for us.

In a totally neutral voice, Boomer said, “Mr. Pitts made a public announcement that the pilots’ efforts succeeded in moving the station out of L4. He has declared all of you heroes.”

“Oh, no,” I said.

“I told you!” Fiona exclaimed with a grin. “You are heroes, every one of you.” She turned toward Huber and said, “Especially you!” She gave his cheek a loud, smacking kiss.

Huber said something like, “Aw shucks,” but looked pleased.

As we touched down and the personal hatch slid open, we were greeted with loud cheers and at least a dozen reporters. The crowd was so thick the medical attendants couldn’t get through. Huber had recovered enough to disembark on his own, but Fiona took his arm and guided him in their direction.

I looked around for Rachel but couldn’t spot her anywhere. It became impossible to ignore the reporters’ demanding inquiries. I had no recollection of what I said as I pushed through the crowd toward Homeport but Rachel later told me I did good, mostly giving credit to all the pilots, military and civilian, and the Hyundai team.

Rachel had worked with Akiko to set up a massive feast. The crowd continued to grow as more of the pilots returned and joined us for the celebration. The Skid fighters returned to their side of the operations deck, but within minutes, their pilots arrived at Homeport via skimmers.

It became quite a public festival. Pitts and Gould showed up and made formal statements, congratulating each other. Johan and Chambers also came up from the control room and took their share of the credit on Hyundai’s behalf.

The party lasted well into the afternoon, taking on a life of its own. Carts loaded with food kept showing up, and I hoped the spaceport wasn’t paying for all of it. Fiona wouldn’t let us leave and insisted I mingle with everyone—the crowd, the dignitaries, and even the media.

Rachel found me, looking immensely pleased with herself. Eventually, Pitts and Gould left, and the crowd started to disperse. About that time, Hamish came up and gave me a hug. Boomer told me he was one of those with the formation and had given an interview to every single reporter present.

It took another hour before Fiona and I could slip away and head back to our apartment. It was dinnertime by the time we got home, and I collapsed on the couch.

“Holy crap!” I groaned.

“It was nice,” Fiona said. “I was glad to see you get a little credit for once in your life. And I had fun.” She plopped down beside me and took my face in her hands to give me a quick kiss. “And so did you.”

We sat there for another thirty minutes, just chilling and letting our thoughts sort themselves out.


Chapter 23 – Gift of Prometheus

Using only the positioning drives, Johan kept us accelerating at a fraction of a g for ten days. There were a few course corrections on the way and then we coasted for a month until we drew near the L5 position. After decelerating for another two weeks, we slid right in. The people on Zion never felt a thing. The total time was a little over two months before we were safely ensconced in a new stable position.

During the journey, two things happened. I signed a new contract with Hyundai, to keep a minimum team to oversee the entire operation and give training to our operations team. By the time we arrived, my guys were certified experts.

The second thing was that Chappelle Gould and his commissioners passed legislation implementing a tax on densinium clay. They called it a Clay Extraction Levy, and the tax was based on the quality of the clay. I didn’t even know there were different qualities. But Hamish’s nephew, Professor Shannon, had been hard at work and identified three separate grades.

The best clay, the kind that I had found for Fiona, was Grade A and taxed at fifteen percent of the value of the clay with volume-based scaling to discourage excessive mining.

I thought it was unfair that they made the tax retroactive. Fiona got a tax bill for two hundred grand for selling all her clay to the museum. She wanted to go punch out Chappelle but I told her I’d pay it from the money I got from the military.

Shayla and the young attorney at Ellis and Blackwood had filed so many pre-trial motions that by the time the military could take me back to court, the NDA would have already expired. Major Burns dropped the case so I was still a rich retiree.

Frankly, the tax was a good idea. The commissioners said that part of the proceeds would be used to repair the station drives.

In the middle of it all, in a rather mundane fashion, it was time for a board meeting. The list of agenda items was sparse and my heart wasn’t really in it, but I had promised to stay on the job until we completed the transition to L5 so I went through the motions.

After gaveling the meeting to start, Cody got a quick approval of the last meeting’s minutes and Mondo recapped our finances, which were a complete disaster thanks to my spending but he just glossed over the numbers and no one wanted to ask questions.

Then Cody turned the meeting over to me.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “Banjo has an update on something everyone may have forgotten about.”

Banjo looked pleased and told the board, “Regarding our open house, Admiral Brady sends his greetings and welcomes your participation. The navy will provide the Spaceport Authority with a VIP pavilion at the show center that will include refreshments.” He nodded at Elaine, who walked around the table and handed out heavily decorated admission tickets to the board members.

I said, “Elaine is giving each of you four tickets for you and your families. Each ticket will get one person through security and out onto the space operations deck. If you need more, let Elaine know. We have extra, but not many, so don’t be greedy.”

* * *

As we approached the end of the transition to L5, Chappelle Gould hosted a discussion between me, Pitts, and his public utilities director about taking over responsibility for the station drives. Gould wanted it out of spaceport hands. I was sympathetic. No one could argue that my predecessor hadn’t screwed up the entire situation. I didn’t care one way or the other since I was retiring. But the public utilities guy really didn’t want the responsibility since his plate was already full. I mentioned that FASA rules required the spaceport director to manage the task, so in the end, as it is after most emergencies, even when everyone swears corrective measures will be taken, the bottom line was that nothing changed. And like I said, I was retiring anyway, so forgive me my smile.

Gould and Pitts set up a complicated process to fund the repairs of our inoperable station drives. The spaceport would take the lead on that job and do it one pad at a time with money from the tax and whatever I could get from FASA grants. With no emergency bearing down on us, we could take our time and go about it methodically. In the meantime, there were new responsibilities to sort out.

The spaceport was assigned the duty of monitoring the asteroid belt for illegal mining and we had to coordinate with the solar system’s planning and zoning office for environmental compliance. Boomer told me we’d need a few thousand military-grade reconnaissance drones, plus a dozen new security employees and a drone maintenance shop. When I asked about funding, Gould made a vague comment and told me to submit a budget request.

Blanchard was one of the first to request a mining permit. Fiona wanted to know why he wasn’t in jail. All I could say was that some people were better than others at avoiding accountability and he was a master.

In preparation for the open house, Rachel played up the cooperation between the military and civilian pilots during The Great Escape, as it was being dubbed in the media. She worked with Banjo to schedule a few one-on-one news interviews in a sort of behind-the-scenes look at how it all came together.

And, of course, the number of private pilots that were going to put their spacecraft on display increased tenfold. As the event approached, most of the military hierarchy was smiling.

All of us spacecraft owners were told to bring our vessels over to the south side on the Friday afternoon before the big day. I called up Banjo.

“Since War Prize is full of top-secret information, how about supplying me with a security guard? Some rope and a few stanchions would be nice too.”

“That’s a good point,” he agreed. “Where are they going to park you?”

“I have no idea. I’m just gonna go where they direct me.”

“Let me see what I can do.”

Around three in the afternoon Fiona showed up in my honeycomb hangar with a folding table and a shopping cart full of her pottery. “Rachel said I should use this as a marketing opportunity for my singing pottery.”

That was a good idea. Thanks to the growing notoriety of Zion’s new look, everything about Prometheus Porcelain was gaining traction with the public, and Fiona had been the first to bring it to market.

“That sounds great. I guess we should head over there.”

We boarded War Prize, and I told Boomer, “We’re ready to park on the other side for the open house. Coordinate with the tower for our positioning.”

“Acknowledged.”

I wondered if the military was going to park the civilian spacecraft in an out-of-the-way place, but they pretty much put us in the center of all the foot traffic.

Active-duty units from other space stations were invited to send spacecraft to fill out the displays. I’d had such assignments when I was in the military. It was generally considered a good deal for a weekend, especially if it was close enough your spouse could join you.

Zion had put out a couple of Skid fighters, of course, but we saw just about everything else in the fleet. Right next to War Prize was a Kestrel Scout, designed for long-range reconnaissance and patrol. I never flew a recce and never wanted to, but they were good at what they did. They had incredible sensor packages.

Further down was a G-5 “Gnat” Bomber, generally considered to be a widow maker. I’d always thought they were under-armored to have a mission focused on delivering heavy payloads. They were typically used for anti-ship or precision strikes against planetary targets, which I always considered suicide missions.

We saw a D-12 “Mule” Dropship, one of those bulky, troop transports used to get army grunts into battle zones. I was surprised to see one of the Navy’s ER-3 “Wraith” Electronic Warfare Spacecraft. They’d been built for jamming, hacking, and manipulating enemy systems from afar. They were fragile, but a single Wraith could disrupt an entire solar system.

Because Zion had been in the news so much lately, a couple of manufacturers showed up. Orion Industries were there with some of their Piranha Swarm Drones. They were typically deployed by a Navy cruiser packed with a couple million of the things. They were deadly when deployed in large numbers. I didn’t think it would be long before drones replace pilots altogether, although people had been predicting that for years.

There must have been twenty other warships out there, but I lost interest pretty quickly. I liked the military when I was in it, but now it brought back memories I wanted to forget.

Civilians were setting up their own booths with handcrafts and snacks, so we walked around and checked out all the displays. Being able to bring War Prize over and get her set up ahead of time gave us a firsthand look at everything before the crowds would descend the following day.

I didn’t see Banjo, nor did any guards show up with ropes and stanchions. We told Boomer to lock up and left to go out for dinner. Rather than a restaurant, Fiona wanted to take a picnic to the beach, so we picked a spot on the night side and spent the evening drinking wine and looking at the stars.

* * *

Because we had a spacecraft on display, Fiona and I had an early access pass that let us avoid the long line onto the spacecraft parking ramp. We went out to War Prize and set up Fiona’s table with her mugs and vases. I went through the interior and made sure everything was locked away, inaccessible to the inevitable sticky fingers, both literal and figurative.

The crowds were let in at nine and by noon Fiona’s pottery had sold out. I packed away the table in one of my tool cabinets, and then we locked the entry hatch and wandered over to the Spaceport Authority’s pavilion.

We got there just in time for the wing-walker. She was fabulous. It was a different girl than I had seen last time on Marseille but in her own way, she was just the same; young and beautiful and wearing a skimpy outfit of flaming red and orange under a transparent EVA suit. She climbed up on top of the spacecraft where they had attached a sturdy frame. The pilot took off and made several passes all the way through the middle of Zion, flying in through one threshold gate, straight through the interior, and exiting out the other side, all while doing a couple of 360 degree rolls. It was insanely dangerous to my mind, but the crowd loved it, oohing and aahing with each pass.

The buffet that the military provided for the Spaceport Authority was nice; it took up two tables. One of them had finger food with mini crab cakes, grilled shrimp skewers, and some kind of gourmet sliders. There was also a giant platter of smoked brisket, complete with a young marine and a carving knife. For the vegetarians, a combination bowl of various pastas was available. The other table had drinks and desserts. I was pretty happy. I went through the line a couple of times and ignored the other acts.

Banjo came by and said how pleased he was with the aerial demonstration we had hired.

Most of our board members were there with their wives, so there were a lot of introductions. Fiona was honestly happy to meet everyone; it was the first time many of those present had met her. Hamish made a pitch to her that I should stay on.

“Trust me, Fiona. Ask my wife. She regrets the day that I retired. Now, all I do is hang around the house and cause problems for her.”

“That sounds familiar,” Fiona said with a laugh.

Banjo said, “You’re retiring? I thought you just got back.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but it was only on the condition that I would stay until we got the station moved and I found somebody new. I’ve already gotten a few resumes. I’m not in a great hurry or anything, but I don’t think it’ll take long to find someone.”

Banjo nodded and moved on, circulating through the crowd.

Around 3:00 p.m., they announced the show was over and that people needed to leave the spacecraft parking area.

“That’s our cue,” I said to Fiona. We said our goodbyes to the few board members who were still around and headed back to War Prize. I gave it a good walkaround and was pleased there were no apparent smears of junk food. The inside was also relatively clean. I told Boomer to get clearance for our return to the honeycomb. Fiona and I were both exhausted by the time we locked up. We went home and for dinner just rummaged through leftovers in the fridge.

* * *

The next morning, I was in my office when Banjo showed up.

“Good morning,” I said. “What’s up? How was the open house?”

“It was really good,” he said. “The admiral was happy with the turnout. He said it was the biggest crowd we’ve had in years. Thank you for that.”

“It wasn’t me. A lot of it had to do with that wing-walker’s outfit. They must have put up a thousand posters around the station. I noticed this morning they were all gone. They’re collector’s items now.”

Banjo smiled and said, “You could be right.”

I pointed to one of them hanging on my wall. “I got her to sign one for me. I had to pay for that at their booth.”

“Yeah, me too,” Banjo admitted.

“So, what brings you by?” I asked. He handed me a piece of paper. It was his resume. It took me a second to realize he was applying for my job. “Really? You want this job?”

He nodded with enthusiasm. “I think it would be great. I’m getting close to fifty, you know. I’m ready for civilian life. I started looking around at what kind of jobs I would be interested in, and what you’re doing pretty much tops the list. You get to stay involved in spacing, and you use all the leadership skills that the military taught you.”

“Well, all that’s true. And I probably shouldn’t say it, but I think you’d fit pretty well. The board members like you. You already know what’s going on, so it wouldn’t take you much time to get up to speed. The only thing you need to learn is how to apply for grants and manage them, but for someone like you, that won’t be difficult. Go to FASA headquarters a couple of times, and they’ll help you become knowledgeable.”

“Is that part important?”

“Oh, yeah, it’s absolutely critical. Our only income is from rent, which covers salaries and basic maintenance. But there’s always big jobs, like the station drives. The spaceport can’t pay to replace those things, so the only way is with grants. Managing your grants is a small part of the job, but it’s the most important.”

“I can do that.”

“What’s your timeframe? I think you’d be perfect, but I’m not waiting around.”

“I’ve got enough time in the service to get retirement pay. So, if I get a firm offer, I’ll turn my papers in and be a civilian in about three weeks.”

He was earnest, I could tell. And I would feel good about leaving the job to him. He’d treat our people well.

“Okay. I’ll put it to the board at the next meeting, and we’ll see if they say okay. That’s next week, by the way. Are you sure about this?”

“Absolutely. The timing is perfect.”

“Okay. You might get the word right then, and you can begin your countdown. But don’t start the new job the day you get out of the military. Take two or three weeks to flush all the military out of your blood and brain. I’m not in that big a hurry. I don’t want you to start behind the power curve.”

That night, I told Fiona Banjo wanted the job.

“Are you really ready to retire?” she asked with a troubled expression. She still thought I would be bored if I didn’t have a job.

I knew she was concerned, but I was a hundred percent ready. I wanted to stop having to worry about every little thing.

“I really am. We had a good run, but it’s time for younger people like Banjo to take over. You know, the other day, he said that clay was a gift from Prometheus. I told him it was just clay, but he tried to get all philosophical on me.”

She looked thoughtful. “You know, that’s not a bad marketing idea. I’ll have to think about it. But right now, I’m more worried about you.”

“I promise you don’t need to be. My work has always required us to spend time apart, and I’m tired of it. Being with you is my most favorite thing in the world. As far as I’m concerned, the only real gift from Prometheus is you.”

“Awwww.”

The End


Thank You for Reading

We hope you enjoyed Space Station Zion. If so, please leave a rating on Amazon, even if only a word or two. It really helps.
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