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          KWAZI JABARI • MINERAL EXTRACTION AND PROCESSING FACILITY 12, MARS

        

      

    

    
      The explosion ripped through the refinery.

      A sudden, hot eruption of sound overwhelmed Kwazi Jabari, drowning the white noise of tools and machines and the small talk of routine. The regolith walls of Mars’s underground tunnels shook; the artificial gravity hiccupped. Rock and metal and human flesh smashed together. Bone, as always, surrendered to physics.

      The first shockwaves passed. It was like a giant was running through the tunnels, smaller blasts like footsteps rumbling away deeper, ancient cannons firing in quick succession, one after the other against an enemy battle line. Dust and twisted metal rained down around Kwazi. He wrapped his arms around his head for protection. Stunned oblivion wrapped around him. The dull thud of the giant’s footsteps echoed in the dusty rock beneath his cheek.

      Kwazi’s awareness began to return. The red emergency lights flashed, casting the familiar lines of Extraction Station 16 in the foreign shadows and broken angles of wrecked machinery. Dust floated everywhere, visible currents of ruddy air stirred by the atmo recyclers.

      Blinking hard, Kwazi tried to raise himself from the ground. The artificial gravity was unstable, making his stomach heave. His heart thudded like one of the sluice pumps, swelling and receding in his head. A single, piercing note stabbed inward from his ears. His right arm hurt from a long, red gash along his forearm. Blood flowed freely. A familiar thing among chaos, it was sort of hypnotizing, his own blood. His eyelids felt lazy, heavy.

      Kwazi shook his head to clear it, grabbing on to the pain that followed, a lifeline to awareness. He ripped the torn sleeve free of his uniform, wrapped it twice just below his elbow, and tied it off. The triage had come from muscle memory, something taught to him by a grandfather who’d had little patience for a grandson who’d rather be doing anything else than learning first aid. The pain in his forearm faded to a dull throb, and Kwazi wiped the grit from his eyes. He could hear sounds beyond his own skull again.

      Deeper inside the facility, past a score of extraction stations like his, the giant’s footsteps were awkward, the stumbling destruction of a drunken goliath. There was the screech of machinery bent and broken, still trying to work, thrashing itself to pieces. And there were other sounds now.

      Grunting. Screaming.

      The sounds of people dying.

      Amy!

      Kwazi dragged himself into a kneeling position. He ignored the Martian rock biting into his knees. She’d been working right next to him. They’d been talking about nothing at all and everything, the way future lovers do when they know that’s what they’ll be. Conversation as intimacy, an aphrodisiac of words, the beginnings of mutual exploration.

      “I don’t know,” she’d said once she’d accepted his offer for dinner together after shift. “Maybe we could try Polynesian?”

      I hate Polynesian, he’d thought. What he’d said was: “That sounds wonderful.”

      The facility shook again, the gravity hiccupped again, and Kwazi let the quake pass before attempting his feet. His knees felt made of jelly. Placing one hand against the control panel he’d been working on, Kwazi steadied himself.

      He traced his way along the panel. Everything seemed to be where it shouldn’t be. He’d been talking with Amy, checking the chemical composition levels for the leaching process. Optimizing the liquefaction of the metals extracted by his team from Shaft 16. A process he’d done with Amy a hundred times while the rest of Team 16 pulled the rocks from the tunnel. Aika and Mikel on the laser drills, Max and Beren moving the cuts from the holes to the conveyor belts. And he and Amy, the crew’s exochemists, keeping everything tweaked to peak performance.

      The air processors had made progress. The red haze was thinning, the fog clearing as Kwazi’s mind had started to clear. A harsh Klaxon sounded. The hole in the refinery’s protective dome was breached. Atmosphere was leaking to the Martian surface.

      Amy!

      Kwazi’s heart began to race again. Where was she? They’d been standing together at the control panel. How much farther could⁠—

      A low moan stopped him breathing. He followed it, straining to hear through the noise.

      “Amy!”

      She lay on her side on the rough ground, one hand grasping at nothing. The top knot of her blonde hair hung loose. Kwazi knelt beside her, took her hand in his. He should evacuate her, get her to safety. And the rest of the team…

      The strident Klaxon flooded the tunnels. Particulate matter in the air funneled upward with a reddish tail toward the surface.

      Next to Kwazi, Amanda Topulos groaned. Ignorance of the right thing to do paralyzed him, wrestling with the certain knowledge that doing nothing was the worst of bad choices. He needed to act, to do something, or Amy might die. He might die. The other four members of their crew-family might die.

      Vac-suits. The voice of Qinlao Manufacturing’s safety trainer told Kwazi to help himself first, then help others. You can’t help anyone else if you’re dead.

      He needed to get into a vac-suit, then get Amy into one. And then he’d find the others.

      Kwazi forced himself to release Amy’s hand, which flicked at the air again, a reflex. She seemed to be begging him to stay.

      Leaving a silent prayer behind, a ward to watch over her, Kwazi staggered against the shifting gravity toward Station 16’s emergency locker. Thunder roiled from farther down the line, thrumming the ground. He stumbled over something solid—a human arm holding a tool, a wrench he recognized, stamped T16. The fingers gripping it were African like his.

      Jesus.

      Kwazi traced the arm to the torso and the primary crushing machine lying over the body. Stepping carefully, he found Max Okafor’s head twisted, his neck hyperextended. Kwazi swallowed hard, pushing down the quick bile of loss in his throat. There was a hard place behind his breastbone, a desire to stop, to process, to mourn.

      On Mars, your crew was your family—that’s what QM taught its workers. The safety chief had emphasized it during training, over and over again, along with the meme meant to make it stick: “Family Is Safety at QM.”

      Max was dead, but Amy was still alive. Maybe the others were too. He didn’t want to lose them like he’d lost Max. The feeling in his chest morphed from sadness to determination. He wouldn’t lose her.

      Kwazi felt his path along the wall until he found the emergency locker. Spitting on the keypad, he wiped the dust off and typed the access code. Gears ground as the panel slid aside, revealing six vac-suits. He slid quickly into one, tested its seals, then grabbed a second one for Amy. He couldn’t carry three more all the way down into Shaft 16. They were too heavy and bulky. So Kwazi detached three rebreathers from the other suits. They wouldn’t protect from vacuum if the breach in the plastisteel dome around the refinery’s entrance gave way, but they’d keep people breathing when the air got too thin. Maybe long enough for the rescue crews to arrive.

      Static scratched at him from his helmet.

      “Mayday, mayday, this is Crew Sixteen, anyone out there?”

      Beren?

      It’d been a long time since Kwazi had worn a vac-suit. He’d worked the Martian mines so long, it took a moment to remember how to engage comms.

      “Beren?” he whispered.

      There was a pause on the other end. “Jabari? Holy Christ! Aika, it’s Kwazi! I told you we’d be okay!”

      Aika was muttering in the background. She sounded odd, more than just distant from Beren’s mic. Kwazi had a sudden impulse to tell them about Max, to let them know that Amy didn’t seem to have serious injuries. They were family. They should know those things—the good and the bad.

      “Hey, Kwazi, we’re trapped down here,” Beren said. “We’re behind about twenty tons of rock. Halfway down Shaft Sixteen.”

      “Okay.”

      “Aika is injured but can walk. I’m fine, except for a little red lung from all this dust.”

      “Okay.” Maybe he should wait with the news about Max. “Amy’s alive but unconscious. How’s Mikel?”

      Another pause. Kwazi wasn’t sure he’d engaged the comms correctly, then remembered they were voice activated.

      “He didn’t make it, bro,” Beren said.

      A keening began, a primeval sound that wasn’t language. Kwazi thought it was feedback over the channel.

      “I know, Aika, I know,” Beren said. “But we’ll do right by Mikel. We just need to get out of here first.”

      Kwazi began to move. “I’m coming,” he said, refusing to look at Max’s body as he passed.

      “Sending you the specific coordinates,” Beren replied, Aika’s mourning a low murmur of loss in the background.

      Aika and Mikel had been lovers since before he’d joined Team 16. Their relationship had inspired his courage to finally approach Amy. They were professional on shift and playful off. They’d been perfect together, balancing Mikel’s Russian bravado with Aika’s Japanese reserve. Now Mikel was dead and Aika alone. The thought that he might lose Amy forever made Kwazi’s chest ache with the regret of wasted time.

      There was a red dusting around her form, outlining her body. Kwazi shook that thought from his head, ignoring the still-pounding pain in his temple. Her restless hand clawed weakly at her throat.

      Kwazi hurried his step, glancing at the readouts on his arm. Breathable atmo had fallen by thirty percent. He knelt beside Amy again, gently controlling her hand and fitting the rebreather over her nose and mouth. She resisted it at first. Then as the air began to flow, her struggles calmed. Kwazi held her hand and watched her breathe.

      “What’s going on up there, Kwazi?” Beren asked. He sounded bright and forced, despite the itchy background noise in the comms. “You’ve gotten awfully quiet.”

      “I’m here. Getting Amy into a suit.” He shook himself from the trance of watching Amy be alive. Kwazi unfurled the second vac-suit next to her, hesitating. If she was injured, he could make it worse by moving her. “Give me a few minutes.”

      “We might not have a few minutes, bro,” Beren said, his voice edgy. “We’re losing atmo too fast. If you don’t break those rocks pinning us in⁠—”

      “Don’t leave her, Kwazi!” Aika shouted. “You stay right there beside her. Don’t you leave her alone!”

      Static and the heavy sound of one pair of coveralls rubbing against another.

      “Leave me alone! Just leave me alone!”

      “Aika?” Kwazi said, concerned.

      The tense flesh of an open hand smacked skin.

      “Jesus!” yelled Beren. “Aika, settle down!” More scuffling and exasperation filtered over the fuzzy channel.

      “Guys!” Kwazi pulled the second leg of the vac-suit to Amy’s thigh, then lifted her torso up to fold her inside. It was slow work, careful work. “I’m coming, but I can’t just leave Amy here.”

      “Stay there! Don’t leave her!”

      “Aika, shut up!” Beren was more than angry now; he was scared to death. Scared of death.

      Does he really think I’ll leave them buried in a Martian mine shaft?

      Kwazi sealed her vac-suit and brought the monitoring system online. A steady one atmo of pressure bloomed inside. Exterior read point-five. It’d dropped another ten percent of nominal in less than a minute. What was happening up top? Why weren’t the seal protocols kicking in?

      Kwazi gazed down on Amy, leaned over her. Somehow, with them both behind the plastisteel visors of their vac-suits, it didn’t seem a violation of her space to be so close. He brought his helmet in contact with hers, their visors touching.

      “I love you,” he said, knowing the sound carried through the plastisteel. “Don’t leave me alone—forever. Ca va?”

      Amy loved it when he spoke French.

      “Jabari, for God’s sake, quit dicking around!”

      “I can’t leave her, man,” Kwazi said, realizing he’d neglected to mute comms. “The rescue teams are coming. I can’t leave her.”

      There was a hissing in his ears.

      “You listen to me, noob⁠—”

      The screeching tone of the emergency broadcast signal overrode them both.

      “Citizen-workers of Facility Twelve, this is Captain Li of Qinlao Faction. We have mobilized multiple rescue teams. Follow standard emergency protocols. Don your vac-suits and shelter in place. Stay off comms⁠—”

      “Captain Li! My team is trapped in Shaft Sixteen!” Kwazi heard the frenzied relief in his own voice, tried to rein it back. “Atmosphere is bleeding fast. We have less than half atmo. I’m sending you their location now. We have injured!”

      “Whoever the fuck you are, get off comms!” Li blasted back. “Follow my orders and stay put. We have things under control again.”

      Kwazi looked around him. Things didn’t seem to be under control. The air was moving faster up the tunnels, the blood-red dust trail racing to the surface. He had the absurd thought that if enough dust clogged the hole in the refinery’s dome, it would act like a plug.

      A flood of responses from other teams up and down the line overwhelmed comms. Details of injuries, cries of hope, pleas for rescue.

      Kwazi tuned it all out. He’d provided Li with Aika and Beren’s location. He would stay put and watch over Amy, make sure she was one of the first out. She didn’t seem seriously injured, but she hadn’t woken up either. She could have internal injuries, a potential death sentence in low-g because blood couldn’t coagulate, wounds couldn’t heal. He gazed down at Amanda Topulos, admiring his handiwork in keeping her alive, thinking how proud his grandfather would have been. Then the plodding steps of the angry giant marched through the refinery again, this time beginning in the deeper quarters, moving toward the upper tunnels and Shaft 16.

      A second round of explosions.
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          RUBEN QINLAO • LANDER’S REACH, MARS

        

      

    

    
      “How long will production be down?”

      Modulated electricity hummed beneath Ming Qinlao’s question. The inflections were still her own, as was the impatience in her voice. Concern for quota, the reason for the question, was hers too. But without the vocal enhancer, her ability to speak was like a whisper on the wind.

      “Unknown,” Ruben said. “We’re still assessing. But we should know something soon.”

      His cheek ticked once before he could stop it. He’d recognized too late the tone he often used now without thinking. Captain Li’s report made it clear that such an assessment was impossible in the near term. There was far too much damage to the plant to even begin to estimate repair time. That would come days if not weeks from now, after damage control crews had dug past the debris and extracted the dead. Ruben had just briefed the other three people in the room on that very point. But as was the case so often lately, Ming seemed not to have absorbed any of it.

      Another sign of her mental decline, which had accelerated over the past year. Like her muscles before, Ming’s mental acumen seemed to ebb and flow as frequently as her moods. Ruben hated watching his sister’s deterioration. She seemed to be losing pieces of herself, one at a time. The worst part? Ming didn’t even seem to notice. At fifty-eight, she was far too young to seem so old.

      “Our emphasis now is on search and rescue,” he said. Again.

      “As it should be,” Daniel Xiao confirmed from the other end of the conference table. His virtual form shimmered slightly, a momentary hitch in the Company’s subspace relay network. The skyline of Shanghai rippled behind him. Ruben found himself missing Earth as he always did when confronted by its images. “Remember the long term, Ming,” Xiao said. “Remember the optics.”

      Ming’s modulator burped a grunt of disdain, or perhaps it was her cough coming back. Ruben sometimes couldn’t tell one from the other. “I suppose the workers are corporate assets,” she said. “Worth preserving, when possible.”

      “Training is expensive and only earns out its worth over time,” Tan Huan observed, nodding to Ming. As usual, his contribution was trite and meant to curry favor with Ming. As Regent of Mars and head of the Syndicate Corporation’s Qinlao Faction, she was the very definition of power here. Ming’s word was Martian law.

      She took no notice of Huan, who effected a cold smile to her non-response. Ruben reflected on the old aphorism about how generations decline over time. Tan’s father, Dong, had served on the board of Qinlao Manufacturing for decades. When Dong had died, Tan had taken his seat on the board. But unlike his father’s insightful advice, Tan’s contributions were most often inane expressions of the obvious.

      “Li speculates sabotage by the Resistance,” Xiao offered, swiping the air in front of him. He tossed information into the shared feed. It hovered above the conference table. Still images showed bent, twisted plastisteel where clean, load-bearing infrastructure had been. With thumb and forefinger, Xiao zoomed and enhanced the image. “See here? And here? The results of carefully placed charges at the connectors.” Daniel Xiao knew what he was talking about, having run one of the largest manufacturing companies of his own before QM had absorbed it, part of Earth’s corporate consolidation under SynCorp. Xiao looked meaningfully around the table from behind his Shanghai desk. “We’ve got a major problem, Ming. And I don’t just mean the saboteurs.”

      Ruben focused on his sister. She seemed mentally present and carefully considering Xiao’s words. Ming resembled her mother Wenqian more every day, Ruben thought sadly. Stricken by a gene-hopping virus and confined to a maglev-chair much like the one her daughter now inhabited, Wenqian had lived her days out as a broken woman. And now Ming was following in her mother’s fated footsteps: broken physically and heard only with the assistance of vocalizing tech.

      More than that. Ming Qinlao was alive only with the assistance of technology, her current state the long-term legacy of radiation poisoning. Even the medical implant SynCorp had recently installed in all its citizens couldn’t keep up with the progressive damage she was suffering. Her own body had turned against her, its cells mutating and murdering one another. Early therapy had retarded and even reversed the effects of the radiation for a time, but that time was long past. At least Wenqian, unlike Ming, had kept her faculties to the end. Ruben’s heart was heavy. He could already feel the loss of his sister’s inevitable conclusion.

      “Ruben?”

      His mind snapped back to the present. “I’m sorry, Daniel, it’s the middle of the night here. What were you saying?”

      Xiao sat forward, placing his virtual elbows on his desk more than a quarter billion kilometers away. “I asked if this incident has shown up on CorpNet yet? And if so, where? What form?”

      Ruben engaged his sceye to check one last time before speaking. The SynCorp implant projected media images and headlines from CorpNet onto his retina. “Helena Telemachus is on top of things, as usual. She’s cast the headline on CorpNet as a mining accident. She’s already crafted the standard thoughts-and-prayers message for the public.”

      “She’s good at that,” Tan Huan said. “But it’s not the top level of the ’net we need to worry about. It’s the Basement and the Undernet.”

      Again, the obvious masquerading as wisdom.

      “Of course,” Ruben replied, speaking to Xiao’s image rather than the flesh-and-blood Huan across the table. The Basement, the virtual traffic channel just below the publicly consumable, sanitized top level of CorpNet, was beyond the means of most citizen-workers. It was strictly pay to play for such delicate consumables as taboo pornography and ahead-of-the-curve investment advice. And one level below that was the Undernet, where the real business of the Company happened. Where backroom deals were brokered and conflicts among the Five Factions resolved. That’s where the unvarnished facts about factory explosions on Mars would be analyzed. Which meant the Undernet—because it presented the truth of life under SynCorp—was where the real damage to the Company could happen. Fears stoked, relationships fractured, trust broken. “Our QM communications people are crafting a message now. We’ll frame the narrative by presenting it first.”

      “I want to see it within the half hour,” Ming said, looking straight at Ruben. “Before the formal board meeting.”

      “Of course,” Ruben replied, glancing down deferentially. The three of them—four, he reminded himself as Xiao’s image flickered again—had come together quickly. QM’s formal board meeting was scheduled for three hours from now.

      Daniel Xiao rapped his knuckles on his desk three times. It was his way of emphasizing a point before he made it. “Tony Taulke will blow a gasket when he hears the Resistance is behind this. He’ll think we’re not doing our part to keep the peace on Mars.”

      Ruben’s eye ticked again. And I wonder how he’ll get that impression? It was an open secret that Xiao was Tony’s man on QM’s board of directors.

      “Don’t be surprised if he sends Taulke operatives here,” Xiao said. “Maybe even Fischer.”

      “Like hell,” Ming said. She seemed to grow in her chair, become more substantial. It made Ruben’s heart ache again with memories of the formidable woman she used to be. “Tony Taulke can⁠—”

      “But perhaps it won’t be necessary,” Xiao continued. “Not if we handle this the right way.”

      “Quickly, without mercy,” Tan Huan supplied, receiving a nod from Xiao.

      “Once we’ve saved those workers we can,” Ruben said. All eyes turned his way. “We have two missions here. The first is search and rescue.”

      “Each team is to have an investigator present,” Ming said, banishing any suggestion of her previous mental void. She looked straight at Xiao. “I want it all vid-documented and stored on an encrypted server. I won’t give Tony an inch of sunlight to start wedging a toe in here.”

      There was a slight delay as Xiao held her gaze. Had he noticed her slipping lately too? Ruben wondered. Did he sense an opportunity that, with Tony’s help, he could exploit?

      Over my dead body. What Ruben said he directed to Ming: “Of course, an investigator with each S&R team. I’ll see to it personally.” He leaned back from the table. “We’re planning to convene a full meeting of the board in three hours. If you could attend, Daniel?” Ruben avoided Huan’s gaze but said, “You too, of course, Tan.”

      “Of course,” Tan said.

      “Contact my assistant,” Xiao said. “If there’s a conflict, I’ll clear it.”

      “Thank you⁠—”

      “Yes, thank you, Daniel,” Ming said. “Your presence is always reassuring.”

      The iron in her voice might have been refined in the plant that had just suffered sabotage. Ruben assumed it was directed at him. He’d overstepped again, run the meeting with her sitting right there at the head of the table. Didn’t she realize he was doing that to protect her?

      The virtual Xiao smiled. His image faded in silence.

      “Well then, if there’s nothing else for now,” Huan said, already rising. “I was having a lovely dream that involved three geishas and a⁠—”

      “I also want to thank you, Tan,” Ming said. Her attempt at a smile was twisted by the scarred skin that even the most delicate surgery seemed unable to restore. “It’s like seeing your father every time I see you. Such a pleasant memory.”

      Ruben stopped the laughter before it left his throat. She was having a really good day today. Sometimes his sister flared brightly with lucidity, as she had with Daniel Xiao—became a sunspot of the old Ming despite the mechanical monotone of her voice, the sweetness of her chosen words sprinkled over a tart bed of sarcasm. Only those who knew her well knew her well enough to catch it.

      Which meant Ming’s subtle jab was lost on Tan Huan.

      “So kind of you to say,” Huan replied with a slight bow. He turned and left the two of them alone in the board room.

      Ruben allowed himself a small chuckle.

      “Such an imbecile,” Ming said.

      “Yes, sister. As long as you know it.”

      Despite its cockeyed affect, her smile for him was warmer, more intimate. A knowing forgiveness of Ruben’s having run the meeting. Somewhere behind it, overlain by years of physical and mental suffering, was the Ming Qinlao who’d held his hand in the caverns beneath the Moon when he was just a boy, who’d protected him from the men hunting them in LUNa City. When Ming had been more than his older sister. When she’d been his heroine. His protector.

      And now he was determined to repay that debt. To be hers.

      “Ruben,” she said, “one more thing.”

      “Yes?” he said, smiling with memories.

      “How long will production be down?”

      She regarded him with the open face he remembered but with little awareness evident in her eyes. He forced the smile to stay on his face, though it was a falsehood now. That was the thing about sunspots, he realized. They flared quickly, brightly … but they always burned out.

      “We’re still assessing,” he said. His sceye pinged him a reminder: it was time for her meds. “But we should know something soon.”
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        * * *

      

      “That could have gone better,” Ming said. Her eyes focused on something across the conference room. Ruben followed them and found half a bottle of Jameson’s whiskey, her favorite brand. It was the last bottle left of the case Tony Taulke had sent for her birthday last year. The aftereffect of staying mentally present for the board meeting, hyped on stims, had left her shrunken in her chair. Ming seemed a generation older than she had just a few hours before.

      “They can always go better,” Ruben replied. He rose to fulfill her unspoken wish.

      To say the full board meeting had been rough was like comparing a hurricane to a gusty breeze. But at least the board wasn’t in open rebellion. Not yet, anyway. Daniel Xiao had helped them there, sidelining a motion by Elise Kisaan, Regent of Earth, that would call for a vote of no confidence in Ming. The last thing Qinlao Manufacturing needed after the bombing, Xiao had argued, was more public embarrassment.

      Ruben still didn’t trust him.

      “They think I’m weak,” Ming said. “There was a time I would’ve encouraged that.”

      Ruben considered adding ice to the glass, a sometimes preference of his sister’s. Maybe neat was the way to go today. He brought the glass to her and set it down on the tabletop, a black volcanic agate mined from Olympus Mons, the tallest mountain in the solar system.

      Everyone who sat around the table recognized it for what it was: Ming Qinlao’s statement of power as Regent of Mars. At least that’s what the pitch-black tabletop had once symbolized. Now it seemed just so much compacted, lifeless rock. The cast-off refuse of a dead planet’s dead past.

      He wanted to say something, to make Ming feel better. But the ping of her private channel saved him the effort.

      Tony Taulke was calling. Not answering wasn’t an option.

      Ruben shared a look with his older sister, whose expression hardened despite her fatigue. With effort, she sat up straighter in her maglev-chair. One never showed anything but strength to Tony. The chime rang again.

      She nodded, and Ruben accepted the call. The CEO of the Syndicate Corporation’s Five Factions filled the screen.

      The first thing you noticed about Tony Taulke was the vertical line of bone framing either side of his skull. Each arched upward sharply, like they were standing guard on either side of his forehead. His skin looked stretched over his brow, flattened to perfection, free of worry lines, which was oddly perverse on a man cresting sixty. Tony’s smile, when it appeared, never seemed to reach his eyes. His teeth seemed imported from a cosmetician’s catalog.

      Taken separately, his features were almost comical. But their combination presented the finely crafted face of a man born to rule others.

      Here we go, Ruben thought.
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          TONY TAULKE • SYNCORP HEADQUARTERS, LOW EARTH ORBIT

        

      

    

    
      “Ming,” Tony said without preamble. The first-name basis came from earned intimacy. He and the other leaders of SynCorp’s Five Factions had spent the past quarter century carving up the solar system together. That bred a certain claim to closeness. “I trust the QM board meeting went well? Danny Xiao has already briefed me on the security situation.”

      “That was fast,” Ming Qinlao replied coolly, a bit of the old bitterness in her voice. Love was not a commodity lost between the Qinlao and Taulke Factions. And especially not between Ming and Tony. “I hope his information was complete and accurate.”

      The subspace network somehow enhanced the mechanical tone of her vocal amplifier. The vital, whip-smart engineer Tony had watched decades earlier reclaim her company from her aunt, Xi Qinlao, seemed as far away in memory as Mars was from Earth. The broken woman before him hadn’t weathered time well, especially over the past year.

      “Oh, it was full of disturbing detail,” he said, pushing aside his pity. “The kind of explosives used, for instance. The kind the Resistance favors, yes?”

      Ming sat up straighter in her maglev-chair, her face betraying inner conflict. Perhaps she was deciding how much of the truth to admit. “That’s what we believe. We’re still investigating.”

      Tony nodded and let the distance breathe between them. The subspace network of satellites was a wondrous thing. It allowed instantaneous communication from anywhere in the solar system, though when you got as far away as Titan, there was an annoying, multi-second lag. But Earth to Mars was like talking to someone in the next room. Letting that wonder of technology lay fallow for a few moments … well, that was just another way to punctuate a sentence.

      “We’ve already got the Marshals Service moving on suspected Resistance cells,” Ruben Qinlao offered. The camera displaying the image of the QM boardroom focused its digital shutter on him. “We’re making sure footage of the raids is top news on CorpNet.”

      Though she was out of focus, Tony noted a sharp, annoyed gesture by Ming. She knew as well as he did that the first party to break the silence in a negotiation was the party destined to lose. And every discussion with Tony Taulke was nothing if not a negotiation.

      Yes, Ming knew that. She might be faltering, but she’d been dealing with Tony a long time. Ruben was still learning.

      Tony raised his chin and addressed the younger Qinlao directly. “A good start. But here’s the thing, kid…” The head of the Syndicate Corporation leaned in. His head swelled in the preview image of his own viewscreen. “The factory’s already blown up. Those cells should’ve been exterminated before the fact … not after.”

      Ruben glanced away from the camera. Tony offered the screen a flinty smile.

      “Do you know Tan Huan?” Ming asked. The image zoomed in on her again.

      “I know of him, of course,” Tony said. “Don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure.”

      “Ah. Well, like you, he has a penchant for saying what everyone else in the room already knows.”

      Though he quickly covered it up, Ruben’s gasp could be heard all the way to Earth.

      “Perhaps I should send Galatz and the corporate fleet to Mars,” Tony said, opening his hands in a supportive gesture. “Anything I can do to help speed up the investigation.”

      Ming’s mouth slit sideways, one corner sweeping upward. Tony recognized her attempt at a catbird’s seat smile. Like so much else about her these days, it manifested as crooked and sad.

      “Isn’t Admiral Galatz running down those pirates in the Belt?”

      Tony let subspace breathe. “They were the biggest problem I had until those Ghosts bombed your refinery.” Calling members of the Resistance Ghosts had been Helena Telemachus’s idea, a reflection of her wicked sense of humor. The Resistance, she’d argued, were the ghosts gumming up the works of the corporate machine. “Now, you’re the biggest problem I have.”

      Ming waved a withered hand. “We don’t need the fleet, and we don’t need you meddling in Mars business. We’ll deal with the threat ourselves, as we’ve always done. We’ll have the refinery back up and running within two standard days, or we’ll increase production in the other facilities to fill quota until it is. Agreed?”

      He weighed pressing the issue against letting the Qinlao Faction clean up its own mess. Threatening Ming’s sovereignty over Mars and, more to the point, her faction’s manufacturing charter—even if only in the short term—would send ripples across the entire Syndicate Corporation. Always in tension with one another, always jockeying for advantage, but in the end, each faction was a master of its own domain. The Qinlao Faction had mastered manufacturing. Elise Kisaan was queen of agriculture on Earth. Gregor Erkennen, innovator and technology king, reined over Titan’s R&D labs. Adriana Rabh, keeper of the corporate purse, managed SynCorp’s finances from the Jovian moon of Callisto. And the Taulkes, from the penthouse of SynCorp HQ more than three hundred kilometers above Earth, controlled distribution of all that, fueling the Company’s economic engine by keeping traffic flowing along the system’s Frater Lanes. The balance among all five, the tenuous tension of the status quo, was something Tony held sacrosanct above all else.

      Disruption—disharmony—could torpedo profits, and that would stir up discontent among the factions. The refinery’s being offline was, of course, its own threat to the status quo, but overreaction would only make matters worse. Still, Ming needed to know he was serious, if there were any doubt at all about that. After all these years, there really shouldn’t be.

      “Agreed,” Tony said. “Two days.”

      “Fair enough,” Ruben said quickly. The camera’s eye found him again. Then, perhaps still anxious over his sister’s nerve: “We’ll do better.”

      In the background, out of focus, Ming’s body language grew agitated again.

      Never take the kid to a poker game, Tony thought. You’ll get cleaned out.

      “Ming,” he said, pausing until she was center image again. “I’ll remind you once: there’s a one-to-one relationship between production and profit.” He spoke deliberately, with steel. “As Regent of Mars⁠—”

      “Qinlao Manufacturing is aware of its responsibilities under the Corporate Compact,” Ming stated. “We don’t need a lecture from you.”

      Sitting back in his chair, Tony regarded his old partner and adversary. If he were being honest with himself, he was glad to see this side of Ming Qinlao. It reminded him of his own youth and all they’d accomplished together, and despite one another. Her arrogance, her defiance genuinely touched him. And to think he’d tried to have her killed before they’d ever really gotten to know each other.

      “I miss you, Ming,” he said, displaying his perfect teeth. “I miss your fire.”

      Her expression was curious. Her eyes narrowed.

      “Miss me? What does that mean?”

      Ruben sat forward. “It’s been a long night, Mr. Taulke. Is there anything else?”

      More irritation from Ming in the background. Tony knew what Ruben was doing. It had taken him a while to notice Ruben’s interventions after first observing Ming’s recent decline. But now the SynCorp CEO easily recognized them for what they were. Despite how it no doubt appeared to Ming, Ruben’s attempts at protecting her were admirable in their loyalty. But the Company couldn’t afford an invalid in charge of Sol’s manufacturing mecca. Ming’s obvious decline was something Tony would have to keep tabs on.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Tony said, addressing Ruben directly. “Helena will arrive in Lander’s Reach in two standard days. Just in time to celebrate meeting your repair deadline, in fact. I want her personally directing the public narrative on this, and I want her on Mars to do it. You’ll provide her every courtesy and cooperation.” He stretched his arms wide along the edge of his English oak desk. It was a favorite gesture meant to seem inclusive and expansive at the same time. Tony knew exactly how wide the camera lens captured him. “I’m depending on you, Ruben.”

      To his credit, Ruben held fast Tony’s gaze. Not many risked doing that, not even among the faction leaders. “Of course, Mr. Taulke. Every courtesy and cooperation.”

      Tony ended the call with as little ceremony as he’d begun it.

      “Where does she get off talking to you like that, Pop?”

      Regarding his son, Tony pursed his lips. The boy had an entitlement problem. Part of that was being a teenager and, like all teenagers, a heretic against the Galilean notion that the universe did not, in fact, revolve around him. Part of it came from being the oldest and only son of the most powerful man in the solar system. Tony sometimes wondered what his heir might have been like if Junior’s older brother hadn’t died in utero.

      “She’s a faction leader, just like me,” Tony said. “In one sense, my equal.”

      “Yeah, but you’re⁠—”

      “Shut up and listen, son.”

      Tony the younger, called Junior behind his back, clamped his mouth shut. Had anyone else addressed him so, he likely would have leapt up and punched the person in the face. Junior’s having grown up in the lap of luxury had imbued him with an impulse-control problem. It had also spoiled him. Not just materially but morally. Being a good leader required a broader view, a flexibility in one’s perspective. One day, Tony knew, his son would be sitting in his chair, leading the solar system. It was his obligation to educate the boy.

      “She’s leader of the Qinlao Faction, like I’m leader of the Taulke Faction. Like Gregor Erkennen leads his family’s faction. Like Elise Kisaan leads hers. And Adriana leads the Rabh Faction.”

      “God, what an ancient bitch,” Junior said. “Won’t she ever die?”

      Tony released a silent breath through his nose. “Interrupt again and see what happens.”

      Junior’s expression went stiff for a moment, and Tony thought he might actually have to make good on the threat. Then the fire burned back to embers in his son’s eyes.

      “As faction leaders,” Tony continued, “each of us is exactly equal to the others under the Corporate Compact. But when we implemented business rules to make sure the arms of this giant octopus we created together actually work together, we knew there could be only one leader. You can’t sail a ship across the ocean with five captains at the helm. I put the Taulke at the top, and the other factions agreed because each got its own piece of the pie. The syndicate is a balancing act, son, a high-wire walk with crosswinds blowing in every direction. When the wind whips up, like with this sabotage business, a steady course becomes even more important. Too big a hiccup and the whole body shakes. Understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Tony doubted Junior really understood the life lessons he was trying to teach him, or that he cared much about them if he did. If only his first son hadn’t died before being born.

      “Pop, you’ve told me all this before. I get it. But I’ve seen you go off plenty of times. Like what just happened with Ming. You were gonna send the fleet to Mars. You said so.”

      “No, I did not.”

      “I heard you!”

      “You heard your interpretation of what I said. What you wanted to hear—which is another problem for another day, by the way—but not what I actually said.”

      Junior seemed confused.

      Was I this dense when I was his age? Tony wondered.

      “I threatened to send the fleet,” he said. “I suggested it might be necessary.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is the gray between the black and white, son. That’s what you need to learn if you’re ever going to run things.”

      His son’s face pinched. A juvenile’s reaction to being frustrated and out of his depth.

      Tony threw him a line.

      “I told Ming, without saying it, that if she didn’t get her house in order, I’d get it in order for her. Could I send the fleet? Sure. Could I even replace Ming Qinlao or overthrow the whole Qinlao Faction? Sure. But either one of those things, especially the second one, would throw the whole Company out of balance. Others might even try to exploit the chaos and take out the Taulke Faction altogether.”

      “Like Ra’uf Erkennen did a few years ago,” Tony Junior said.

      “Right. Like Ra’uf Erkennen did a few years ago.”

      “But you made a deal with his brother Gregor⁠—”

      “And Ra’uf went bye-bye. And now Gregor leads the Erkennen Faction. And the Company survived. Thrived, in fact.”

      “And so did we,” Junior said.

      “And so did we.”

      “I think I get it, Pop.”

      Tony smiled. “Good,” he said, “now hit the road. I’ve got other business to attend to.”

      Junior made no attempt to rise. “I can’t stay and learn? Someday⁠—”

      “Not this time,” Tony said. “And don’t be in such a hurry to take over. You’ll make your old man paranoid.”

      Returning a nervous version of his father’s smile, Tony Junior rose from the chair. “Aw, Pop, you know me better than that.”

      Do I?

      Tony knew part of his paranoia stemmed from his own method of taking power. He hoped committing patricide didn’t run in the family.

      After Junior left the room, Tony counted to ten to clear his mind, then pinged his receptionist.

      “Kesh?”

      “Yes, Mr. Taulke?”

      “Send in Fischer.”
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      I walked into Tony Taulke’s office, my eyes lingering on the new receptionist in the anteroom. She was a looker. And she knew it, too.

      The door slid into the wall, cutting off heaven.

      “How’s life in the killing business?” Tony asked.

      “Tolerable,” I said.

      That’s our way of saying hello, a kind of password of greeting between the head of the Syndicate Corporation and his top enforcer.

      “What happened to Mai?” I asked, tossing a look to the sealed door behind me. X-ray eyes, where are you when I need you? “Not that I’m feeling particularly nostalgic.”

      “I’m sending her with Helena. Special media tour to Mars. Kesh is her temporary replacement.”

      “Kesh?”

      “Marakesh.”

      I thought about the exotic name. And what else about her might be exotic. “I think I’ll call her Mary. Safer that way.”

      “For you, maybe.”

      “Right.”

      Tony Two-point-oh and I went way back. No one ever calls him that to his face because it reminded him there’d been a Tony One-point-oh—his father, Anthony. Tony ascended the throne the old-fashioned way, by killing Papa Bear and taking control of Taulke Industries and the entire corporate conglomerate most people nowadays just call SynCorp. Sometimes I feel like the only person in the solar system Tony can relax with, but even I don’t call him Tony Two-point-oh to his face. I’ve pulled Tony’s ass out of more scrapes than I can count if I used my
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