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Starship Industries Dockyards,
Callisto Launch Facility
“Sontag was on EarthLink. Did you catch the vid?”
He was right behind me in the crush around the coffee machines. Johnny Dujon, tall and big shouldered, the dark eyes filled with zeal, the red-black lion’s mane of dreadlocks tied back in the trademark pony tail. I was more than surprised to see him. What the hell was he doing in the pilots’ mess at 0300? Come to that, what was he doing on the Callisto docks at all? Civilized people were still asleep. Only drones were up and working in the wee small hours, when Kosmos City, SkyHarbor and MetroFlight were the playground of machines and hustlers.
“I caught the show.” I turned toward him and saw the light in his eyes this morning. It was the kind of zealot light that gets me anxious, excited. Not a good kind of excited, but churned up in the gut. Worried.
Jarrod Sontag was on EarthLink at least twice a week. For years I had thought the man is a pompous cretin, like half the big-shots at UNCO, and this last interview came as no surprise to me. No one in the Jupiter system could have been surprised, and most of us were simply disgusted.
So I had to wonder what could have kindled the weird glow surrounding Johnny that morning. He was always fiery, with his mix of hot French, Spanish and Caribee blood, but there was more, something I neither recognized nor understood, and it bothered me. Also, Big Johnny was on the Starship Industries docks in the early hours of a Thursday morning, when he belonged in a close-to-penthouse apartment under a SkyPark dome over on Europa, and this bothered me even more.
He was watching me like a hawk, waiting for a reaction, and I thought back to Sontag’s segment in the vidNews. For almost a half hour the anchor, Bobbie Oaks, had broadsided the man with the same Precambrian questions. The United Nations Colonial Office logo was bloated in the plasma display behind them, morphing slowly into the usual out-of-scale graphic depiction of the Alpha Centauri system, with the planet a big blue-green, disneyized beachball, and the starship – it might have been the Hubble, it’s difficult to tell because the Orion ships are all twin sisters – depicted like a cute cartoon flashlight.
They’re not cute. They’re the filthiest things in space. But the Orion ships work. And because of them there we were, Dujon and me, at the Callisto docks in the Jupiter system, both of us wishing we were almost anyplace else. And I started to sweat when I saw the gleam in his eyes.
I could still hear Oaks’s voice in my mind’s ear: So, Mr. Sontag, when will the Hope data be declassified? And then, Yes, sir, everyone is aware that transmissions from 4.4 light years out must be enhanced before low-end civilian users can digest the data. But it’s almost nine years since the Kosmos-Textron factory ship aerobraked into orbit around Hope. Folks back home want the data. Educators, technologists, politicians.
It was always the same antediluvian response from Sontag. Data was being channeled to the public every day, as soon as it was UNCO cleared. Declassified. Enhanced. Whatever. I was already groaning and reaching for the ’off’ switch when good old Bobbie O. nailed Sontag, got him good, right between his beady little politician‘s eyeballs: was Mr. Sontag not aware that UNCO’s security division went on full alert thirty-six hours before? And if he was oblivious, he was probably the only person in the solar system who was unaware of the furor.
UNCO Security Services are a private army, and always more or less on alert, but for a day and a half they had been buzzing like a nest of angry hornets. Apparently, the whole ’Net was alive with spooks, government goons. Even I knew a little about this. I log onto the ’Net when I get to work.
Six hours ago, at 21:00 on an endless, boring Wednesday night, the dockyard security system at a facility where I had worked for years needed an eyescan before it would even let me get in through the gate. I wasn’t trying to use any special gate, it was just Starship Industries’ Callisto launch facility, LockGate 9. God knows, I’ve used it a thousand times. More.
Then one morning I come to work as usual, and suddenly our own AIS doesn’t recognize me. For a moment I thought it was a glitch in the system. Or maybe the machine is smart enough to get as bored as the humans working in these parts, and was trying a leg-pull to liven things up. But these systems are monitored by other systems, which are monitored by humans. Glitches don’t happen, and AI systems don’t play moronic practical jokes.
So without even getting a ‘Net-news hookup I knew something, somewhere, had to have gone bad in a big way. And then I saw the glitter in Dujon’s eyes.
Johnny knew. I took a glance up at him, and I was sure he knew exactly what was going on. My gut twisted into a clenched knot. I didn’t want the coffee now, though I had a pail-sized mug of double-strong-with-cream in my hands, burning my palms.
“Take a seat, man.” I gestured him over to the quiet tables inside the wide obbo-ports, and a large part of me hoped he would take off, go home, let this Thursday morning be normal. But another part of me wanted to know what he knew. I slid in behind the best of the free tables, which had a great view out over the docks. Jupiter was a half-disk, with four of the tiny inner moons scampering across the terminator. I spared the scene a single glance, wriggled my backside to comfort on the squeaking fake-leather seating, and tried to pin him with a glare.
“You want to tell me what goes on, Johnny, or am I funnier when I’m guessing?” He was still with me, though he was not about to sit down.
He shrugged, tossed back the red-black dreadlocks and shoved his hands deep into his pockets. He was wearing plain clothes today because he was not actually working. So, no uniform today; for him it was ‘Shanghai chic,’ scarlet silks and dust-gold leathers out of the fashion hub of the world. He had the cash for it: John Garret Marshall Dujon had scored a job with top-security-clearance. He was Management now, since his last promotion. The company had made him a shift supervisor. He was a data wrangler for Kosmos-Textron, working thirty hours a week in a SkyCity office eighty k’s over Europa, with a view you‘d pay money just to look at.
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