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      Europa’s Revenge is a novella following the exploits of Sean and Siobhan Ikiedo. These characters were first introduced in Rhea’s Vault. I thought these characters were interesting enough to warrant their own story.

      The events in Europa’s Revenge fall between Ganymede Station and The Jovian Collective.

      I hope you enjoy getting to know the twins better in this sidebar excursion in the series.

      

      Doug Pruden

      May 11, 2023
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      Europa was one of the oldest of the Galilean colonies, and one of Sean Ikiedo’s favourite places in the outer system.

      It was an industrial settlement with a working-class population. Unlike the populace who occupied the palaces of Titan, the people here were honest and straightforward, traits he admired because they reminded him of the work ethic of his parents.

      These people toiled with their hands and their hearts. He could see in their faces the quiet pride of accomplishment they felt in a hard day’s labour. They shared much in common with Belt Rats, so he felt a kinship for them.

      Sean and his sister, Siobhan, left the domed spaceport to join the lineup for customs clearance.

      “What the hell are you grinning at?” she said.

      “I like it here.”

      She sneered. “Why? It’s a shit-hole.”

      The man ahead of them in line turned to scowl at her but seemed to reconsider his position when he saw Siobhan glare back at him.

      Sean suppressed a smirk.

      “What do you find so funny?”

      “You remind me of Ma,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes and fell silent.

      They didn’t speak again until after clearing customs and entering the lift to take them to the lower city, buried beneath the moon’s icy surface. Even then, their conversation remained banal and perfunctory.

      The lower levels contrasted sharply with the newer and glitzier upper city beneath its vast protective dome. The narrow, close corridors reminded him more of a spaceship interior than the home of fifty thousand people.

      The twins elbowed their way through the milling crowd, slowly making their way toward their hotel. They stepped through the doors into the lobby, and Siobhan dropped her bag at her feet. “I fucking hate this place.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “We’ve never stayed here before.”

      “Not the hotel—this moon. There are too many people. They make my skin crawl.”

      “It’s one night,” he replied. “I’ll get you a king-sized bed.”

      “Whatever—all I want is a shower.”

      “I’ll spend the money on extra water credits if it will improve your mood.”

      “I’ll feel better when we’re done with what we came to do. Will you just register us?”

      He briefly considered arguing with her about why she expected him to make the transaction, but he too was tired and couldn’t muster the energy for a new battle. It would be best to ensconce Siobhan in her room as soon as possible before she took out her frustrations on a stranger for looking at her the wrong way.

      He sighed as he turned to walk to the front desk. Sometimes he didn’t like the person his twin was becoming.

      An hour later, having left her alone to cool down, he knocked quietly on her door.

      She opened it, wearing a hotel bathrobe and with her hair up in a towel. She said nothing and retreated back into the room to sit at the table and resume eating her meal.

      “Oh, you ordered room service.”

      “You want some?” she said around chews.

      He shook his head. “I hoped we might try one of the restaurants we passed. Europa is supposed to serve the best seafood in the colonies.”

      “Sorry, I was starving.”

      He dismissed her apology with a wave of his hand and sat on the edge of her bed.

      “I wasn’t very nice to you earlier,” she said.

      “You were a bitch to pretty much everyone.”

      She sneered. “I apologize to everybody on this fucking ball of ice. Better?”

      “What the hell is bugging you, Shoe? You’re more irascible than usual, which is saying a lot.”

      Her eyes flashed with anger for a moment, then her expression softened. “It’s this damned meeting tomorrow and the heat we’re going to take for what happened on Rhea. I’m beginning to reconsider your idea about us buggering off.”

      “It’s a bit late for regrets now. Everything is set, so we’re committed.”

      Nodding, she probed the remains of her meal with a fork. “Yeah.”

      She stared at her plate for several seconds, lost in thought, before she threw the utensil down. “Damn! Rhea was supposed to be the last assignment.”

      Sean shrugged. “We can argue it wasn’t our fault.”

      “Did any argument ever persuade them? They’ve screwed us over for more minor technicalities than this fiasco.”

      “All we can do is try. If it doesn’t work, we’ll be given another chance on our next job.”

      “And the next—and the one after; it isn’t going to end, Sean. Not before one of us is killed working for these bastards.”

      “Well, what do you propose we do?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      They sat in silence, lost in thought.

      “Don’t mind me,” she said. “I’m just tired.”

      He nodded, unconvinced. “It’s probably best if we both catch a full night’s sleep.”

      She forced a smile. “Don’t be so worried. I had a moment of weakness. I’m fine.”

      Standing, he said, “Sure. It happens to me a lot.”

      She escorted him to the door. “Go find yourself a seafood dinner and go to bed early. Tomorrow we’ll go kick some ass for Ma and Da.”

      He kissed her on top of her head and said goodnight.

      As the door closed behind him, he reflected on his sister’s rare display of vulnerability. Siobhan didn’t often speak of their parents. Since their deaths, she kept her emotions under tight control. He relied on her steadfast determination to find their murderer to help keep him on track. He couldn’t imagine what would happen if she began to waver.

      Ten years was a long time to pursue a vendetta. Another decade might pass before they learned the identity of the person responsible for making them orphans. They might never find resolution, at least in the manner they sought.
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      The room they waited in was comfortably appointed, more like an executive boardroom than the interrogation chamber it would become.

      Seeming lost in thought, Siobhan reclined in a chair, her feet irreverently resting on the polished mahogany table in the centre of the room. Sean chose a place on the opposite side. It felt too weird to sit next to her, given the number of chairs available around the table.

      He sighed and checked his chronometer for the fifth time.

      “Relax,” she said. “This is all part of the script.”

      “I understand that.” He immediately regretted the display of emotion. They were watched, without a doubt. The last thing he needed to do was show any weakness their host could exploit.

      He rose and made a performance of casually walking to the sideboard.

      “There’s booze here,” he said, examining the array of bottles on it. He selected an unopened one. “Good shit, too. You want some?”

      Siobhan shook her head. He shrugged and picked up a glass. After pouring a generous portion, he returned to his chair.

      “You shouldn’t,” she said.

      “Why not? They left it in plain sight.”

      “Because they want you to let down your guard.”

      He frowned. “It’s one drink, Shoe.”

      She shrugged.

      Annoyed, he raised the drink to his lips, pausing as the smoky aroma caressed his nostrils. After taking a sip, he placed it down and pushed it away.

      Siobhan continued to stare into space, but he saw the fading trace of a satisfied smile.

      He suppressed his resentment and sat back to wait.

      When his patience wavered and he considered finishing the whisky, the door opened and a woman about their age—in her late twenties—entered.

      As in previous meetings, a loose braid of long blonde hair cascaded down her narrow back. Her slender build and the way she carried herself told him she came from Terra. And that was the extent of what he knew about her. He didn’t even know her name, only that she worked for one of the members of the Hand of Jove, the hereditary representatives of the five families who ruled the Jovian Collective.

      Smiling formally at them, she seated herself at the head of the table. She glanced pointedly at Siobhan, who sighed and returned her feet to the floor. Seeming satisfied, the woman placed both hands on the tabletop and addressed them.

      “The council is not pleased with your report.”

      Sean said, “Anything in particular?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she regarded him. “We sent you to prevent a disaster. Instead, the facility lies in a radioactive ruin.”

      “Yeah, I surmised somebody might be pissed off.”

      “Did you read the part about the place being destroyed before we arrived?” Siobhan said. “It’s relevant, considering a Collective cyborg did the damage. How did it get inside, and who sent it?”

      “We hoped you could enlighten us.”

      “Kind of difficult to learn much when being hunted for most of our visit,” said Sean. “Besides, you undoubtedly read from our report about who else was there. I would think you’d find that little tidbit slightly interesting.”

      The woman’s face darkened. “You claim they worked for the Martians. How did they gain access to the vaults in the first place?”

      “The same way we did,” said Siobhan. “It’s in the report, along with a recommendation for how you can prevent similar breaches. You’re welcome.”

      “In fact,” he said, “the security system is so antiquated, I’m surprised your facility wasn’t compromised long ago. It almost seems like the Collective relied on reputation to intimidate people and keep them away. And the AI running the place was a joke⁠—”

      “Enough,” said the woman. In a calmer voice, she continued, “I will pass on your observations.”

      “All part of the smiling service,” he said.

      “Yes, I’m sure it is. None of what you reported, however, provides any insight into what we sent you there to discover. The identity of the traitor on the Council remains unknown. In that light, you failed in your mission.”

      Sean’s expression fell.

      “You assigned us a bullshit assignment, doomed to failure, and you know it,” said Siobhan. “For starters, if one of the Five has betrayed you, assigning a team to investigate with their full knowledge was counterproductive, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “A calculated move; we hoped the individual would tip his or her hand. Unfortunately, nothing in your report suggests that happened, hence the failure of the mission. It is a technical distinction and no reflection on the regard we hold for your usually high-quality work.”

      Siobhan said, “So, because you deem it so, you will not honour your part of our contract, am I correct?”

      “The terms are clear. The information you seek from us will only be provided on the successful completion of your final assignment. Since this one does not meet the condition, the agreement is still in effect. You will, however, be given another opportunity with your next mission.”

      Siobhan’s chromium-blue eyes locked onto her. “And it goes on, and on, and each time you come up with some nit-picky technicality to keep us dangling.”

      “What we discovered is far too sensitive to commit to a report,” said Sean, breaking the tension between the two. “I’m sure once you hear it, you’ll agree of its value for you. We would appreciate an opportunity to present it directly to the Hand.”

      The woman seemed more surprised than expected. She quickly slipped back into her neutral composure and said, “It would be irregular. What is this information?”

      He shook his head. “There’s still the matter of our contract.”

      “You are hardly in a position to dictate terms, Mister Ikiedo.”

      “I’m certain you want what I’m selling.”

      Siobhan hissed at him, “Sean, what are you doing?”

      He gestured for her to calm down, which, to his enjoyment, annoyed her.

      The woman smiled patronizingly. “We can continue this negotiation, but I truly doubt you possess any intelligence valuable enough for me to change my mind.”

      “This was to be the last job and given the royally fucked up situation you sent us into, we consider it successfully completed. You owe us payment. I’m only offering this intel as a small bonus to you.”

      They locked eyes for several heartbeats. Sean’s confidence in his gambit wavered.

      “Very well,” she said. “I will deem your contract fulfilled if I find your information valuable. I certainly hope, for your sake, Mister Ikiedo, you appreciate the risk you take with me.”

      He swallowed around the lump in his throat. “During the mission, we learned a man named Carson Willis is behind the destruction of the vaults.”

      He studied her expression as he spoke, watching for any sign the name meant something to her. The muscles of her jaw line tightened slightly, but otherwise she betrayed no recognition.

      “And you believe this information is reliable?”

      “It’s from someone with firsthand knowledge of his activities.”

      “Are you prepared to name your source?”

      He refrained from answering immediately, worried he had overplayed his hand. She appeared to be intrigued, but he still needed to convince her of the legitimacy of the intelligence. Finally, he said, “Melanie Destin.”

      The woman’s forehead creased. She couldn’t hide that the name held some significance for her. She stared into his eyes as if impossibly trying to hack his cortical implant to assure herself of the truthfulness of his claim. “Thank you, Mr. Ikiedo. “

      “And?” said Siobhan.

      She smiled and said, “The person you seek is Eric Dawson.”

      Time seemed to stop for Sean as his brain processed the information. As he became more certain he’d correctly heard her, he wanted to rage at her; cry and wreck the room, all at the same time. He couldn’t understand how she could sit calmly, pretending as if what she told them deserved a civilized reaction.
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