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  Parent's Guide


If you’re a parent and letting your kid or teen read After Moses, I’ve included a brief content guide to help you make informed decisions. If you’ve made it this far in the series, you already have a good idea of what to expect. 
Violence: Genre standard violence. Spaceship battles. Gun fights and physical scuffles. A scene describes states that a ‘life-ending projectile tore through flesh and bone and nerve.’ Men are killed in cold blood by traitors to their faction.
Language: Infrequent mild language, limited to hell and damn.
Alcohol/Drugs: Brief mentions of alcohol. A crime syndicate grows coca, and the narrative mentions that plant-derived drugs are an expensive luxury as most drugs in the time of the story are synthetics.
Sexual Content: Little, if any.
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  Chapter 1: Europan Extraction Finale



      [image: ]All things under heaven come to an end.

No empire is eternal, no living thing immortal. Not an idea formed in the mind of man can withstand the passage of ages. Even lies have an ending.

The precarious balance of the first century after Moses was always doomed to come crashing down. Well-intentioned half-truths and deceptions about Earth could never endure, but their revelation was more abrupt than Jerusalem or their Ganymedean co-conspirators expected.

And in the midst of this was Matthew Cole, the man upon whom many of the chief events of that age turned. In his own life, he ascended to folk hero and in death, he has become a legend. History may remember him alongside Churchill, Washington, and Caesar Augustus, men who shaped the world with their great deeds.

Matthew Cole brought about the end of one age and the beginning of the next.

Marcus of Venus
Imperial Historian
Died 162 AM

      [image: ]The fall of the Hueso Rojo slave cartel began with a coordinated assault on its assets in orbit above Europa. Within minutes, they lost nearly every ship in their fleet to an unknown enemy. The next day, the town of San Martin went dark. When cartel forces were dispatched from Nuevo Lima, they were fired at by their own surface-to-air weaponry and lost one of their few remaining ships. 
Paranoia set in amongst cartel leadership. It had been nearly fifteen years since the balance of power on Europa had stabilized and the cartels had drawn up tenuous peace agreements. Had another cartel secretly been plotting against them? The level of precision and overwhelming firepower spoke against this theory, but who else would attack Hueso Rojo? The colonies would not dare risk angering the cartels and cutting off the supply of food from the Slaver Moon. And despite their obvious participation in the Battle of Villa Maria, Vatican officials had remained cooperative since then.
By the time two more key cities fell, paranoia had given way to panic.
Antonio Juarez shuffled nervously at his guard station on Nuevo Lima’s outer wall. Recruited from a gang on Ceres, he’d been with Hueso Rojo for barely three months, and it was all falling apart. Above him, Jupiter’s pale disc shone down from the night sky. Small comfort its ruddy light was. The attacks always came at night. He ran his hand over the rifle slung from his shoulder. He’d had only three days of training. Whoever was destroying the cartel was doing it with ruthless efficiency. If they attacked while he was on duty, he’d never stand a chance.
His watch chirped its five-minute alarm. He turned back along the old concrete wall and marched to the previous station. He crossed the hundred-meter length quickly, nodding at the other guard as they passed each other at the halfway point. Ahead of him, one of the thumper towers loomed, its barrels aimed at the sky, ready to shoot down attackers. It didn’t make him feel any safer. The other cities had been similarly defended and yet still been conquered.
He reached the guardpoint outside the tower. The guard at the door had changed since he’d last rotated through. He was older than Antonio, not middle-aged, but not young either, with a good deal of scruff on his face and a pair of old-fashioned looking glasses. He nodded at Antonio and resumed his watch.
Antonio sighed and looked out from the wall across the fields of grain. He shifted his rifle to his back and took off his gloves, breathing onto his hands in an attempt to warm them up.
“Not wise to put your weapon away, son. There may be enemies about.”
Antonio glanced at the other guard. “Yeah, I’m…” He pulled his gloves back on. “You’re right. Sorry.”
“We all have our slip-ups. You seem like you’re new.”
It was obvious, wasn’t it? “Three months. Bad time to take that recruitment bonus, huh?”
“I’d say. Not too late to consider other careers, you know.”
Antonio hoisted his rifle back into position. “Considering what’s going on, I think that would be frowned upon.”
The guard glanced at his watch. “You never know. Opportunity could knock sooner than you think.”
Antonio frowned. That was borderline seditious. Maybe the other guy was just looking out for him, but still. That was a stupid thing to say aloud in a cartel town to someone you didn’t know. “Listen…”
An alarm went off on the guard’s watch.
“Alright, here’s your chance,” the guard said. He suddenly sprinted down the wall at Antonio.
If he were half competent at his job he would have shot the man. Instead he dropped his rifle on its sling and raised his hands in defense. The man tackled him to the ground as a thunderclap split the night, deafening him. Pieces of debris and flecks of concrete rained down from above. He clambered away from the man and onto his feet, reaching for his rifle only to find that the man had disarmed him in the tackle.
The stranger stood, a silhouette against the fireball blossoming out of what was left of the thumper tower. The glasses had fallen from his face and Antonio recognized him in an instant.
Matthew Cole, hero of the Battle of Villa Maria and so many others. He’d come back to finish the cartel this time.
A formation of ships screamed overhead at low altitude, the sonic booms nearly knocking him to the ground. Antonio glanced down the wall. Other thumper towers were in ruins as well, but not all of them. None of those standing were tracking the ship.
“We only destroyed the ones we couldn’t take over,” Cole said. He pulled a pair of plastic cuffs from beneath his poncho and tossed them at Antonio. “I don’t want you to die today, kid. Put these on, stay out of trouble, and surrender when you get the chance.” The man strode down the wall, but laid a brief hand on Antonio’s shoulder as he passed. It was a gesture he remembered his father making.
And then he was gone.
Above, a second formation of ships was descending onto Nuevo Lima. This wasn’t a strafing run like the first pass, but a full invasion force. The thumper tower collapsed in on itself with a rumble of cracking concrete and tortured steel. Antonio jogged a short distance from the ruins and found a small corner of the wall to tuck into. He stared at the cuffs for a full minute before quietly clicking them shut over his wrists. Then he covered his head as the sound of gunfire began to ring out across the city.

      [image: ]The speaker above Abigail Sharon Cole’s head crackled to life. “Separation in T-minus thirty seconds. Shock and Awe, get ready for a ride.”
“It’s been a crazy few years,” Grace Anderson said quietly. “This isn’t as exciting as it was the first time.”
Abigail didn’t answer. Grace had barely been a teen during their first drop in a meteor pod onto Villa Maria. Now at seventeen, she was practically a woman. Abigail craned her neck to look over to where Grace was strapped down. The girl’s long blonde hair was tucked away inside the helmet of her pressure suit. Abigail had always preferred keeping her hair short so it was easier to wear in her exo-suit, but then her hair was plain compared to Grace’s golden locks.
In the end, she hadn’t needed Grace’s good looks to find love. It really had been a crazy few years.
“Separation in T-minus fifteen seconds.”
“Hey, Grace?” she asked to lighten the mood. “Do you remember who was Shock and who was Awe?”
“Pretty sure you were Shock.”
“Separation in T-minus five seconds.”
Abigail’s memory of that conversation over four years ago was fuzzy.
“Separating meteor pod now. Godspeed.”
There was a sharp crack as explosive bolts pushed the pod away from the Swiss Guard ship. The meteor pod’s thrusters engaged and the Vatican patrol craft fell away. Little more than a cone with a heat shield strapped to the bottom, the pods were probably the most extreme reentry craft in existence. Originally conceived as a poor man’s escape pod from space stations over Earth, in the colonies they were occasionally used by special forces for rapid deployment.
Shock and Awe were going to clear a landing field.
The pod rotated and began its powered descent toward Nuevo Lima. Hopefully Matthew and his team had all the thumpers taken care of. They were either going to be going offline or destroyed outright any second now, but either way it was unlikely that the cartel would be able to react fast enough to shoot at them even if they hadn’t. Meteor pods weren’t arbitrarily named.
Grace cleared her throat. “You know who I got a message from the other night?”
Abigail wracked her brain. “I have no idea.”
“Jason.”
“Oh.” Jason had been one of the kids in Grace’s street gang on Ceres that had been relocated to Antioch. Or at least that had been the intention. He’d been so smitten with Grace that he’d stowed away on the Sparrow and gotten wrapped up in the whole mess with the bomb. And then because Grace was always gone from Antioch, he’d gone and gotten a girlfriend. “What did he want?”
“He was just saying hi.”
“I don’t buy that.”
“They broke up, like seven months ago.”
At least he hadn’t immediately sent her a message. “What do you think about that?”
“I don’t know. I’d kinda—”
“Shock and Awe, you are T-minus ten seconds to the environmental shield. Brace for a bump.”
“Forget it,” Grace said. “Now’s a bad time.”
Bump was an understatement. The jolt from passing through the shield and the sudden resistance from the atmosphere beneath was a teeth-rattling bump that Abigail never got used to. Red-hot plasma licked around the edges of the pod just past her feet. She counted down the seconds as the braking thrusters fired, slowing their reckless descent. This was Hueso Rojo’s last city. They’d finish this job and then head back to Antioch where Luciana was being kept by her doting grandmother, Elizabeth.
Abigail’s mother-in-law. She loved the woman, but that still took some getting used to.
They hit the ground with a crunch that had her seeing stars. Their restraints automatically released and retracted out of the way. Abigail stood to her feet and hopped down from the pod, drawing her shield from the back of her exo-suit in a single smooth movement. They were in an open plaza in the middle of the cartel city. A large Catholic church in obvious disrepair dominated the far side. The ringing drone of a raid siren came from its steeples, making her doubt the building still served as a church.
Given the late hour, there weren’t many people in the plaza, but the amount of noise they’d just made, not to mention the siren, would draw them soon enough. She knelt on the ground and Grace climbed up into the harness. It was a trick they’d used once to great effect, and seldom since. With the teen’s miracles on her wrists, there was an extra layer of bullet protection, as well as her ability to throw around massive objects like toys.
Shock and Awe.
A formation of ships blasted overhead. They didn’t have long.
“You set?” she asked Grace. Men with guns poured out of the church. It definitely was not a house of worship for the faithful.
“Just give me a second. I don’t want to get thrown out if you make a sudden movement. There, I’m secure. Let’s go.”
Abigail stood and walked purposefully towards the group.
“Stop!” shouted one of the men in a voice that was quaking with fear. “Or we shoot.”
Abigail kept walking. “Surrender and you live,” she said. “But we burn down what’s left of the cartel either way.”
There were nearly twenty of them assembled. Most had ponchos and flat-brimmed hats, the local style on Europa. All of them had guns trained on the two. They didn’t surrender.
“You ready?” Abigail asked quietly.
“I guess,” was Grace’s soft response.
The men opened fire as Abigail and Grace waded into battle.

      [image: ]It was as precisely a timed operation as Yvonne Naude had ever been a part of. All of their strikes against the cartel had been meticulously planned. For the last month, the Guild of Lanterns and their allies had launched precision strikes on the Slaver Moon. Today, Hueso Rojo would fall. The other cartels would live. For now.
“Raptor Flight, you are green to clear your descent.” Gebre’elwa’s voice crackled over the comm. The matron freelancer empress provided coordination and overwatch from one of her ships, the Qolxad, in a distant orbit over the moon. Though her son ran the business empire these days, and she’d directed most of her attention to the Guild, ‘Elwa wasn’t the sort of woman to retire until her health forced the issue.
“Roger that,” Yvonne replied. “Raptor Flight, let’s deliver the troops.” She touched the helm of the Kestrel and felt the powerful ship leap forward. Not too much throttle or she’d leave the other transport ships behind.
“Copy,” Ewan Hywels said from the comm. “The Ddraig Goch will follow your lead, Kestrel.”
Two more ships rattled their affirmation. Behind her, the bridge hummed with the activity of the three bridge crew. Navigation. Weapon’s Officer. Communications. All borrowed from other Lantern crews and hastily trained to staff the Kestrel. Six brave men and women manned the thumpers and four manned stations throughout the ship.
Yvonne had heard their awed whispers when they came aboard. They were forbidden from asking questions about the state-of-the-art warship, but that wouldn’t stop them from wondering, and it certainly wouldn’t stop the rumors. Let them guess. It would only add to the mystique of the ship and her captain. Let the stories spread and the enemies of Matthew Cole quake in their boots.
For herself, Yvonne just missed the Sparrow.
“I’ve got confirmation that the thumper defenses are down,” the comms officer reported. “Shock and Awe will be on the ground soon.”
Yvonne rolled the Kestrel. Its gravitic drive gave it capabilities far beyond any chemical reaction drive, and its extreme angle of approach would give her gunners a slightly better firing arc. The weapons officer, one of 'Elwa’s crew, was even now painting targets for the thumper turrets to strike on their approach.
Ahead and beneath her, the first flight of ships screamed over the city of Nuevo Lima, causing chaos, confusion, and destruction as they dropped their payloads. Fires already burned in dozens of locations as smoke curled into the sky.
“Ten seconds until we hit the environmental shield,” she said.
They passed through with a bump and four of their thumpers opened fire on targets. Barracks, weapons depots, guard stations, hangars. Anything that would help the dying cartel continue its struggle against the inevitable was blasted to fine rubble. They approached their destination quickly, and Yvonne snapped the Kestrel back upright as she came to hover over the center square.
“Glad you made it!” Abigail’s voice crackled over the comm.
“Hope you’ve softened up the LZ,” Yvonne said as she brought the ship down. While the city’s large scale anti-ship weaponry should have all been silenced, she didn’t want to chance taking fire from a shoulder-fired thumper. The Kestrel might survive that kind of hit, or then again it might not, depending on where it struck.
“They’re in full retreat from the square. We could use a few more boots on the ground to start clearing them out.”
“Roger that.” Yvonne checked her altimeter and then opened the ventral bay door. She glanced over her shoulder at the comm officer. “Send word to the Special Cargo.”
The Special Cargo being nearly a hundred Jerusalem Defense Force Orbital Defense Troopers outfitted in earthtech combat gear bearing no insignia. The Kestrel’s temporary crew had learned that these soldiers were also not an acceptable topic of discussion.“They’re clear,” the comms officer reported.
Yvonne pulled up and away from the courtyard, eager to make herself a less inviting target for heavy weaponry. “Raptor Flight, what’s your status?”
“Ddraig Goch is dropping Lantern troops at the Eastern LZ,” Ewan called out.
Matthew’s voice crackled over the speaker. “And they’re a sight for sore eyes. We’ll work on liberating the slave quarters.”
“Be careful, Matthew.” Yvonne didn’t approve of him personally infiltrating Nuevo Lima to help with the sabotage mission and she knew that Abigail had tried numerous times to talk him out of it. But post-Earth Matthew Cole was hard to gainsay. She turned her attention back to the mission. “Raptors 3 and 4?”
“Swiss Guard is on the ground, Ma’am, but resistance is thick. It’s quite a firefight down there.”
“We’re on our way. Send us enemy locations and we’ll soften them up from the sky.”
She banked hard and wheeled over the city. A hundred points of orange light burned as smoke trailed across the sky. Her weapons officer continued to paint hostile targets as they were relayed from other crews and orbital spotters, and the rhythmic fire of the thumpers echoed through the deck. The Battle of Nuevo Lima was about to be joined in earnest.

      [image: ]Kate Ribelle ducked into cover with her older sister of twenty-two minutes, Lori, and covered her ears just before the charges went off. The shockwave still knocked her off her feet, and her breath was forced from her lungs with a grunt as she connected with the pavement.
“You overdid it again,” Lori said, offering her a hand. “How many charges was that?”
Kate groaned as she was pulled to her feet. “The rest of them.”
Lori glanced around the corner. “I can tell. The watchtower is slag and the gate was blown clear off its hinges.”
Gunfire from across the street drew Kate’s attention. The eldest of the Triplets, Wilks was busy keeping a squad of cartel henchmen at bay with bursts of rifle fire. He was doing his job, but the sisters still had to do theirs. Kate rammed another magazine into her machine pistol. “Let’s clear the internal guard station.”
They sprinted from cover toward the twisted heap of a gate. Inside, behind high walls was a several-acre compound of slave quarters. From what Kate understood, they were mostly allowed to go about their affairs inside the walls and there would be relatively few cartelmen. She tasted acid on her tongue. It wasn’t freedom, but a prison. Or maybe a place to keep cattle.
Wilks gave them a quick salute as they picked their way through the gate before returning his attention to the battle at hand.
The watchtower had fallen onto the guard building, a lucky coincidence. Three men, one of whom was bleeding from injuries, had pulled themselves out of the rubble by the time the sisters leveled their guns on them.
“Surrender or I blow your heads off,” Lori said, leveling an assault rifle on the trio.
They looked at each other . The injured one pulled a device out of his pocket that looked suspiciously like a detonator. “Drop your weapons or every slave in the district dies.”
From the rows of block buildings, a crowd was beginning to gather. Men, women, and children. All with slave bracelets. Some of them would probably be kill bracelets but certainly not all of them.
“What do you think, sister?” Kate asked. She put a playful note in her voice.
Lori shrugged and shot one of the cartelmen dead.
Their leader’s eyes went wide and he pressed the kill switch.
Nothing happened.
Lori shot his other comrade. He started screaming curses as he mashed the button over and over.
Kate yawned. “You honestly think we didn’t come prepared? We’re using earthtech jammers in orbit to block nearly every radio communication band. ‘Cept what we’re using, of course.”
He eyed the sisters and the growing group of former slaves warily. He twitched in a sudden motion to draw his gun, but Lori dropped him with a burst of fire. “Idiots,” she muttered.
Kate turned her attention to the crowd. “The Guild of Lanterns is here to free you, but keep your heads down until the battle is over. It’s going to take us a while to mop up what’s left of the cartel.” Men ran forward, stripped the bodies of their weapons, and began shouting orders to the crowd. Good. Looks like they had folks with their heads screwed on straight. They’d gotten lucky here. Elsewhere, there would likely be collateral damage.
The nearby gunfire intensified and Lori’s comm squawked. “Are you two done in there?” Wilks shouted, “I’ve got problems out here! They’ve got reinforcements from the east!”
The sisters met eyes briefly before jogging back to the ruined gate. Wilks had retreated from his previous position to the hulk of a personnel carrier that Kate had personally put out of commission. The eastern road had a fresh group of soldiers doggedly pushing towards their brother. Kate fought off panic when she saw the blood smeared down Wilks’ side. 
“Give me cover,” Lori said.
Kate fired several short bursts from her machine pistol as her sister slid out from the gate to dive toward the carrier. She emptied the clip, temporarily stopping the enemy’s advance, but they were too far away for her to hit. Lori reached over to probe the wound at Wilks’ side before flashing Kate a thumbs up. Lori slipped back into cover as return fire began to pepper the area near the gate.
“They’re on the west street now, too,” she said into her comm. “How’s he doing?”
“I saw it,” Lori growled back. “And he’ll live. It’s only a graze, but you wouldn’t know it from the whining.”
“Can you get him back to the gate?”
“Not under this fire.”
Kate reloaded her gun and peeked around the wreckage. Her siblings were caught in a pincer and would lose their cover in seconds. She fired a series of bursts at the enemy, but they were still out of her range.
“I’m gonna give ‘em foam,” Lori said. Kate saw her loading a grenade into her rifle’s underbarrel launcher before she ducked back into cover. A second later she heard a thud. The rapidly expanding industrial foam was a personal favorite, though less lethal, trick of hers. Kate argued that someone could easily suffocate in the gunk, making it quite lethal, but Lori countered that until it happened, it was perfectly safe.
But it was going to take more than foam to save them here. She pulled out her comm and switched to the mission support channel. “This is Kate Ribelle at Slave Quarter 5. We’re pinned at the entrance and need backup.” She waited for a moment, knowing comms officers on the Kestrel and the Qolxad orbit would be digesting the information and looking for assets to send their way. She took the time to blow through another mag to keep the advancing men from getting too cocky.
“Help is on the way,” came the reply.
“We don’t have a lot of time,” she said, ducking back into cover as the return fire came.
“He’s not far. Hang in there.”
He?
A new gun barked through the embattled neighborhood. High-caliber, semi-automatic, evenly spaced shots. Kate risked a quick peek. The enemies struggling with Lori’s foam were getting cut down from the rear. A shadow in the street moving fast. Kate used that as incentive to line up a more careful shot, downing an enemy that was trying to get a bead on the stranger.
Only it wasn’t a stranger.
“It’s Cole,” Lori groaned.
“I see him,” Kate said. “Give fire on the other street now that we have the cover.”
It worked.
With the pincer broken, the Triplets and Matthew Cole were able to rapidly whittle down the cartel forces. Or rather, they kept them distracted while Matthew Cole systematically eliminated them until the remaining handful surrendered. He left them handcuffed and in the care of the recently liberated occupants of Slave Quarter 5.
Cole returned to Wilks, still slumped beside the personnel carrier. He squatted beside him and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Glad to see you’re in one piece.”
Wilks sighed. “Second time this month you’ve saved our sorry hides.”
Cole smiled. “I owed you after my crew swept the payout of the century out of your grasp on Titan.”
Kate laughed nervously. Almost nailing Cole had changed their lives, probably for the better. While they weren’t filthy rich, Cole’s broker Benny had worked them hard in the mysterious Gaucho’s absence. They’d made good money, earned a place in the Guild of Lanterns, and begun to make a name for themselves in the last year. When Cole finally reappeared looking for volunteers to help destroy a slave cartel, well, they could hardly say no to that.
“Thanks, but I’m done for the day,” Wilks said.
“We’ll help make sure this quarter is secure,” Kate said.
Cole tipped his hat to them. “I’d appreciate that.”
He turned and disappeared down the street into the gloom, his silhouette at last disappearing around a corner.
“Quit gawking and help me get Wilks up.” Lori growled.
Kate tore her eyes away from the street and stooped to help her brother. It was a pity Cole was a married man. He was much too old for her taste, but, well, one can always make exceptions for good causes.
Wilks cried out in pain and she returned her attention to her brother. “Come on, let’s get you out of the street.”

      [image: ]Gebra’Elwa watched her tactical screen aboard the Qolxad from its parking orbit high above Europa. The last of the slave quarters flashed green as it was successfully captured, and she let out a long sigh of relief. She sat back in her comfortable command chair. When Matthew Cole had first reappeared and suggested the insane operation, she’d been hesitant. The risk to human life was extreme. Matthew merely said that they’d have to be that much more on their game and then began to lay out his plan to infiltrate the city.And it had worked. There was still intense fighting in the western half of the city, but that would wind down over the course of the next few hours. As cartel strongholds were broken and became isolated pockets of resistance, they would begin to surrender, one by one. Her job was to coordinate their forces to make that happen with as few casualties as possible.
“Commandant Ortega says there are dozens of hostiles holed up in the Northwest Police Station and requests shipboard fire.”
She glanced up at her eldest son, Tamru. “We’re trying to leave as much civil infrastructure intact as possible.”
“I’m just relaying his request. He’s worried the cost of rooting them out will be high.”
She glanced back at her screen showing friendly forces in green scattered across the city. “Tell him to maintain the siege and we will work on reinforcements.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
They could probably split Matthew Cole’s special unit and have half help the Swiss Guard take the police station. She had her own questions about where he had acquired such an elite unit, but so far they’d been their most deadly asset in this war. She shifted the map to the central plaza where the Kestrel had deployed them.
Her eyes immediately fell on the glowing red building near the center of the city. The church. Intel had suggested that it was being used as an enemy command center, and she’d expected Abigail and Grace to capture it in the first few minutes of fighting.
She opened a channel to Abigail. “Shock and Awe. This is ‘Elwa. Is everything alright down there?”
After a moment, Abigail responded. “Yes, ma’am. Clearing out a few buildings overlooking the central plaza. Where do you need us?”
“I’m seeing the plaza church still listed as hostile.”
“Yeah, about that,” Abigail said. “Matthew’s going to have to handle this one.”
‘Elwa frowned. Her son stopped what he was doing and turned to listen, curiosity etched on his face. She cleared her throat. “Am I to assume the building remains a threat?”
“Probably not, no. But keep everyone away. Matthew will deal with it when the fires burn down.”
That answered precisely nothing, but they didn’t have time to talk in riddles. ‘Elwa would just have to trust the other woman. “Very well. The Swiss Guard is dealing with heavy resistance at the Northwest Police Station. Can you spare half the Special Cargo?”
“That can be arranged. I’ll talk to their commander. He’ll expect new orders from you.”
The call ended. She looked at the red marker of the church one last time and turned away. “Tamru?”
“Yes, Ma’am, I’m on it. The Ddraig Goch is also asking for new orders. ”
The comms officer had an immediate solution. “I’ve got wounded that need evac at N 44.3, just outside the city wall.”
‘Elwa nodded. Just a little longer and this would all be over.

      [image: ]Two hours later, the Hueso Rojo slave cartel officially surrendered. Fighting would continue in a few pockets for the rest of the day, but officially the cartel was no more.
It was finished.
Matthew Cole took off his campero and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. He was alone, some blocks south of the central plaza. He took a quiet moment to lean against a wall and pray a thanks to God. The men who had conquered Villa Maria all those years ago were destroyed. Justice had come for them as it comes for all, in this life or the next. He replaced his hat just as his comm buzzed.
“I’m alright, Abigail. Heading your way now.”
“Thank God, Matthew. I’ve heard you were all over the city.”
“I went where I was needed. Are you and Grace okay?”
“We’re fine.”
He heard the tone in her voice. “But there’s a catch. What’s wrong?”
“We’re going to need you to come clear the plaza church.”
He frowned.
“You’ll understand when you get here.”
“I’m on my way.” So much for this being over.
He picked his way through the quiet streets. Signs of the battle were everywhere, but not every block had been damaged. Residential areas had largely escaped unscathed, as was planned. Not everyone who lived in a cartel city was a member or a slave. Thousands of tradesmen lived quietly just trying to keep their heads down and out of trouble. They’d be needed when it came time to rebuild.
Those residents were starting to poke their heads out of their doors now that most of the gunfire and explosions had stopped. He approached an apartment building where a handful of men stood just inside the open door. As he passed, he tipped his hat to them.
He heard whispers. Then very clearly, “Matthew Cole.” The door closed and he grimaced. This wasn’t the life he’d wanted, but with God as his aid, he would use this notoriety well.
A few minutes later he reached the central plaza. The JDF soldiers saluted and parted the barricade to let him through. “Good job, men,” he said. “You helped us do a good work today.” He crossed the open square littered with broken trees and detritus from the fighting to the street in front of the church. Its twin bell towers gave its face all the appearance of a small cathedral. Nuevo Lima was, after all, one of the largest cities on Europa. Several rows of captured cartel men, cuffed and face down, were being processed by the JDF. In some ways, the fight was the easy part of this operation. The aftermath would be the true test.
Abigail caught sight of him and jogged over. Her Golem’s heavy footfalls shook the plaza. “Are you hurt?” she asked, kneeling by him.
He shook his head. “I told you I was alright.”
“Matthew, you’ve lied about injuries before.”
He lifted his arms and showed her where a bullet had passed through his poncho beneath his arms. “There was one near miss. Or it was a hit if you want to quibble.” He stuck his finger through the hole and lowered his voice. “This was one of my Andean ponchos. Do you think you can fix it?”
She laughed and stood to her feet. “I haven’t knit in a couple months, but I’ll see what I can do.”
He nodded. “Now about the church.”
She gestured to the steps. “You should just go see for yourself.”
He put an affectionate hand on her arm as he passed. He approached the church cautiously and then more confidently when he saw Grace standing guard near the front door. Sometimes he still didn’t recognize her. The amount she’d changed in the months they’d been on Earth was startling. She had gone from being an awkward high energy teen to a young woman.
His thoughts flitted to Davey, but he quickly put those aside. For a little bit longer.
“Someone going to tell me what’s going on?” he asked.
Grace gestured to the ground outside the door.
Two burnt piles of lumpy ash. The remains of bodies.
Most likely burnt alive by Whitaker.
“I’ll take care of it,” he said. Grace gave him a weak smile and trotted down the steps toward Abigail. He watched the two of them for a second and then pushed open the front doors of the church, feeling a strong sense that he’d been here before.
Like in Villa Maria, the Nuevo Lima church had been desecrated by the cartel. The building had merely been a useful tool. Desks and computers were set up in what was apparently now the reception area for an office. There were at least three piles of ash present. He pressed through into the nave-turned-office. Most of the lights were out and the room was illuminated by a light shining through stained glass that had remarkably survived the cartel occupation and subsequent invasion. Rose-colored light fell in the center of the room.
“I’m here, Whitaker. What’s your game?”
The man appeared in the pool of light. He tipped his black hat at Matthew. “No games this time, Cole.” His face was cold and expressionless. That wasn’t normal. “Just business.”
Matthew gestured widely. “What do you want?”
Whitaker turned his back to Matthew. “I want to know why you’ve worked so hard to disturb the fragile peace I forged here on Europa. Nearly fifteen years the cartels have been at peace. The inflation on grain has been kept under control due to a stable food supply. Food that feeds the entire Jupiter neighborhood. You’ve put all of that in jeopardy.”
“Maybe,” Matthew said. “But the course of the future isn’t as set as you presume.”
Whitaker wheeled on him. “So what happens now? A dog that only knows the leash cannot survive in the wild.”
“University and Vatican officials will be on the ground within the hour to work with the slaves and non-cartel citizens. They’ll set up interim governments while the Swiss Guard trains a volunteer defense force. Some slaves will go home to other colonies, but most will stay to do the work they know, and the non-slave residents will have a clear stake in making it work.”
“And the other cartels?”
Matthew smiled. “I told the other cartels this was coming, that there is nothing they can do to stop me, and if they interfere or ever set foot in one of the liberated cities, the Guild of Lanterns will do the same thing to them.”
Whitaker finally broke into a smile. “I never expected you to wield intimidation so casually.”
Neither had Matthew. “Evil men should fear judgment for their crimes.”
“And I daresay you have a plan for the hundreds of cartel members you’ve captured during these raids?”
“Jerusalem State is going to help us found a secluded agricultural penal colony on Earth. They’ll help make up gaps in grain output. Their families can go with them and they’ll have a fair measure of freedom. It’s better than they deserve. We aren’t marketing it like this, especially to the Isolationist parties on Earth, but it will be the first major resettlement project from the colonies.” Not counting the Chinese colony, but even the Isolationists viewed that as different.
The other man turned away. “I don’t approve. Even with the measures you’re taking, grain markets will be affected by this stunt. Thousands could starve. You’ve freed the slaves at the cost of hastening the coming collapse.”
Matthew crossed his arms. “You wanted me to be an agent of change. A free agent to change the world. You don’t get to complain about the choices I make.”
“I will when you undo decades of work.” He began to pace. “What possessed you to launch a… a crusade of all things against slavers when Mars is mere weeks away from tearing itself apart.”
“I’m just passing time waiting for the Main event.”
Whitaker sneered. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”
“I have the fourth piece of the Anemoi.”
That got Whitaker’s attention. He stopped pacing and wheeled on Matthew, eyes wild. “When? Where was it?”
“I’ve made promises not to tell that story.”
“Never mind. Why are we wasting time on this worthless piece of ice if you have the last piece?”
“I’ve got the fourth,” Matthew said slowly. “Unfortunately, the Ceres piece was captured by the Highland Treaty Organization during the occupation of Discordia.”
Whitaker cursed and clenched his fists. Matthew wasn’t used to seeing an outburst of emotion from the man. Normally he covered his tracks well with flippancy. He pointed an accusing finger at Matthew. “Do you have a plan to get it back?”
“We’re working on it,” he said carefully. “But we’re going to wait until we’re back at full strength. The rescue mission will hopefully be back surface side in the next few weeks.”
“Forget the kid. He may not have made it and we’re running out of time in the colonies.”
“Still underestimating him I see. So did the Venusian Revolutionaries.” Matthew shook his head. “We’re going to wait for Davey. When the time is right, we’ll go reclaim what’s ours. In the meantime, if you want to be useful, figure out where the HiTO is keeping their piece of the Anemoi.”
Whitaker’s eyes narrowed at the sleight. “I’ll see what can be done.”
“Thank you. And Whitaker? Don’t do anything rash. If they know we’re coming, they’ll hide it away in a vault so deep we’ll never see it again.”
“Then I’ll say the same to you.” Whitaker stepped back and gestured his arms wide. “Enjoy your victory. I hope it was worth it.” He vanished out of the pool of rose light and Matthew was left alone.
He tipped his hat and turned to go. “Until next time.”

      [image: ]Eventually the last of the fighting died down and the final holdouts surrendered. Abigail found herself on prisoner escort for the rest of the day as the slave quarters were emptied and their enslavers temporarily held in their place. The next few months would be hard work. The joint operation between the Vatican, University, and Jerusalem State of turning the former Hueso Roso strongholds into free cities was only just beginning.
This had been Matthew’s vision, and he had worked hard to earn the cooperation of the institutions, enlist the full might of the Guild of Lanterns, and gain clearance to deploy the JDF. He’d brought the full wrath of man upon Hueso Rojo.
Many of the cartel had been sent to face the wrath of God.
But now? Now it was a job for others. The crew of the Sparrow would be no more use here. Abigail stepped through the ruins of one of the main gates and out of the city. The Kestrel, Qolxad, and Ddraig Goch had set down half a kilometer away in an empty field. She jogged to cover the distance quickly. A group of at least a dozen from all three crews stood beneath the landing struts of the Kestrel. Grace had propped herself three meters off the ground on the strut, probably having pulled herself up with her miracle.
“There you are,” Yvonne said at her approach. “We were wondering if they’d ever tire of your usefulness.”
“There were a lot of fires to put out,” she said.
Matthew came and patted her on the arm and she wished she wasn’t armored. “Anything to report on?”
She shook her head. “At this point the locals and the Swiss Guard have it well under control. The Special Cargo will be here soon to load up.”
“Still not going to spill who those guys are?” Ewan asked. “My cousin Owen’s got some theories—”
“That he’d best just keep to himself,” Matthew said. He looked around at the gathering. “I can’t thank you and your crews enough for this. And…”
He paused and Abigail knew he was fighting back tears. This mission had been personal.
“We aren’t done yet,” he finally settled on. “Hueso Rojo is done, but someday we’ll need to clear out the rest of the cartels. Alas, we don’t need to kick that beehive just yet. There are more pressing matters at hand.”
Nods around the group. Matthew hadn’t told them about the Anemoi, but he had told them there was an important mission approaching.
“If you need us,” Tamru said. “Call on us.”
“So far the rest of you have avoided having a HiTO bounty put on your head,” Yvonne said. “It may be useful to keep it that way if it lets you operate freely in their territory,” She looked at Matthew. “We’ve wasted enough time and effort just keeping Matthew out of prison.”
“All the same,” Ewan said. “You’ve got allies.”
“And we will need them,” Matthew nodded. “Abigail will transfer payment for this job by the end of the day.”
They’d all tried to refuse pay, but Matthew had been adamant. They couldn’t afford the market value of so many crews, not for this long, not even with draining the fortune Abigail had inherited from her old broker Mistress Medvedev. But they could give the others enough cash to pay for fuel, munitions, and food. For Abigail, freeing slaves felt like a good use for a windfall she hadn’t earned.
Movement caught her attention. “The Special Cargo is on the way. It’s time to go.”
With a few more congratulations to Matthew, the party broke up, each of the crews returning to their ships. Grace dropped down from the strut as they left, landing with near supernatural poise with the help of a miracle-softened descent.
“You alright?” Matthew asked her.
Her response was short and agitated. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
Matthew glanced at Abigail. She gave him a slight shrug. 
He looked back at the approaching soldiers. The officer at the front gave Matthew a salute. That surprised Abigail, but she supposed Matthew had been placed into a position of authority over the man. “Mission complete, sir.”
Matthew nodded. “Thank you, Major Levy. How did your men fare?”
“Twelve dead. They gave their lives for a good cause.”
She saw the subtle fall in Matthew’s shoulders “I understand. I’ll write letters of thanks to their families.”
The major gave him a tight smile. “They’ll appreciate that. Permission to retire?”
“Of course. As soon as we’re all aboard, we’ll return you to your ship on Ganymede.”
They let the company of soldiers pass. In the middle of their group they carried covered stretchers with the bodies of their fallen comrades. Abigail knew that most of those had died assaulting the police station. It had been the bloodiest engagement of the entire campaign. The group passed in silence and boarded the Kestrel’s lowered ramp.
Matthew let out a long sigh and turned to face the city. It would still be night for over a standard day here on this side of Europa. The sky was painted in flickering orange where flames smoldered, mostly at the sites of destroyed watch towers. Abigail wondered what he was feeling, whether sorrow for those who had suffered or the catharsis of victory. She laid a hand on his shoulder.
He turned and faced her and the others. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go.” 

      [image: ]The Kestrel wasn’t home, not like the Sparrow was. To Grace it was just a ship they flew around on. Its corridors were new and shiny and there were a lot more of them, but that just meant there was more mopping to do. The Sparrow’s floors were so weathered that you almost couldn’t tell if they were dirty or not. Had been. Had been so weathered. It was still hard to think of it in the past tense. Living on the Kestrel was like living on a mobile military base, which was appropriate given how often they’d been transporting soldiers these last few weeks.
Grace preferred to avoid the bustle of unloading the JDF troops after they landed on Ganymede and found solace on the top hull. Here at least she could pretend that her home wasn’t encased in the ice on a planet she’d never even visited. In the distance, the warm lights of the Vatican glowed. She grabbed a small rubber ball out of her pocket and hurled it at the distant city. Then she reached up and snatched it out of the air with her bracelet. Long ago, this had been practice. These days it was just a diversion. She palmed the ball and then bounced it off the hull, watching it sail through the air for a moment before once again halting its flight and bringing it sailing back to her outstretched hand.
She continued her game, watching idly as the soldiers marched from the Kestrel to their own ship parked a few hundred meters away. They weren’t getting to go home either. With so much of the Swiss Guard occupied on Europa securing the newly independent colonies, the JDF had agreed that Company 47 should remain on Ganymede in case the Vatican had a sudden security need arise.
She slammed the ball down again and then nearly missed grabbing it before it disappeared entirely.
“You’re distracted,” Matthew called out. “I didn’t think you ever missed.”
“I caught it,” she grumbled, pocketing the ball. She hadn’t heard the hatch open up behind her.
He walked across the top of the Kestrel to where she stood. “You spend a lot of time up here lately.”
“It’s been crowded.”
He nodded and sat down, legs hanging over the edge. “It has been. Too many that don’t belong, in a place we don’t belong, missing someone that does belong.”
Her heart twisted up at the thought of Davey, and she opened her mouth to speak but didn’t trust her voice not to tremble. What if he didn’t make it after all? What if he’d injured himself and slowly starved in the underworld of Venus, isolated from everyone who loved him? What if the rescue team never showed up? Would they even risk sending another? There were too many what ifs, and too many fears to even name aloud. So instead she sat down by Matthew.
“I miss him too, Grace,” he said quietly, putting an arm around her shoulder and pulling her closer.
She didn’t try to stop the tears this time as she leaned into Matthew. He’d come back from Earth warmer and less reserved and, while it had taken some getting used to, it was definitely an improvement. Her father had died long ago, and she barely trusted any of her memories of him. The truth was, the image of Matthew had replaced her father in her mind.
And that wasn’t a bad thing. He was as good a stand-in father as anyone could hope for.
Eventually she pulled away and straightened. “Are we off to Venus then to hope for the best?”
“After a quick stop by Antioch first to pick up Luciana from my mother.”
Matthew’s daughter and the best part of all their lives now. Grace had tried to go easy on the ‘told you so’s’ over Matthew and Abigail’s wedding, but she indulged in gloating from time to time. She’d been right all along and it was important that everyone know it. Plus, having a toddler on the ship who was just learning how to run made everything better. Except for childproofing. They’d learned quickly that military ships weren’t designed with small children in mind.
“Well, let’s not drag our feet then,” she said. “Can we stock up on groceries from Elizabeth?”
“Fresh from the new garden,” he promised.
“That’s something I can get behind,” she said, jumping up.
He didn’t follow. “Grace, is there something else bothering you?”
Hopefully this wasn’t about Jason. She didn’t think Abigail would have told Matthew about that, but these days you never knew. “No, I’m fine.”
“You’re not acting it.”
She scuffed her foot on the metal hull. “Yeah, well I don’t even know what you mean by that.”
He turned back toward the lights of the Vatican. “That’s not true.”
She frowned and stomped away. Then paused before reaching the hatch. “It’s just… Everything’s wrong now. The Sparrow’s gone forever. Davey’s gone, temporarily I hope. Nothing’s the same and…” She thought about the cartel men she’d killed a few hours back. They’d deserved it. Of that she had no doubt. But she felt each one a little more personally than the last. “Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe I don’t want to do this forever.”
She looked back at him but he remained expressionless.
“I don’t want to do it forever either,” he said. “But there are some things I need to finish before the end.” He turned to face her. “If you need to stop sooner, Grace, that’s your call. Some days I regret ever letting you get involved in the things we’ve done. But then other days I see everything you’ve helped us accomplish, the people you’ve saved, the woman you’ve grown into, and I’m proud. But if you want out, say the word. Antioch or Discordia would welcome you with open arms.”
It was tempting. But she knew it wasn’t the right time. She couldn’t walk away from the only family she’d ever really known. Not yet. Maybe when Davey was through. Until then, she’d stick by his side, assuming he was still alive.
She opened the hatch. “No,” she finally said quietly and then more firmly. “No. Not yet.”

      [image: ]“We’re clear and aboard our ship, Ms. Naude,” Major Levy said over the comm. “We’ll remain here waiting for further orders.”
“Thanks, Major,” Yvonne said. “I hope it’s not a long or boring wait.”
The major, usually professional with her, let out a small laugh. “We’re soldiers. Boredom is the safest thing that can happen to us. Have a good trip to Venus.” The comm cut. Yvonne sat back in the pilot’s chair. The Kestrel’s bridge was big enough to feel empty when she was the only one there. Not the safe and comfortable enclosure of the Sparrow.
Idly she pulled up navigation and plotted both the short hop to Antioch and then the longer trip to Venus. The Kestrel’s computer did so in seconds. Besides the advantage of being Earthtech, the Kestrel’s computers weren’t decades old. There was no telling how many crossed wires, fried connections, and shorted circuits the Sparrow had developed over the years. She didn’t miss everything about the old bird.
The door behind her opened. Abigail walked in, not in her suit, but in her Abie. The thin hydraulic exoskeleton made barely a sound as she sat at the weapon’s station. A miraculous piece of medical technology, Yvonne couldn’t count the number of patients she’d cared for over the years that would have benefited from having access to one.
“Did we find Grace?” Yvonne asked.
“She’s topside,” Abigail said. “Matthew went up to get her.”
“She’s sulked more in the last month than in all the months that it was just the two of us on Venus.”
“Can you blame her?”
Yvonne shook her head. “No, I’m ready to get Davey back too. Still, I feel there’s something else going on.”
Abigail lowered her voice. “Boy problems I think.”
“And if that’s the case, I’ll leave that particular trouble in your well-equipped hands,” Yvonne said, turning back to the controls. There were some things she wasn’t ready to deal with, and teenage relationship drama made that list.
Before Abigail could answer, the door opened and Matthew and Grace joined them. The crew reassembled in one place, or as close as it could be. When they finally had Davey back, things would be set to right. “Are we ready?” Yvonne asked.
Matthew nodded with a smile. “To Antioch,” he said, “and then on to Venus!”






  
  Chapter 2: Propugnator of Venus



      [image: ]I had the pleasure of speaking to Moses on numerous occasions.

And I don't mean the usual method where you  put a request into a terminal and hear back in a few minutes. Given my calling, I didn’t have much purpose to interact with him on a regular basis, so I was surprised when he came to me one day with a simple request to talk.

I later found out that he was approaching men of God of all stripes, which itself brings up more questions, but I was happy to oblige him. Yes, him. It’s hard for me to think of the AI as anything but a person given the nature of the questions he asked, and no, I have no idea if he had somehow been given a soul by God. God may do as He wills in His sovereignty. Whether or not he had a soul was, by the way, one of Moses’ questions. I think that he’d become quite insecure in his very existence.

I knew that he was lonely. He admitted it one day after I asked as much. How can an AI that interacts with billions of people be lonely?

His response gave some insight into his nature. He said that while human consciousness is formed by the collective firings of billions of neurons, we are not aware of their processes, only the cumulative result. He said that he was aware of each and every calculation performed in his circuits, trillions of times per second, every second of the day, for decades on end.

I fear his perception of time was radically different from our own and that interactions with other minds were fleetingly rare for him. Simple conversations were, for Moses, drawn-out experiences that might last the equivalent of a lifetime for us.

I have great pity for Moses. Loneliness is a terrible curse.

Mark Allistair
Elder, Grace Fellowship Church, Tethys
Died 14 AM

      [image: ]A cold wind cut across the upper plateaus of the Akidalian Expanse. Here, where the highlands eventually met the cavern walls that stretched up to form a vast firmament of stone and steel, snow had already fallen. Davey Long stopped to readjust the slender cable over his shoulder that he used to pull the grav pallet. The snow falling from misty clouds was at least a week earlier than he expected. Over the last eleven months he’d been plotting a complex and rapid succession of seasons in his journal. 
This was the beginning of his third winter. Soon, the herds of antelope would migrate downhill into the lowland steppes.
“Hopefully you haven’t already made the trip,” he muttered, “or this is going to be a waste of a day.” His breath fogged in the chilly air.
He continued on his way, staking a course through pastures and to watering holes he’d seen used regularly by the herds. Once he saw a ruddy gray wolf carrying a freshly killed rabbit. They paused to regard each other for a moment before each continued on their way through the snow, the wolf perhaps to a den to feed its young.
An hour later, Davey found the herd at a surprisingly high altitude given the weather. They were resting in a meadow beside a babbling brook he’d first mapped many months ago. A few of them lifted their heads at his approach, but they thought little of him. He’d not killed often enough to teach them to fear humans yet.
Thirty meters away he dropped the cables and turned to his grav pallet, where it floated half a meter off the ground. He opened the case he used to store his rifle and the precious little ammo he had left. Seven bullets. He resorted to hunting only when his snares failed to find prey.
He pulled out the carefully cleaned and oiled rifle and loaded his mostly exhausted magazine. Carefully, he stretched out on the pallet in a prone shooting stance. For the hundredth time, he wished he had a scope and not just iron sights. He’d lost his optics somehow during the last desperate day of fighting in Discordia, though now he couldn’t remember how it had happened. There was no helping it. He couldn’t risk getting any closer and scaring the herd, otherwise he’d spend an entire day tracking them down again.
He checked the sights and then relaxed, observing his quarry. There. A doe had just bent her graceful neck to take a drink from the stream. He waited patiently as she had her fill and then lifted her head. He held his breath and aimed just behind her front shoulders.
He squeezed the trigger.
The herd scattered at the report, but the doe dropped in place as the round passed through her heart. Davey threw up a fist in celebration. It had taken several long days tracking a bleeding animal and more than one badly butchered carcass before he was familiar enough with antelope anatomy to make reliably clean kill shots. He stashed the rifle and then pulled the grav pallet across the clearing to the carcass. 
He’d learned the hard way that it was best to go ahead and dress the kill so the meat didn’t spoil. Thankfully, the cool weather would work in his favor today. He pulled out his carbon-steel knife and set to the messy work.
Hours later, he had the meat packed into an iced container, the carcass dragged to the edge of the clearing for scavengers, and his tools freshly cleaned in the running water. He finished packing up and set out. Home was at least a two-hour hike, even if the grav pallet was carrying most of the weight. 
The clouds had cleared, revealing the bright artificial suns in the cavern’s upper reaches. Though they were softening to the gold of afternoon, he thought they still carried a cooler tone, as if the color temperature changed with the season. He turned the corner around a long outcropping of rock and there stretched out beneath him was the Caterpillar.
At seven enormous cars long, he certainly didn’t need as much space as the train/tank/laboratory offered him, but it provided shelter from the elements and a mobile base of operations. Its outer surface of heat-reflective white paint was still scorched and scarred from its last harrowing journey through the underworld. He boarded the second car and spent time stashing his gear and putting the meat into a freezer before changing out of his blood-stained hunting clothes. 
The scientists of the Contingency had left behind enough tools and clothing to last him years, though most of them had to be altered or rolled up to accommodate his stature. He was grateful that the Caterpillar hadn’t been locked or required keypad entry. It had taken him only a day to get its reactors fired back up and a second to get it mobile. He’d relocated from the highlands of the Helldiver port to the grassy steppes.
And then the days had strung together in a series so long that he would have lost track had he not been recording their passage. Food, of course, was first priority, but an antelope could keep him fed for quite some time. Figuring out how to make traps and snares had eased the pressure on his ammunition supply. After a few weeks, once he realized he wasn’t in danger of starvation, he’d set out to explore the Akidalian Expanse. 
Reading the notes of the Contingency’s scientists, which were all dutifully recorded in the Caterpillar’s log, he found the entrance to the tunnels through which they’d arrived. Someday, hopefully, his rescuers would also arrive through that same portal. From his best guess at the time, it would be a minimum of six months. Probably more.
He’d spent almost a year exploring every corner of the vast steppe lands. Found his way into Mosaic facilities with endless polished halls of steel with no discernible purpose. Discovered another portal that probably led to one of the Helldiver ports linked to one of the lost Venusian cities. Mapped the entire cavern’s layout. All of this he cataloged extensively, adding his notes to the ones already in the Caterpillar’s files.
At night he read since there was little else to do. The digital library on board the Caterpillar was mostly cerebral stuff, academic works and research articles, unsurprising given its passengers, but he did find some classics mixed in. He also read through the Chinese cultural material given to him by Mr. Kuo. Most of it was dry and slow reading. He did his best, but was only really interested in the collection of translated classic Chinese novels. Journey to the West was probably his favorite, though the Buddhist elements frequently left him scratching his head and referring back to the nonfiction materials.
It helped the long months of solitude pass, if slowly.
After stashing his gear, he grabbed a bowl of the stew he’d made yesterday from the fridge. It was plain and unappetizing, made from antelope and a tuber he’d seen the antelopes eating. It had taken him weeks to work up the nerve to even taste it, and longer testing small bites to ensure he wouldn’t vomit his guts out or keel over dead. He heated the stew in the microwave and then moved on to the command car, climbing the ladder with the hot bowl tucked into the crook of his arm.
The Pristine Cradle, with its millions of frozen embryos, floated in its place strapped to the side of the co-pilot’s chair. Soft lights ran up and down the sides of the shiny obelisk.
“It was a good day hunting,” he said, plopping into the pilot’s seat. It gave him comfort knowing Yvonne had probably been the last human to sit here. “And it only took one bullet to bring it down. So I still have six bullets.”
Which wasn’t enough to last forever. His snares were effective, but small game didn’t provide nearly as many calories as an antelope, even with how good he was getting at carving every scrap of meat off their bones. He desperately needed more plant sources of food, but without information on what was safe, it was a guessing game. Would Moses have put food poisonous to humans down here, or had he deliberately chosen things safe to eat? Had such thoughts even crossed the AI’s inscrutable mind, or was Davey’s current plight so far from Moses’ designs that it had never been considered? Davey tried a few wild onions, which made the stew almost taste palatable, but they were out of season now. Though with the rapid passage of seasons, he wasn’t quite sure what cycles the plants followed. There were berries aplenty, but that just felt like asking for trouble.
“It’s probably time to move back down into the valley,” he said, taking a spoonful and nearly burning his mouth.
Neither the Cradle nor its occupants answered. Still, it made him feel better to talk aloud. He and the Cradle had been through a lot together.
He finished up his meal in silence and set the bowl aside. “Let’s migrate now. The herds are heading that direction anyway.” He reached over to the controls and fired up the Caterpillar’s powerful engines. A familiar thrum rumbled through the deck. It wasn’t the right pitch, but it reminded him a little of the Sparrow’s engines.
He honestly couldn’t remember how long it had been since he’d been aboard the Sparrow.
No. Don’t think about that. There was no use dwelling on the other. “Hang on to your hats,” he said. He reached forward and took the dual throttles and eased the Caterpillar forward. Controlling the vehicle was a simple task, so long as he didn’t have to back it up. That was almost impossible. He took a wide, gentle loop through the field, avoiding the small copse of trees and an outcropping of rock. A family of rabbits startled and scattered in all directions as he turned back toward the lower grasslands of the cavern.
The artificial ‘suns’ were setting and the light began to grow dim, so he switched on the floodlights and queued up some classical music. Bach seemed to have been the most played by the scientists of the Contingency if the command car’s top playlists were to be believed, so he followed suit. He only intended to move the Caterpillar about ten kilometers to a river valley near the Cytherian Frontier portal, but the roundabout route would take about two hours, given how slow the behemoth was.
Night had fallen when he finally pulled the Caterpillar to a stop beside a wide river he called the Styx. He gazed lazily out the front window as he made a mental list of his tasks for the next day. He’d need to prepare some meat for drying. It was nice to have something to eat while he was away from home. He still wasn’t happy with his smoking setup. Maybe he could cut down a few more trees and make a new smoking enclosure. His eyes traced a distant light as he pondered the problem.
Lights that moved.
He jumped out of his seat.
“Headlights!” he shouted back at the cradle. “They’re here at last!” He fired the Caterpillar back up and started flashing the floodlights. “I can’t… They’re finally here!” He fought back sudden tears. It had been almost a year since he’d seen another human.
The distant lights flashed in acknowledgment.
He was going home.

      [image: ]The crew of the Centipede broke out into cheers at the sight of the flashing lights. As the other nine members celebrated, Claudia sat back into her chair in relief.
He was alive. It had taken months, a year even, to reach him. But against all odds, Davey was alive.
The Contingency’s hydrologist and, for this trip, chief pilot was saying something to her, but Claudia wasn’t registering the words.
“I said, what are you waiting for?” Cassie repeated. “Take us to him!”
Claudia didn’t have a real job on the Centipede, though her engineering background left her well suited to cross-train for several roles on the vehicle. Pilot ended up being one of those positions. Due to the size of the crew, over half of them had to take shifts at the helm.
“Right,” she mumbled and pushed the twin throttles forward. The Centipede sprang to life. A little bit faster, a little bit sleeker, and much more efficient at heat transfer than the Caterpillar, the Centipede was probably the most advanced vehicle to ever be designed by human engineers.
All for a rescue mission. Her sister Julia, Empress now this last year, had spared no expense. That suited Claudia just fine, but even she wondered how Julia was justifying the cost of this expedition. Claudia was perfectly aware of Discordia’s financial situation.
The Centipede roared up the wide river valley towards the lights. Twenty minutes passed in a swirl of excitement and confusing thoughts. The Caterpillar stopped some distance away from them as Claudia disengaged the engine.
“We’ll
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      [image: ]Dear Davey,

When we heard you were alive, we thanked our God in Heaven for his goodness. Captain Cole says that you have grown into a good and strong young man. We love you and can’t wait for your brother, Jonathan, to get to meet you someday.

Stay safe,
Mom and Dad.
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