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      Two standard days without sleep wasn’t a record for him. If Tarek Fuentes didn’t accomplish much else on this rotation, he took satisfaction from the prospect of setting a new personal best. Another sixteen hours would win him the bets he and his buddies wagered before he left Titan.

      His assigned task for this unscheduled maintenance trip to Rhea would ensure his victory. A sophisticated artificial intelligence ran the place, giving him little to do on one of his routine visits. Normally, his duties amounted to running a few diagnostics and swapping out some memory modules. The rest of a typical shift consisted of catching up on sleep and playing VR golf over the omni-net; a vacation he eagerly anticipated every year.

      But when the bosses decided to host a solar sailing race among Saturn’s moons, a lot of finicky work was presented to him. The requested changes also threatened to bugger up what he considered to be a masterpiece of security design.

      His genius conceived Rhea’s network of armed satellites and coordinated them to function together perfectly, like a fine-tuned orchestra. A decade before, when the Jovian Collective tasked him with developing the most secure facility in the solar system, Tarek outdid himself. Hyperion’s security coverage rivalled even Terra’s global defence grid in sophistication. Nothing could slip through.

      And now his bosses wanted him to change things, all to ensure Hyperion didn’t fry any racer who approached Rhea too closely.

      He’d foolishly challenged his employers about the wisdom of weakening the coverage. The Collective considered the event important, he was told in no uncertain terms—a polite way to remind him of the consequences if he didn’t shut up and perform his duties as instructed.

      He didn’t push the matter. In another couple of years, he planned to cash out and retire someplace in the inner system; Mars, perhaps. Crossing anyone in management tended to be a poor move, especially if one held aspirations to live long enough to collect a pension.

      Replacing the blown-out modulator, he shut the panel and turned the power back on. His initial self-satisfaction with quickly troubleshooting the unusual failures vanished when the board indicated the fault had persisted.

      Frowning, he resigned himself to the necessity of trekking across the massive facility to locate the source of the malfunction. Muttering, he closed up his toolbox and walked to the door. Finding the problem might take a lot longer than sixteen hours. At least his winnings might pay for a real vacation to make up for this buggered-up situation.

      Arriving at his destination level, the elevator door opened to blackness. When he stepped out and the lights didn’t turn on, he realized the failure extended beyond his original diagnosis.

      The nature of the failures puzzled him. On his arrival, everything had worked flawlessly. The problems developed only after he changed the satellite sensitivity settings and response algorithms. Since then, repairing one thing resulted in two more popping up. He could think of no possible connection between mechanical operations and the orbital network.

      He was worried about the possibility someone slipped down to the surface while he made his changes. But the security net was offline for only twenty minutes, and his check of all the long-range scopes and sensors beforehand assured him nothing floated out in space, awaiting an opportunity to sneak through.

      Tarek rationalized his fears were due to the darkness. The place seemed as silent and creepy as a mausoleum. He chastised himself for his foolishness. No one could enter the facility without proper credentials. A fault existed in the power grid, nothing more.

      Digging a torch from his toolbox, he shone the light around to assure himself nothing lurked in the shadows. Chuckling at himself, he started down the long, empty corridor.

      He whistled, partly because he liked how the sound echoed about him, but also because focusing on the tune distracted him from his shaky nerves. He decided he would feel better when he found the junction box and got the lights working.

      A thunderous boom rang off the walls. Tarek froze, every muscle locked.

      After what seemed like forever, he relaxed enough to wipe the perspiration from his brow. He couldn’t think of what machinery on this level would make such a sound.

      With a sweaty hand, he pulled his data-pad from a pocket and started to scroll through the floor plans. Obviously, a major system had failed. He needed to figure out what broke down before he determined his next move.

      A second, louder crash came from the blackness ahead of him.

      Tarek’s pad fell with a clatter as he fumbled with his torch. Shaking hands shone the beam into the dark, revealing nothing.

      Then something metallic and hulking glistened in his searching light.

      Frozen with fear, he stared helplessly as two brilliant crimson beams flashed in the darkness, and a simultaneous wall of unbearable heat struck him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          Aboard the freighter ship Requiem…

        

      

    

    
      Two of us sit across from each other at the only table in Requiem’s cramped galley. The mood is glum, to say the least. Chambers stirs his cup of cold coffee, trying to warm the liquid with kinetic energy, no doubt. I’m lost in my own thoughts, attempting to unravel an impossible problem but too distracted by memories to come up with any decent ideas.

      Neither of us wants to talk about the disastrous recent events on Phobos.

      My friend Owen is dead, and Chloe Cabot, our passenger/employer, clings to life inside a cryogenic tube in our cargo hold. If things weren’t bad enough, Chambers’ sister is still missing, and we’ve got no new clues as to her whereabouts. Only Carson Willis, the grand architect of our misery, knows of her fate, and he is long gone.

      Chambers asks, “Any word from Umbra?”

      I shake my head. “Not a thing from him since we left Phobos.”

      He grunts, as if he expected my answer. “He should’ve reached Saturn a month ago. Where did he say he was headed when he arrives?”

      “He didn’t.”

      “Probably the Martian colony on Titan, unless he went to the orbital station.”

      “Perhaps he’s on Rhea and saved us the trouble of going.”

      “No one can just walk into a secure facility run by the Jovian Collective, Melanie. The security network is like nothing you can imagine. He wouldn’t make orbit without being shot out of the skies.”

      “Well, I’m just a simple doctor. I don’t do what Umbra does, or whatever you did before you became a freighter captain. What did you do, anyway? You’re tight-lipped about your past, Chambers. You said you were in the Terran military during the war, but...”

      “I was.”

      “I don’t believe you were a mere grunt. How did you recognize Umbra’s tattoo identifying him as Custodes Martis?”

      “You pick things up.”

      “Not shady shit, unless you’re ankle-deep. His holo-tattoo is masked and only appears on his wrist when he wants to identify himself. You military types are too proud of your units to hide your tribal markings. He doesn’t want to be identified as one of the Guardians of Mars precisely because it’s a covert group.”

      “I’m not tattooed.”

      “Exactly my point; what unit were you in, Chambers?”

      His lips press together, and he sits back to put some distance between us.

      “And yet,” I say, “he showed us, as if he knew you’d recognize it. He bloody well knows too much about my past to expect me to. What did you do in the war, Roy?”

      He shrugs. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “Bullshit. You keep a secret armoury in your quarters; your connections are just a little too shady; your knowledge of arcane Martian military covert counterespionage units...”

      “Destin, you’re letting your imagination run away with you.”

      “Cervantes implied you two worked together; I’ll ask him about what you guys did. Or Miller; he served with you as well, didn’t he?”

      Chambers frowns. “We were soldiers, Mel, fighting in an ugly war. We all did things we aren’t proud of and don’t want to talk about. Leave things alone.”

      He’s right, of course. I didn’t fight in the Terran-Lunar conflict. As an emergency physician, I saw more than my share of the savage injuries from the attacks on Earth’s civilian population. I lost people and still mourn their loss. I can only imagine the trauma experienced by the poor bastards who were in the thick of things.

      “I’m sorry for pressing so hard,” I say. “I’ll respect your privacy.”

      “Thank you.”

      “For now.”

      “You’re relentless, Destin. I’m amazed someone hasn’t smashed up your pretty face yet.”

      I shrug. “All part of my charm. You think I’m pretty?”

      “Yeah, pretty annoying.” He stands and swallows the last of his cold coffee.

      Our banter is interrupted by the arrival of Schmaltz, our ship’s engineer. His ever-present unlit cigar bobs between his teeth as he addresses Chambers. “Hey, Cap’n, Cervantes is asking if you decided on a destination yet. He wants to plot a course correction, if we still intend to keep our options open.”

      “How long before he needs to know?”

      “Why are you asking me? I do engineering shit, remember? I hope we’re out here for another couple of days. Half of Engine Two is torn apart for some long overdue maintenance.”

      “You said you’d only need a week.”

      “Yeah; I was talking about the other one. If we stay out here long enough, I can overhaul the gravity plating regulator module before the system completely fails.”

      “While you’re fixing things, my cabin needs a new coat of paint, and the temperature is stuck at fifteen degrees,” I say.

      “Yeah, well if we remain floating out here, I just might find the time—before pirates come across us, at least,” says Schmaltz while looking at the captain.

      Chambers frowns. “They don’t operate in this part of the asteroid belt.”

      “And another thing,” I say to Chambers, “how the hell do you know so much about pirate behaviour?”

      He scowls at me before returning his attention to Schmaltz. “Tell Cervantes I’ll come talk to him when I’m finished here.”

      “Oh,” says the engineer, “sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. Catch ya later.”

      He gives a casual salute and disappears from the doorway.

      “Knock off the saluting,” Chambers calls after him.

      “Aye-aye, Cap’n,” comes Schmaltz’s reply from down the corridor.

      I try to contain my laughter. “He knows how to annoy you, Captain.”

      “Don’t you start.”

      “Why don’t you like being called by your title? Anything to do with⁠—?”

      “Stow the thought, Doctor!”

      I lift my hands in mock surrender. “I apologize; I didn’t realize I’d poked a raw nerve.”

      “You, more than anyone on this ship, should be aware of the danger of opening old wounds. Some can’t be healed, and we’re forced to live miserably with them for the rest of our days.”

      I become sober. “Roy, I said I’m sorry. I won’t bring up the subject again.”

      He grunts and storms from the galley.

      I’m ashamed my needling went too far. I’m supposed to be a physician, with all the empathy being a member of the profession implies. Instead, I demonstrated the compassion of an executioner.

      It’s probably the reason I gravitated to the emergency ward after I graduated. When you’re busy saving someone’s life, focusing on the trauma is easier than dealing with people’s emotions. Nobody expects the doctor to be worried about hurting feelings while trying to save someone.

      Of course, delivering bad news to family members after the fact is a different matter. Doing so was the hardest thing in my duties. It wasn’t like I didn’t empathize with them for their loss of a loved one; I did, at least as much as I could feel for anyone.

      Any shrink would tell me such behaviour is the result of my childhood. When your own mother, in a drunken stupor, sells you to a sex-gang, your whole notion of—everything, gets reframed. Someone with a life as fucked-up as mine really shouldn’t be put in charge of looking out for anyone’s feelings.

      At least, such was my attitude when I departed Terra. I really thought my time spent on Luna and working with Chambers and his little band of smugglers had mellowed me; made me more normal; more compassionate. Apparently, I am mistaken.

      I pour another cup of the goo we euphemistically call coffee and make my way to the med-bay, though I can’t really justify complaining; the stuff is close to the genuine thing. I’d almost weaned myself off of caffeine before I joined Chambers’ crew, but the son-of-a-bitch had real goddamned roasted beans in the galley when I signed on. Being a smuggler gave him access to all kinds of little perks not available to most spacers.

      Such a shame his supplier got himself busted for running the embargo. Now I pretend the crap we use is not eating out my guts, and the aftertaste isn’t so horrible. I just hope Chambers finds another source before I lead a mutiny.

      “Good afternoon, Doctor Destin,” says my medical AI.

      “Hello, Maggie. Any progress on the last test?”

      “The results are identical to your prior fifty-one experiments; no reduction in the growth rate of the invasive population.”

      “Shit.”

      “Do you wish me to iterate the experiment according to your established parameters?”

      I sit heavily on the stool at the desk. “No, we are clearly barking up the wrong tree.”

      “I’m sorry, but I do not understand the reference.”

      I sigh. “We will begin designing another test.”

      “Very well, Doctor. I await your input.”

      Who do I think I am kidding? This problem is impossible to solve. Only my ballooning ego permitted me to believe I had a chance to unlock the secret of the deadly nanites Willis infected Chloe with. If not for the quick thinking of her tending physician on Phobos, who suggested we put her in cryostasis, she’d be dead.

      I was blinded by arrogance, believing because I hold an advanced degree in nanotech research I am capable, or even competent enough, to treat her.

      I’m clueless about how to approach the matter, despite Tessa’s generosity. My old graduate advisor doesn’t owe me any favours; it’s only because of her magnanimous offer of assistance and equipment that we have any hope at all Chloe’s infection can be reversed.

      “Maggie, what is the time delay for communications with Terra?”

      “The present lag time for a response will be seventy-three minutes, twelve seconds.”

      Too far for a conversation via anything but data packet. Too bad; I really want to talk with Tess right now and brainstorm the problem like we did back in the old days; to hear her melodious voice.

      I sigh. “Package up our results and forward them to Professor Beaumont.”

      “Of course, Doctor. Do you want to include a message?”

      “Yes, ‘I miss you.’... No! Just send the data.”

      Chambers is right; I should be cautious about opening old wounds.
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      Schmaltz’s head pokes through the door to the med-bay. “Hey, Mel, can you spare a minute?”

      I smile, despite my lousy mood. “For you, Schmaltzy, anytime.”

      He grins and steps inside. As usual, his coveralls are filthy, so he hangs about in the doorway as a way to avoid touching anything in my environment.

      “I just wanted to update you on Chloe’s cyro-chamber.”

      My expression falls. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not at the moment, but we’ll need to address the issue soon.”

      “Tell me.”

      He hesitates. “The equipment the Martians gave us works but is old, and some components require replacement if we intend to operate the machine for much longer.”

      “Can you find the parts?”

      “I can kluge substitutes for some of them, but one or two are specialized, and replication is impossible.”

      “Where do we find what we need?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think we can. Nobody’s been put into deep freeze for almost a century. The miracle is that the equipment we got on Phobos functions at all. If the parts we need still exist, they’ll be in a museum or something.”

      “Can you do anything? Build the part from scratch? Redesign the system?”

      He sighs and tries to give me a reassuring smile. “Ultimately, this is an engineering problem and is eventually solvable. I’m just concerned. Individually, I can replace, repair, or invent a solution as each component fails. If multiple failures occur simultaneously, however, I can’t address them all in time. Cryo-tech is finicky at best; if the frozen body isn’t warmed in a precise sequence at the proper rate, the subject will die. If too many systems fail, I won’t be able to do anything.”

      “We knew the technology is unreliable when we put her inside the tube, but we had limited options,” I say.

      “And I’m not saying a system failure is imminent. I just want to warn you of the risk. I was sort of hoping you’d develop a cure for her before a problem arises.”

      “I’m afraid things aren’t promising. Tessa’s return packet does not contain encouraging news.”

      “She’s your friend on Terra who’s helping you?”

      I smile. “Yes, she sent me her detailed analysis of my previous round of experiments, and her conclusions mirror mine. Neither of us knows how to arrest the infection spreading so fast in Chloe.”

      “I’m not a doctor or nuthin’, but do you mind if I ask what the problem is?”

      “Complicated interactions occur on at the picoscopic level in Chloe’s bloodstream. The key issue is the three radically different species of nanobots in her system.”

      “Three?”

      “Being rich and privileged, her parents injected her with a suite of medical nanites shortly after she was born. The treatment isn’t radical, but its effectiveness is determined by the grade of bots the recipient can afford.”

      “Yeah, well, my folks weren’t well off enough for anything so posh. Of course, we were belters, so the likelihood of us catching something was remote.”

      I nod. “Yes, the treatment is costly. Most of the moderately well-off middle class on Terra receive what I refer to as the starter set: nanobots designed to inoculate for common ailments and viral infections. They are a broad-spectrum solution, and because of their mass manufacturing, they provide a limited degree of adaptation ability. Some things they will treat, but they cannot address uncommon viruses.”

      “So, hers weren’t up to the task?”

      “No,” I say, “She doesn’t suffer from such a problem. The more affluent can afford the radically more expensive middle grade of medical nano treatment. These bugs can handle the majority of known viral strains and are programmed to adapt to mutations. This affords the host a much broader immunity to stupidly avoidable stuff normal people will never encounter. The rich, however, like to travel more, live riskier lives, and expose themselves to more exotic sexually transmitted infections than the common folk.”

      He nods, but I can’t tell if he is humouring me, or if he understands. I opt for the latter and continue.

      “The deluxe version is the kind running through my bloodstream. Highly adaptable and reprogrammable, they are intended to protect health professionals and medical researchers from just about anything. They are also difficult to acquire and prohibitively expensive for anyone not supplied them by the government.”

      “Chloe’s are that kind?”

      “Since her family is obscenely wealthy, she got the top-of-the-line model, and, ironically, therein lies the first complication for her.”

      “How so?”

      “The problems arise because she was abducted and forced into being a sex-slave by the Jovian Collective. The JC likes to ensure their property doesn’t run away, so they injected her with a predatory nano species designed to consume her organs. They then make their victims dependent on a drug that neutralizes the cannibalistic nanites.”

      “Those are the blue pills she was taking, right?”

      “Yes, but her abductors did not know her pedigree and had no idea of her previous medical treatment. Her adaptive nanites began to do battle with the cannibal strain and also neutralized much of the antidote she took. The result was a war raging throughout her body, and she was slowly losing. I am working with Tessa to find a way to purge her system, but the problem is complicated by the adaptability of both species of nanobots inside her.”

      “Yikes, talk about messing things up,” says Schmaltz.

      “If the infection wasn’t hard enough to address, Carson Willis decided to use Chloe as a proving ground for his own nefarious concoction.”

      “Why would he do such a thing?”

      “I still don’t know why, but he is at war with the Jovian Collective. They made themselves vulnerable to the kind of shit he is experimenting with because they employ their nanites not only to keep victims like Chloe compliant, but also to ensure loyalty within their own ranks.”

      “All of their people are hooked on the stuff?”

      “Uh-huh, and Willis’s nasty little monsters are designed to consume the JC species and repurpose the components to build multiple copies of a much more aggressive cannibal nanite. Their reproductive rate is out of control, and the victims die within hours of being infected. With this weapon in hand, Willis can bring the entire organization to its knees. Why he wants to do this is a mystery.”

      “But now you know what he did. You can fix this, right?”

      I shake my head. “He rendered useless the solution Tessa and I developed. Chloe’s only chance for survival was to freeze her and put the nanite war raging in her system into suspension. So, she is still alive, but the minute we thaw her to try a treatment, she will likely die when the nanites restart their mayhem.”

      “Assuming she survives the thawing process.” He sees my expression. “Sorry, Mel.”

      “No worries, Schmaltzy. Reviving her is the least of our problems. With three adaptive species interacting inside her, I can’t predict how they affect each other. Every computer model we’ve tried blows up, leaving me without any idea of how to proceed. I just don’t know enough about how either the JC’s nanites or Willis’s version function to begin imagining how to address the problem.”

      “But your associate on Earth, Tessa, she’s as smart as you, right? She’s helping.”

      I smile. “She’s smarter, but this befuddles even her.”

      “This is so shitty, Mel; I didn’t know. What is your plan?”

      “Before he died, my friend Owen hinted an antidote may be hidden in a secure facility on Rhea, creating our present predicament.”

      “You mean the reason we’re floating around out here in the belt?”

      “Yes, when we left Phobos, Umbra told us he could gain us access, but we haven’t heard a word from him in weeks.”

      He shakes his head. “I sure wish the cap’n had shared a bit more about this. None of us had a clue what we are doing out here. But Rhea’s Vault? Are you sure?”

      “Yes, but the facility is apparently well guarded, and Umbra is working on a way for us to sneak past the security.”

      “Well guarded is an understatement. Hasn’t Chambers told you about the place?”

      “I believe you’re about to enlighten me.”

      He closes the door and lowers his voice. “The vault is a fortified archive where the Collective stores its most valuable stuff. They cored out the moon to build the facility.”

      “How the hell is that possible?”

      “Rhea is seventy-five percent ice. Boring through to the core wasn’t a problem, especially with the resources the JC commands. The moon’s defended by a network of hunter-killer satellites, each equipped with a multi-gigawatt X-ray laser. Nothing gets close.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “If what you’re looking for is on Rhea, you should start working harder for another solution, because getting inside is hopeless, fucked-up dreaming.”
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      “Knock-knock?” I say as I rap on the opened door to Chambers’ cabin.

      He sits on his bunk, reading. “C’mon in.”

      “I, um, just wanted to make sure we are okay after the moment we shared in the galley.”

      He puts down his pad and gives me a wan smile. “Yeah, we’re fine. Sorry I was so prickly.”

      I interpret his reaction to me as an invitation and enter the cabin to go sit in the chair at the desk. “I understand; you worry about your sister.”

      “If I was just worried, I could deal with my emotions better. I’m frightened to death for her, Mel. We don’t know if she is still alive. Hell, until Chloe figured out that she is her missing friend, I thought my little sis was dead. Chloe’s the last person to see her months ago. Where did they take Nan after they were separated? I don’t know the first place to start looking. I’m scared shitless I’ll lose her for real this time.”

      He self-consciously wipes the tears from his cheek. I put a hand on his knee. “Don’t torture yourself. We’ve got no reason to believe she’s dead, so let’s keep hope alive. Something will come our way. Umbra claimed she was taken to Phobos. Perhaps he knows more or can find out.”

      “He claims they took her there,” he says. “I don’t trust the guy.”

      “Because he’s Custodes Martis?”

      “Partly; he’s been stingy about sharing anything with us. I don’t like him using information about Nancy as a carrot and stick. He may know nothing and is simply manipulating us to do his bidding.”

      “What does he want from us? He’s some kind of super-spy with the resources of the Martian military behind him.”

      “He told us his organization is compromised,” says Chambers.

      “So he’s scraping the bottom of the barrel for help by asking us? I don’t believe any such thing. He’s picked us for another reason.”

      Chambers’ silence speaks volumes.

      “What aren’t you telling me, Roy?”

      He sighs, distractedly scratching the back of his neck, and he won’t meet my eyes.

      “Is this connected with why you know he’s Custodes Martis? I need to know, Chambers. What is going on?”

      He finally raises his head. With determination on his face, he reaches to the control panel and closes the cabin door.

      Fixing me with a stern gaze, he says, “If you share any part of what I’m about to tell you, I’ll space you. Understood, Doctor?”

      He’s joked about sending me out an airlock before, but from his expression, I can tell he’s not kidding this time. I’m not so sure I want to hear his confession, but my curiosity is killing me, so I nod. “Okay.”

      He swings his legs from the bunk to sit on its edge. Leaning forward, he rests his arms on his knees and studies the deck beneath my chair. Head bowed, his eyes dart back and forth. Is he searching for words that won’t condemn him in my eyes? What could be in his past? He probably wouldn’t hesitate to tell me if he knew about my chequered history. I’m sure he’d blanch if I told him half of the things I have done.

      “The Lunar conflict was ugly, Mel. Their leader, Regis Mundi, had Luna’s population stirred into a revolutionary frenzy. When the first shots were fired, we realized the Loonies intended to throw the rulebook away and fight a dirty war. Civilian populations were targets—hell, I don’t need to tell you this. You worked in London during the attacks, didn’t you?”

      Memories are still fresh in my mind as the day they happened. I nod, tight-lipped.

      “The Terran High Command balked at retaliating in kind. Very early on, they made noises to sue for peace and give Luna the independence she wanted.”

      “Why didn’t they? The war cost so many lives.”

      “The president and the Governing Council didn’t want to jeopardize their poll ratings. They regarded Mundi as just a flash in the pan who would lose his resolve after a few precise strikes on his infrastructure. They believed offering terms so early in the conflict would threaten political futures and damage their chances for reelection.”

      “The assholes! Things ended far worse for them when the Junta seized control and executed the lot.”

      “Yeah, but before the coup happened, an influential group of generals decided on an unconventional plan of action to try to weaken the Loonies’ resolve. Behind the backs of High Command, a secret task force was created with the mission to wreak havoc on lunar assets: sabotage, assassinations, terror attacks—you know the kind of thing I’m talking about.”

      “You, Cervantes and Millar were part of the unit?”

      “Yeah.” He turns his head and grows quiet.

      After a moment of reflection, he regards me again. “I was a lieutenant group commander, and the lads served under me. We were secretly deployed to Luna with orders to gather intel and take opportunistic actions to destabilize the Loonies. We did some horrible things, Mel; unspeakable things.”

      He chokes up and pauses.

      Clearing his throat, he says, “During our intelligence-gathering operations, we encountered covert Martian agents operating on Luna.”

      “The Guardians of Mars?”

      He nods.

      “What were they doing on the Moon?” I ask. “Were they helping Regis Mundi?”

      “No, the opposite, actually; the Custodes Martis were present to ensure his failure.”

      “Why did they want him to fail? Terrans and Martians aren’t cozy at the best of times.”

      Chambers shrugs. “My enemy’s enemy is my friend? All I ever found out is how visceral the Martian government’s dislike of Mundi was. He was exiled years before, and I don’t think they wanted him to prosper as the leader of the lunar rebellion.”

      “So, you worked with them.”

      “Yeah, we got to know of their methods, and they learned of ours.”

      “So, Umbra knows this about you; the reason he’s fingered us to help him out.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Shit. What do you think he wants?”

      He shrugs. “If he possesses credible intel on what happened to Nan, he will charge a price.”

      “What does he want us to do? Blow shit up; kill people?”

      “I don’t know,” he says, “but Carson Willis is mixed up in this somehow.”

      “I should’ve stayed on Luna,” I say. “At least when I worked for the shitty public hospital, I knew what I was facing.”

      “Yeah, hindsight sucks in situations like this.”

      “So, what do we do?”

      He regards me like I offered him something distasteful to eat. “What do you mean? We’re in this up to our necks. Chloe is on life support, and my sister is missing. I intend to follow this through. What are your intentions?”

      “Roy, options exist other than dealing with Umbra.”

      “Such as?”

      “He might be jerking our chain to see how far we’ll go. He got our interest telling us he knows what happened to Nancy, but up to now, he’s been all talk. If we think he’s full of shit, we can still walk away.”

      “And what about Chloe? Did you find a cure for her yet with all of your friend’s fancy equipment cluttering up my ship? If not, are you prepared to drop her off on her father’s doorstep and go into hiding while he deals with the problem? Anthony Cabot will hunt down and gut each one of us if he learns what’s become of her.”

      “It’s a legitimate option to consider,” I say. “Plenty of places are beyond his reach.”

      “You’re dreaming,” says Chambers. “And what about Nancy? Until a few weeks ago, I thought she was dead. If even the smallest chance she is alive exists, I can’t stop my search for her.”

      I want to argue with him, but I keep my mouth shut. This is in my blind spot. I’m an only child, as far as I know. I don’t know anything about my father, and I’d abandon my mother on an ice floe before I would risk my life for her. For me the choice is easy: fuck ’em. But even a cold-hearted bitch like me can see Chambers feels very different about the matter.

      “So, what are we going to do, Captain?”

      He frowns. “I want to see Umbra’s proof he knows something about my sister. Like you, I want to be sure he’s not leading us on. Did he reach out to you yet?”

      “No,” I say. “How long are you prepared to lurk out here and wait for him to contact us?”

      He considers before answering. “We’ll give him three more days.”

      “And if we hear nothing from him?”

      He stares intently at me. “Are you willing to work on curing Chloe, or do you seriously want to return her to her father?”

      I try to swallow past my dry throat. “You know the answer. I’ll continue trying to cure her. Tessa is still in my corner, so we have a fighting chance.”

      Chambers smiles. “I knew you’re not as cold-hearted as you pretend to be, Destin.”

      I’m beginning to worry he might be right.
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