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          RUBEN QINLAO • APPROACHING DARKSIDE, THE MOON

        

      

    

    
      The Roadrunner shuddered.

      Ruben Qinlao flinched. Not from fear the ship might disintegrate around them, but from knowing what would follow the turbulence.

      “This fucking thing is gonna shake apart,” Richard Strunk said.

      And there it was, the fear voiced out loud. Strunk’s bulk, lumpy with muscles, loomed in the passenger seat behind him. It struck Ruben in that moment how closet-like the Roadrunner had become in the mad-dash escape from SynCorp HQ. And how Strunk’s oppressive presence only added to the stress of the situation. In a way, Tony Taulke was lucky he was unconscious.

      Enough of that, Ruben thought. Not helping.

      Pushing off the paranoia, he reached forward and patted the console, muttering words of encouragement under his breath. It was the ritual he’d perfected as the shuttle’s engines had spat and sputtered on the flight from Mars to Earth. The little ship’s stealth design, obsolete though it might be, and lack of transponder had kept them invisible from tracking via the corporate network. Only sensors targeted right at them or a human eye watching them fly past would see them. The engines, on the other hand—those seemed to need personal reassurance. The soft touch of a friend.

      “Talking to it ain’t gonna help,” Strunk said. Somewhere in his voice, the natural confidence of a man who’d relied on his size all his life tried to see beyond the fear of a man strapped into circumstances beyond his control.

      “Her,” Ruben found himself saying for no reason. “Not it.” Then, in a mimic of Strunk’s drawling baritone, “And it ain’t gonna hurt.”

      The trick this far out wasn’t staying invisible. That was the easy part, if you flew low enough. Without the help of automated guidance, though, the trick out here was to avoid crashing.

      By staying below official flight paths trafficked daily by freighters and transports, they’d be fine. That meant avoiding the Moon’s overlapping sensor webs used to prevent ships from crashing into one another by slaving their nav systems to control their approaches with algorithm-perfect accuracy. The sensor webs were narrow for efficiency and to avoid signal dispersion, which promoted sensor ghosts. It was easy enough to land undetected if you did it far enough out from the main docks of Darkside proper, away from civilization.

      The Roadrunner shook again. Strunk, for once, held his tongue.

      “We’re fine,” Ruben said anyway. “The ship’s adjusting to lunar gravity. And we’re getting some wave interference from the artificial gravity generators in Darkside. Old ships like this one don’t have⁠—”

      Strunk made an obnoxious snoring sound, like a pig trying to breathe in vacuum.

      “How much longer?” he asked.

      “Just a few minutes.” Ruben’s answer was instinctive, distracted. He was having trouble locating the old drill sites. The latticework of lunar caves was still there, but the Roadrunner’s sensors, like everything else on the ship, seemed sleepy with age. “I’m coordinating the old maps in the ship’s databank with what I can find on CorpNet to⁠—”

      The space pig made his air-sucking sound again.

      “Tony needs help,” Strunk said. “If he dies, I’m gonna make sure you do too. Slowly.”

      Ruben rolled his eyes. Wouldn’t want to kill your meal ticket, now would we?

      Sometimes, he swore, Strunk had no brains at all. Just more muscle, pressing on the inside of his skull.

      But Strunk wasn’t wrong. They’d staunched the flow of blood from the knife wound in Tony Taulke’s chest, not an easy thing to do in zero-g. Keeping him unconscious, aided by a shot of painkillers, had helped keep the wound from opening back up. But Ruben had no idea if they’d merely restricted the bleeding to internal. Clotting was a notorious problem in space. You could bleed out from a paper cut under the right circumstances. And Tony was almost sixty. The wound was close to his heart. He needed more than the minimally outfitted medkit in the Roadrunner to survive. But first they needed to land safely.

      Imaging from the ship’s sensors overlaid the old maps stored in her databanks. Ruben was looking for something very specific: two vertical shafts and one thin, horizontal tunnel connecting them.

      When the United Nations had first mapped potential sites for their new lunar colony, the UN engineers had dug five tunnels straight down into the Moon’s surface around the Albategnius Crater. Named Alpha through Echo, four were abandoned relatively quickly when Point Charlie was chosen as the perfect colony site: stable rock foundation, nearby minerals, and enough sublunar ice to create a small ocean. LUNa City—later renamed Darkside’s End by the Company and now simply called Darkside—stood over Point Charlie, a testament to man’s engineering ingenuity. But connected to it by a long tunnel was one of the rejected sites: Point Bravo. Ruben hoped it, abandoned like the others, would also remain forgotten.

      “And there it is,” he muttered. Grateful they no longer needed them, he cut the minimal thrust of the unreliable main engines and cut in the parking thrusters to slow their descent. Their momentum should get them to Point Bravo.

      “There what is?” Strunk asked.

      Before Ruben could answer, an alarm sounded. A red console light flashed.

      “What the hell is that?” Strunk demanded.

      “We’ve lost the forward portside thruster,” Ruben explained, mostly to himself. “We’re dipping.”

      “Fuck that!”

      Strunk’s voice seemed to demand either the ship right itself, or he’d kick its ass.

      “Stay calm, please,” Ruben said, his fingers pushing buttons. “One screaming baby at a time.” He was tempted to apologize to the Roadrunner for Strunk’s outburst. He’d become just that superstitious.

      The small ship listed to port and forward, angled by its three active thrusters in the direction of the one that had failed. The idea of cutting back in the main engines flashed briefly through Ruben’s mind, but that would simply cause them to overshoot their destination. And the engines were so unreliable, reigniting them could make things worse.

      Repeated attempts to reengage the dead thruster weren’t working. And he didn’t have time to sweet-talk the old lady. They were starting to spin. Darkside’s arching dome loomed on the lunar horizon. Ruben could see a freighter being drawn in by SynCorp Central Control toward the colony docks. Then it was gone, swept beyond his view through the forward window as the shuttle’s spin accelerated.

      “Oh, Jesus,” Strunk said, swallowing with a clucking sound. “I’m gonna…”

      “Don’t!” Ruben shouted. The last thing they needed was Strunk’s vomit spinning around the cabin in zero-g. A quick notion drove Ruben’s fingers before his brain could countermand it. He cut the remaining thrusters, waiting for the ship’s momentum to circle them around until Darkside’s docks circled back into view. It happened so fast, he almost missed them. The Roadrunner had spun nose down on its z-axis, forcing Ruben to squint through the pilot’s canopy to find the docks. The shuttle’s trajectory had skewed radically. The lunar surface reached upward.

      They’d closed half the distance to the docking freighter. Then it spun over and behind the shuttle, beyond Ruben’s view. Through the overhead canopy, the stars of deep space streaked by.

      Strunk was retching behind him. Ruben ignored it. He reengaged the aft thrusters, and the ship began to move upward in a broad arc. Still listing, still perversely angled, but now directed again. Ruben’s stomach turned somersaults in solidarity with Strunk’s.

      He didn’t bother to orient himself to the landing pad or the freighter attempting to dock there. Either the semi-thrust maneuver would work or it wouldn’t. Hell, they might have already strayed far enough into the approach lanes to trip Darkside’s emergency encroachment alarms.

      All in all, that seemed like an acceptable problem at the moment.

      “What the fuck!” Strunk pleaded through a wet mouth. “What the fuck!”

      Ruben felt it in his calming innards before he saw it through the forward window. They were leveling out. The aft thrusters had finally begun to overcome the spinning force of their unbalanced momentum. The shuttle flew cockeyed still, so Ruben set aside what his eyes saw through the window and focused on aiming for a makeshift landing spot outside what the computer claimed was the entrance to Point Bravo. He even had to tap the still-working forward thruster to correct their course.

      They were heading in.

      Hot.

      “What the hell is happening?” Strunk demanded. “Where the hell are we going?”

      “The crash site,” Ruben answered with dark humor. As proximity alarms blared, he cut power to the aft thrusters and fired the landing rockets. “Hold on!”

      The Roadrunner hit the lunar surface hard. Despite the cushioning foam of his seat, it felt like Ruben’s tailbone had fractured. The metal hull groaned so loudly, only the volume of Strunk’s terror dominated it. A plume of gray dust enveloped the plastisteel windows. The shuttle skipped and lifted, then hit again, less violently. It arced over a dune, then hit the surface again and slowed faster with the impact. All motion abruptly ceased, and the old shuttle settled on the lunar surface.

      A wet, smacking sound splashed the cabin floor.

      Red and amber lights blinked everywhere. One entire control panel had turned into flashing crimson warning lights. The grating sound of multiple alarms competed for human attention. Gas was escaping from somewhere.

      Ruben glanced over the structural integrity readouts. The ship’s hull was solid. No breaches. Then he checked in with himself—the piercing ache in his ass confirmed he was still alive. The foam of the pilot’s seat had saved him a broken tailbone after all. But the bruise would be there a while. Still—no breaches for him, either.

      He unbuckled his harness and slowly, achingly, lifted himself out of the pilot’s seat. The light lunar gravity helped. Turning, he found Strunk, folded as far back in the protective foam of his seat as he could squeeze his massive frame. Through the frozen look on Strunk’s face, Ruben thought he could see the boy the assassin had once been. He doubted Strunk had ever been a fan of carnival rides as a kid.

      Ruben glanced down to the deck and found the chunky evidence of Strunk’s fear. The rank, sour smell crawled into his nose.

      “Anything broken?” he asked.

      Strunk inhaled, as if he’d just remembered that breathing was a necessary thing. Then, he did it again.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” Ruben said, moving to check on Tony. He pressed on the older man’s extremities in various places. Nothing seemed broken here either. Being stoned and unconscious during the crash had probably worked to Tony’s benefit, kept him from tensing up. With a nod to himself, Ruben returned to the forward console.

      “If you say anything, anything at all,” Strunk said, his voice somehow embarrassed yet threatening at the same time, “I’ll fold your head through your legs and shove it up your ass.”

      “Say anything about what?” Ruben said, trying to reconcile the still-working tactical display of their location with the gray-fogged landscape outside the forward window. When Strunk wasn’t forthcoming, Ruben turned and looked expectantly at him. “What?”

      Strunk was hunched over Tony, giving him a second once-over. “Nothing. Forget it.”

      “Right.” Ruben returned to assessing their position and, after a moment or two of verifying what he thought he knew, sighed heavily. “Well, the good news is this: we’re within walking distance of Point Bravo. We’ll wait there for Fischer.”

      Strunk grunted. “Don’t keep me in suspense. What’s the bad news?”

      Ruben regarded him. “The Roadrunner’s run her last road.”

      “Good!”

      “I don’t think you understand, Dick,” Ruben said. He relished, just a little bit, the excuse for calling Strunk by his nickname. “We’re marooned here. And the Kisaans will be looking for us. For him.” He nodded toward the sleeping Tony. He was an exile now, a Napoleon on the run. And Ruben Qinlao and Richard Strunk were fugitives right along with him.

      “Yeah, maybe,” Strunk said. “But we’re alive. Against … all … odds.” He glared around him at the Roadrunner’s wrecked interior. Then, to Ruben: “One thing you learn in my line of work—as long as you’re alive, you’re one step ahead of where you could be.”

      “Good point,” Ruben allowed.

      “How far is this walking distance?”

      “About a kilometer.”

      “Okay. We got vac-suits, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Strunk nodded, then began loosening Tony’s crash harness. The older man was sweating. Not a good sign since the Roadrunner’s life-support system had begun to fail. That was the flashing red light on the support systems console.

      They needed to get moving. And he needed to find the Darkside doctor Fischer had recommended. Brackin.

      “I’ll help you suit him up,” Ruben said. “I can get us through the hatch and into Bravo. There might still be a seal there. And atmosphere.”

      “Might?”

      Ruben shrugged. “It’s been thirty years since I was down there. It might be nothing but vacuum and cobwebs.”

      “No cobwebs on the Moon, dumbass,” Strunk said, seemingly proud of himself for the knowledge.

      “Right.” Ruben looked up through the plastisteel of the shuttle’s canopy. The dust was clearing, an infinite canvas of stars becoming visible again. He had no idea if they’d tripped Darkside’s traffic sensors when the Roadrunner spun off course. He had no idea if they’d been tracked the whole way from SynCorp HQ. Maybe Kisaan’s forces, having secured the station, were already sweeping the system for them. Maybe they were inside Point Bravo right now, anticipating the capture like hunters in a blind waiting for their targets to walk into their crosshairs.

      “You gonna help or not?” Strunk asked.

      “Yeah,” Ruben said. No use obsessing over the what-could-be’s. Strunk was right. As long as they were alive, things could always be worse. “Let’s get Tony suited up.”
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          STACKS FISCHER • APPROACHING THE BELT

        

      

    

    
      I’d had some time to think since Callisto. I usually love being alone inside my best girlfriend. Not so much this time.

      I’d spent two days in the close quiet of the Hearse heading back to the inner system, speculating ad nauseum on how everything had so completely gone to shit. If all the king’s horses and all the king’s men ever put the Company together again, there’d be some serious after-game quarterbacking to find out who fucked up where. And then there’d be some open positions to fill...

      Who the hell were these Soldiers of the Solar Revolution? More than pirates skimming in the Belt, that’s for damned sure. They’d had starships going toe-to-toe with the corporate fleet at Pallas. This wasn’t some reinvigorated Resistance movement gen’d up in the past few months on promises of mankind’s potential. Events had been carefully orchestrated to topple the Five Factions of the Syndicate Corporation in one fell swoop. Tony Taulke: chased out of his own station. Ruben Qinlao: no longer controlling Mars. Only Adriana Rabh and Gregor Erkennen, safe through distance in the outer system, were still in power … for now, at least. And Erkennen had gone dark, severed from CorpNet. That could be a strategy or a silent tombstone—maybe a separate SSR force had already taken Titan?

      Elise Kisaan, Regent of Earth: dead. And not just dead, publicly beheaded by the golden-eyed half human calling herself—itself—Cassandra. That’s a question I didn’t seem anywhere nearer to having an answer for—a human body, born of her mother Elise, but with DNA integrated with artificial intelligence. Cassandra was once a baby named Cassie thirty years ago, when I’d missed my mark— and now she was a self-proclaimed savior of humanity. The rhetoric on CorpNet was pretty damned clear: Cassandra promoted the Soldiers as liberators, and she—it—was trying to convince everyone else of that, too.

      Anybody tries that hard to hit a message home? They’ve got a pig agenda they’re putting lipstick on to make it look good. And while Cassandra seemed to have a personal grudge against momma—sawing Kisaan’s head off was my first clue—she’d taken Earth first. Earth, the most powerful jewel in the SynCorp crown, the source of all luxuries and still, despite local hydroponic efforts around the system, the breadbasket of Sol.

      I felt my stomach grumbling already…

      But that was a problem for a different day. My immediate concern was reaching Tony and the Qinlao kid. Although, I kept having to remind myself, Ruben Qinlao wasn’t a kid anymore. When you meet a person, that first impression tends to stick. Despite his title as Regent of Mars, Ruben Qinlao would always be a shy teenager to me, hiding behind his sister Ming’s skirts.

      A big question mark hung over his new besties friendship with Tony Taulke, though. The Taulke and Qinlao Factions never much cared for each other. But Ruben had stepped up for some reason when Tony had needed him most.

      Loyalty is everything to Tony. He never forgets a good turn.

      The travel time alone in the Hearse had helped me figure out one thing, though—the clue in Qinlao’s last message. “Bravo, Stacks!” had sounded odd. After hours of searching the Hearse’s databanks, I’d finally put two and two together. They were headed for one of the old, pre-construction sounding shafts on the Moon—about as invisible a hiding place as you can find there, if you don’t count The Sewer, Darkside’s underbelly-of-the-underbelly. Only the poorest of Darkside’s poor live there, and all of them need money to live. They’d sell Tony out in half a heartbeat. Kudos to the kid for quick thinking and not taking him there.

      Since figuring that out, I’d been able to rest easier. Or doze, at least. Even the soft hum of the engines through the hull couldn’t lull me to Sandman Land. When I can’t sleep but I’m not visiting Minnie the Mouth’s bordello in Darkside, I snuggle up with my second favorite pastime: reading. Sometimes that puts out the peepers, if the material’s dry enough. I’d even called up Hampton Fitzgerald’s Complete History of Medieval Warfare with its six appendices on siege engines and how to build them—usually a guaranteed snore starter.

      Nothing. Wide awake.

      This trip … this trip was different. That dawned like a black sun in the back of my thick head. The closer I got to the Belt littering the space between Jupiter and Mars, the closer I got to regret. I could feel it coming on like a cold in the back of my throat. I’d told myself I’d just shadow the Frater Lanes as usual, keep off the grid. Get back to Tony, and then we’d take the fight to Cassandra and her snaky minions.

      I’d flown this same route just a few days earlier, headed to Rabh Regency Station with the intel Daisy Brace had died for. But this time was different—no Daisy.

      I glanced for the thousandth time at my longcoat and fedora sitting on the seat where Daisy left them before springing me from Elaena Kisaan’s pirate cove on Pallas. I hadn’t touched them in all that time since. Leaving them there, like she’d placed them, felt like I was doing her a solid somehow, like I was honoring her sacrifice. I know it sounds stupid. They’re just clothes, and they weren’t even hers. But I’d met Daisy less than a week earlier and run the gamut from strong dislike to outright hate—when I thought she’d betrayed me—to a pretty goddamned high peg of respect at the end. That’s a lot of road to process with someone over a lifetime, much less in the too-short stretch I’d known her.

      I felt goofy. I felt sentimental. I felt a little bit creepy, at my age, crushing on a woman who could’ve been a grand … a daughter. She’d died doing what she was paid to do—protect Adriana Rabh’s interests. She’d died helping me escape Pallas. She’d done it with style, fooling me enough to hoodwink Elaena Kisaan, aka the Dutchman aka the Pirate Queen of the Belt. Daisy had been a first-rate killer with a wicked sense of humor.

      I respected all those things.

      But Daisy Brace had chosen her profession and the dangers that came with it. She’d known the score. Maybe Mother Universe had shown up too early to settle up, but that’s just how it happens sometimes.

      Them’s the breaks, kid, I thought, hating myself for thinking it. It felt icy and lacking, like words usually are. A way to distance myself from her loss because people die every day and why should she be any different? The universe is a cold place and doesn’t give two shits for your preference for living cuz whether you’re dead or alive, you’re just stardust to the void.

      The Hearse’s proximity alarm shook me out of my sullen mood. I was entering the outer edge of the Belt. My girl was doing her due diligence letting me know, and she’d make course corrections automatically, steering around any potential dangers.

      I muted the sound but let the red light blink, should I get distracted again. I took manual control of the engine and cut thrust. At the speed I was traveling, that wouldn’t have much immediate effect, and anyway, I wasn’t about to flip and decel burn to slow myself down. I needed to get to Tony. The Hearse used the maneuvering thrusters now and then to steer around debris.

      Wait, debris?

      It was everywhere.

      The battle between the pirate fleet and Admiral Galatz’s Company ships had been broad and deadly by the looks of things. Looking at all that scorched, twisted metal, I wondered how many ships either side had left. Dead hulls are dark, so I switched on the Hearse’s running lights to get a better look. I zoomed her camera in on pieces of the floating graveyard. Bodies, frozen in death, their limbs splayed out. Thousands of them. Some in Company navy blues, yellow stripes stretching across the shoulders of officers. Some in SSR green, lined in black, the uniforms I’d seen on Pallas. Dark until the Hearse passed over them to light death’s rictus on their faces.

      Pallas blipped at the edge of sensor range. Its natural orbit around the sun had taken it beyond my flight path, and I wouldn’t be able to reach it without going far out of my way. I considered doing exactly that anyway to recover Daisy’s body. But Galatz was bombing the shit out of that place the last time I saw it, which meant it was likely breached to vacuum—that’d preserve her remains, if they hadn’t been sucked into space or atomized by the admiral’s bombardment. Daisy’s corpse might still be lying on that flight deck.

      Maybe I could swing back and pick her up and take her home to Adriana, after this was all over. Right now, I didn’t have time for good deeds. Tony was my priority, and Daisy would understand that. She’d respect nothing less. I was having another moment when the comms pinged.

      “Message received,” the Hearse said in her sweet voice. “Black star encryption.”

      Black star! That was good news. Nobody but Tony uses that encrypted frequency. Or Ruben on his behalf, lately. Maybe Tony was still alive. I opened the message.

      A man’s face appeared. Middle-aged, rings of gray hair that looked unwashed. Grave eyes.

      Not Tony. Not Ruben Qinlao.

      “Eugene Fischer,” the man said in half an accent that hadn’t been wholly Russian in at least a generation. “This is Gregor Erkennen. You must come to Titan. The survival of SynCorp depends on it. I hope the missus has weathered the storm. Adriana Rabh’s seal accompanies my own.”

      The screen went dark. I stared at it, not quite sure I’d just heard what I’d just heard.

      When I closed my mouth, my uppers and lowers clicked.

      “Hey, honey,” I said, “replay the message.”

      The Hearse acknowledged. When it finished, I had her play it a third time.

      Several questions competed for my attention. What did Gregor Erkennen need with me? Like all the faction leaders, he had his own stable of enforcers he could call on. As I recalled, he had a particularly soulless creature named Bruno Richter who could take care of business just fine. And how the hell had he co-opted Tony’s private … wait, of course Erkennen had access to the black star channel. His faction controlled the Company’s tech. I doubted there was a single secret in SynCorp that Gregor Erkennen didn’t have backed up on a server somewhere. Leverage, should he ever need it.

      Okay, but the demand he’d made … I checked the stamp on the transmission. Sure enough, Adriana Rabh’s double-bar-R sat beside Erkennen’s brand. I tapped my middle finger on the armrest, thinking that through. He could have faked that, I guess. Maybe Gregor had teamed up with Cassandra. Maybe that’s why he’d gone dark. But I’d half convinced myself of the same thing about Adriana while a prisoner on Pallas, and that had proven to be dead wrong. Dead Daisy wrong. Maybe Erkennen was still loyal, too.

      I hate not knowing what I don’t know.

      “Message received,” the Hearse said.

      Two within a few minutes? Too coincidental to be coincidence.

      “Play it.”

      Adriana Rabh’s ivory-carved face appeared. Her expression was flat, her skin drawn, like she’d missed her last meal or two.

      “Stacks, Gregor’s message is legit,” she said. “Get to Titan. This is bigger than Tony. Gregor will explain when you arrive.”

      The screen went black again.

      I sat there, thinking. First, a demand from Gregor. Then—because she knew I’d need it—a personal endorsement from Adriana. Without it, I’d have likely ignored Erkennen. Faction loyalty comes first, and she knows my loyalty to Tony trumps all.

      One thing I found curious about both—they’d been messages, not comm requests. Cassandra owned SynCorp’s comm system—she’d taken over CorpNet and filled it with her piggy-lipstick propaganda. If they’d connected to talk directly, they’d be giving away my location to anyone tracking the call. So they sent their messages into the ether, hoping I’d pick them up. But what if Cassandra had taken control of more than just the subspace network? Maybe she was aiming to seize everything else that was SynCorp in virtual form. Technologies, personal histories … every scrap of data SynCorp had ever captured. Huh—that gave me pause. And that, my friends, is why I never got the medical implant installed—in the wrong hands, the SCI’s data can lead the bad guys right to you. It’s also why the Hearse didn’t have a transponder. Forward thinking, that’s me.

      The two remaining faction leaders had just asked—no, demanded—I forsake Tony and head to the opposite end of the solar system. Without explanation.

      “This is bigger than Tony,” Adriana had said. That suggested SynCorp was at stake. Nothing was bigger, more important than Tony—other than the Company itself.

      It was Tony who taught me that.

      I turned off the Hearse’s running lights. The floating graveyard around me disappeared.

      “Nav: plot a course for Titan,” I said. It was more or less five days away. I had a lot more me time ahead of me. Joy. “Start a hard decel burn ASAP.”

      I prepped myself for the g’s. The Hearse fortified me with an injection to keep me from stroking out. The adaptive foam of my pilot’s chair began to soften, preparing to counter the force that was coming.

      “Well, kid,” I said, picturing Ruben Qinlao in my head and having a hard time seeing anything older than that shy teen boy. “Take care of the boss. I’ll be along eventually.”

      The Hearse flipped and started her decel burn. My old face started to stretch young again.

      I didn’t dare send Qinlao a message, much less a comm request. I couldn’t be sure he’d be able to decode whatever cloudy language I came up with—spy stuff wasn’t his thing. But I was sure Cassandra’s people would intercept it, and they’d become pros at this business, damned near overnight. If they’d tapped the messages from Erkennen and Rabh, they could make a fifty-fifty bet I was headed to the outer system. No need to confirm it. Ruben and Blockhead Strunk would just have to make their own way.

      As the g’s multiplied, I wondered what was so damned important on Titan to keep me from Tony. Pretty important, I figured, since the two SynCorp regents still in power had refused to even name it in the message. And that business from Erkennen about my missus making it through current events.

      There is no Mrs. Eugene Fischer. Despite my resume, I’m too kind a soul to ever inflict marriage to me on the fairer sex. But even I could figure out Gregor’s meaning.

      MRS.

      Maintain radio silence.

      Cassandra was listening.
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          REBEKAH FRANKLIN • MASADA STATION, ORBITING TITAN

        

      

    

    
      Bekah Franklin wasn’t sure why she was here. She really needed to visit her grandfather today, and her work schedule was already overclocked. One more meeting was one more thing she didn’t need competing for her attention.

      But Gregor Erkennen had asked that she attend, and so here she was. It was an unusual request for an unusual time. A frightening time, especially since Gregor had cut them off from the rest of the SynCorp network.

      Bekah glanced around the conference table, gauging the temperature of the room. Rahim Zafar, her team leader, nodded reassuringly. She’d half-thought he might begrudge her being here, but he was open and generous to those who reported to him. No professional rivalry. No need to feel threatened by her presence.

      Next to him sat Daniel Tripp, lead heuristics researcher and resident expert on machine learning and artificial intelligence. Just ask him, he’ll tell you. Brilliant and self-confident to the point of conceit.

      Carrin Bohannon entered and sat across from Bekah, offering a how’s-it-going smile. They were old friends, though recently they’d spent less time together as their interests diverged. Carrin was now the Erkennen Faction’s cybersecurity team leader, while Bekah had kept her programming skillset more generalized.

      One seat remained vacant at the round conference table. The first time she’d seen it, Bekah couldn’t help but think of King Arthur’s Round Table. In the spirit of that mythical ruler, Gregor Erkennen liked his department heads to see one another as colleagues on common ground. They were a group of forward thinkers co-equal in the realm of proffering ideas, he liked to say. But when Gregor attended meetings, there was little doubt who wielded the power at the table.

      When he walked in, the small talk quieted.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming,” Gregor said in his slight Russian accent. He lowered his frumpy bulk into the fifth chair. “Ms. Franklin, good to see you here.”

      “Thank you,” Bekah said. She’d almost called him Gregor. That wouldn’t do in a public setting, despite the longstanding ties between their two families.

      “I called you all here to discuss our strategy for defense,” Gregor said. As usual, he wasted little time on polite conversation. “First thoughts?”

      “We’re alone out here,” Daniel Tripp observed. His voice held concern, if not panic. “Cut off, helpless.”

      “That is not exactly true,” Gregor answered, his cadence careful like a coder’s would be—attentive to syntax and its effect. “Our faction resides on Titan. We have the most advanced technology in the system. We are not helpless.”

      Rahim Zafar inhaled a breath, then let it out. Bekah knew what that meant. He was about to politely, professionally disagree.

      “You’re right, Regent, of course,” he began. “But we haven’t heard from the fleet since Pallas. Who won that battle? Reports are confused. We know the SSR worms are crawling CorpNet, boring holes in the Company’s virtual infrastructure. They’ve already secured the subspace satellite network and completely control interplanetary communications.”

      “They’re winning,” Daniel whispered.

      “At the moment,” Gregor acknowledged. “I grant you that.”

      “It’s like Pearl Harbor. The First Gulf War. China’s annexation of Hong Kong after the Century Flood.” Rahim ticked off the short history of surprise attacks on his fingers. “Shock and awe that overwhelms.”

      “And yet the Japanese did not prevail, despite their early victory at Pearl Harbor,” Gregor said. He offered them all a smile that required more work than it should have. “So there’s still hope. Which is why we have cut ourselves off from CorpNet—to insulate ourselves until Tony Taulke organizes a counteroffensive.”

      “Being cut off won’t help us over the long term,” Carrin Bohannon suggested. “Every siege ends eventually, when the besieged starve. And Tony Taulke’s dead.”

      Gregor Erkennen made a dangerous sound. “We don’t know that.”

      “It’s a double-edged sword, being cut off.” The table turned to Daniel Tripp. “Passively monitoring CorpNet keeps us informed, but we can’t affect anything without actively engaging the network—and the moment we do that, we open ourselves to infiltration by Cassandra’s worms. Every technology, every dataset, every⁠—”

      “Cassandra might already have viruses trolling Masada,” Rahim said quietly.

      “No,” Gregor said, raising a hand. He seemed very old to Bekah just then, slumped in his chair. Slumped in his confidence. “Our antivirals are patrolling the Masada mainframe now. They’re the most robust security protocols mankind—or womankind—has ever produced, thanks to Carrin. And so far, they’ve found nothing.”

      “So far,” Rahim acknowledged. “But to assume we’re not already compromised is to invite disaster.”

      The idea that the Syndicate Corporation’s central repository of technological knowledge might already be breached chilled the room. This eventuality was why Viktor Erkennen, Gregor’s father, had established the family faction’s research and development hub on Titan in the early days of SynCorp’s expansion—far beyond easy access, or easy meddling by the other factions. Saturn was the boonies of the solar system.

      Gregor let the room breathe. Bekah had seen it before on projects. He was fine with the uncomfortable silence, wanting it to spur his senior staff to offer up constructive suggestions. Daniel flitted his eyes at Bekah like he hoped to crib the answers to an exam. Carrin studied her fingers, which seemed to be typing what she was unwilling to say aloud.

      “Ms. Franklin, what do you think?” Gregor asked finally. “You’ve been very quiet.”

      Rahim made a soft, amused sound. “She’s always very quiet.”

      A nervous, light laughter passed around the table.

      Smiling, Bekah glanced around without making eye contact. “I’m just listening,” she said, hoping that would be enough. She hated talking in meetings, especially when Titan’s regent presided.

      “I’ve noticed that about you,” Gregor said, not unkindly. The smile on his face was less weary now, more familial and lived in. “But when you speak, you always have something intelligent to say.” His compliment, unexpected in a public setting, seemed to open up a box inside Bekah. She was surprised by the quiet pride she found inside it. “Speak your mind.”

      “Come on, Bekah,” Rahim prompted. “Cut through the code.”

      Bekah’s expression relaxed. It was what Rahim always said when he wanted her to use her fabled ability to see past the eye-crossing clutter of programming to find an error obscure to everyone else yet obvious to her. He called it using her Oracle’s Oculus.

      “Sometimes it’s better to look at what we know first,” she said. “Or at least what we think we know. To keep from building on a foundation of faulty data.”

      Gregor nodded. “Start at the beginning, then.”

      “The Masada mainframe contains every R&D project we’ve ever conducted,” Bekah said. She ignored Daniel’s and-then-the-dinosaurs-came look of impatience. “If Rahim is right and the SSR has already infected the mainframe, then it’s only a matter of time before they steal everything in it.”

      “Even the experimental stuff,” Carrin said. The significance of that was obvious. “The new stunner prototype that penetrates first-generation MESH. The folding-space jumpgate simulation model. The⁠—”

      “Yes, that is what is at stake, Carrin,” Gregor said. “But our analytics have found no breach. I’m asking all of you how we can best protect our data.”

      “We first have to identify the threat,” Rahim said. “Aberrant code, maybe, newly introduced as a virus.”

      “Or code that looks old and legit because its timestamp has been forged,” Daniel added.

      “We must assume the firewalls we have in place—sophisticated as they are—will be breached at some point,” Gregor said. “This Cassandra, the leader of the Soldiers of the Solar Revolution—she is the result of human procreation and artificial intelligence. The AI that controlled the New Earthers thirty years ago was destroyed, but not before altering Elise Kisaan’s DNA. Cassandra is the hybrid child resulting from that experimentation.”

      “You’re saying we’re not just fighting another group of programmers working for the SSR,” Rahim said. “We’re fighting an artificial intelligence that’s sophisticated enough to gene-splice human DNA?”

      “One whose thought-to-action processes aren’t as limited as a human’s,” Gregor said.

      “But how can we outthink an AI that can process trillions of operations per second?” Carrin asked.

      “We can’t,” Bekah said. “We can’t think faster, so we have to think smarter.”

      “What does that mean, though?” Carrin asked.

      “It means,” Gregor said, “we have to think beyond the standard anticipate-counter model of viral response.”

      “All right, sir,” Rahim allowed in a way that said he was again trying hard to be cordial. “But what does that really mean in practice?”

      “Buried treasure,” Bekah said.

      Gregor’s head tilted. “Explain, Ms. Franklin.”

      “Every viral attack has a purpose,” Bekah said. “To steal data, compromise the data holder … something. Cassandra has secured CorpNet to cement her power by controlling the means of communication with citizens across the system. It makes sense she would target us next.”

      “Once she steals the Company’s tech secrets, she can build the next-generation stunner,” Carrin said soberly. “Or the next-generation warship.”

      Gregor pursed his lips. “Knowledge is power.”

      “But what if our goal weren’t simply to keep Cassandra out,” Bekah continued. “We already agree—it’s almost impossible. Over time, the processing power of her AI brain will breach the best security we can offer—no offense, Carrin. You said it yourself: sieges always end. It’s only a matter of time.”

      “So, we should just let her in?” Carrin asked, her security expert’s ethics clearly offended by the idea.

      “Not just,” Bekah said.

      The three team leaders around the table shared impatient expressions. Gregor Erkennen seemed intrigued.

      “What if we created thousands—millions—of buried treasure sites across a mirrored backup of Masada’s databanks?” Bekah said. “If we can convince Cassandra that the fake mainframe is the real one by fighting hard enough to protect its fake secrets…”

      Rahim tapped his finger on the table. “It’s a cool idea, but her attacks could number in the billions. Cassandra can always think faster. We’d never be able to keep up. We’re back to the speed issue again.”

      “A Holy Grail,” Gregor said.

      “A what?” Daniel asked.

      “A Holy Grail. A decoy so convincing, you believe it’s real because you want to believe it’s real.” Gregor leaned forward, his voice alive with the idea. “We already have a backup site for the mainframe at Prometheus Colony, in case of a catastrophic event up here. Let’s invert that reality, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s turn the backup from a perfect replica of the mainframe into a perfectly flawed replica that appears to be the real thing. With thousands of flawed fakes of every technological innovation we’ve ever produced, going back thirty years. No, not thousands, millions of flawed fakes—Holy Grails. And around each one, the highest level of security—the moat of code around the castle, yes?” Gregor’s enthusiasm was shining from his eyes. “We put millions of Holy Grails behind the strongest of castle walls—the toughest, most robust security protocols we can produce. Innovations so well protected, Cassandra will identify each and every one as must-have tech.”

      “So you’re suggesting,” Rahim said, “that the AI’s own prioritizing algorithms will sucker her into thinking they’ve found top-level tech behind top-level security. Lead her down rabbit holes.”

      “Rabbit holes full of Holy Grails.” Carrin’s earlier incredulity had turned predatory.

      The excitement of the idea seemed to pass from person to person.

      “Millions of Holy Grails,” Bekah said.

      Daniel raised his hand before speaking, as if in school again. “But what about the real data? The actual tech secrets, especially the experimental stuff. How do we protect that?”

      “We cut Masada Station off from outside contact,” Gregor said. “The station goes dark and stays dark. Nothing but passive network monitoring. The station will seem abandoned. Cassandra will think we’ve turtled up on Titan to protect our data. And we’ll build a data history showing the station was never anything more than an outpost—that all the real discoveries made in the last thirty years happened at Prometheus. Not up here.”

      “So all Cassandra’s efforts will be aimed at Titan,” Carrin said, her tone what a smile must sound like. “And its millions of moats surrounding millions of coded castles with their millions of fake Holy Grail artifacts.”

      “We don’t have time to create the tens of billions of yottabytes of code we’d need to pull off such a masquerade,” Gregor said. “So we’ll have to adapt existing code.”

      “You mean, use actual discoveries as bait? Even the experimental stuff?” Daniel asked. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Yes, but we can build in critical errors and gaps in the code,” Gregor said. “We hide the new stunner tech, the folding-space gate, and the rest in plain sight. But with the code fatally flawed in such a way that the tech would never work.”

      “Turn alphas into gammas,” Rahim said. “Null sets into factorial expansions. Divide by zero now and then. But we have so little time … it would literally take years to do all that.”

      The quiet that followed was strange in the wake of the excitement that had permeated the room.

      “We write our own worms,” Bekah said.

      As one, the table turned to her.

      “We fill the Prometheus decoy d-base with our own programming worms specifically aimed at changing equations, cutting lines of code, and blowing out all the performance thresholds,” she said.

      Gregor Erkennen pushed his seat away from the table and stood. “We need two teams. We’ll need the vast majority of our staff on Titan, creating the fake mainframe and its security protocols. It doesn’t just have to look good, people. It has to fool the most sophisticated AI that’s ever existed. Cassandra’s worms must be convinced that Prometheus Colony is home to SynCorp’s secrets. And that fake history of the colony itself I mentioned—work schedules, meal orders, the number of times the toilets have flushed—thirty years of data documenting human existence, tied to all of your names, which Cassandra may very well know by now. And another thing—the Prometheus decoy must be entirely detached from Masada. We can’t take a chance on Cassandra finding a back door to the real data—one open data port could compromise everything.” He scanned the table, emphasizing that fact. Then, “I’ll head the Prometheus team myself. A second, smaller team will remain here on Masada Station, monitoring what’s happening and prepared to defend the real treasure chest of SynCorp secrets, should Cassandra discover our ruse. Bekah, I want you leading that team.”

      She looked up sharply. “Sir?”

      “It’s your insight that helped us determine a viable defense. I want you and your insight here, protecting our most sensitive data.”

      “Okay,” she said with an awkward glance at Rahim. To her surprise, he wore a proud expression. He didn’t seem jealous at all.

      “We’ll need to fast-evacuate the station to Titan,” Gregor said. “I’ll oversee that effort. Rahim, you’re in charge of setting up the greatest diversion in human history. I want hourly updates on your progress. Local network only. No CorpNet connection.”

      “Of course, sir. I’d be honored.”

      “Get to it, ladies and gentlemen,” Gregor said. “We’re already behind, and we have no idea how far.”

      As chairs scraped the floor, Rahim beamed warmly. “Time for the big leagues, Bekah.”

      “Doesn’t get much bigger,” she answered. Gregor was already on the station’s comms, ordering the evacuation.

      “What’s wrong?” Rahim asked. Then, as realization dawned: “It’s your grandfather, isn’t it?”

      Bekah nodded. “I doubt he’s healthy enough to move to Prometheus.”

      “You should go see him.”

      “Yeah. And now, this … it’s a lot to take on.”

      “Hey, Bekah,” Rahim said, reaching over to squeeze her hand, “you’re the best natural coder I’ve ever seen. You’re like a savant or something. If anyone can protect Masada, it’s you.”

      His belief in her was almost enough to inspire the same confidence in herself.

      “Thanks.”

      “Tell your grandfather I said hi,” Rahim said over his shoulder. “And that I miss his hummus!”

      Bekah watched him go. She should really get her team together. To prove to Gregor that his faith in her wasn’t misplaced.

      But first, she needed to visit her grandfather.
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          KWAZI JABARI • VALHALLA STATION, CALLISTO

        

      

    

    
      “Again!”

      Kwazi Jabari got to his knees on the deck. More slowly, this time. More carefully.

      The endurance training he’d undergone after signing his contract to work in the Qinlao mines on Mars hadn’t been this rigorous. Then again, it’d been in a point-four-g environment, not the variant half- to one-and-a-half g’s Carl Braxton was inflicting on him. His stomach felt loose, suspended on rubber bands. Braxton appeared to take a grim delight in literally jerking him around by varying the gravity in the training room without warning.

      “Tell me again why this is necessary?” Kwazi asked, standing up.

      “Need to know. And you don’t. Not yet, anyway,” Braxton said, arms crossed. “But I’ll tell you this much: you never know when artificial gravity will fail. Grav-reaction skills are good to have. I’m training your body to keep you from losing your lunch. It’s like riding a bike on Earth. Once you muscle-memory VG, you never forget.”

      Braxton leaned against the padded wall of the training arena, his magnetized boots firmly clamped to the metal floor. A permanent expression of distrust painted his face. “Now, back on your feet, Hero of Mars. Back to first position.”

      Don’t call me that, asshole.

      Kwazi resumed his place at the start of the obstacle course.

      “Course setting: alpha-two,” Braxton told the tech outside the arena. Then, to Kwazi: “Don’t try to anticipate. You can’t. That’s where you’re going wrong. That’s what the pads are for.”

      “Okay.”

      “Ten second warning.”

      Kwazi adjusted the strap of his left elbow pad, trying to cinch it tight without cutting off his circulation. Either he’d master the course without the pads eventually, or he’d be off the strike team. Braxton had made that much clear. What he hadn’t made clear was the target of their strike.

      “Go!”

      The lighting changed from the amber of Callistan norms to the shadowed crimson of a starship on alert. Kwazi didn’t fall for it this time—Braxton’s “Go!” and its implied start to a race. Instead of sprinting forward, he moved at a measured pace toward the first small shipping container along the course track. His step was light but cautiously so, and for good reason. The half-g gravity doubled suddenly, making his extremities feel thirty pounds heavier. It was like the weight of the iron in his blood was being dragged downward.

      Expecting another gravity shift at any moment, Kwazi knelt behind the container, ready to adjust. He reconned the corner to clear it, then rose. The shift came and his limbs lightened, his stomach floating like a suspended balloon, a fluttering giddiness tracking up his gullet. He leaned into the feeling, didn’t fight it, like Braxton had taught him. Turning the nearly non-existent gravity to his advantage, Kwazi stepped quickly, springing upward to launch from the top of the container. Twisting to redirect his momentum, he caught the wall with his right kneepad, wincing as the shock reverberated up his leg. Bouncing off, he redirected toward the course’s center, propelling upward with near weightlessness. Using his arms to deflect the ceiling, Kwazi angled back to the floor.
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