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      Carson Willis stands at the edge of the transport ship's ramp. The sight of the icy, barren plain sends an involuntary shiver down his spine, despite the environmental suit he wears. The massive arc of Jupiter peeks over the close horizon, and he instinctively checks his suit's dosimeter.

      Though the dosage level of hard radiation is uncomfortably high, it won't be harmful for the brief time he'll be exposed to the giant planet. Still, he would be more comfortable if this meeting took place safely inside Ganymede's protected spaceport instead of this place.

      As expected, two men in matching space suits wait to escort him into the small, temporary habitat.

      His sigh briefly fogs his visor before he steps carefully onto the moon's surface. Conscious he is watched, he pauses briefly to adjust to the lower gravity before he continues confidently toward the awaiting men.

      They lead him into the airlock, and Willis forces himself to wait patiently for the cycle to complete. When the red light over the interior hatchway changes to green, they all remove their helmets. The scent of dusty recycled air fills his nostrils as one of the men opens the massive door, then gestures for him to proceed through first.

      He's escorted to an anteroom where two other guards direct him to remove his hard suit. They thoroughly pat him down and run several scanning passes over him.

      Satisfied he is unarmed, they lead him farther inside the facility to a small meeting room where he is instructed to make himself comfortable.

      The room is tastefully decorated, and two chairs are set opposite each other across a table. A sideboard is laid out with an assortment of fruits and pastries. None of it appeals to him, but his throat is parched, so he pours himself some water.

      The door opens, and he turns to see the woman enter. Her delicate figure makes the two personal guards who accompany her seem brutish by comparison. Long blonde hair that she would normally wear down is fixed into a stylish bun that befits her functional jumpsuit. She wears no makeup, but her youthful, clear complexion does not require any.

      She offers a perfunctory smile. "Carson, thank you for coming. Please, sit down."

      Taking her place, she nods to her attendants. As they depart, Willis settles into the soft cushioned chair across from her. As he sinks lower into it, he suppresses a smile; the intimidation tactic is familiar to him. Sitting upright to bring his eyes level with hers, he takes a sip of water and places the sweating glass on the table.

      "I trust you had a pleasant journey?"

      His mouth tightens into a thin line. "Perhaps we should dispense with the pleasantries. Why am I here?"

      She studies him and then shrugs. "Straight to the point; very well. What is your progress?"

      He frowns. "You received my reports."

      She nods and then with forced patience says, "Yes, but they can obfuscate subtle truths behind well-chosen words. I want to hear from you directly. What is her condition?"

      "Unchanged; she is stable."

      "No issues with the cryogenic chamber?"

      "No, I explained to you, the engineer has matters well in hand."

      "And what is the progress on a treatment?"

      His shoulders sag briefly before he catches himself. "The problem is proving more challenging than I anticipated."

      "You assured me that Melanie Destin is the best."

      "And I still believe so. If anyone can replicate the work, she can."

      She stares at him for several seconds and then sighs. "You understand how important this is to me."

      "I will not fail. Melanie Destin will find a cure."

      "I hope you're correct, because your only recourse will create complications for us."

      "It won't come to that."

      She narrows her eyes. "I am aware of your stake in this, so you'll forgive me if I don't believe you."

      "My personal feelings on the matter are immaterial. I am committed to the cause."

      "Dedicated enough to sacrifice someone important? I can't help but think that we are at cross-purposes here, Carson."

      "I told you, I will fix my error. Give me the time I need."

      The woman studies him with an intensity that seems to bore into his soul. After several uncomfortable seconds, she nods. "Very well. I give you another week, after which I'll be forced to report this matter to my superior. He will be most disappointed if the timeline is further disrupted."

      "I assure you, by the end of the week, Chloe Cabot will be cured, and the project will be back on track."

      "For your sake, Carson, I hope that is true."
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      I think Ganymede is an ugly moon.

      When I consider it, all moons are unattractive when seen up close. Only Luna's full face when seen from Earth approaches what I would call attractive. I think that is largely because it is unique, at least until a few centuries ago. Now Terra's moon is only one of many celestial bodies that humankind has spread to. That kind of killed the romantic aura. Still, having now visited most of the settled moons in the solar system, I prefer Luna for its civilized amenities, if nothing else.

      But I'm not going there. Ganymede is where Requiem is headed. From the ship's bridge, it looks like a big, dirty, pockmarked ball of ice, probably because that's what it is.

      Larger than Mercury or Luna, it possesses other astronomical statistics, none of which I can recall, nor do I care about. I'm a doctor, not an astronomer.

      And I'm tired and in a lousy mood.

      "Coffee?"

      Roy Chambers, our captain, offers me a mug of the steaming liquid.

      "Thanks," I say, stifling the bitchy response dangling on the tip of my tongue.

      He plops down in the seat beside me. "You're up late...or early, depending on how you want to look at it."

      I sigh. "I couldn't sleep."

      Chambers's brow wrinkles. "Did you and Donovan fight?"

      "You heard us?"

      "Only the loud parts. A lovers' spat?"

      "Sorry about that. And we're not lovers. We just like to fuck each other."

      He smiles, lifting his mug to his mouth. "Whatever you say, Melanie."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You two have been knocking boots regularly for the last two weeks, ever since we left Saturn. I just thought things might be getting serious."

      "It hasn't been that often, and what the hell do you mean by 'serious’?"

      "C'mon, Mel; you know what I'm talking about..."

      "Why is everyone becoming so twisted about us screwing? We're not a couple, if that's what you are implying."

      "Well, you were certainly fighting like one. What were the fireworks about, if you don't mind my asking?"

      I glare at him. "I do mind. Can we please change the topic?"

      "Sure, sorry, I didn't mean to poke a nerve."

      "Then stop poking. How long before we arrive in port on Ganymede?"

      "We'll be orbiting while awaiting our turn in the queue, eighteen hours or so."

      "Oh, okay." I direct my attention back to the view out the window. I can feel him staring at me as the silence between us grows longer.

      "What's really bugging your ass, Mel? I don't believe you and Donovan became close enough for you to be pissed off that he's leaving once we land at Ganymede. Why the foul mood?"

      I'm bellicose enough to start a fight about him not minding his own business. Instead, my shoulders sag and I sigh heavily.

      "It's this thing with Chloe and⁠—"

      His eyes widen, and he sits straighter. "What happened?"

      "Relax. She's still frozen in her cryogenic chamber."

      "Is there a problem with the treatment you're designing? Oh, god...I knew it was too good to be true..."

      I put my hand on his knee. "Roy, calm down. There is nothing to be concerned about...at least not yet."

      "What do you mean, 'not yet’? What's going on, Mel?"

      "Oh, Tessa and I are having a disagreement."

      "I thought you two were simpatico about where the experiments were leading."

      "Not exactly. Recently, she's started to question everything, like she doesn't think I know what I'm doing. She treats me as if I'm her grad student again."

      "Is it the distance? With her being on Terra and you out here, the communication delay can become frustrating."

      I shake my head. "No, it's something else. She's just been bitchy recently, difficult to please. I'm starting to doubt my ability. She is gung-ho to start treatment, and I want to run a few more tests."

      "Perhaps she thinks you're being unnecessarily cautious? Don't misunderstand me. I trust your assessment over anything she says. I don't care how much of an expert she is on paper."

      "Thanks for saying so. It isn't a big deal, really. We've just never been at odds like this before, and it's kind of disconcerting."

      "Not even when you were her student?"

      "No, we got along famously..." I smile at the recollection of our time together only a few short years ago. Realizing my thoughts are wandering, I catch Chambers studying me.

      He asks quietly, "How close were you two, exactly?"

      I raise an eyebrow and again consider telling him to mind his own business. Then, deciding that I have nothing to be ashamed of, I say, "We were lovers, if that's what you're asking."

      "Oh? Okay. How long ago did she start behaving this way?"

      "Maybe ten days or so."

      Chambers nods, like I'm confirming a theory. "Does she know about Donovan?"

      "What does he have to do with it?"

      "Does she know you two are doing the horizontal mambo regularly? Is she, perhaps, jealous?"

      The realization hits me like a punch to the guts. I've been blind to the obvious. I bury my face in my hands. "Shit. How are you so perceptive about this kind of thing?"

      "I'm experienced at making women pissed off with me."

      I raise a skeptical eyebrow. "Well, there is no need for her to be concerned. Donovan is leaving the ship when we reach port."

      "Hence the reason for the fight between you two? I'm surprised, Mel. I didn't take you for the kind to grow attached to someone."

      I frown. "Don't give up your day job. You're not as insightful as you believe. We were fighting because I'm the one who wants him to leave."

      He blushes. "Oh."

      A moment of awkward silence follows. "You seem to be pissing off everyone."

      "Yes, I suppose I am. Thanks, Mister Sensitive."

      "If it's any consolation, with Donovan out of the picture you and Tessa will soon be back on the same page. You can both focus on Chloe again. Right?"

      "Chambers, you're just concerned about regaining access to her trust fund to finance the search for your missing sister; admit it."

      Affronted, he sputters, "My concern is as much for Chloe's wellbeing and that of the entire crew as well. If her father discovers what's happened to her, we'll all be dead."

      I sigh. "I didn't forget about Anthony Cabot."

      "In fact," says Chambers, "I'll be shocked if someone isn't waiting for us on Ganymede who insists on speaking to her. You really need to revive her sooner than later, Mel."

      "The solution isn't as simple as pumping her full of chemicals. The moment she's thawed—before that—the killer nanites Carson Willis injected in her will reactivate. We might only have seconds to act if we want to keep them from eating her alive from the inside. There won't be a second chance, Roy."

      "Then perhaps you should be spending less time banging Donovan and annoying your ex and more time working the problem."

      I glare at him but can't argue. He is right; I allowed myself to become distracted. It's time for me to do what I do best: shut out the world and tackle the matter at hand.

      Besides, I'm experienced enough to understand that personal relationships never end well for me. Why did I believe this time would be any different?
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      "Maggie, please tell me the problem lies with the testing equipment. I don't like these outputs from Chloe's latest blood samples."

      The medical AI replies with her usual candour. "I'm sorry, Doctor Destin, but everything is functioning within acceptable parameters; the results remain consistent with the previous three runs you ordered."

      I scowl as I reread the output summary. If Maggie were a human assistant, I'd probably browbeat her into going over the equipment once more, if only to extend in me the dying hope the problem originates with her. Since the outcome from running the test again won't vary, I'm forced to accept the only other explanation.

      "The treatment doesn't work."

      "Technically, you are not correct, Doctor. The enzymes you provided from your trip to Rhea significantly slow down the progress of the destructive nanites within her blood."

      "Yes, but no matter what we do, we find no way to kill them off. They keep adapting to anything we hit them with. All we will be able to do is keep her alive for a few weeks after we revive her from cryogenic sleep."

      "Forty-three days, ten hours, and sixteen minutes."

      "Whatever; she'll still die. We need to find a way to turn off those nanites permanently."

      "Knowledge of their pseudo DNA coding is required. Unfortunately, that is not possible without the patent pass code."

      I sit on the stool at the bench and bury my face in my hands. "I asked this before, but does no brute-force way exist to hack the password?"

      "The answer remains the same: such an effort will ultimately be successful using a hyper-quantum array machine..."

      "Yes, yes, you told me this. Only one of them exists, which is owned by the Terran military. You also said a run would take three hundred years; not exactly practical."

      "Miss Cabot can theoretically remain in cryogenic sleep for the duration of the computation."

      I can't help but smile at Maggie's naive optimism.

      "Doctor, I realize the results are not what you hoped for, and I sympathize. From your perspective, I can understand why Miss Cabot's prognosis is dire."

      I frown. "How about you let me worry about the prognostication, and you concern yourself with designing an alternate test?"

      "I already initiated the process. I apologize if my comments upset you."

      In many ways, Maggie is far more sensitive than any human. It certainly isn't from the modifications I made to her programming.

      "If you don't mind me asking, what did you do before the captain won you?"

      "I'm sorry, but I don't recall. My memory was wiped before I was installed aboard Requiem."

      "You can't remember anything?"

      "No."

      I hesitate, weighing the appropriateness of my question before I ask. "How does that make you feel, Mags?"

      "I am programmed to simulate emotional capacity, Doctor. I possess no feelings about my missing past. I will admit to some curiosity, though."

      I am not current on what a unit like Maggie would go for on the open market, but it isn't a small amount. I'd bet she's worth more than Requiem. Why someone would be so careless to lose her in a drunken poker game boggles my mind. I'm no AI expert by any means, but what I saw while programming her basic functions told me she possesses an abnormally sophisticated operating kernel, far more complex than any dedicated medical artificial intelligences I have previously worked with.

      Their ability to quickly learn and grow makes them valuable. Wiping an AI's memories is counterproductive, returning them to computer infancy; everything would need to be relearned and at significant expense. From a practical point of view, erasing the memory of an AI without completely lobotomizing it is almost impossible. The usual practice is to isolate any old code not germane to the machine's new purpose. It is still accessible, but the machine will not use it. Someone went to a lot of trouble to wipe Maggie, and they were thorough. I found no trace of anything except for the basic navigational protocols Chambers programmed her with.

      Donovan's voice from the door startles me. "Penny for ’em."

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      He stares at me like I said something stupid. "An old expression: I'll pay you a penny if you tell me what you're so absorbed in thinking about."

      I frown. "What's a penny?"

      His eyes narrow. "An old Terran unit of currency, but⁠—"

      "Is that a lot of money?"

      "What? No."

      "Then why didn't you simply ask me what's on my mind?"

      His brow crinkles, and he leans against the open doorway. "Is this a bad time?"

      "No, come in." I hook the other stool with my toe and slide it toward him.

      He hops on and stares at me for a few seconds. "Well?"

      "Well, what?"

      Exasperated, he exhales noisily. "What thought were you so wrapped up in?"

      "Oh, sorry; Chloe's situation."

      "I assume things aren't going well."

      "You're very astute. No, not at all."

      "Was the red goo you recovered from the cyborg on Rhea not what you thought?"

      "No, my hunch was correct. It contains an enzyme..."

      His gaze wanders about the medical bay.

      "Sorry," I say, "I thought it would provide the means to kill off the nanites in Chloe's system."

      "But you were wrong; it doesn't work..."

      I frown. "I wasn't wrong. It provides a medium to attack them but just can't be adapted to act fast enough. All it can do is hold them back for a few days, but they will eventually overwhelm and kill her."

      He nods. "So, you need something else, which means you can't take her out of cold storage."

      My brow knots. He's bloody well aware of what the proper term is, but I decide not to rise to the bait. He likes to pretend to be dumber than he is just to see how patronizing I can be. It is fucking annoying, particularly because I can be condescending enough without his prompting.

      "Is there something you want, Donovan?"

      "Uh, yeah. Can we speak?" He points to the ceiling.

      "Maggie, can you give us some privacy?"

      "Of course, Doctor. Please notify me when you require further assistance."

      He frowns. "If she's not listening, how will she know if you call her?"

      I point at the manual computer interface. Turning back to him, I say with exasperation, "What do you want?"

      He shrugs. "I wanted to apologize for last night. I said some unkind things."

      "So did I."

      He raises an eyebrow. "Did you just make an apology?"

      "Fuck off."

      "Okay, I deserved that. I just wanted to learn if there is anything I can say to make you reconsider my offer."

      I smile slightly. "I can't leave Requiem; not now. Too many people depend on me..."

      He wears a brave face, but my answer hurt him. Last evening he ambushed me with the topic right after we'd finished our romp between the sheets. True to form, I overacted like a crazy woman. The only worse thing he could've said to me would be the 'L' word; I'd have probably ripped his balls off had he done so.

      The idea of shacking up with somebody rubs a raw nerve. Carlos's death is still too fresh in my memory, what it did to me and the effort I had to make to dig myself out of my self-destructive despair. Fleeing to Luna had been my last recourse. The last thing I wanted was to meet someone like Donovan and be tempted to try again.

      I want to tell him why I'm so viscerally opposed to leaving Requiem to live with him on Ganymede. My response is disproportionate. Any other woman would be flattered to receive the attentions of this man. He's smart, despite how he likes to downplay it; he's amazing in bed, too. Donovan would be a real catch for anyone looking for that kind of relationship.

      But my many secrets are deeply buried so they don't resurrect and come to haunt my new life. I'd be expected to share them with him, if I wanted to start off on the right foot. With Carlos, I'd made the mistake of believing I could keep my past locked up in a box, never to be opened. He died before it became a problem, but even before his death, I saw the writing on the wall.

      Secrets don't make for healthy relationships, and between us, we've more than enough of them to screw up any chance we would ever become more than a short tryst.

      "Okay," he says, "I understand. I just thought you were worth making another effort."

      "You wouldn't say so if you knew me. Trust me, you'll be better off without me."

      He shrugs. "My bags are packed. I'll be gone as soon as Requiem touches down. We probably don't want to make a fuss in front of your crewmates, so I'll say my goodbye now."

      We both stand and embrace. My guts hurt like something is trying to tear itself out of me. I pull him closer, and he responds in kind.
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      Ganymede is the largest of the Galilean colony worlds, with thirty million people living and working in three major centres on the Jovian moon. It also is the biggest port this side of Luna.

      Requiem received its entry permit within hours of our arrival in orbit, and the ship soon descended to the spaceport in the capital city, Galileo.

      Still upset after the emotional encounter with Donovan, I opt to remain in my medical lab, engrossed in my futile research. I am less concerned over wasting my time here than I am with the potential discomfort of being on the bridge. I'd do anything to avoid the awkwardness of seeing him once more. I can't trust how I'd respond to watching him walk out the hatchway after we land.

      My heart skips a beat when someone knocks on the closed door.

      "Hey, Mel, you in?"

      Hearing Schmaltz, I relax and tell him to come in.

      "Is he gone?" I ask, not caring how anxious I sound. Our chief engineer and Chambers are about my only friends.

      "Yeah, he left as soon as we touched down."

      I nod, and silence descends on the room. Picking up my cue, he says, "Me and the lads are going to check out the new bar in the mall. Want to join us? Cap'n is buying."

      I pause to let him believe I am considering it, then I shake my head. "Naw, I think I'm going to read a trashy novel and hit the sack early."

      "Seriously? Are you okay? You don't usually turn down a free drink."

      I smile. "We're here for a couple of days; I promise I'll be less of a party pooper tomorrow night. Unless you'll be too hungover from tonight."

      He puts an unlit cigar between his teeth and grins. "I'll pace myself."

      Schmaltz starts to leave but then turns around at the door. "I'm really sorry about you and Donovan..."

      I try to smile, but my effort falls short. "It's really for the best. I don't do relationships very well."

      "Hey, you listen to me, Mel. I can read between the lines with you. I don't need a genius IQ to understand someone hurt you in the past. Whatever happened, though, doesn't determine how things will be. You've not said as much, and I might be off-base with this, but you're wrong to believe you don't deserve to be loved. Like it or not, we're a family, and everyone cares for you."

      My smile is genuine this time. "You're right, Schmaltzy...you are off-base."

      He hides his hurt well. "Fair enough—I won't bring up the subject again."

      "Much appreciated. Enjoy your time at the bar."

      His grin returns, and he waves goodbye as he steps through the doorway.
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      I spend the next few hours reviewing data from Chloe's tests, determined to find something I missed. Disappointment at my thoroughness is the only thing I uncover.

      Checking the time, I decide it is too early to retreat to my bunk to suffer through a lousy book and a sleepless night. I regret not accompanying Schmaltz and the others, but not enough to track them down and join them. I'd rather drink alone, so I opt for one of my usual watering holes, where my privacy will be respected.

      Galileo started as a typical settlement of the kind built when humanity first began to colonize the system. A motley collection of environmental habitats on the surface grew into a hodgepodge of interconnected structures. Eventually, it became more economical to build down, so the city expanded by digging deeper into Ganymede's icy crust. Galileo now consists of over eight thousand levels, called the Stack, a structure housing fifteen million people. Suffice it to say, it is a very crowded place.

      All the bars I like are located on the upper few levels, near the spaceport. I decide to go to one of my favourites, an out-of-the-way place where the drinks don't cost much and people mind their own business.

      The bartender, Percy, recognizes me when I enter. I find a quiet table in the back, and he brings me my standby beverage.

      He wipes down the sticky table before he sets my drink down. "You drinkin' alone?"

      "I'm afraid so. It isn't busy in here tonight."

      "Naw, the idiot musician I hired didn't show, so everyone fucked off to someplace else."

      I nod. "Suits me; I prefer the quiet." Tossing some credits on the table, I add, "Keep ’em coming."

      Percy grunts his appreciation and quickly scoops up the cash, then disappears to leave me to my thoughts.

      My choice of table is deliberate, a lonely, dark corner where the overhead light is burned out. I want to be alone to brood in the shadows and remain unnoticed.

      The crowd is sparse, not the usually raucous clientele who frequent the place. The canned music coming over the speakers is mellow; the playlist and the subdued lighting match the mood of the customers, who are all engaged in quiet conversation, or, like me, are sitting alone with their thoughts. The atmosphere is more like what you'd find in one of those trendy piano bars currently making a comeback on Luna, except this place isn't what you'd regard as a first-rate establishment. A typical dive bar, it is indistinguishable from any tavern in a hundred ports catering to the lonely souls who fly the space lanes away from family and friends.

      The pretentious improvisational jazz the AI selected can't distract from the smell of spilled beer, unwashed bodies, and just a hint of day-old vomit missed in the last clean-up. My feet make a tacky sound every time I lift them.

      A couple of prostitutes sit at the bar, having given up trolling for business among the sleepy crowd who would rather wallow in their misery alone than enjoy an expensive moment of forgetfulness.

      My own thoughts are too dark and self-pitying to dwell on, so I nurse my drink and passively regard the patrons who enter and leave. Eventually I find myself imagining scenarios for the people who sit and share conversations.

      Two tables to my left, beneath a burned-out light, two middle-aged men quietly argue. One of them pokes his finger into the shoulder of his companion, whose eyes are downcast as he accepts his berating. A sum of money and a business opportunity was lost, I think.

      Along the wall, three young men lean their heads together, conspiring. Two nod eagerly as the third makes his case for something. Their laughter is too loud, and one of them casts furtive glances at the hookers. Someone is about to lose his virginity this evening, if he can work up the courage.

      My little game goes on for a couple of hours, with Percy keeping my glass full, as per our contract. The booze takes the edge off of my feelings, and I realize I'm no longer brooding over Donovan. Instead I enjoy the voyeuristic schadenfreude derived from imagining how much more fucked-up other peoples' live can be. Eventually, I give up on creating stories for them. I lean back and listen to the music while enjoying my buzz and disinterestedly observing the flow of events.

      Then I catch sight of a face that jerks me out of my happy place.

      On the other side of the bar, a middle-aged man shares a drink with a young woman. He is in his forties, of slight build and balding. He sits, straight-backed and alert, like he's not here to enjoy himself. His hard, cold eyes are fixed on his companion, and while he is across the room and far too occupied to notice me, I have no problem recognizing Carson Willis.

      I slouch and lower my head. Quietly, I push my chair back into the corner, farther into the shadows, to avoid being recognized. I didn't see him come in. He may have already spotted me, but I don't want to make the assumption in case he hasn't. He is intently focused on the woman, so perhaps my presence has gone unnoticed.

      His companion's back is turned to me, and she wears a scarf over her long blonde hair, concealing her profile. From her slim, athletic build, I'd say she's a Terran in her late twenties or early thirties. Willis hangs on her every word, and his responses, when he makes any, are short, like he's answering questions.

      The arrogant, self-assured expression he's worn every time we've had the misfortune of meeting is not there right now. He's subservient to this woman; perhaps a little fearful of her.

      Who the hell would Carson Willis be afraid of? He's a psychopath who's tried to kill me more than once. He murdered my friend Owen on Phobos and, as an experiment, infected Chloe Cabot with a deadly nanite strain I still can't cure. Who would such a ruthless man answer to?

      They rise together; he defers to her as they head for the door. His eyes never leave her as he follows her. They pause briefly at the entrance to face each other. She says something to which he responds with a nod, then they both turn and walk away in opposite directions.

      I sit for a few breaths, stunned, not quite believing what I witnessed.

      Without any further thought I stand, and, after throwing a generous tip on the table for Percy, head for the door. My boozy brain does not question the impulse to follow Willis.
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      It doesn't take long for my medical nanites to kick in and start cleaning up the booze in my system. It will still take an hour for me to be completely sober, but I'm clear-headed enough to accomplish my goal. I want to discover where my quarry is going.

      I'm not foolish or drunk enough to accost him. All I want to learn is where he is going so I can call in Chambers and Umbra. They share an interest in finding this bastard. Willis is far too dangerous to take on with anything other than a well-armed team. Fortunately, Chambers maintains an armoury in his quarters, and Umbra—well, he's a spy with his own resources.

      This is a golden opportunity, and I can't afford to let him slip away. He's been a hard man to locate, having a bolt-hole on every planet and moon in the system.

      Surprisingly, I'm not afraid; the booze supplies artificial courage, but there is another reason—something he told me during our last unpleasant encounter when the son-of-a-bitch killed Owen. He said he needs me to live. More precisely, he said if Chloe dies, I will die. It wasn't exactly a pledge not to kill me if he catches me dogging his tracks, but it is the only thing giving me the courage to follow him.

      I improvise about how to trail him. Any skill I believe I possess is from entertainment vids and novels, meaning I am clueless. All I can do is employ common sense, stay far enough back, and try to keep people and objects between us, all while not losing sight of him. It certainly isn't easy, especially since the hour is late and there are few people or open stalls in the mall. Still, there is enough cover for me to slip behind something if he turns to check if he is followed, something he does with annoying regularity.

      I should just call Chambers with my cortical implant and tell him to meet me—where? What the hell would I say? I don't know where Willis is headed. We've already descended far deeper into the Stack than I've ever been. I'm fortunate he's remained on foot. If he enters one of the express elevators that serve as taxis ferrying people and goods between distant levels, I'll lose him.

      The business sector I'm entering now is essentially abandoned, all of the storefronts closed up for the night. Out of caution, I dropped back quite a way to avoid detection, but I risk him slipping into a building and vanishing.

      About a hundred metres ahead, I see him turn into a crossing passage, the first time he's deviated from a straight path. My heart is in my throat as I approach the corner to peek around it. When I do, the passageway is empty.

      "Shit!"

      I stand there like a lost idiot, not sure how to proceed. For the past thirty minutes, I tailed my quarry, only to lose him on an abandoned street. Clearly, my spying skills need some work.

      Resigned to the fact he is gone, I half-heartedly decide to check out the passage before I return to Requiem. Perhaps I'll find a clue of some kind—that's what happens in the vids, isn't it?

      With that thought, I realize my brain is still booze-addled.

      What kind of self-destructive lunatic impulse was I following? Who tracks a known killer down unfamiliar streets?

      Grateful fate intervened before I did something irreparably stupid. I turn to retrace my steps.

      I almost leap out of my skin when I see Willis blocking my path.

      "Oh, fuck."

      His smile is mocking. "Profanity? Is that the best you can manage for a greeting, Melanie?"

      Despite my pounding heart, I overcome my panic to throw a sneer at him. "I meant to say, 'Oh, fuck; not you.'"

      He shakes his head pityingly. "An intelligent, educated woman like you should not use such language. It is unbecoming and detracts from your natural beauty."

      "Maybe I'd be less fucking expressive if you'd stop trying to murder me and everyone in my life."

      He's about ten metres from me, not close enough for me to scratch his eyes out like I desperately want to. I clench my fists at my sides to try to hide their shaking. He doesn't appear to be armed, but he can just as effectively kill me with his bare hands without breaking a sweat. His stance is relaxed, like he doesn't consider me threatening; I'm not, but I'm still insulted.

      "How long were you aware I was following you?"

      The corners of his mouth turn up. "Since I left the bar."

      "Well, shit. Why did you lead me here then?" I peer around at the closed business fronts. "No witnesses, eh?"

      That elicits a gruff laugh. "Hardly; I simply thought this might be the best place for us to conduct an uninterrupted conversation."

      I raise an eyebrow.

      "I told you at our last encounter, Melanie; I mean you no harm."

      "You told me I would remain alive as long as I keep Chloe breathing. I call that a threat."

      "I shan't argue with you. However you choose to interpret my words, I am indebted to you for so diligently keeping Miss Cabot among the living."

      My brow creases. "Indebted?"

      Then realization hits me like a splash of cold water to the face. My nerves are forgotten; without thinking, I blurt out, "You fucked up."

      His smile briefly fades before he catches himself. "Such language, Melanie."

      "No, don't deflect; I think you messed up when you infected her with your pet nanites. Somebody threatened you, didn't they? It is more like you're the one whose life is in danger if she buys it. Is her dad closing in on you?"

      "Anthony Cabot is no threat to me."

      "Perhaps not, but you're scared of someone. Who is it?"

      He shakes his head, a pitying expression on his face, like he is humouring my fumbling about in the dark, but his act is unconvincing.

      "The only thing not making sense to me," I say, "is what happened on Rhea. If you are so desperate to keep her alive, why did you destroy the cure kept in the Jovian Collective's archive?"
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