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      The hatch slammed open.

      Raw panic seized Moira’s heart until she recognized the man stepping in from the chaos in corridor.

      “What’s happening?”

      Hisato closed and latched the door.

      “All hell broke loose,” he said as he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her trembling shoulders. She melted into his embrace and savoured his warm breath on her cheek.

      “They’re rioting,” he said.

      Her eyes darted to the hatchway. Movement in her belly pulled her attention inward, and another wave of panic threatened to overwhelm her.

      “Are we safe here?”

      He hugged her tighter. “They’re not interested in us. They allowed me to pass, unmolested. We should be fine.”

      “For now,” she said, her voice muffled as she spoke into his chest and clung to him. “What if the crew gets the upper hand?”

      “The arms locker is in our control, and we outnumber them. This won’t go on much longer.”

      She released her grip on him to caress her swollen belly. “I’m afraid.”

      He touched her cheek and softened his voice. “You and the twins are in no danger, I promise.”

      “And what about you?” Her brogue became more pronounced. “You’ll not be leav’n me with two tiny mouths to feed, Hisato Ikiedo.”

      He shook his head as he held her shoulders and met her gaze.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Moira Kelly.”

      “I’ll be Missus Ikeido from here on, Mister. There wasn’t a church wedding as my Ma and Pa would’ve wanted, but I’m carrying your kids, so I’m your wife, whether you decide to make the fact legal or not.”

      “I promise I’ll do the honourable thing, marriage licence and all, after we reach the Belt.”

      “We paid to go to Europa colony. Who decided otherwise?”

      “The leaders.”

      “What in the name o’ the sweet baby Jesus are you talking about? You’re one of them. You wanted us to stand up to the smugglers instead of paying them more money.”

      He nodded. “Yes, okay, you’re right. I suppose I am one of them, but they outvoted me. We can’t go to any of the other colonies. If we show up at one of those ports in a stolen ship, we’ll all be arrested and returned to Terra.”

      “What about Mars?”

      He shook his head. “We could never approach the planet. The Martians will shoot at a vessel from Earth. The Belt is the only place where we stand a chance to start a new life.”

      She stared into his eyes and arched a skeptical eyebrow. “You can’t fool me; the vote was unanimous, wasn’t it?”

      He dipped his head. “The argument for the asteroid belt made the most sense. Especially since Anthony Cabot can’t track us there. We’ll sell the ship for parts, and we’ve agreed each family will receive an equal portion of the proceeds. Our share will be enough for us to lease a mining concession.”

      Moira caressed her tummy. “I never intended to raise these little ones in zero-G. We’ll need medicines and⁠—”

      “I already checked, and the ship’s medical bay is well stocked with everything we require. This will work.”

      “We’ll be cut off from friends and family. My parents are gone, but yours —”

      He stroked her cheek. “They knew the risks when they gave us the money to run away. They’ll understand.”

      “They’ll think us dead.”

      He shook his head. “When the time is right and we’re safe, I’ll find a way to contact them.”

      A loud explosion reverberated through the hull of the ship. Through the closed door they heard sounds of celebration.

      “Well,” she said, “from the sound of things, unless you want the deaths of the crew on our conscience, you’re needed to speak for them.”

      He kissed her on the top of her head and went to the hatch. Pausing with his hand on the handle, he gazed back at Moira and said, “Everything will be fine.”

      She smiled at him as he left. After the door closed behind him, she sighed heavily and spoke to her unborn children.

      “Your father is a wonderful man, but he is far too naive. Those men won’t be spared, and this will come back to haunt us all one day. Best if you’re both prepared for what will follow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      After two weeks I still feel like shit.

      I’d naively hoped things would miraculously improve after a little holiday, but I now realize the degree of my naivety.

      I can’t fault the hotel.

      As accommodations go, this place is six out of five across the board, and the food and concierge services are two whole levels above the best on Luna or Titan. They even put the little chocolates on my pillow and turned down the sheets for me at night. I suspect they would supply someone to tuck me in with a song or a story, for a price. Maybe I should ask.

      I can certainly afford the indulgence. My bank account is stuffed with credits, despite my not having done anything to add to it for the past few months. Even with the bill in my hand, the final tally is much less than I was prepared to blow.

      Why not stay one more night, just to experience something new?

      As bucket lists go, I realize mine is wanting, considering the first thing to come to mind is a bedtime ritual I’ve only ever read about.

      But aren’t vacations supposed to be about self-indulgence? A little reward for a job well done.

      Perhaps that’s my problem; the job I’m hiding out from is far from completed, let alone performed with any semblance of competence.

      I’ve never felt so untethered before, even after my worst day on Terra, the one responsible for leading me here. I swear if Europa had an atmosphere and I stepped outside, I would flap around in the breeze; carried away to places unknown.

      My chest rises and falls with another sigh.

      I check the hour on my cortical implant before realizing this is the third time I’ve done so in the last ten minutes.

      Why do I put it off?

      Everything must end eventually, right? At some point before the hour ends, I must gather my belongings and return to Requiem, unless subconsciously I really am considering bailing.

      I laugh, aloud.

      If I was going to abandon Chloe and Chambers, there were plenty of actual opportunities before this.

      At least, had I seized any of those chances I could’ve rationalized the reasons as noble. Now, I’m in too deep. To bail on them now would only expose the yellow streak running down my back.

      My throat constricts at the return of a persistent memory.

      I killed a man; shot him in the face.

      No matter how hard I’ve tried to distract myself for these past days, that event keeps rising in front of me. The ghost of his final expression is indelibly burned into my memory. Yes, I can rationalize his murder as an act of self-defence—and I likely will continue to do so until the day I die. Guilt and shame are efficient incubators for rationalization.

      I glance over at the empty mini bar.

      I tried booze, and that was a bust. It provided a temporary fix, but when sobriety returned, so did the memory. Besides, my stupid medical nanites won’t let me keep a buzz going for more than a couple of hours. My effort at binge drinking just ended up costing me more money than if I went down to the hotel lounge.

      Maybe I might’ve met someone and gotten laid.

      Donovan’s face materializes in my imagination, and a wave of shame flows over me. I squeeze my eyes shut to pre-empt the tears which inevitably flow when I think of him.

      If not for me, he’d still be alive. As much as Chambers or anyone else has tried to convince me otherwise, I can’t accept his death isn’t on me. The stupid bastard died keeping me out of the grave. I want to hate him for getting himself killed; if I could make myself believe he was the one at fault...

      I think I want to be punished. If no court would convict me of Donovan’s death, my own conscience passed a far harsher judgement.

      I can’t avoid the truth. Because of my actions, wherever I go somebody’s life is cut short. I’m the fucking angel of doom, not the healer I’m supposed to be. How many would still be living had I minded my business back on Luna?

      Chloe probably wouldn’t be. She was on the fast track to the end of a rope, or an overdose when I found her. I’ve known girls in her situation who stepped into traffic to end their misery.

      Quick and painless, for the most part. Definitely final.

      But a solution? I’m not so sure. I suppose how you handle trauma depends on your beliefs about what happens to you after this life is over. If you hope to enter a better one devoid of pain, suffering and sorrow, maybe it would be worth the risk.

      I’m too skeptical to believe anything awaits me except oblivion. I guess that’s why suicide was never a consideration for me, no matter how intolerable things got.

      It’s also the reason the death of that man weighs so heavily on me.

      Shit! That train of thought didn’t take very long to ruin whatever benefit I gained from my little vacation.

      The comm unit on the desk chimes.

      “Miss Destin? Your ride is here. Do you require help with your bags?”

      I glance at the beat-up rucksack on the bed and stifle a laugh.

      This is your last chance, Melanie. If you want a story and tuck-in you’d better speak up and extend your stay right now.

      “No thank you, I’ll be right down.”

      When I exit the hotel, I’m greeted by the smiling face of Roy Chambers, captain of the transport ship Requiem and my boss.

      “Feeling rested?” he asks while reaching for my bag.

      “Meh,” I say while keeping it out of his reach. I place it in the opened boot of the small electric cab he’s come to pick me up in, then turn to see him waiting for me by the open passenger door.

      I reward his gallantry with a wry smile as I step in and take a seat, all the while fighting the urge to dig a coin from my pocket to toss him as a tip.

      Chambers climbs in and sits opposite me in the cramped cabin.

      Silently, the door slides down and latches with a quiet hiss. Without a perceptible pause, the vehicle pulls away from the curb and turns onto the promenade bisecting the town.

      Asterion is the biggest settlement on Europa, and home to almost a million people. A vast transparent dome covers the newer central square, and through it, Jupiter dominates the view, bright and swollen overhead.

      “I could have walked,” I say without taking my eyes from the giant planet. When he doesn’t reply, I look at him. “Or are you ensuring I come back to the ship?”

      His smile broadens and he shrugs.

      Annoyed, I say, “Why are you in such good humour?”

      “I got tired of being grumpy. I’m a naturally cheerful person.”

      My eyebrow arches. “Since when?”

      I’m finally rewarded with the hint of a frown on his forehead. It only lasts a second but is enough to confirm for me his mood is a show for my benefit.

      “I’ve always been so,” he says, turning to gaze at the pedestrian traffic on the promenade. “I had forgotten, that’s all.”

      After an extended pause, his brow furrows and he faces me. “Why are you so pissy?”

      “Why do you think? Nothing changed while I was away, did it?” I can’t hide the hopeful lilt in my voice.

      His face darkens.

      Deflated, I join him in looking out the window.

      We continue the ride in silence for a few minutes.

      “Umbra’s been in contact,” he says.

      My attention now his, I turn in anticipation, but seeing me, Roy shakes his head.

      “Seriously? He’s heard nothing in two weeks?”

      “Nope, Willis has gone dark. Even Umbra’s spy network hasn’t had a sniff.”

      “And Chloe? I thought she was going to press her father for some help.”

      “Her old man is being less than indulgent. He’d sooner she abandons the search. While he isn’t actively interfering, neither is he inclined to lend a hand.”

      I can hide my disappointment, but I can’t understand how Chambers takes failure in stride.

      “Did Maggie come up with anything?” I ask.

      “She ran into some major roadblocks. The security AI here is more than a match for her.”

      I find that difficult to believe. Maggie is the most sophisticated artificial intelligence I’ve ever come across. Although I reprogrammed her to be my medical assistant, she possesses abilities beyond anything I can claim credit for. I sometimes forget what she is.

      “So, we are no closer to finding Willis than when we arrived on Europa.”

      “Yup, though I thought I was making the point fairly clear.”

      “So, did anything happen while I was away?”

      Chambers thinks for a few seconds. “Schmaltz updated the ship’s environmental control system.”

      “Oh, yay.”

      “Don’t let him hear you disparage his work. He’s damned proud of himself. He rebuilt everything from scratch with parts on hand.”

      “Didn’t cost you anything, then. I’ll bet you’re pleased.”

      “Hey, be careful, Destin. Our cash reserves are running a bit thin. We’ve not taken on a job for weeks. Schmaltzy’s creative engineering solutions ensure we don’t dip into your share of the profits.”

      “That isn’t fair, Roy. I offered to pitch in for expenses, but you said⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I remember what I said, and I meant every word. Nancy is my sister, not yours. I’m just grateful for you sticking with me to find her.”

      He tries to maintain eye contact but fails and turns once more to gaze out the window.

      The subject of his sister hasn’t come up much since the events on Ganymede. Chambers avoids the bald, inescapable truth we uncovered there.

      Nancy isn’t missing.

      She isn’t a victim, either.

      She holds Willis’s leash and is ultimately responsible for the pain and mayhem he’s caused, and will continue to cause if we can’t track him down and stop him.

      But, like me, Chambers is afraid of what that means for his sister. If we succeed, then her life will be in danger from the Martians and the Collective.

      If we fail, Umbra fears a war between Terra and Mars, and I can’t find fault with his reasoning. If Willis and Nancy destabilize the Jovian Collective, Mars is poised to step in and assume control over the Galilean Colonies to protect their interests.

      The Terrans won’t stand for it, and it is not beyond them to set aside petty internal squabbles to prevent Mars from gaining a dominant foothold in the outer system. Ever since the Lunar war, Terra’s influence and relevance has been in decline. Relations with Mars are strained since they declared independence from Earth, breaking the home world’s last, weak colonial toehold. If the outer system falls to the Martians, Terra will find itself isolated.

      None of that will end well for billions of innocents like me who simply want to eke out a living. The Lunar war will look like a fireworks show by comparison.

      The cab enters the port facility, and after passing through the light security check, proceeds to the berth where our ship awaits.

      Entering Requiem, I’m greeted by my friend, Schmaltz, the ship’s engineer and resident miracle worker, as Chambers describes him. To me he’s just the talkative guy who befriended me when I first joined the crew.

      “Glad you’re back, Mel.”

      “Were you afraid I wasn’t returning?”

      His hesitation is slight, but noticeable. “Naw.”

      I’ve disappointed him, along with the rest of my crewmates. I almost walked away from them a month ago, and it is apparent from the way he reacts Schmaltz fears I’ll do so again.

      Chambers thinks of his crew as family, but I don’t really appreciate what that means, never having been part of one.

      I make my way to the medical bay, grateful I do not run into anyone else.

      “Welcome back, Doctor,” says Maggie’s disembodied voice as I enter.

      “Hello Mags. I presume everything was routine for you while I was away.”

      “Far from it, Doctor.”

      My heart jumps into my throat. Chambers never mentioned anyone being injured.

      “The Europa central computer is proving to be uncooperative, and so the assignment you gave me remains uncompleted. I apologize for the inconvenience this may cause you.”

      “Oh, yes... I was told of your difficulties.”

      “Your heart rate and respiration are elevated, Doctor. Would you like me to conduct an examination of you?”

      “No, Mags, I’m fine.”

      “Did I say something to upset you?”

      “Can you just drop the subject?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m sorry, Maggie; I didn’t mean to snap at you.”

      “I do not take offence, but I am disappointed I ruined the benefits of your vacation.”

      I smile. “I did that all by myself.” I decide to change topics. “Any messages for me?”

      “A private communication for you from Doctor Beaumont.”

      “When did it arrive?”

      “Three days ago, but you left instructions not to be disturbed. Did I err in judgement?”

      “No.”

      I go to the terminal and locate the file. “May I have some privacy, please?”

      Out of habit, I wait a few seconds to assure myself she no longer monitors me. Sitting, I take a deep breath and access the message packet.

      Tessa Beaumont’s face materializes on the holographic display. Her appearance is flawless, makeup perfectly applied and not a hair out of place. A pang of nostalgia and loss tugs at my heart at the sight of her.

      She smiles broadly and says, “Melly, it’s been ages since we spoke. I never properly thanked you for all you did. Anyway, I took your advice and accepted the position at Stanford. You were right, the appointment is perfect for me. I have full tenure, unbelievable laboratory facilities, and funding for my research for the rest of my career. It’s everything I could ever want, and I have you to thank, even though you will never admit what you did.”

      A smile turns up the corners of my mouth. After Chloe’s father terrorized her to reach me, she persuaded him to leave Tessa alone since her only crime was knowing me. At my request, she insisted Tessa be compensated for her wrecked lab. Anthony Cabot  arranged for the research position I dreamed up for her.

      Tessa’s smile falters. “Mel, I don’t understand what’s going on with you, and I know you won’t tell me. If this means anything to you, I would really love if you came back to Earth and joined me at the university. You can pursue any line of research you want; there is plenty of money in my grant. You wouldn’t need to traipse around the solar system doing whatever you’ve gotten yourself involved in.”

      I sniffle and wipe a tear from my cheek.

      “There are no strings attached to this offer, Melly. If you don’t want to, I’m okay with that. I just want to see you safe and happy. When we last spoke...well you’re doing something dangerous, and I’m petrified harm will befall you. Please come home, Mel. I miss you.”

      I turn off the recording without listening to the rest of it.

      Tess and I were an item once, long ago when I was her grad student. I used her; she knew as much and entered the relationship anyway. I broke her heart when I ended it.

      She forgave me, but I am still consumed by guilt for what I did to her.

      I was young and a barely functional human being at the time, rough around the edges and not accustomed to people not using others to get ahead.

      Two doctorates and Tessa’s broken heart later, I met the man I thought was the love of my life. We became engaged.

      Then, the Lunar war claimed him, and I was devastated. When peace was declared and things opened, I emigrated to Luna to start over. That’s when I met Chambers and, well, here I am.

      I can’t stop the flow of tears.

      All I do is leave a trail of hurt, death, and destruction wherever I go. I’m far too deep in this situation to believe it is just coincidence. Somehow, fate ties me to forces and events I can barely comprehend, let alone exert any modicum of control over.

      I would love nothing more than to take Tessa up on her offer, turn my back on what I’m involved in with Willis and Nancy Chambers.

      But who is to say the fates wouldn’t follow me back to Earth? What new disasters would I bring into Tessa’s life?

      Oh, for Chrissakes, Destin, get a hold of yourself. What a fucking ego you have to think the universe is somehow unfolding around you.

      I wipe the wetness from my cheeks and find a tissue to blow my nose.

      “Is something wrong, Mel?”

      My heart jumps.

      Chambers in the doorway.

      “No, I just got something in my eye.”

      He studies me, skeptical. “Sure, whatever you say.”

      He starts to leave, then stops and closes the door behind him.

      “What’s going on, Roy?”

      “Mel...why don’t you sit down?”

      He indicates the stool behind me at the console.

      I frown. “We’re both adults; say what’s on your mind so we can move on.”

      “Humour me?”

      I stare at him for several seconds before I sigh and perch on the edge of the stool.

      “Mel, a lot of bad stuff has happened to you in the past few months.”

      “Not just me,” I say defensively. “You and Chloe and⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ve all taken some hits. But if we are both honest, you’ve been fighting something above your weight class.”

      My scowl deepens. “I don’t agree with you.”

      “Well, you should. You can’t see because you’re too close, but if I were you, I’d start to feel like the universe is picking on me.”

      I force a laugh I don’t feel.

      He shakes his head slowly. “I’m just worried about you.”

      I stand and walk to the door, hoping he’ll take the hint and leave.

      He nods. “Okay, I won’t mention it again.”

      After taking one step toward me, he stops and says, “Can I just tell you a story before I go?”

      I groan and roll my eyes.

      “Please indulge me?”

      “Fine,” I say before I return to the stool. “This won’t take too long, will it?”

      A smile curls his mouth. “No.”

      He casually leans against the door as if to block me from leaving. I ignore the provocative nature of his posture and resolve to listen to his story before I throw him out.

      “When I was in the war, I saw and experienced a lot of shit nobody should.”

      “I’ve heard what it was like.”

      He nods, patronizingly. “Yeah, well, most of us did things we aren’t too proud of. Don’t misunderstand, what we did was heroic, by any standard. But some missions...well... we did some truly evil things.”

      I frown, unsure of where he’s going with this.

      “The outcomes of those acts were positive. Lives were saved. But I had to cross boundaries I never thought I would.”

      “Roy, it was war.”

      “My point is, after some counselling, I came to realize while the things I was forced to do could only be described as horrible, even in the depths of my regret, I never considered myself to be bad. Am I making sense?”

      “What does this inspirational tale have to do with me?”

      To my surprise, he chuckles.

      “You talk a good show, Mel. But I can see what is eating at you, and I just want to tell you I’ve been where you are. In the end we are fragile beings capable of wondrous or despicable acts. Neither one changes our humanity. The dichotomy, in fact, defines it.”

      “Are you finished?”

      He can’t hide his disappointment. “Yeah, that’s all.”

      I begin to stand when he says, “My old man used to say something often.”

      Deciding it is easier to humour him, I again sit. “What was it, Roy?”

      “Every saint was once a sinner. Until we take our last breath, there is always a chance to land on the side of the angels.”

      I nod. “No one is beyond redemption, blah, blah. Thanks for the sermon, Father.”

      “Okay, I probably deserved that.”

      He opens the door, but before he leaves, he looks me in the eyes and says, “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Mel. You’re doing the best you can and nobody else expects more from you—only you do.”

      Chambers departs and the door closes behind him.

      I stare after him, the things he said swimming in my brain as I try to reconcile them with what I know to be true.

      If where I now find myself is the result of the best I can do, then I’m not sure if any hope exists for my redemption.
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      A nudge pulled Sean from the dream.

      For the briefest of moments, it was his mother who woke him, and his heart leapt at the sight of her.

      Then, as the fog of sleep lifted, Moira’s face resolved into Siobhan’s. As quickly as his excitement had risen, the subsequent crash left him with a sense of loss he’d not felt for ten years.

      “You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” she said.

      Still foggy, he blinked and sat up in his bed. “No—not exactly. I was dreaming about Ma.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Sorry.”

      He waved away her apology and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He’d forgotten how much of Moira was to be found in Siobhan’s face, and he needed a moment to corral his chaotic emotions.

      “Why did you wake me?”

      “It’s your turn at the helm, dummy.” Her smile recalled their father’s and the ache returned.

      He stretched to distract himself. “I didn’t realize I’d been out for so long.”

      “You were gone for six-hours.”

      “Why didn’t you call me sooner?”

      She shrugged. “You needed it. Besides, once we make port, we’ll have to act fast before we’re spotted. We can’t afford for you to be dragging your ass and making stupid decisions because you’re tired.”

      He nodded. She knew him well. “Do you think she’ll still be on Ganymede?”

      “No, we’ll have to retrace her steps. It shouldn’t be difficult, given the chaos she seems to leave in her wake.”

      “Oh, she’s not that bad.”

      Siobhan frowned. “Sean Ikiedo, you’ve stars in your eyes as far as Melanie Destin is concerned. That woman is trouble. Don’t let any strange fantasy about bedding her cloud your perception.”

      “I have no such fantasies. I simply find her fascinating.”

      She studied him for several heartbeats. “You’re going to get one of us killed if you don’t stay on the task. We share a common goal with her, that’s it. Once we locate and put down Carson Willis, we can move on to his old boss.”

      “Then what, Shoe? We avenge our parents and where do we go from there? As it is, we’ll be on the run from the Collective for the rest of our lives. We should at least make some sort of long-term plan, don’t you think?”

      Siobhan pursed her lips and turned to stare out the window. “I’m not going to waste energy worrying about that until I need to.”

      He watched the back of her head as she avoided him. Between them, she was the one who’d retained singular focus on their goal for almost ten years. It was she who brought him back on mission and kept him going forward when all he really wanted was to put it behind and start a new life. He believed that he could transition to another one if—no, when they avenged their parents. But he worried about his sister. She lived and breathed revenge. It had hardened her into someone Ma and Da wouldn’t recognize. What would become of her after that terrible thirst was finally satiated? Could it ever be?

      He turned his attention to the starry vista outside. There was an entire solar system out there to get lost in, yet they were locked onto a course that could only lead them to more heartache.

      This wasn’t the life their parents wanted for them. They were pacifists who despised violence. The irony of their situation did not escape him. In their deaths, their children became something he was certain would break their hearts.

      In the end, he understood that avenging their murders wouldn’t matter to Moira and Hisato Ikeido.

      It only mattered to them.

      Sean hoped enough of their parents’ legacy remained in them to claim when this business was finished.
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      “Choose.”

      It seemed like too much effort for Vorath Hussinat to pretend the man kneeling before him had a voice in determining his fate. Many years ago, he would have enjoyed tormenting men like this one.

      He considered the dumbstruck fool. The idea of being offered any sort of choice when dealing with the Jovian Collective probably seemed inconceivable to him. At times like this, Vorath regretted his part in promoting the organization’s reputation.

      Was he was getting soft? Perhaps the time had come to cede control to someone younger.

      His perpetual frown deepened, and he gently shook his head to bring his thoughts back to the matter at hand.

      “Well?”

      The sharp tone seemed to shock the man out of his confusion. Pressing forehead against the metal deck plate, he answered, “Please, sir, I’ll do whatever you ask.”

      “Hmph,” grunted Vorath before turning to the giant to his right. “You’re certain there is no one else?”

      Hoth shrugged his burly shoulders, which, given his size, made him appear ridiculously child-like. The cyber-enhanced bodyguard was easily twice the mass of Vorath or the cowering idiot on the deck. In fact, he was larger than anyone aboard the Hera.

      As he considered things further, he realized Hoth was abnormally large even for a Terran. Even without his implants he would outweigh and out muscle any who hadn’t grown up in Terra’s gravity well.

      Realizing his distraction, Vorath sighed and yet again returned his attention to the man at the foot of his chair.

      “My patience is running thin, so I will ask you one last time. Have you ever seen this man?”

      He impatiently gestured for Hoth to show the data pad to him. The fellow hardly glanced at the image.

      “Please, he only came to my establishment the one time.”

      “Did he meet with anyone?”

      He nodded vigorously. “Yes, sir; a blonde woman joined him. They spoke, perhaps for half an hour before leaving together.”

      “Do you recall all of your patrons so vividly?”

      “N...no, but I remember him—and her. He paid me with a Quinto, and⁠—”

      Vorath raised an eyebrow and turned to Hoth. “Quinto?”

      “An unauthorized currency used on Ganymede and Callisto; worth about a hundred Terran credits.”

      The creases on Vorath’s brow deepened. “I thought we’d standardized the currency on all the colonies.”

      The bodyguard shrugged. “It is a work in progress. A lot of the local merchants accept them under the table to avoid paying taxes.”

      Vorath turned to glare at the man. “So, not only did you give shelter to the Collective’s enemies, but you picked our pockets as well.”

      “Please, it wasn’t my fault. He just put the coin on the tabletop and left before I could tell him I don’t accept that kind of money. And I didn’t realize who he was. Truly.”

      “I think you did.”

      He signalled for the man to be removed.

      Hoth nodded to the two guards stationed by the door. They came forward, seized the man roughly by his arms, and dragged him from the chamber. He continued to plead his innocence as the door slid shut behind him.

      Turning to his bodyguard, Vorath said, “What of the woman?”

      The big man shook his head. “She was careful to avoid most security cameras.”

      Vorath’s left eyebrow rose. “Most? You’ve identified her, then?”

      Hoth thumbed through a couple of images on his data pad. Finding what he searched for, he handed the device to his boss.

      Vorath’s stomach churned. “Am I going to like this?”

      “No.”

      His eye’s narrowed as he studied his assistant, then he turned his attention to the image.

      A few heartbeats passed before he could recall the woman’s face.

      “She is vaguely familiar.”

      “She’s Dante Sanchez’s lieutenant; a Terran if recollection serves.”

      “Enhanced?”

      Hoth shook his head. “She is not pledge bound.”

      Vorath frowned. “Contracted, then, which complicates matters.”

      He returned to studying her picture. “What is her relationship to Carson Willis?”

      “He could be pledge bound to her, or they may simply be associates; it isn’t clear.”

      Vorath’s eyebrow shot up again, and he lifted his head to regard Hoth. “Do you regret making pledge to me, my friend?”

      The giant shook his head. “No, sir; I cannot imagine myself in any better circumstances.”

      The older man leaned back in his seat. He crossed his thin legs and gazed up through the transparent dome overhead. Jupiter’s shaded face blotted out most of the stars.

      Too much remains obscured, he thought.

      He set his elbows on the chair arms and steepled his long, gracile fingers as he stared blankly into space to ponder his problem.

      Without looking at Hoth, he said, “No other evidence connects this woman with Willis?”

      “No, sir.”

      Vorath sighed. “If she’s involved, she is extremely cautious. I suppose I might be too, given what is at stake. Tell me about the other woman.”

      Hoth consulted his data pad. “She’s a graduate of the Terran Medical Academy⁠—”

      “A physician, then.”

      “She holds doctorates in medicine and nanotechnology.”

      “That’s an interesting coincidence.”

      “Just over a year ago, she immigrated to Luna where she took work aboard a freighter as a medical officer.”

      Vorath scowled. “How did she end up there?”

      He shrugged. “The record doesn’t say.”

      “Hmph; most curious. How is she connected to Willis?”

      Hoth thumbed through the report. “Her first encounter with him was on Luna. She was involved in a firefight between his men and our Russian friends.”

      Vorath leaned forward. “What is her connection to Vostok?”

      “She supplied his commune with contraband medicines.”

      “A black marketeer, is she? I’m starting to like this one. Anything more?”

      “There is an unconfirmed incident on Phobos; Willis murdered her friend, and our agents reported her involvement in the disaster on Rhea.”

      “She certainly gets around. Tell me about Ganymede.”

      “She was present at the attack on our launch facility. Willis used a false identity to take transport to Europa. The Martians stormed and severely damaged the building but failed to capture or kill him.”

      Vorath turned again to the view outside the ship. “First Rhea and now Ganymede. Destruction follows in her wake, and for some reason, she holds a vendetta against him. Perhaps this is something we can use.”

      “Sir?”

      “If Dante’s lieutenant is scheming with Willis, or worse, he acts on her behalf, we can’t move directly against another member of the Hand without proof. The connection is too tenuous and if wrong, accusing Dante without incontrovertible evidence will prove disastrous for us all.”

      “Then perhaps we should focus on him ourselves.”

      “Do you have his location, Hoth?”

      “Not yet, but...”

      “We must consider our next steps carefully regarding him. If we should move against him prematurely, Dante will realize we suspect his involvement. No, we must be more subtle.”

      “So, what do you propose, sir?”

      Vorath leaned back in his chair. “This woman; this doctor--what is her name?”

      “Melanie Destin.”

      “I suggest we lend her support. Allow her to flush him out, and perhaps with him the evidence we require to bring Dante down. Where is she?”

      “Unknown, but we have the means to reach her.”

      Vorath nodded. “Then do so. By this time next week, I want her doing the bidding of the Jovian Collective, willingly or not. We shall unleash her and let her blow aside the clouds of confusion.”
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