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  Parent's Guide


If you’ve made it this far in After Moses, you have a good idea of what to expect content wise. Mild spoilers ahead, so unless you’re reading to make decisions on whether or not to let a child read, you are free to skip ahead. 
Violence: Genre standard violence. Gun fights. Explosions. Crashes. Sword fights. One person is burned alive. A mortal headwound causes grief when it is discovered, but the particulars are not discussed. A character is described as having someone else’s blood on them after a fight. Scenes are not typically graphic and gore isn’t described.
Language: Infrequent mild language, limited to hell and damn and one use of bitch.
Alcohol/Drugs: A few characters enjoy a glass of wine with their meal.
Sexual Content: A woman in need of help is identified as a prostitute by her scandalous dress and a preacher’s wife mentions knowing all the women of ill-repute in her town. A wife makes a blink-and-you-miss-it innuendo to her husband.






  
  Chapter 1: Ceres Revisited




      [image: ]She was the most dangerous freelancer to ever live. A maiden of steel and titanium, she was nearly impervious to gunfire. But the Shield Maiden of Mars was never widely known until she partnered with the Gaucho.

Together, they became legends across the solar system and their story will be told long after their deaths.

But all legends are at heart fiction.

Beneath her armor, Abigail Sharon was a woman of flesh and blood, disabled since her youth. An exile from the world of her birth, she had long pretended she was only a machine.

But one cannot run from the past forever, and even the Shield Maiden was powerless to escape.

Nathan Phillips
Historian and Author
Died 183 AM

      [image: ]Holiday Jones always thought of multitasking a bit like juggling. No one could focus on more than one thing at a time. Not really. It was just a matter of being vaguely aware of where everything was and catching it before it hit the ground. If you weren’t paying attention and missed something important, well, you missed a payday. Or a bunch of paydays if you lost your rhythm completely.
His command center, as he called it, proved that he wasn’t nearly as good at multitasking as he liked to pretend. The overhead light had been out for years, and banks of monitors cast flickering shadows across the squalid room. Old takeout cartons and drink cans were strewn across every surface large enough to stack them on. But Holiday thought it was a perfect place to settle in.
His wife thought otherwise.
“I swear if you don’t clean this room…” She cast an angry silhouette from the light in the hall.
He stifled an unhelpful retort. “I’m working right now, and I promise I’ll clean when I get freed up.”
“You’re just staring at your monitors.”
“I’m an information broker.” He gestured at the screens. “This is information. Some of it is salable.” He could feel the heat of her glare.
She wasn’t convinced. She was never convinced. “Just make time for dinner, alright?”
“I promise,” he said. Though that might depend on if he was in the middle of a deal. Complain though Catherine might, she understood how he put food on the table for their children. “I promise,” he repeated, then gestured at the screens again. “You’re making it hard to read with all that extra light.” She mumbled a few words under her breath that sounded suspiciously like something she wouldn’t say in front of the children and shut the door a little harder than was strictly necessary.
Back to multitasking.
It took him a while to get into his groove. Some screens contained feeds from news agencies, some local to Ceres, others foreign. One cycled through various bounty boards, both public and criminal. A few others displayed the programs he had stealing data from computer systems from across the dwarf planet. Most of it was worthless junk. But then sometimes it was a matter of intuition. A complete set of purchasing invoices from a mining company might seem of little value, unless a competitor was interested in corporate espionage. And the cities themselves were always interested in what their neighbors were trying to hide.
Ceres was the perfect hive of data. So much information. So many people. Just a matter of finding the right unpolished jewel and the right buyer.
An hour passed, bringing dinner time ever nearer. The last few months had been a particularly dry spell. Ever since the Martians had threatened to start shooting each other, Ceres had been strangely quiet. Even the scum of the solar system knew that if war came to Mars things would get dicey elsewhere. Then there would be more business than Holiday would know what to do with. Not that that would be a good thing, but a man had to put food on the table.
One of his programs pinged as it pulled information from a public hangar in Bright Crater. He scanned the list of ships and saw nothing of interest. He closed the program, paused, and then reopened it. SPX 1203, the Midnight Shrike. The name meant nothing to him, but that registration number felt familiar. He looked at the desk at his side and started rummaging through the trash for his tablet. He pushed a pizza box, accidentally knocking it onto the floor, and revealed the device. Maybe Catherine had a point.
There would be time for that later. He pulled up his notes and searched for the number. SPX 1203.
The Sparrow. She was running an illegal transponder modification these days, probably cooked up by the Vatican. Crafty priests.
Holiday looked back at the hangar list. The Sparrow had landed less than five minutes ago. He checked the bounty lists again. Matthew Cole’s name was pinned to the top of most of them. Arizona really wanted their golden boy behind bars for whatever he’d done to Phobos. Fifty million. The kind of bounty you get for turning an entire moon to rubble and the largest bounty the colonies had ever seen.
His hands started sweating.
Catherine knocked on his door.
He sucked in a breath as his fingers flew across the keyboard. Interested parties would pay a flat fee for reliable tips on a target. Not much, mind you, but better than nothing. But if they collected on the bounty, there was a ten percent finder’s fee for the information broker.
Five million. 
Catherine knocked again.
“Five minutes!” he shouted.
She said something he didn’t quite catch. Not that he was trying.
He pulled up a list of contacts currently in Bright Crater. Only a couple of bounty hunters right now. He typed quick messages to both of them with a contract. All they had to do was accept, and the information would be automatically forwarded to them. Who else might be willing to go after big game? One of the larger street gangs in Bright Crater. They’d been doing well for themselves since the syndicates had lost face after that whole mess with the nuclear weapon. He sent a contract to them as well.
Catherine knocked again.
“I’m almost done.”
She opened the door.
He turned to face her. “I’ve got a lead on Matthew Cole. Let me finish.”
She frowned. “He’s one of the good guys though.”
“I know, but…” He just pointed at the screen with his bounty. He hated when she disapproved of his work, but he knew she saw the number. That was the sort of money that would change their lives. They could move somewhere nicer. Maybe even get off Ceres and into one of those nice habitats in orbit. She’d be thinking hard about that number.
“Holiday…”
She was conflicted. And in truth, he was too. Everyone around here knew what the crew of the Sparrow had done for Ceres. It had been hushed up at first, but that was the kind of secret you didn’t need an information broker for. Eventually, everyone knew. If the Abrogationists had detonated that bomb in the core of the dwarf planet, they’d have all been—
“Holiday.”
“I know,” he said. “But it’s a government bounty. And it’s alive only. If it was dead or alive, someone would have killed him months ago.” He looked at the bounty list again. “He won’t even really be in danger. Not at fifty million.”
Catherine didn’t say anything for a long minute. Eventually, she sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t tell me these things.” Her shadow disappeared from the room.
He felt a stab of guilt. But he couldn’t pass this up. He wasn’t insane.
He typed one last message. This one went to a White Void enforcer in Bright Crater. In practice, there was nothing shady about sending the information to multiple groups. The contracts he made his clients sign certainly didn’t prohibit him from doing so. Of course, the less savory types probably wouldn’t be very happy that he was feeding information to the competition as well. He doubted that they stopped to compare notes that often. But that didn’t stop him from having occasional nightmares about men in white suits showing up at their apartment with guns.
It was a calculated risk, but with five million on the line, one he could justify.
He sent the last contract and then stood to his feet. Four clients, four chances at the payday of a lifetime. He left his command center and went to dinner with his family, doing his best to ignore the tug of his conscience.

      [image: ]Madelena Harmont killed the engine on her grav bike and dismounted. She stretched her legs. The trip across Bright Crater should have taken less than an hour, but she’d got caught in traffic and nearly doubled that time before rush hour ended. Still, she was in place hours before her bounty would arrive. Weeks of boring research, long hours of stakeout, all for a few tense moments of confrontation. Followed, hopefully, by a payout.
Most of her fears never came to fruition, thank God. Nearly all bounties were bail and parole jumpers. Bounty hunters only made the news and broached the public consciousness when they brought in violent criminals and psychopaths, but those were the rare cases. But even bail runners would try to give a woman bounty hunter a hard time.
Which is why Madelena was always heavily armed. A pistol at each hip, a compact bullpup rifle on her back, custom body armor designed to look unnecessarily scary, and a helmet with a half mask fashioned after a skull made even the more hardened criminals second guess resisting arrest. The fact that she was taller than the average man and had broad shoulders only added to the intimidation factor.
Her mother wasn’t thrilled about her career choice, but whose mother was ever happy with all their kid’s life decisions?
She circled to the front of her bike and leaned against the hood. From here she had a good view of the road entering the cavern through a tunnel. In theory, a certain Marvin Thurston, small-time racketeer and general ne’er-do-well, would emerge from that tunnel driving a silver grav car into this very cavern. He’d been away on Mars for nearly a year evading arrest warrants and letting the heat die down. She checked her watch again. Two hours until his flight came in. An annoying amount of time to kill, but it was always better to be safe than sorry.
The sound of an engine behind her made her spin on her heels and draw her rifle. A grav bike poked along the same path at the edge of the cavern she’d taken. An obnoxiously familiar grav bike.
She waited, hands on her hips, as the driver finished his approach and dismounted “Why are you always nipping at my heels, Trent?”
“I take it you’re here for Thurston as well?” He shut his bike off. “It’s not my fault my information is as good as yours.”
“This is my target. I was here first.”
He smiled. That stupid, charming smile. “Can’t handle a little competition?”
“I don’t want to embarrass you again.”
“Well, then how about cooperating this time?” He paused. “You know I’ve suggested we discuss such arrangements over dinner.”
Several times, in fact. And she wasn’t entirely opposed. To him. He seemed a nice enough guy, and he was more than successful at bounty hunting. It was the mixing of work and romance that seemed like a blueprint for disaster. “Answer’s still no on the date, Trent.”
“Maybe next time then.” He shrugged lazily. “You didn’t answer the question about today. Thurston is bound to have at least a couple of pet goons on hand. Be a lot safer with the two of us.”
Madelena nodded. “But then we’d split the take.”
“Better half a bounty than dead.”
He wasn’t wrong. Thurston was small time, but even petty criminals have guns. And it would be better than competing and somehow losing the whole bounty to Trent. “Fine. Sixty-forty split.” She winked. “I was here first.”
He smirked back at her. “I’ll do you one better. Sixty-five thirty-five. You take the sixty-five and buy dinner.”
In spite of herself, she felt her mouth fall open. He was willing to give up several thousand in cash for a date? “Deal. That was either the smoothest or most desperate thing I’ve ever seen, and frankly, I don’t care which one it was.”
He only smiled that stupid handsome smile again and leaned against his bike. Thankfully, he didn’t attempt to engage in any more conversation, because she was not prepared for small talk. It was still going to be a long couple of hours waiting for Thurston to show.
She was saved from the awkwardness when her comm vibrated in her armored rig. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Trent reach for his comm as well. Her long-held suspicion that they shared a contact was all but confirmed. She glanced back at the screen. As suspected, it was from one of her brokers. Holiday Jones, one of the best on Ceres.
Contract Type: Bounty Tip
Value: Extreme
Time Sensitivity: Immediate
Location: Bright Crater
Confidence: High
She stared at it. Immediate meant she’d have to choose between Thurston and whatever this was. She glanced down at the tunnel. Thurston wasn’t of extreme value, and she could always pick up the trail again. She hit accept, automatically transferring the fee to Holiday.
Beside her, Trent swore softly.
She knew why a second later.
Matthew Cole.
“Arrived at a hangar two klicks away, nineteen minutes ago,” she mumbled. The screen ticked over to twenty minutes.
Trent was already mounting his bike. “We doing this?”
She called his comm and transferred the call to her helmet. “What makes you think we’re still working together?” She fired the engines and blasted away a split second before he did.
His voice crackled in her ear. “You’ve got a plan for dealing with the Shield Maiden alone?”
She hadn’t thought that far ahead. That crew of his was the only reason the freelancer had managed to avoid capture. The stories about his escapes these last few months were legendary. She smiled behind her helmet. “We’re still splitting it sixty-five thirty-five.” She banked around a rocky turn and roared back onto the main road, darting around a pair of heavy grav trucks coming from the nearby ports.
“Very funny. Fifty-fifty and we both retire like kings to somewhere as far from Ceres as we can possibly get.”
That didn’t sound so bad. Though she’d have to bring her mother. “Deal.”
His bike roared up beside her. The hangar was just ahead on the right. They didn’t have a plan. No preselected location to stake out. No figuring out if Cole had already come and gone. Just a hangar number. She hit the brakes to take the tunnel through the cavern wall and into the hangar—
Two grav bikes, one ridiculously oversized, burst out of the tunnel.
“Was that?” Trent shouted in her ear so loud the speaker popped.
“Yes!” 
She slammed her bike into a hard turn, narrowly avoiding going up onto the sidewalk in front of one of those cheap chain hotels set up at every port of entry on Ceres. She opened the engines to full. A bike chase. This gave them all sorts of possibilities. The Shield Maiden’s reputation was well earned. Tough as a tank. Strong as a bulldozer. Madelena had heard the Maiden had once fallen from orbit and walked away from the crater she’d made. And that another time she’d been hit by a train head-on.
She wondered how the Shield Maiden would handle her bike being driven off the road into a concrete wall.
“We take her out,” Trent said, “Then Cole will be easy.”
“Just don’t get cocky,” she said sharply. The gap between them and the freelancers halved in a matter of seconds. And then they were seen. The bikes ahead of them flared their engines.
The chase was on.

      [image: ]Abigail Sharon saw the bikes the second they left the tunnel.
“Could be a coincidence,” she mumbled to herself. In her side mirror, she saw the bikes swerve wildly and accelerate toward them.
“That didn’t take long,” Matthew said in her ear.
“New record. We’ve been here what, twenty-five minutes?” She gunned the throttle on her bike, feeling the familiar rumble of the engines as she picked up speed. Matthew kept formation. They weaved in and out of the slower traffic. A few cars blew horns at them. Thankfully, it took more than reckless driving to draw a response from law enforcement on Ceres. As long as civilians didn’t get hurt, Bright Crater City Police would probably pretend they didn’t exist. “What’s the plan?” she asked, glancing at Matthew. Normally, the tails of his poncho would be trailing in the breeze, but he’d abandoned that months ago. Today, to fight off the chill air of Ceres, he wore an in style trench coat.
He looked back at her and shrugged before returning his attention to the road. “Is it anybody we know?”
She risked another look in the mirror. The feminine yet subtly aggressive armor on the woman was new to her, and she knew a lot of the women in the business. There was nothing distinctive about the man one way or the other. “Not that I can see.”
“Try and lose them then,” Matthew said. “We’ll see how rough they play.”
She sighed. It was hard to protect him with his stubbornness about not using lethal force. In his mind, the hunters were just chasing a perfectly legal government bounty. Nothing worthy of a death sentence. She begged to differ with that judgment for about a dozen reasons, but his moral sense always held sway.
“Have it your way,” she grumbled.
They turned onto a larger street heading into the main downtown canyon. Above them, the fissure opened up into a ramshackle cityscape that clung to the walls like technological lichen. Abigail had always admired the tenacity of Ceres residents. When they ran out of real estate, they simply rethought geometry. The new highway gave them four lanes of road to work with, but the number of vehicles more than doubled. Abigail fell in behind Matthew to better cover his back and allow them to slip through traffic.
Unfortunately, the bounty hunters were more than willing to drive recklessly through the extra congestion. In twenty seconds’ time, they’d pulled up on either side of her. She gave the woman a stare. “Your move,” she said under her breath.
The woman sideswiped her. She allowed it, knowing the mass of her bike would make her harder to push off course than the bounty hunter anticipated. She fought against the controls for a moment before pushing the other bike out of her lane. From her right, the other bike swooped in, but she was through giving them free hits. She reached out and placed an armored hand on the bike’s side and shoved. The driver swerved, trying to keep control and fell back a dozen meters.
“You okay back there?” Matthew asked.
“We’re just testing each other.” The woman kept abreast of Abigail, as if considering her next move. “They’re going to be hard to lose on a main artery like this.”
“I know. Hey, did I ever tell you about how Yvonne and I lost her White Void pursuers the day we met?”
He had.
“Hope they don’t know that trick,” she said. The second bike pulled up beside her again. Abigail veered into him, using her mass to push him across two lanes of traffic and off the road, barely missing a sedan. His bike ricocheted off the guard rail. She considered pinning him to it, but thought that would probably mean his death, so she let off and gave him an opportunity to fall back. She didn’t see the woman’s bike coming as it slammed into her hind quarter, causing her to drift sideways. She regained control just in time to see Matthew brake directly in front of the woman’s bike. The nose of her bike ran up under his tail end.
Abigail wondered what he was playing at until he flashed his engines again in the woman’s face. It wasn’t dangerous, but a face full of hot exhaust at that range was going to make anyone have second thoughts. She braked out from under Matthew, and Abigail moved behind him to give him cover again.
“Well this is fun,” she said into the comm. “How far are we from our destination?”
“I think we’ve got a few more friends to take care of before that.”
Her eyes fell on the three gaudy purple convertibles that lurked in traffic. The men in the back seats were armed and already leaning over to take aim at them.
Matthew cleared his throat. “I think you can play rough with these guys.”

      [image: ]Madelena coughed again to clear her lungs of the freelancer’s exhaust. She’d have to remember that trick. Trent regrouped beside her. Several new gashes in his paint job ran the length of his bike where the Shield Maiden had battered him. This was dangerous. Death could come suddenly during a bike fight.
They just needed it to be the Shield Maiden.
Trent groaned. “Oh, not these clowns…”
Her eyes snapped ahead to the purple grav cars. The Raptors. Bright Crater’s loudest up-and-coming street gang. At first, Madelena had thought that White Void would simply crush them. Instead, they deputized them, giving them responsibility within the criminal structure of the city.
“Hold on. Maybe they aren’t after Cole.”
They began moving to box the freelancer in. So much for that.
“It was a good call to pass on Thurston,” Trent said. “But I’m not losing fifty million to a bunch of street punks.”
They were going to have to save the freelancers before bringing them down. She sighed and drew one of her handguns, palming it while keeping the hand loosely on the handlebar. “Alright, let’s see if we can even the odds. Hit the car on the right.”
She and Trent surged ahead and engaged the gang car before they knew what was coming.
If bike fights were risky, vehicle shootouts were a spin of the revolver, Russian roulette style. Madelena opened fire on the gang, but most of her and Trent’s shots went wide. One ricocheted off the bumper and alerted the gang members to the new threat.
“That’s right,” Madelena said. “Attention on us.”
One of their targets, a man who wasn’t wearing a shirt, most likely to show off his extensive tattooing, returned fire. Madelena dropped back a bit and began to weave. She fired two more shots, aware that reloading was going to be a pain. The two men in the back seat ducked for cover. Trent took the opportunity to pull up beside them and unloaded into the side of the vehicle. A man in the passenger seat curled over in pain as Trent found a mark. The driver swerved hard into Trent, but he’d had enough of eating guardrails and braked out of his way. 
The backseat goons were out of cover and laying down fire again. Madelena grimaced and fired off a few more shots. Two hit the car this time, but the gang members must have realized how difficult the shot was from her bike at that range because they weren’t as afraid as they had been.
A bullet glanced off the front of her bike. She emptied her clip at them, making them finally remember that she only had to get lucky once, before dropping back. She stashed her handgun and pulled the second, sparing a moment to figure out where the freelancers were. A hundred meters ahead, the other two gang cars were trading gunfire with the freelancers. Or rather, Cole was shooting at them and they were shooting at the Shield Maiden, who suddenly brandished her shield and swung hard into one of the cars.
The car jolted away from her as if it had taken a hit from a small wrecking ball, its back end getting loose and swinging wide. The driver fought to regain control but over-corrected, and the car rolled end over end, showering debris across the highway.
At least most of the traffic had the sense to steer clear of the three-way war. The road had opened up a bit.
“Get their attention!” Madelena bit out. “I’ll make a pass on them.”
“On it,” Trent said. He throttled to full and closed the gap, gunning for the passenger side again.
Madelena gave him a few seconds headstart and went for the driver side. The gunners in the back peppered fire at Trent, scoring a few hits near his engines. Smoke began to pour out of his bike and he backed off. The gang members suddenly realized that Madelena was nearly on top of them, but it was too late. She unloaded on the gunners, dropping them both, before taking out the driver too for good measure. The car began to drift and she pulled clear, then dropped back to Trent. His bike was on fire now, with orange flames licking around the side.
“Swing close!” he shouted.
She obeyed and he took a leap as the rest of the bike was engulfed by the inferno. He managed to haul himself up behind her just as the fuel tank on his bike blew apart. Madelena felt a piece of shrapnel glance off her armor.
“My bike!”
“Fifty Million!” she shouted back. They had one more gang car to deal with before they could focus on taking down the Shield Maiden. “Draw my rifle,” she commanded. “We stand a better chance in a fight with me driving and you shooting.” She felt him remove the weapon from the strap on her back. She pulled a couple of spare mags from her chest rig and passed them back to him.
“Alright. Let’s finish this.”
The last car never saw them coming. They were too busy dodging gunfire from Cole and keeping out of reach of the Maiden’s shield. Madelena came up hard on their side and Trent raked the vehicle and its occupants with lead. It swerved out of control, narrowly missing the freelancers, and rolled end over end. The fight was over.
Madelena looked over at the pair. Cole caught her eye and nodded as if in thanks. The nerve of the guy. “Take out the Shield Maiden’s bike,” she ordered.
He never got the chance. 
The road suddenly dipped, taking a ninety-degree turn straight downward. Grav plates kept her bike from leaving the road as she belatedly realized what was going on. Over the course of the fight, she hadn’t even been paying attention to where they were headed, using only some automatic part of her brain to keep the bike on course. It took only a split second to figure out where they were. The enormous tunnel plunged straight down a hundred kilometers through the ice mantle of Ceres. They were on the coreroad that would eventually lead them to the city of Delving. Above them, from her perspective, the road returning from the core regions was choked with traffic.
The moment of distraction was all it took for the Maiden to come at them, shield brandished. Trent’s bullet’s deflected uselessly off the steel face and Madelena braked hard. She felt the unnatural push of the shield’s grav plate as the bike nearly rolled over. She fought to regain control. Trent gripped her waist as she careened off the guardrail and finally lost it. She cut the engine to keep from wrecking and the bike spun freely above the pavement. When their heading matched their momentum, she gunned the engines and managed to kill their spin.
The freelancers were gone.
She blinked twice. There were no exits on the coreroad and she knew they hadn’t turned around. She pulled over on the shoulder, utterly baffled.
“There they are,” Trent said a moment later. He was pointing above their head. It took her a moment but she finally spotted them.
Somehow, they’d jumped off the road entirely and entered the low gravity zone away from the road’s grav plates. They were burning their engines hard for the road on the far side and it looked like they’d make it, though their downward momentum was going to have them heading into traffic the wrong way. 
Trent whistled as they stuck the landing, dodged traffic, and turned around.
Madelena took off her helmet and craned her neck to look back up the tunnel. A minute later the freelancers’ bikes disappeared back into the lights of the city above them. The adrenaline rush finally crashed and she sat numbly for a moment.
They could go back and camp out their ship, but they wouldn’t be that stupid. They weren’t going to show their face at the hangar again and they’d pay to have it discreetly moved. It was possible that would leave a trail to follow, but for now, this lead was cold. Madelena doubted she would ever see Matthew Cole or the Shield Maiden again.
There went fifty million dollars. So much for leaving Ceres with her mother.
“Are we still good for dinner?” Trent asked, sounding entirely too optimistic.

      [image: ]Ivan Kusturica pushed his magnifying goggles up onto his forehead and leaned back from his worktable. The two-century-old computer in front of him refused to post. The power supply was modern but built according to now ancient standards with appropriate volt and amperage ratings. The CPU had come certified as operational by a dealer he trusted. Its fan ran like a charm. It was probably the RAM. Or worse…
“Damnation,” he muttered.
If the RAM slots on the motherboard were dead, he’d never turn a profit by reselling the system to a collector. He could check his stick in each of the four slots individually, but if the stick itself was bad, he’d have to spend potentially thousands on a replacement. Still, that was better than a dead slot. He pushed the goggles back down over his eyes, intent on solving the puzzle once and for all.
His security console on the far side of the workshop chimed.
“Damnation,” he said again as he tossed the goggles aside. Ceres had its advantages, like access to the best dealers and black markets, but a peaceful environment for getting work done was not one of them. He crossed the room. It was lit by rack lights that only pointed at the important things, his work areas and the rows of storage bins filled with spare electronics and parts. The rest of the room was dim and cavelike. He stepped into the circle of light engulfing his security console and scanned the monitors.
Audio sensors had detected gunfire in the neighborhood, a few blocks away, where one would turn from the main road. He tapped a few keys, cycling through the security cameras he’d covertly installed throughout the area, before finding the one with a story to tell.
Three black grav cars blocked the road, and at least a dozen White Void ruffians were fighting for their life. Hans’ squad, no doubt. They simply refused to acknowledge that this neighborhood was under Ivan’s protection. Yes, there was the white suited man now, hiding like the coward he was behind one of the cars. The car suddenly lurched and rolled on its side. It was hard to tell on the grainy camera, but it appeared that the enforcer had just barely managed to avoid getting crushed.
“Ah, the Shield Maiden,” Ivan said as she came fully into view. He leaned forward suddenly as the stakes of the fight finally piqued his interest. His practiced eyes spotted her limp immediately. Her left knee and ankle appeared to be frozen. He imagined there were many possible causes for such a symptom, and most of them were catastrophic. Such a pity to see that beautiful machine in a state of disrepair. But even with the obvious handicap, it wasn’t a fair fight. The small arms of the syndicate were no match for Ms. Sharon’s shield, and certainly not with the Gaucho advancing in her cover, systematically picking off the mafioso. Once she breached their defenses, it was over in less than thirty seconds. The pair were a well-oiled and deadly machine.
Ivan doubted there would be many survivors. He would have to thank Ms. Sharon. Maybe the next enforcer assigned to the neighborhood would recognize Ivan’s sovereignty here. If he could convince them it was in their interest to serve two masters, life might get a little easier for everyone in the district.
He sent a message to local emergency services. It would take them hours to arrive, since the south side of Bright Crater City was on no one’s priority list, but someone would need to remove the refuse and lock away those fortunate enough to have not bled out in the ensuing wait.
Despite the victory of his clients, his heart was heavy. He turned the monitor off and grabbed his tailcoat and top hat from a nearby coat rack.
If he was going to give a lady bad news, he might as well look his best.

      [image: ]Matthew parked his bike in front of Ivan’s shop. The old red neon sign still burned, giving off the familiar buzz. The rough rock walls of the tunnel and the nearby buildings were painted an ominous crimson by its light. He imagined the neighbors hated that sign, but who would dare tell the eccentric tinker to take it down?
“Think he knows we’re here?” he asked Abigail as she hobbled to the front door. They’d taken a huge risk coming here and nearly paid for it. As it was, it was only a matter of time before more White Void showed up. They’d known Abigail’s relationship with Ivan and had set up a trap. When it became clear that the trap had failed, more would be on the way.
His eye traced the immobile leg. He’d seen the damaged interior workings laid out in the hold of the Sparrow and had little hope that Ivan could fix it. And that would mean the next risk they’d take would be even bigger. But they didn’t have a choice.
Abigail nodded and placed a hand on the old-fashioned revolving door. “You coming or not?”
He followed her into Ivan’s messy storefront. Despite her insistence that Ivan would know they were on their way, the man was nowhere to be seen. The rows of shelves had the usual assortments of random technology from decades and centuries past. An antique wooden cuckoo clock had always been one of Matthew’s favorites. Whoever had built it long ago had lovingly put exquisite care into crafting the piece. Its pendulum still dutifully marked the passage of time, despite being far away from the world of its construction.
On the far wall behind thick safety glass, antique firearms served as a museum to man’s wars. Matthew had tried to talk Ivan into letting him fire the M1 Garand from the Second World War but the tinker was fiercely protective of that particular piece. He had, however, let him fire a Mosin-Nagant, a bolt-action Russian service rifle predating the Soviet era. While he had enjoyed shooting the weapon, it was still possible to purchase rifles that weren’t radically different in design and so it wasn’t a particularly novel experience, not like hearing the wonderful ping of the Garand ejecting its metal clip would have been.
The automated defenses of the shop were far more advanced. Matthew glanced up at the earthtech gun turret on the ceiling. “He really trusts that thing to keep an eye on things, doesn’t he?”
Abigail grunted. “I’ve never seen Ivan up front when I’ve arrived. I think he wants his customers to know he has absolute control over his store.”
He walked over to one of the shelves. It contained antique calculators. Matthew couldn’t imagine who could possibly want some of this junk. He looked at the gun turret again. It was dutifully tracking Abigail. Whatever basic threat assessment logic the thing had, it clearly understood that between the two of them, she was the bigger threat. “Hey Sparky!” he called, remembering the name he’d heard Ivan call it. It rotated and locked onto him with a whir of machinery. He paused. “Uh, carry on.”
It regarded him for a pair of seconds and then returned its attention to Abigail.
The door to the workshop burst open, and Ivan finally appeared in that ridiculous tailcoat of his. Matthew may have been imagining it, but the man’s mutton chops seemed grayer than they used to be.
“My dear, Ms. Sharon, I believe I have warned you many times that this day would come.”
His social skills were as stunted as ever.
“Good to see you too, Ivan,” Abigail said, putting down the device she’d been inspecting. “As you’ve already noticed, I’ve got a little damage.”
“That’s one way of putting it,” he murmured. Matthew watched his eyes scan her leg and could practically see the cogs in the machinist’s mind spin. “I don’t see signs of violence.”
She sighed. “We were on Titan. It took a dip in liquid methane.”
A muscle on his forehead twitched. “Yes, well, before I inspect it more thoroughly, Abigail, would you be so kind as to move your grav bikes into the back alley where they will be a little less conspicuous? I would prefer not to attract the carrion birds any sooner, since this may take some time.”
“Fine,” she grumbled.
Matthew turned to follow her.
“Not you, gaucho.”
Abigail gave Matthew a look. He just shrugged.
Ivan cleared his throat. “I have recently come into possession of a Colt Single Action Army, and given Matthew’s predilection for revolvers, I wanted to show him the piece before getting wrapped up in your project.”
It was Abigail’s turn to shrug. Matthew tossed her his fob and she left without another word. “As much as I’d love a chance to see that particular gun, I’m going to assume that’s not why you sent her away?”
“Naturally,” Ivan said. “The gun is on display and you may see it for yourself while I am working on Ms. Sharon’s armor.” His voice lowered. “I wanted to warn you that I see little hope in its repair.”
“Even without looking at it?”
Ivan nodded. “I am sure that a beautiful piece of art is marred far beyond my capability to repair. I can fix something that is simply damaged, but a piece of earthtech that is destroyed… My access to replacement parts is limited.”
Abigail had been afraid that would be the case. “None of your suppliers will have the parts?” Matthew asked.
The tinker laughed bitterly, “They act funny when I even mention Ms. Sharon or her armor.”
Matthew crossed his arms. “How so?”
“As if they know who she is and what she wears. And both subjects are off-limits.”
That wasn’t particularly a surprise. “Why are you telling me this now?”
Ivan looked uncomfortable. “I thought you should perhaps prepare yourself. I do not imagine Ms. Sharon will take this well. In case you have not guessed, consoling women is not in my wheelhouse of skills, and as her partner, I assume that particular job will fall to you.”
Matthew eyed the man. “You have a human side to you, after all. Don’t worry. I won’t tell her and tarnish your soulless image.” He sighed. “We’ve been preparing for the worst. But I do appreciate your concern. If you can’t do anything, we’ll…” He hesitated. The less Ivan knew, the better, but then it seemed that Ivan knew more than he let on about certain topics. “We’ll go to the source.”
Abigail came back in through the revolving door and the tinker just shook his head. “You’re mad, of course, but I won’t stop you. Come, Ms. Sharon. Let’s see what we can do.”
Her brow furrowed. “Only if you two are through talking about me.”
Matthew made a slight hand gesture, an all-clear signal. Hopefully, she’d let the matter drop. He watched as the two retreated through the double doors into the workshop. Ivan was right about one thing. Abigail was going to need him. He followed them without a second thought, trying to hold on to the fragile sliver of hope that Ivan would come up with something after all. That they wouldn’t have to take the dangerous path.
That hope wouldn’t last long.

      [image: ]Abigail managed to hold back the tears until they returned to the Sparrow many hours later. Ivan had to be begged into moving their ship to a new location on the south side of town. He reported two bounty hunters in the area that were not pleased when he had security remove them from the premises. As for Ivan, he enjoyed flying the Sparrow so much he offered to purchase it from Matthew on the spot.
“I’ve always heard Model 42s ran like well-oiled clockwork, but the rumors have sold it very short. I would happily restore it to its prime and either give it a good home or find a collector who—”
“It’s not for sale,” Matthew said.
“It’s a marked ship, even with the amateurish transponder job the Vatican engineers did. It would be far safer if you—”
“I said it’s not for sale.”
Something in his voice was so final that she supposed even Ivan got the message. “I see.” He turned to her. “Ms. Sharon. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
She retreated to her room the moment he was gone. The dam burst and she was wracked in sobs as the tears rolled down her face.
It was over. The life she’d found. The suit of armor that had given her a reputation. Made her useful to Matthew. And now they were going to go somewhere that was forbidden.
The odds of them repairing her suit, thanking her for her service, and sending them on their way were zero. More likely, they’d be arrested. Separated. She’d never see Matthew again, and the rest of the crew would be a distant and dead memory. At least they had Venus and Antioch. She’d have a cold prison cell to crawl around in with a broken body for the rest of her life.
She ignored the engines starting up, ignored the g-forces as Matthew left Bright Crater City for orbit. He was taking them to their destruction, and she was going to let him. Because he was a good man and she was a terrible woman. She should be stopping him. Telling him he was out of his mind. That he knew what he was doing was dangerous. Because he did know. Somehow he’d pieced it together over the years. Maybe she hadn’t been careful and had let hints slip here and there. It was the little things that were hard to keep secret. The fact that in her mind the sky should be blue. How many times had she called something sky blue, something no Martian would ever say?
Eventually the tears dried up leaving her with only a lingering headache. She slid into her wheelchair and rolled to the mirror. She was a mess, but there was no hiding it at this point. She should at least run a brush through her hair. No use looking like a gremlin.
She stared at her suit, awkwardly leaned against the wall. It was a far cry from the marvel it had once been. Now, it couldn’t even kneel for her to get in or out. The sight of it made her sick and she swore she’d never don the broken thing again if they couldn’t by some miracle get it repaired.
Five minutes later she was still arguing with herself as she left the room. She wheeled down the hall to the cockpit. Matthew nodded at her but went back to studying the monitor. She locked her wheelchair and pulled herself into the co-pilot’s seat.
“Did you know,” he said, “that the computer won’t even let me plot a course to Earth?”
She didn’t answer. 
“It’s not even listed as a possible destination, though it’s clearly in the charts. It even plots a route past the Earth and its moon if I select a destination beyond it.” His eyes turned to her again as if prompting her to speak. When she didn’t take the bait, he sighed. “I’ve manually entered coordinates to get us close. A million kilometers out. From there, I’ll be able to use visual sighting to get us the rest of the way.”
She nodded. Earth missing from the ship’s navigation computer didn’t come as a surprise. She wondered how long ship computers had been that way. Decades? Most of a century? The occasional curious pilot that called up Earth would merely assume it was a safety feature. Earth’s orbit was, after all, incredibly dangerous.
For more than one reason.
“Why are you giving me the silent treatment, Abigail?”
His eyes were warm and filled with compassion. That was going to get them killed. “I should tell you no,” she said. Her voice was stiff and small.
“I know the danger,” he said.
“Do you?”
He hesitated. “No, I don’t. But I suspect. There were rumors at the seminary. Rumors that high officials within the Vatican and the University were keeping secrets about Earth. And then, through the years, there have been other clues. Your name lined up with things I had heard in seminary. The soil they imported for Antioch. You can’t just snap your fingers and make soil, after all. It’s half alive with microbes. That had to come from somewhere. And of course, earthtech has to have an origin as well. I never quite believed it came from a couple of domed cities buried in the snow of an endless nuclear winter.”
There was no need to answer. His observations had been thorough. 
“Your suit was the last piece of the puzzle,” he continued. “Ceres confirmed that. The amount you knew about nuclear isotopes, plus you mentioning your suit being designed for salvage told a rather interesting story. Someone down there on Earth is cleaning up the waste. You might even have been part of that once upon a time before you ended up in the colonies. But whoever that is, doesn’t want that fact to be widely known.” He paused. “Am I getting warm?”
She picked at a ragged edge of fingernail. “I can’t tell you anything,” she said. “The less I tell you, the more deniability we both have.” The fingernail tore into a hangnail. “The more deniability we have, the more likely we make it out of this. I hope. But we shouldn’t even be doing this in the first place.”
“I see two options,” Matthew said, slowly leaning back from the monitor. He seemed to be content with the heading he’d set. “The first is that it’s time for you to retire. Pack up your bags. The Shield Maiden rides off into the sunset, a legend for her time. No shame in that. She’s done a lot of good and saved a lot of people.”
The thought made her nauseous. Bound to a wheelchair by her broken body, forever feeling pitying eyes upon her.
He gestured at the navigation screen. “Or we go to Earth, find someone to fix your exo-suit, and give the Shield Maiden a few more years. Let her finish the job.”
She wondered what that meant. “I’m not making this decision,” she said.
He took the helm and brought the Sparrow around. Pointed it at Earth, millions of kilometers away, but closer than she’d been in years.
“I know,” he said, and his voice was so gentle it hurt. “If I thought you were ready to retire, I wouldn’t give you the option of Earth. But I know you’re not there. Not yet.”
The end of the road. They’d had this conversation before. “It’s not about retirement,” she said, unable to explain further.
“I know.”
Of course he did. He knew she was a child that had never come to terms with reality.
“We’ll go to Earth,” he said, and he made it sound so final.
Her mouth was dry. “What are you going to tell the others?”
He flipped the monitor to communications and gestured at the screen.
Ivan couldn’t fix the damage to Abigail’s armor.
We’re going off the grid for a while.
Stay safe.
“Ready to send,” he said. “With your permission.”
It was really happening. They were going to Earth. “Do it,” she said. “Then disable the comm transmitter. Better yet, head outside and damage it beyond repair.”
He raised an eyebrow at her.
“I can’t tell you,” she said. “But I can offer some advice that may just save our lives.”
He whistled. “Someone without working comms can’t tell anyone what they’ve seen. And the logs will show our last message if inspected. Better hope we don’t have engine trouble on the way. Anything else?”
“Do not take us closer than the Moon’s orbit.”
“No closer than the Moon,” he said. He reached over and fired up the frameshift device. It would take a second to fully charge the lattices down in forward engineering. Funny how she had never looked at those things the same way after their reckless flight to Jupiter as Matthew lay dying.
But he’d lived. And now she was the one on the ropes and he was putting everything on the line for her.
The frameshift signaled that it was ready and he looked at her for permission. When she didn’t say no, he engaged the device and the Sparrow translated to a new reference frame, nearly one point five percent the speed of light. But this time, their heading was more important than their speed.
This time they were heading toward Earth.
She was going home.






  
  Chapter 2: The Silent Planet



      [image: ]Earth was dead, or so they said. A frozen hellscape where survivors huddled in caves, living off the last vestigial scraps of civilization. Agriculture was impossible. The biosphere completely collapsed. There weren’t enough embers left to bring it back from ruin. Some claimed there was a domed city that survived the nuclear wars. That was just hearsay. Earthtech came from somewhere, but perhaps clever scavengers salvaged things from the ruins at great risk to sell at a premium in the colonies.

It was the greatest lie ever told.

Is it strange to think that it was told with the best of intentions?

Fatima Al-Amin
Author of The Garden of Earth
Died 123 AM

      [image: ]The Earth shines in the night sky like a precious gem faceted by a master artisan. Like clearest sapphire, or chalcedony, or aquamarine. Blues of the deepest hue, stippled by the greens of life, the golden sands of the mighty deserts, the whites of the killing frosts. It is an oasis in the great fields of night, the void between stars where, in the deeps of time, a home for humanity was made. No like harbor among the innumerable stars has ever been espied by man, not through his grandest telescopes. And if another exists, it lies beyond the reach of his greatest ships. 
Even Moses foundered before he could cross that great gulf.
Matthew stared at the sight for the first time in his life and felt a longing in his heart he’d never known. Or was it that the home he’d known was forever beyond his reach? A tenuous thread connecting the blue world to the farmhouse in Arizona.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Abigail said.
“There’s a lot more green than I expected.”
She didn’t answer.
He tore his eyes away. “We’re three hundred thousand klicks out, beyond the Moon’s orbit. I’ve damaged our external comm transmitter so badly that it’s a mess of scrap and wires. What else?”
Abigail bit her lip. “Approach the Moon’s orbit but watch the scopes for debris. The moon has largely cleared its orbit of the smaller pieces, but plenty will remain for centuries to come.”
Matthew glanced at the scopes. They were clear at the moment. He pulled up the Sparrow’s environmental shields and gave that system a quick once over as well. It was a sub-system he rarely thought about. Like colonies, ships had large environmental shields encircling them. Only in this case, they weren’t trying to keep in an atmosphere. They were used to gently push aside micrometeoroids, tiny particles no larger than a grain of sand, that at high speed would punch straight through a ship. As an added bonus, the shields also kept out intense radiation from the sun. No use dying early of cancer.
In theory, they’d also protect a ship from small debris, like rivets or screws, though that might not be a sure thing if the hit was direct enough. Larger obstacles had to be spotted by the scopes and avoided entirely. Which led to his next question.
“Just how dense is the debris closer to earth?”
She shrugged. “I’m not the one to ask. When Moses disappeared it took a day before the nations of Earth started shooting at each other’s space stations and satellites. Once a few were destroyed, spinning pieces of metal spread through Earth’s orbit at thousands of kilometers per hour, hitting more satellites, stations, everything. They call it Kessler Syndrome.”
Matthew nodded. “Mars has enough traffic that they have to keep a close eye on abandoned satellites for that very reason, especially after Phobos’ destruction. So within a day, Earth’s orbit is destroying itself with millions of pieces of debris. All the stations. All the comm satellites. Everyone in orbit goes to ground or dies. The planet goes dark, and the colonies never hear from it again.” He looked at the Earth, seemingly so beautiful, except the rose had invisible thorns. “And now it has a deadly defense perimeter. Approach unaware, and it’s a flip of the coin whether you die before you make the surface.” He reached out to the flight controls. “And I’m just supposed to take it slow?”
Abigail nodded. “We don’t have to get too close. Just cross the moon’s orbit. And keep your eyes open for debris.”
He was going to have to trust her. He turned away from the moon and pointed retrograde, opposite their current orbit around the earth, and began a short burn of the main engines. At any given altitude above a planet, there was an exact speed required to maintain a circular orbit, a velocity that would keep you perpetually falling in a near-perfect circle around the planet. If you slowed down just a little, your orbit would begin to shrink and turn elliptical as your ship began to fall closer toward the planet. Of course, at three hundred thousand kilometers, that was a long way to fall.
He sat back. “And now we wait. We’ll be inside the Moon’s perimeter in a couple hours. I’ll level out our orbit at that point and then…” He left the statement open.
She shook her head. “One thing at a time. Just—
“Watch those scopes.” He flipped them to all available monitors in the cockpit to help keep from being distracted. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as she leaned forward in the co-pilot’s chair. There was a nervous air about her that he’d never seen before. Fearful even. It was better than the despair caused by her damaged suit, but it did make him question just what they’d gotten themselves into.
A few minutes into the orbit change, he saw the first piece of debris, a three-meter fragment of what used to be an engine nozzle. It passed them peacefully at about fifty kilometers. Then there was a transmitter antenna from a satellite. Next a steel girder from a space station. And then there were too many pieces to bother identifying their origin. Twice, Matthew slightly altered their course to give a wider berth. Once a piece passed within two kilometers. Matthew could see it spinning ahead of them in the darkness, flashing brightly in the light of the distant sun as they slipped past.
He wondered how many smaller pieces the scopes were missing.
The computer did its best to chart every object within a hundred kilometers, but eventually, it began to slow to a crawl, overwhelmed as it tried to plot too many trajectories. He turned on a filter to limit it to closer objects, but that only made him more nervous. A stray piece of debris on an eccentric orbit could close the gap in seconds, giving him little reaction time.
“We’re ten thousand kilometers inside minimum lunar orbit,” he said. He made a quick prograde burn to make their orbit less elliptical. “It’s getting pretty crowded out here.” He gestured nervously at the scopes. “How long do we have to wait?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. We aren’t supposed to be here. But someone will have seen us. I just don’t know what happens next.”
Matthew suppressed a grimace. He could probably handle a few more hours of dodging orbital debris, but the longer they lingered, the more likely something would go wrong. Either his attention would lapse, the computer wouldn’t give enough warning time on a retrograde object, or something small would pierce the environmental shield. “Alright,” he said. “We’ll give it some time.” He stretched his fingers to loosen them up. “I’ll keep watch on the scopes if you want to get us some coffee. The caffeine may come in—”
The computer monitor turned red and an intercept warning chimed through the cockpit.
He leaned forward. “Fifty kilometers and closing fast.”
“Looks like a cloud of debris. Several dozen objects,” Abigail said. “Remnants of a station, maybe.”
She didn’t sound convinced and neither was Matthew. “Strange orbit for that.” He pulled hard on the flight yoke to turn them onto a different course and fired the engines to full power. They’d only have a few seconds to clear the path of the cloud before it passed through their current location. He stared at the navigation computer.
“Matthew…?”
“I see it.” The cloud was tracking their movements and rapidly decelerating.
“Cut the engines!” she said. “Now! Don’t touch the throttle.”
He fiddled with the scopes to try and get a view of just what it was that was coming their way. “Is this our welcome party?”
“I have no idea, but—” She cut off abruptly as one of the objects came into focus. “Now there’s a familiar sight.”
A perfectly smooth sphere of metal. It took Matthew a moment to place it, because he’d been the drone’s first victim on the Mosaic Frigate. He’d only seen it after Abigail had smashed it and the drugs he’d been injected with had worn off. “I’m counting… nearly three dozen of them. They’re matching our speed and trajectory.”
“I had no idea that’s how they policed orbit,” Abigail said, clearly impressed. “I thought Mosaic technology wasn’t hackable.”
“And you’re sure they aren’t going to just turn us into another piece of floating debris?”
“No, but I have high hopes.”
The ship’s automatic warning system looked like it was having a seizure with so many unidentified objects on top of them. Out the front window, one of the drones zipped into view. It paused at the window and turned a single red eye, the only distinguishing feature in its smooth metal surface, to inspect them.
Matthew raised his hands above his head in surrender, hoping there was a human on the other side watching.
Abigail saw his movement and followed suit. The drone hung there motionless, its red eye unblinking. “They must have started moving into position the second we entered orbit,” she said. “The moment we crossed their perimeter, they struck.”
There was a series of soft bumps. Matthew checked the scopes again and saw that the fleet of drones had taken up formation just off the Sparrow’s hull. A single arm was extended from each and magnetically attached to their exterior. They were being towed. “At least it doesn’t look like they’re going to kill us.”
“This is just the first of many opportunities,” Abigail said. “How are you feeling about that coffee?”
The Sparrow suddenly began to move. Matthew was surprised by the rapidly increasing g-forces. The drones had some serious propulsion. “Better wait until we reach cruising speed.” Thankfully after an initial burst of power, they leveled off at a more comfortable amount of thrust. They both watched the navigation charts, eager for a clue as to their destination. Matthew finally tapped the screen. “Looks like a Low Earth Orbit. This is gonna take a while.”
“Not if we don’t stop accelerating,” she said. “I don’t think they’re worried about burning fuel like we would be. I’d be more worried about eating an antenna dish down here, but something tells me those drones have that detail covered.”
Once they’d reached an incredible velocity, the drones cut propulsion. It would still be nearly a day before they reached Low Earth Orbit, accounting for time to reduce speed and circularize their orbit. “I wonder if they’ve been trying to talk to us,” he said, eyeing the comm controls.
“We’re taking as few chances as we can,” she replied. Her nervous demeanor had vanished, but Matthew could read the stress in her eyes now that they had nothing to do but go along for the ride.
“Tell you what,” he said. He stood and patted her on the shoulder. “I’ll go get us that coffee.”

      [image: ]Abigail tried to keep herself busy for the rest of the day, but it was just a pretense. The maintenance was caught up for the first time in months and there were fewer chores to do with fewer crew members on board. She kept her distance from Matthew, mostly because she wasn’t sure she could justify to herself, let alone to him, what they were doing. Which meant she spent most of the day hiding in her room trying not to stare at her armor where it leaned in its pitiable state against the wall.
She wondered if Matthew got as little sleep as she did that night.
By the next morning, Earth filled their viewport. “They were kind enough to rotate us to give us a view,” Matthew said.
The continent of South America was slipping past their view and it was more beautiful than she could bear. Abigail did her best not to tear up at the sight. Memories threatened to overwhelm her. A strange distortion shimmered over the Earth, and after a moment’s thought she realized it was an environmental shield. The drones must have been projecting a very strong one for it to be that noticeable. That was probably how they traversed the debris field of the lower orbits.
“Not seeing as much snow as I thought I’d see,” Matthew said, repeating the sentiment from last night. “The mountains there, what would they be, the Andes? But something feels off about the coastlines. It’s like the shapes are the same, but they don’t really match the maps I’ve seen all my life.”
“Not yet,” she said. “I’m not going to say anything else.”
He grunted, clearly annoyed, but polite enough not to challenge her on the issue. “Well if I had to guess based on the rate we’re slowing, we’re about twenty minutes out from our destination. This orbit is also a lot less choked with debris. After a century I imagine orbits are starting to decay, and at this altitude it’s going to hit atmospheric drag pretty quickly. Either that or someone has been working hard to clean it.”
He was trying to fill the air with words. Matthew was rarely nervous, but she was certain that’s what was going on.
Ten minutes later they spotted the station. It was massive, larger than any of the Freeports in the colonies, with docking facilities for at least two dozen ships the size of the Sparrow. Four gargantuan arms radiated outward like spokes. Abigail had never seen Bulwark Station in person, but she knew of it by its reputation. It was the central hub from which, as Matthew had correctly guessed, lower orbit was being cleared. It was also in charge of security. She wondered how many curious ships they’d picked up over the decades.
Two four-hundred-meter military cruisers bristling with torpedo tubes and thumper arrays held position on either side of the Bulwark Station. Most likely, they were there to fire on any pieces of debris large enough to pierce the enormous shield protecting the region around the station. She guessed it was larger than the shields that protected most colonies. As they approached, the station released a squadron of single-pilot interceptors that quickly fell into position behind them. The message was clear. Try to fight or flee and be destroyed.
“I think I’m seeing some things that I’m not authorized to see,” Matthew said as they passed into the Bulwark’s protective field.
“Which is why I haven’t told you anything,” Abigail said. “I’ve broken no faith. Revealed no secrets.”
“You didn’t stop me from coming.”
“A lesser infraction. Whether we ever get to leave again is still on the line.”
He gave her a hard stare. At least he was getting the point that most answers would have to wait. The drones rotated the Sparrow along its axis as they approached the station. “We’re about to have guests,” Matthew said, standing to his feet. “Gun is in my cabin. I’m unarmed.”
“Good idea. We’ll wait for them in the common room.”
She slid over into her wheelchair. She put her hands on the wheels, but Matthew stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “It’ll work out,” he said. “You’ll see.” And then he pushed her down the hall, something she usually hated. It was the sort of thing that made her painfully aware of her atrophied legs. But she knew Matthew, and she knew he meant only good by a small kindness. He was repeating his reassurances through action. She sighed. He was confusing as always.
There was a not-so-subtle jostling and metallic scraping as the Sparrow was moved into position. “Not much time now,” she said mostly to herself. They entered the common room. Matthew pushed her to face the port side airlock. He walked down the short hall to the panel and unlocked the entrance so that those on the other side would be able to board at their leisure.
He gave her a weak smile as he rejoined her. “It’ll work out,” he said again.
He couldn’t know that. And there was a good chance it wouldn’t. Still, she had to hope. It was a long one, but there were enough trite sayings about hope that they couldn’t all be wrong.
There was a rumble behind the airlock. Matthew dropped to his knees and put his hands behind his head in a sign of surrender. Good idea. She should have thought of that. Well, she couldn’t squat like he could, but she could put her hands behind her head.
The airlock opened and four heavily armed men rushed down the corridor at them.
JDF Orbital Special Forces. Full combat armored pressure suits with magnetic rifles. Their faces were hidden behind reflective visors. The air around each soldier was slightly distorted by a tight-wrapped environmental shield. They weren’t strong enough to stop a bullet, but they’d slow it enough to make it far less lethal. Normally such shields had to be turned off every few seconds, as there was little air beneath them and they didn’t allow fresh air through, but orbital troops carried their own compressed air supplies.
They closed the distance in seconds. A rifle was pointed at each of their heads. “On your face cowboy,” one of the troopers commanded, his voice unnecessarily garbled by the speaker transmitting it. Probably on purpose. Given her current heart rate, the intimidation tactic was working. More soldiers were spilling into the Sparrow
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