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  PARENT'S GUIDE



      [image: ]I include a parent’s guide in my novels to let parent’s know what kind of content their kids are reading. By all means skip this if you you’re not in that category. Potentially minor spoilers ahead. 
Violence: Typical science fiction violence. Gunfights, physical scuffles, and ship battles. One character is shot and attended by a doctor. The wound and treatment is described in realistic terms. A graphic death in a previous book is retold.
Language: Infrequent mild language, limited to hell, damn.
Alcohol/Tobacco/Drugs: A few scenes take place in bars where alcohol is present. Characters have a wine over dinner.
Sexual Content: Nothing of note.
Other Negative Elements: The story centers around terrorism and corruption in government. Evil men are after all drawn to the corridors of power…






  
  Chapter 1: The Warlord of Metis



      [image: ]The Ceres Incident marked the beginning of a new age, or perhaps the ending of the old. The detonation of a nuclear weapon over the dwarf planet opened the eyes of the colonials to the fact that the universe was changing. Pieces that had been slowly shifting into position for many years were now in play.

The solar system would soon succumb to the chaos.

The story of mankind isn’t a story of nations or politics, at least not entirely. It’s a story of individuals and how they shaped that history through the centuries. A story of ambition and pride, love and loss. And in those days, bitterness. Bitterness as civilization ground to a halt and loved ones were caught between those great wheels.

But this is not a story about the end of humanity. For those trapped in the web of that era were extraordinary men and women. Rather, it is the story of how one age of history gave rise to the next and the hardships endured in the birthing pains.

As in the Ceres Incident, the crew of the Sparrow was again the fulcrum on which things turned. As they began a new phase in their journey, they were caught between the twin hammers of the colonial governments and the Abrogationists.

But that is a story we even teach to children now.

Aleksandra Iwanski
Author of The Ages of Humanity
Died 204 AM

      [image: ]“So what was this guy’s name again?” 
Matthew Cole turned to look up at his partner, Abigail Sharon. Her exo-suit shone pale in the half-light. “You were at our briefing. You know his name.”
She scratched the back of her head. “I don’t know. I think I’ve forgotten.”
He turned back to the imposing stone wall in front of them and the squat keep beyond. Framing all of that, the enormous disc of Jupiter filled the sky, a gigantic sentinel from this close vantage point. Say what you want about Metis, but Jupiter’s closest moon of note had a spectacular view of its massive overlord. It blotted out seemingly half the sky. The striped reds, oranges, and whites of the gas giant’s endless storms wove a hypnotic pattern across its surface. Metis, an irregular lump of dirty ice a little less than forty miles at its widest, spun its way around Jupiter at a ridiculous speed. Matthew dreaded looking at how much fuel it had taken to match orbit with the dust speck.
“You haven’t forgotten, and you know it well,” he finally said.
Abigail chuckled. “I just wanted to hear you say it again.”
He groaned. “You had better get this out of your system now because you’re going to get us killed once we step into those walls.”
“Yeah, yeah. Just say it once with a straight face.”
He frowned. “His name is Warlord Dan, and he—” Abigail snickered. He just raised an eyebrow and continued. “And he rules this moon with an iron fist.” He turned and gestured at the small city of thirty thousand they’d just walked through. Filled with crumbling lives and dilapidated brick buildings, it was like stepping back in time three centuries. Electricity was a luxury for these poor souls.
“I can see that,” Abigail said. “But his name is Dan. And hearing you say Warlord Dan will never not be funny. We’re going to topple this clown, right?”
He sighed. “You know that’s not the job.”
“That’s not what you said about that bomb.”
“This isn’t the same thing,” he snapped. “We can’t fix everything.”
They walked in silence for thirty seconds. The gate loomed large in front of them as they approached it. Abigail nudged him in the shoulder and nearly knocked him over. “But we can try, can’t we.”
“You’re going to be the death of me, you know that right?”
“You’re the saint, not me.”
“I’m not—”
A bright light flicked on, and Matthew raised his hand to shield his eyes. “Stand where you are!” a voice called from above. “What business do you have with Warlord Dan.”
Matthew heard the soft exhale from Abigail, but she managed to hold her laugh this time. His gaze lifted to the top of the wall, where a pair of guards held the searchlight on them. He didn’t fail to note the guns trained on them either.
“We have a meeting with the warlord,” he called out.
“State your name.”
He glanced at Abigail. “Freelancer crew. Rex Fisher.”
There was a quiet moment in which the only thing for Matthew to do was rock on the balls of his feet and worry about the decision to use a fake name. Matthew Cole was a well enough known name after all the trouble at Ceres a few months back that they doubted the warlord would agree to the meeting. Which meant inventing an imaginary freelancer named Rex of all things. Ridiculous.
“Alright. We’ve got you here. Stand where you are when the gate opens.”
The giant steel door in front of them slowly parted with the groan of old hydraulics. Four more rifle-toting guards stood in the gap. “No need for the hostility,” Matthew said. “We’re here on invitation of the warlord.”
The lead guard walked up to Matthew and stood entirely too close for comfort. Matthew regarded the uniformed thug with a cool eye. His pressed green military uniform was clean and neat, but he could see signs of wear at the cuffs of the sleeve. Then the stench of alcohol hit him in the face.
The man sniffed loudly and backed up. He gestured to his men. “Disarm them.”
Matthew stiffened, but then obediently handed his revolver to the scraggly bearded guard that reached for it. The man stowed it in a pouch on his hip. If things went badly, Matthew would have to figure out how to retrieve it. Which hopefully wouldn’t be necessary. Ideally, there wouldn’t be any shooting. Unless Abigail got her way, that is.
“Umm… What about her?”
Abigail crossed her arms. Matthew shoved a thumb in her direction. “She doesn’t go without the armor.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” The youngest looking guard was staring at her armor with wide eyes.
“It means she’d be just a head in a jar without the armor. Do you want to be the one carrying the head?”
Every set of eyes turned to Abigail. She shrugged. “It’s true. You can carry my shield for me, though.” She pulled her shield from her back and tossed it to the nearest guard. The heavy steel nearly took him to the ground. She gave him her sweetest smile and walked toward the open gate.
The head guard didn’t look pleased. “Hold it right there. I didn’t say that—”
“There’s like twenty of you,” Abigail said, giving her eyes a lazy roll. “At this point, you’re keeping the warlord from his busy schedule.”
The guard turned to Matthew. He only shrugged. “Don’t look at me. She doesn’t listen to me either. She’s right about one thing, though.” He gestured at the gate. “Time’s wasting.”
He left the befuddled guard and followed Abigail. Given the state of the town behind them, he’d expected a barren fortress of stone and steel. Instead, the interior courtyard was filled with flowering plants, smooth polished columns, and flowing water.
“Must be a man of fine tastes,” Matthew muttered to Abigail.
“It fits what we know of him,” she whispered back. 
A man in a distinctly old-fashioned suit and a ridiculous little mustache approached and bowed low. “Greetings, Mr. Fisher. I am Braxton, Warlord Dan’s majordomo. And who is this vision of loveliness that has arrived with you?”
Abigail giggled. “Name’s Miriam. And this vision of loveliness is Mr. Fisher’s security.”
Braxton clapped his hands together. “Wonderful. Now, if you would please follow me this way.”
He led them around the central keep through the manicured park area. Matthew noted the mature trees. This place had been well maintained for generations for them to be so old. They passed down a long passage flanked by elms, up a staircase and out onto a veranda. Braxton gestured to a table and chairs. “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait for His Excellency. He is with the children right now.”
Matthew resisted the temptation to look at Abigail. So far, so good with the plan. “The children?” he asked, knowing full well what the majordomo meant.
Braxton smiled. “My master delights in bringing the village children in to see his personal zoo. He has one of the most exquisite collections in the solar system. Perhaps you would like a tour yourself when your business is over.”
“We might take you up on that offer,” Matthew said.
“Please, sit and enjoy yourselves. While you wait, may I bring you something to drink? Perhaps a glass of wine from Freeport 12 or…”
“Two cherry sodas, thank you.”
Braxton’s lip twitched at that, but his smile never faltered. He bowed once and left. Unsurprisingly, he left the nervous guards. Abigail nodded at the one carrying her shield. “You can just set that down, you know.” The look of relief when he leaned the heavy piece of equipment against the wall was unmistakable. She chuckled and shared a quick look with Matthew.
He inclined his head a fraction of an inch. For once, everything was going surprisingly well. Now it was Grace’s turn to get to work.

      [image: ]For Grace, the most awkward part was that she was clearly the oldest member of the tour group. At fourteen, most of the kids were half her age. They were bouncing about and jabbering like the monkeys they were hoping to get to see in the Warlord’s zoo. She shoved her hands into her jacket and shivered. It was cold out here. Frost shimmering on the ground.
“Where are your parents?”
She looked up at the guard that had approached her and shrugged. “They dropped me off. Said they had stuff to do.”
“They are supposed to sign you in.”
“Okay.” Maybe if she stared at him long enough, it would make him uncomfortable.
“Are you going to go get them?” He shuffled in his boots.
She could practically taste the victory. “They’re gone. Look, they can sign the form when they pick me up. Are you going to let me into the zoo or not? The warlord wouldn’t want me to miss it, would he?”
The guard looked around as if worried someone would overhear. “Fine, just don’t tell anyone. Paperwork is very important.”
Grace resisted the temptation to say any of the half dozen retorts that came to mind and just smiled serenely. A few minutes later, the group was herded through a small side gate. It was like stepping into a different world. A weird, well-manicured one for tourists, complete with bright colors and signs showing the way to animal exhibits. The guards ushered them across a flagstone courtyard to a small podium. Grace hung at the back of the group, aware that she was at least a head above the next tallest kid.
A man with a graying beard and monocle stepped up to the podium. “Welcome, beloved children of our benevolent Warlord Dan. He is most pleased that you are here. For on this day, he shares his most precious treasure with you. He hopes that you take great delight in touring the zoo today. Now, do we have any first-time visitors to our Warlord’s collection of Earth animals…”
A bunch of hands went up, and Grace lost all interest. She kept a loose ear out as he gave a stirring and exaggerated history of Metis, about how, as Moses disappeared and the solar system descended into ruin, Dan’s great-great-grandfather seized control of the Jovian Wildlife Park and Zoo, turning it into a blessed kingdom of peace and happiness.
There was a word for that level of crap. Actually several, but Matthew had managed to beat most of those creative words out of the crew’s vocabulary.
Grace quietly marveled at the strange forms all the colonies had taken. This one had been built solely for tourists. A few monkeys and an elephant under a spectacular view of Jupiter was all it had, yet somehow it had managed to spawn a dictatorship. Crazy really.
“And now our wise and most excellent leader, the Warlord Dan wishes to have a word with you, children…”
That was Grace’s cue. She turned and stepped over to the nearest guard. “Hey,” she whispered. “Where’s the nearest bathroom?”
He put a finger to his lips. “You’ll have to wait until after the Warlord’s speech,” he hissed back.
“I’m not going to make it that long.” She squirmed at her knees to get the point across. “Look, Mr., please. Don’t make a girl wait.”
He bit his lip. Behind them, the Jerklord had taken the podium and was yammering on about how great Metis was. Grace managed to work out a tear that dripped down her cheek. That did the trick. “This way,” the guard whispered. “We have to be back before the tour starts.”
He led her around a corner near the entrance to a pair of restrooms. She smiled, full of fake gratitude, and hurried in. She gave a ten count and then cracked open the door. The guard had his back turned. Poor guy.
She reached out and caught him with her bracelets and threw him into the wall. He dropped like a sack of rice. Grace hurried over to him and rolled him onto his stomach. She pulled his arms behind his back and zip tied them together, did the same to his ankles, and then gagged him. With a flick of the wrist, she lifted him into the air and deposited him in the boy’s room.
Too easy. The warlord’s speech should be finished at any moment now. She crept to the corner and watched as he bowed politely to the children and turned to go. The bored guards herded the children into the park without any more fanfare, unaware that they’d lost one of their own.
She crept across the now deserted flagstones and followed after the tour group, taking the first turn in the opposite direction and breaking into a jog. She had a destination to reach, deep within the zoo, and time was ticking.

      [image: ]Yvonne gave just a touch to the maneuvering thrusters and frowned at the readouts. This orbit was not working out very well despite all the math she’d done to find it.
“Hey Yvonne,” Davey called into the comm. “Why are we drifting?”
One final touch of the thrusters and they settled into the corrected orbit. “Because Metis is way too close to Jupiter. If there’s a true geostationary orbit for us to park in above that keep, I don’t have the numbers to crunch it. There, is that any better?”
There was a long pause. “It looks like it. No, wait. We’re drifting again.”
She grumbled and pulled up a screen of orbital information again. The plan had been for them to park in orbit above as overwatch, with Davey in the Sparrow’s rear-facing thumper. They would keep it trained below on the off chance that things went badly. Despite how small Metis was, and how subsequently low that orbit was, it was still a long shot to make. At best, Davey might be able to take potshots at a few vehicles if there was a chase. As it was…
“If I pull the trigger, there’s no telling what I’ll hit,” he murmured.
“I see that.” She touched the thrusters again. Left unattended, they would be over a very different part of Metis in just a few minutes and completely out of firing range.
“So what’s causing this?” Davey asked. “Has to be Jupiter. I’ve never seen it this close.”
“That’s most of it, yes. Metis is well within Jupiter’s geostationary orbit and barely outside the Roche limit.”
“Rash what now?”
Yvonne smiled. She’d never imagined the single physics class she’d taken all those years ago at the University of Ganymede would come in useful during her daily life. These days she used that knowledge more than her medical degree. “Ask me later if you want a science lesson. I think part of it is also that Metis is oblong. The mass, and thus the gravity, isn’t equally distributed. The gravitational center may not be quite where I think it is.”
“So you’re saying you can’t fix it.”
She sighed and flipped the extra monitor off. “Probably not, no.” She sat back in the pilot’s seat, eyeing the primary monitor showing their deteriorating orbit.
The comm went silent for a long minute. Yvonne stared out at the stars. In the distance, a bright spot crept across the sky. One of the Galilean moons probably. She’d bet on icy Europa given how it shone with reflected light. Another world, like this one, where the people lived in anguish. Matthew liked to talk about the inertia of civilization, and some days it was pretty easy to feel.
“We better hope they don’t need us,” Davey said. “No way I could hit a shot from this range without us being perfectly still.”
“I know,” she said. “But knowing them, you’re going to have to.”
“I don’t like leaving Grace without backup,” he muttered.
It had been hard to get him to let Grace out of his sight after Ceres. “She’s not the one I’m worried about,” Yvonne said. “I’m worried that Matthew and Abigail will decide to liberate Metis from the illustrious Dan.”
Davey chuckled. “Remind me to change my name if I ever decide to become a tyrant. Dan is almost as bad as Davey.”
She adjusted their orbit yet again. “If you go bad, I’ll just have Abigail sit on you and call it a day. Stay alert back there. If we hear from them, we’ll have to improvise.”

      [image: ]Matthew was relieved when the majordomo returned after only a few minutes. He took another sip of his half-finished cherry soda.
“Finally,” Abigail grumbled under her breath. “I hate waiting.”
Braxton made a half bow. “Allow me to introduce my liege, the honorable and most excellent Warlord Dan.” He stepped aside to reveal the man behind him.
Matthew wasn’t quite sure what he was expecting. Probably someone that looked a little more evil. Or at least a little bit intimidating. Dan was neither of these things. Instead, he was a middle-aged man with a poorly fitting second-hand military uniform from one of the Martian colonies covered with self-awarded medals. His receding hairline ended in one of the worst combovers Matthew had ever seen. He met Abigail’s eyes in warning. He could see that she was barely keeping it together. The warlord might not look like much, but looks weren’t everything. He inclined his head respectfully to Dan and waited to let the other man speak first.
Dan eyed them curiously then nodded to his guards. The men backed off to the edges of the veranda. That was a good sign. Matthew kept one eye on the guy that had his gun. Just in case.
“Welcome, freelancers, to my humble abode.” He smiled a broad and wholly fake smile. “I hope that you have enjoyed your stay on Metis so far. You’ll forgive my tardiness. My first priority is the children. They are our future, after all.”
“Of course,” Matthew said. He lifted his glass and gave it a swirl, making the ice clink. “Your hospitality would make the Emperor of Venus himself blush.”
The fake smile softened into something more natural, but it still hid something sinister behind it. “Your flattery is observed but since you speak truth, I’ll allow it. What was your name again? Rex Fisher, I believe?”
Matthew nodded. “And this is my partner, Miriam.”
“You appear quite the formidable pair, that’s for sure,” Dan said, eyeing Abigail closely. “Now as to our arrangements.”
“We’re ready to provide additional security for your shipments of—”
Dan waved him off. “I’m afraid that’s entirely out of the question.”
Matthew cocked his head at the sudden shift. “I’m not sure I understand. If you’ve wasted our time coming out here, I’m going to be an angry man.”
“Not as angry as I. You’ve lied about your identity, Matthew Cole.”
Matthew felt his blood freeze solid. This was a bad thing, but it didn’t necessarily mean it was the worst thing. Not yet.
Dan continued unabated. “After all the trouble you and your crew have gotten into in the last year, did you honestly think that I wouldn’t recognize you? What other gaucho and earthtech suit clad woman could appear on my doorstep? My men recognized you the second your ship dropped you off.”
Abigail was giving him a told-you-so look. So this wasn’t going to be an easy job. He drained the rest of his cherry soda, unwilling to let it go to waste, and then shrugged. “Fame has its drawbacks.” He turned to Abigail. “Make a note that we can’t take any undercover jobs anymore.”
“It would have been fine if you had just left your hat on the Sparrow like I suggested.”
“What about you and that tin can?”
“Head in a jar, remember?”
“And I don’t go out without my campero.”
“You two can have your little spat later,” Dan cut in. “On this world, Warlord Dan is the law, and he does not take lightly to being deceived. You will tell me why you are here, or my men will cut you down where you stand.”
Matthew sighed. “I thought we were here to talk about a security job.”
Dan made a show of looking annoyed. “Please don’t insult me. We all know the famous gunslinger priest isn’t going to run security on a third-rate moon. Tell me what you want, or you both die.”
He turned to Abigail to stall. “What do you think?”
“I think this job was terrible and you’re firing Benny when this is over.”
“Good idea.” He glanced around the veranda again just to be sure of where his gun was one last time. “Okay, you might not believe me, but here’s the real reason we’re here…”

      [image: ]Grace slipped through the zoo, following the map in her head that she’d memorized over the last week. She only spotted one or two other people. Since outsiders were only rarely allowed into the Warlord’s zoo, there weren’t any guards except for the ones with the tour group, and only a few workers going about their daily tasks with the animals.
If she were being honest, she’d love to take her time here. She passed a pond filled with tall pink birds she’d never imagined and an enclosure with a giant black cat that looked like it could take her head off if it wanted. On the streets of Ceres, she and Davey had only seen stray dogs or cats, and occasionally some bats that lived in the tunnels. This place was pretty wild. Pity it was owned by a terrible human being. 
She turned a corner into an alley between exhibits and found the door she was looking for. Locked, unfortunately. She tested the door for give. She could rip it off its hinges if it came to it, but it was probably better to keep quiet for as long as possible. Time to pull out the lockpick set she carried for just such occasions.
The lock was mostly designed to keep the curious out rather than the determined, and after less than a minute of testing it with a hook pick and tension wrench, she switched to a rake and had it open in seconds. She stepped through into a storage room, hand fumbling for the light switch. Supplies and food for the animals housed in this enclosure.
She found the door into the pen itself, which was thankfully unlocked. Inside was a neat and proper fake woodland, complete with plastic trees, some real shrubbery, and a bubbling stream of water. The perfect habitat for the last known breeding pair of red foxes in the solar system.
Grace frowned and looked around the enclosure. Where were they? They had to be here somewhere. A short, high-pitched voice barked behind her. She spun on her heels and spotted the male crouched low and staring her down.
“You’re kind of cute actually,” she murmured. “Except for the bared teeth. Put those away. I’m on your side.” She reached out and grabbed him with her bracelet. It let loose a shrill howl and thrashed in the air. Okay, bad idea. Somebody will hear the racket. She pulled a small dart gun out from beneath her jacket and aimed down the sights. With a puff of air, the dart hit its mark. It took nearly a minute for the thrashing to stop as the light tranquilizer took effect. From another jacket pocket, she retrieved a strong fiber sack. Gently she bagged the fox. “You’ll be able to breathe, I promise. Now, where’s your mate…”
She laid eyes on the den entrance. The hole in the ground was obvious now that she saw it. She peered down into it, wary of getting her face to close. “You in there?” she asked.
To her surprise, a series of sharp barks came from deep inside, and for the briefest of seconds, she glimpsed a flash of red. Quick as lightning, she snatched it, and despite a good deal of scratching and howling, she was able to haul out the vixen and tranquilize her as well.
“You could have come easy,” Grace grumbled, “But no. You had to fuss.” She carefully laid the fox beside her mate in the bag and gently threw them both over her shoulder. Time to get out of here.
A sneeze from behind her made her jump to her feet. On the other side of the enclosure’s glass wall stood the entire tour group of children along with the half dozen guards. Most of the kids were smiling. Most of the guards were wide-eyed, mouths dropped open in shock.
Grace sighed. “Aww man…”

      [image: ]He’ll tell the truth, Abigail thought. That’s what he always does. When cornered, Matthew will tell the truth, hoping that his enemies will be decent in spite of all evidence to the contrary.
“We’re here for your red foxes,” Matthew said, just as expected.
Warlord Dan raised an eyebrow. “Our red foxes? What are you… Oh don’t tell me that professor sent you. It was him, wasn’t it? What’s his name? Professor…” He trailed off, making a hand spinning gesture with his hand.
“The client is irrelevant,” Matthew said. At least he’d had the presence of mind not to directly incriminate the ecologist from the University of Ganymede, though his hasty interruption was as good as pointing a finger. “The question is, are you willing to make a deal, or do I set loose the Shield Maiden on you?”
That was her cue. Abigail straightened to her full height and towered over the nearby guards. Not that she wanted a fight right now. Matthew was a sitting duck out in the open.
“Please. Don’t insult me,” Dan said. “You can’t possibly fight your way out of this.”
“Hmm,” Abigail hummed. “I like these odds. I was just telling Matthew on the way here that I wouldn’t mind ending your little regime.” She narrowed her eyes in a deadly threat. “Which I will do, by the way, if this comes to blows. I’m sure the ancestor of yours that was brave enough to take over a zoo would be incredibly disappointed if you lost it to a single woman.”
Matthew laid a hand on her arm. “Easy. There’s no need for that if the Warlord gives us what we came for.” She could see the corners of his mouth slightly turn upward. She also saw his hand move beneath his poncho. His comm. He’d turned it on so Yvonne would know they’d run into trouble. “So what will it be? Can we work this out like civilized people, or do we fight it out like the animals you keep?”
“You’re a century too late for civilized, priest,” Dan said. He turned and pointed at a trio of towers visible on the far wall past the zoo. “See those turrets? Each one has a shoulder-mounted thumper aimed at this veranda.” He turned to face Abigail. “There would be some collateral damage, but I have little doubt that’s more than enough firepower to take down even the famous Shield Maiden. And once you’re gone, the priest will be easy enough to dispatch.”
Abigail felt her insides coil up on themselves. This might be a problem.

      [image: ]“Davey,” Yvonne shouted into the comm, “Do you have a target on those towers?” 
He peered into the scope. “Yeah, I see them. But at this range and with the orbit being screwy—”
“You might take out the keep, or the zoo, or innocents in the town instead.”
“Right.” He took the controls for the thumper and gently tried to sight in on one of the towers. It was an impossible shot to make with any confidence. “Yvonne, what are we going to do?”
“I’m thinking.” She paused and he heard her sigh through the comm. “Hang on. I’m going to give you that shot.”
Suddenly Metis spun out of view and the engines roared. Wait. She was burning the main engines and not the maneuvering thrusters? What was she doing?
“Yvonne…”
“I said hang on. You’re going to get that shot. You’d better not miss.”
He gripped the controls and felt the sweat bead on his forehead. “Well, when you put it that way, there’s hardly any pressure at all.”

      [image: ]“Stop her!”
Grace sprinted blindly through the zoo, clutching her burden desperately to her chest. The foxes weren’t big, but together they had to weigh fifteen kilos, making running an awkward affair. She’d carry them with her bracelet, but then she’d be defenseless when she ran into the warlord’s goons. From the shouts behind her, they were gaining.
She slid around a corner and ran past an exhibit of monkeys. If they missed her turning the corner, she might be able to slip away undetected.
The monkeys all clustered at the edge of the glass and started shrieking at her.
“Traitors,” she muttered and started running again. If she didn’t find a way to lose them, she’d have to switch to carrying the foxes with her bracelets. There was no way she could keep this up.
A pair of guards ran around the corner, weapons drawn and trained on her. She skidded to a halt. “Hey, don’t shoot! Your boss wouldn’t want his foxes to get hurt.” She left out the part about her being bulletproof, but they didn’t need to find out about that until later. As it was, the guards shared a quick look. Behind her, she heard more enemies. “And now we’re all here to see the monkeys,” she said. “Great.”
The monkeys kept howling, clearly having more fun than Grace and the guards combined.
She was going to have to surrender for now. Close quarters like this were dangerous, and too many of her foes had closed the gap. She might be able to take out a gunman, but even one in grappling range was a deadly threat.
“I’m setting the bag down. No one freak out.”
Then there was a sound like an explosion in the sky above, and a hurricane of wind flattened all of them to the ground.

      [image: ]Abigail was the only one on the veranda to keep her feet. A quick look at the sky showed a rapidly decelerating Sparrow. Its downward pointing engines created the terrifying backblast that lashed at the keep and zoo.
“Yvonne, you mad woman.” Abigail dove for the poor guard that had taken her shield and reclaimed it. Those thumpers weren’t going to hold their fire for long. She had to get Matthew and get out of here.
With a deafening roar like thunder, the Sparrow leveled out, its nose pointing slightly at the sky as it circle strafed around the compound.
Thump, thump, thump went the rear-mounted main gun. Each blast was followed by the cacophony of shattering stone as the towers surrounding the keep were blown apart in quick succession. So much for that threat. With the engines no longer pointing straight down, the wind had subsided, and the warlord’s men started to regain their footing.
She plowed through them, sending them scattering like billiard balls.
Matthew had regained his weapon as well and dropped a few particularly ambitious thugs before turning on Warlord Dan. The man squeaked and ran into the zoo with Matthew hot on his heels. Abigail leveled her shield and turned on the remaining guards rallying against her. It looked like she had her own work to do.

      [image: ]Matthew caught the fleeing despot in less than two hundred feet, tackling him to the ground in front of a warthog exhibit. Dan’s eyes went wide with fear as he tried to scramble away from Matthew, but it turned out the man was neither in good shape nor much of a fighter, but rather a glorified zookeeper on an ego trip. In a matter of seconds, Matthew had him pinned to the ground.
“Wait! Don’t… Don’t hurt me!”
“Why would I do that?” Matthew asked. He rolled the man over onto his face and secured his hands behind his back with a plastic tie. “I still have to make sure we get what we came for, and besides, I need some collateral to make sure your men behave.” He hauled Dan to his feet, giving him a gentle nudge back toward the veranda.
Above him, the Sparrow drifted on its landing thrusters, rear-mounted thumper pointed at the keep. Maintaining firm hand on his prisoner, he flipped his comm on. “Nice flying Yvonne. Good shooting, Davey.”
“You guys okay down there?” Yvonne asked.
“Fine for now. I’ve taken the illustrious warlord into custody, and—”
“Have you heard from Grace?” Davey interrupted.
“I’m okay, too,” Grace interrupted from her own comm. “I had to beat up a bunch of guys, and there’s a tour group of terrified kids running around down near the monkeys.”
“Do you have the breeding pair?” Matthew asked.
“In the sack over my shoulder,” she said. “I’d like to get them out of here. I’m afraid I’ll hurt them running around like this.”
“Okay, round up the kids and stay put. We’ll come to you.”
They’d nearly made it back to the staircase leading up to the veranda when the majordomo, Braxton, stepped out of the bushes where he’d been hiding. “Oh, thank God,” he said. “You’re not going to let him go when you leave, are you?”
Matthew raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were his right-hand man around here.”
The man stroked his mustache. “Please. This fool holds us all in terror, but there’s not many around here that wouldn’t mind seeing him take the boot.”
Dan struggled against Matthew’s grip. “Braxton! How dare you—”
Matthew gave him a good shake. “That’s enough of that.” He gave the majordomo a hard stare. “Come on then. Looks like you get to help me disassemble a kingdom.”
By the time they reached the veranda, Abigail had made a pile of unconscious or injured guards, and the rest were sitting quietly in a circle. “They had an awful lot of bark,” she said. “But I wasn’t impressed with the bite. Looks like you caught the big fish. What do you think the people in the city will do with him? I bet they hang him.” She stooped over to look him in the face. “No, that would be too easy for Warlord Dan. Maybe they’ll feed him to his pets. I bet even the vegetarians will make an exception for this guy.”
Dan trembled and covered his head with his arms.
“Well, you got your wish, Abigail. We’ve knocked a third-rate dictator off his throne. Now we’re left with the consequences and clean up. Dan, figure out how to get your lackeys to surrender, or I give you to Abigail. Braxton, anything you can do to help would be greatly appreciated.”
Matthew pinched the bridge of his nose. He could already feel the beginnings of a monstrous headache.

      [image: ]Half a day later, officials from both the University of Ganymede and the Vatican showed up on Metis. Truth was, Matthew didn’t know who else to call. The crew of the Sparrow wasn’t really equipped to help the people of Metis set up any form of self-government, and those were the only two institutions in the Jupiter Neighborhood that were near universally trusted.
Four shuttles set down in the open area between the city and the former zoo. After a quick meeting with the delegation from the church bringing humanitarian aid, Matthew and Abigail turned to the group from the University.
“Professor Jerome? We uh… Have your foxes. And a lot of other specimens.” Matthew took his hat off and ran a hand through his sandy hair.
Jerome Whitlock, an older man with a pair of square spectacles, chuckled in response. “I see. We’ll take stock of what’s here in the next few weeks and do what we can to protect any critically endangered species.”
Abigail jabbed a finger at the stone wall behind them. “We went ahead and returned the foxes to their pen. Have you thought about leaving them here and maybe working with the people of Metis to reopen the Jovian Wildlife Park and Zoo to the wider public?”
The professor tapped his chin thoughtfully. “It’s a good thought. Perhaps the University can make this happen. I’m going to insist on taking the foxes with me, however. We’ve been working on a sustainable and self-sufficient nature preserve on Ganymede. We need a medium sized predator for the food chain we are hoping to build. If we can save the red fox, it may just be the perfect link in the chain.”
She nodded. “I’ll take you to them.”
Matthew watched her lead one group of scientists away. Unfortunately, he had others to meet with. Along with the ecologists, the university had sent a pair of economists, a handful of political scientists, and anyone else they thought would have the knowledge and expertise to help the people of Metis get back on their feet. Matthew didn’t really have a lot of input on the matter, but between the church and the academics, Metis was going to get the fresh start they needed to govern themselves for the first time since Moses’ disappearance.
At long last, he dragged himself back to the Sparrow. In the common room, Davey and Grace were catching up on the radio program they’d missed in all the action. Matthew made sure to lay a hand on Davey’s shoulder as he passed. “Good work out there today.” Davey nodded, but Matthew could see the hint of a smile.
He found Yvonne in the cockpit. “Have you finished solving all the solar system’s problems yet?” she asked.
He laid his hat on the console. “No, but somehow everyone thinks that’s something I’m capable of accomplishing. We’ve started to develop a bit of a reputation.” He gestured out the window at the keep in the distance. “They wanted to know how I thought the warlord’s wealth should be split amongst the population he and his family have spent a century plundering. I don’t have those kinds of answers.”
Matthew noticed that she was getting more streaks of gray in her hair. Maybe the stress of the last few months was getting to all of them. Yvonne regarded him quietly for a moment. “Perhaps people just want to believe in that East Wind that Whitaker wanted you to be.”
The Wind of Change.
He decided to shift the subject. “I don’t think we can do undercover jobs anymore,” he mused.
She laughed. “Matthew Cole. The least personable celebrity in the solar system.”
He eyed her. “That bad, huh?”
“To the outside world, yes. To your crew? Well, we know better.”
It was better to just ignore that. “How do the books look after this?”
“Black ink, with plenty to spare.” She pulled up the monitor and flipped through a few sheets to show him their finances. “We’ve got enough to pay back the operations loan that Dominic bought out.”
Matthew nodded. They’d been working jobs hard for the last few months to get into a better financial state. Money hadn’t exactly followed their fame. Despite the Emperor of Venus’ invitation, Matthew was insistent on not heading that way until they had the cash on hand to pay him back. He looked at the numbers and did some quick math in his head. “And it looks like we’ll still be in good shape afterwards.”
“You know he’s not going to take the money, right?”
He grimaced. “Yeah, I know.”
They sat in silence for several minutes as Matthew finished his perusal of their finances. To his mind, Yvonne was still working miracles. The number of things she’d taken over and made her own astounded him on a daily basis. Even now that she was no longer a virtual prisoner on the Sparrow, she still worked harder than anyone else on the ship.
“You know,” he said quietly, “with that bounty removed, you don’t have to stay with us. We want you around, of course, but you’re a doctor and—”
“Don’t be an idiot, Matthew Cole,” she snapped. “This is my place now.”
“Hmm.” And as expected, the moment her bounty was mentioned, the air in the room chilled. “I wish you’d tell me how it happened. I’m grateful, of course, for your sake, but I can’t help but think there’s more to the story.”
She stared out the window. “It’s fine. What happened is… private.”
“And if you change your mind and need a willing ear, I’m on your side.”
“I know that. And I won’t. Are you through interrogating me?”
He sighed. “Yes. I’ve been up for over a day now. As often as I promise myself not to let this happen, it keeps happening.” He stood. “Good night, Yvonne.”
She muttered in response, and he left the cockpit for his cabin, too tired and bewildered to try to puzzle the mystery out any further.

      [image: ]Yvonne stared out the window for over an hour, her emotions twisted in a labyrinth that was impossible to unwind. She’d spent months trying.
If Matthew was still asking about what happened, then that meant he hadn’t thought to look at the Sparrow’s security footage of that day. The day Kudzu died and she regained her freedom.
It was a terrible idea. She knew it was, but she couldn’t stop herself.
Quietly she stood and closed the door to the cockpit. Everyone else was asleep by now anyway, but an iron grip had closed around her heart. She turned the monitor back on and pulled up archive footage from the security cameras. It took her only a moment to find the timestamp.
There it was, as if it was yesterday. Her pulling the trigger and screaming at Kudzu, impotent in her rage. And then Piggy finishing the job. She looked away, part of her shocked at the violence of it all. Part of her disappointed it hadn’t been her to end it. Piggy had set her free, but he’d denied her the closure she craved. Her lip curled in frustration as she watched the scene play a second time and made her decision.
Matthew would never understand. He’d be worse than Bishop Elias had been. Love your enemies and all. They’d even forgiven Grace’s grandfather, Arthur Morgensen, of all people. But Kudzu wasn’t Arthur Morgensen. Kudzu had been a monster. A murderer. She saw in her mind Tomas dead in their clinic as she saved the ungrateful animal’s life.
No, Matthew would never understand, and he could never be allowed to see this footage. She grabbed a data chip and downloaded the video. Then she deleted it from the Sparrows archive.
Yvonne slipped the data chip into her pocket. It was better if they all just went on with their lives. Tomas and Kudzu were both gone. The loose ends had all been sorted.
And if any more reared their heads, she would deal with those ghosts herself.






  
  Chapter 2: Lanterns in the Firmament



      [image: ]My father, Emperor Dominic the Second of Venus, was one of history’s more colorful characters. His love for grand stories and adventure is well known at this point, and I must stress that these accounts are true. Some have called my father a silly man, and a weak leader.

I won’t argue the first, after all I grew up in the same household as him. But I must protest the latter.

What makes a good leader? Is it the one who’s iron will can set the policies they see fit despite great opposition? One whose honeyed tongue eases all foreign powers?

Or is it one who does right by their people and is in turn loved?

My father perhaps wasn’t the greatest at managing finances. He was a poor legal scholar. And he drove nearly all of his advisors mad, myself included. But he was a man whose eyes were clear, an idealist, more suited perhaps to poetry than wielding absolute authority over an entire planet. But then I fail to see what is so wrong with this. It is said that in Paradise, poets will have flames upon their heads. 

If this is true, even now they bear the embers of those fires and are more precious than gold.

Julia of Venus
Daughter of Dominic of Venus
Died 140 AM

      [image: ]“Something is wrong with the clocks.” 
Davey looked up from the book he was reading on his tablet. Grace was standing frowning at the idle display on the entertainment monitor in the common room. “What do you mean?”
She pointed at the screen. “It jumped forward two seconds when the frameshift cut off. It does that sometimes. I’ve been watching for it.”
“Maybe it’s just adjusting for local time. Maybe the colonies can’t stay perfectly lined up or something.” 
She shook her head. “It’s always forward. Every time. Never once back.”
He set the tablet down and stood from the couch. Part of him doubted her, but then he knew better than to second guess Grace on something like this. She was always good at watching the little details. “Okay, if that’s the case then we’re losing time.”
“Just a few seconds a year. Maybe a minute. No, something is wrong with the clocks, I think.”
“So go ask Matthew about it.”
“Ask Matthew about what?” Yvonne said, coming from the aft ladder. She had a tub full of vegetables from her garden in the hold. Davey spotted his favorite, tomatoes, which meant dinner would be good for the next few months if she had a plant producing.
Grace explained the problem with the missing seconds. Yvonne nodded. “You’re right. We’re losing time.”
Davey stopped short. “Wait, what?”
Yvonne set her tub on a counter and Grace hurried over to help her unload it. “We are losing time,” Yvonne repeated. “In a sense. I explained this to you two a few months ago and you’ve already forgotten.”
“We never asked about the clocks,” Grace said, opening the fridge to load the produce.
“Not the tomatoes,” Yvonne warned. “Those stay out or you ruin the flavor. No, I explained some science about time.”
Davey snapped his fingers. “Relativity. Something about time not always being the same depending on speed and gravity, right?”
“There you go.” Yvonne smiled and handed a sack of peppers to Grace. “So why is the clock jumping forward?”
“Because…” he trailed off trying to make the connections. “While frameshifted, we’re going fast. Like a fraction of the speed of light fast. So on a long trip, like Metis to Venus, time is going slower for us and the Sparrow’s clock adjusts forward when we reach a destination.”
“Very good,” Yvonne said. “I said we were losing time, and in one sense we are. The rest of the universe rolls along at a normal rate while we go slightly slower. But you could also say we’re gaining time because we’re skipping forward in tiny little jumps. After years of living on a ship, a freelancer might add a couple hours to his life according to the calendar.”
“And now my head hurts,” Grace said.
“I doubt it makes much difference to daily life,” Davey said. “A second here or there won’t matter.”
“For most things, no,” Yvonne agreed. “There are some technical applications that require high precision timing and positional accuracy where those tiny slivers of time matter, but for everyday life, it makes little difference.” She’d finished putting up the produce and leaned against the counter. “If Moses had ever worked out interstellar travel before he left that would be a different story.”
“How’s that?” Grace asked.
“Well the faster you go,” Yvonne said “or the higher the gravity for that matter, the slower time goes. The closer you get to the speed of light, the more exaggerated the effect. At two percent the speed of light, relativity is a novelty. At ninety percent it’s extreme.”
“It’s like one-way time travel,” Davey mused, his mind spinning at the possibilities. “You can only travel to the future.”
She nodded. “More or less. But Moses never got that far, despite all his promises that we’d colonize the stars.”
“Pity,” he said. “I’d like to get on a ship and drive around for a while at close to the speed of light. Jump far into the future and see what it’s like a thousand years from now.”
Yvonne smiled “And then you leave your world behind forever and never see the rest of us again.”
“And you sucked all the fun out of that,” Grace said. “Okay, I hereby declare the clocks to be functioning as expected. I’m heading to the cockpit. Venus is one of the cooler landings to watch.”
Davey made to follow her but was stopped by Yvonne’s hand on his shoulder. “Need something?” he asked, suddenly uncomfortable.
“Don’t ever let anyone tell you that you’re not intelligent, Davey.”
He looked at his feet, unsure of where this was going.
“You’re a bright young man. Quick to learn and adapt and understand. It’s not your fault you never had a fair shot at an education. You got dealt a bad hand in life, but that doesn’t make you stupid or less intelligent.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s not a big deal. I’m fine with it. Really.”
“You don’t have to be,” Yvonne said. “You’re young and can still choose your own path.”
Suddenly, Davey wanted to be anywhere but here. “Thanks, he mumbled,” feeling his face turn red. What else did she expect him to say? She was overselling it. He knew that. He knew his limitations. He stepped past her to follow after Grace.
“Think about it,” Yvonne said.
“Sure, I will,” he muttered and intended to do no such thing.

      [image: ]Matthew pushed the flight yoke forward a few degrees and dipped the Sparrow into the upper reaches of Venus’ atmosphere. The deck beneath his boots began to vibrate as atmospheric drag exerted tremendous forces on the hull. Friction would slow them down, which would save money on fuel. The flip side being they’d have to spend more to take off again.
Of course, if this was anything like their usual trips to Venus, Emperor Dominic would insist on filling their reserves himself. As much as he didn’t like handouts, Matthew knew he should be thankful. And then there was Yvonne, who practically plotted reasons to come to Venus because the handouts kept the ink black.
Grace bounced into the cockpit and landed in the copilot’s seat. “Venus sure is beautiful,” she declared, eyeing the pale golden horizon beneath them. 
He took in the readouts and relaxed. They were right on course for the city. “The Morning and the Evening Star. For thousands of years, the people of Earth thought it was special too.”
“What do you think the emperor wants?”
He sighed. “Honestly, I have no idea. His message a few months back said he had a project he wanted to partner with us on. Your guess is as good as mine, but knowing Dominic it’s going to be something dramatic.”
“So what you’re saying is, everyone else will love it and you’re going to hate it.” She gave him a glare intended to pin him in place. She picked that skill up from Abigail, and just like when that look came from her, he ignored this one too.
A moment later Davey joined them, but he didn’t seem to be in a talkative mood and they all sat in silence watching the entry. By the time Yvonne shooed Grace out of the copilot’s seat, they were in the thick of the atmosphere and rapidly descending. When they were in range, Matthew commed ahead. “Discordia tower control, this is SPW 5840 looking for a landing pad.”
“SPW 5840, we have you on our scopes but we’re not seeing you on the schedule. Please state your business.”
“We have a standing invitation from Emperor Dominic that we’re making good on. You may have to check with his people.”
“One moment please.”
The city came into view. A massive hexagonal-shaped station suspended on air bladders, it floated at an altitude where breathable air was buoyant in Venus’ thick soup. Once there had been four such cities, but only two remained, Discordia and its sister, Concordia. The emperors of Venus had worked hard to protect the quality of life of their citizens and it showed. Few in the colonies would turn down a chance to live here.
“Anyone seen Abigail this morning?” he asked.
Yvonne shrugged. “It’s barely nine o’clock.”
“She usually gets up earlier when we’re going planetside.”
“Dominic will probably keep us up late demanding stories,” Davey said. “She’ll be glad she slept in when the welcome banquet lasts half the night.”
“You never complain,” Grace said, a mischievous tone coloring her voice. “At least not when Claudia is around.”
Davey rounded on her. “Hey! I didn’t give you any problems over your little boyfriend from Ceres. Claudia is a friend.”
Grace’s face turned red. “Jason isn’t my boyfriend and, yes, you did give—”
“That’s enough,” Matthew cut her off. If this line of conversation continued, someone was going to bring up—
“Are you looking forward to seeing Julia?” Davey asked.
And there it was. Matthew adjusted the Sparrow’s heading slightly as a strong crosswind set in. “Has the fact that I’m a priest been entirely forgotten?”
“Former priest,” Grace said. “You’re an eligible bachelor these days.”
“Technically not true. I’ve not been laicized.”
 Davey threw up his arms in exasperation. “I don’t even want to know what that means.”
“Actually, I think you can legally marry,” Yvonne said. “According to Pope Krupnik anyway. Celibacy is still encouraged but not strictly mandated anymore due to—”
“Why do you even know that?” Matthew asked. He looked at the comm begging tower control to give him landing permission. Anything to end this conversation.
“I was curious,” Grace said, “and had Yvonne look that last part up. I say you’re an eligible bachelor and need to keep your mind open to the possibilities.” She winked aggressively. 
The comm crackled and Matthew breathed a prayer of thanks. “SPW 5840, this is Tower Control. You are cleared for landing at the Royal Hanger. Enjoy your stay.”
“Thanks, Tower.” Matthew finished the approach to the city. The hanger was on the trailing side of the city at the moment, making landing an easy task. With a gentle bump, he set the ship down on the deck. “Someone go beat on Abigail’s door. It’s time to start the day.” In hindsight, he was glad she’d slept in. The last thing he needed was her heckling him as well.

      [image: ]The portside airlock opened and Abigail followed Matthew out into the spacious hangar. She stifled a yawn as she shielded her eyes from the harsh glare of the overhead lamps. At the bottom of the ramp stood four crimson armored security guards. And behind them…
Oh great. Ms. Legs was here. Julia, eldest daughter of Emperor Dominic the Second, stood with a smile on her face. She wore a crimson and silver coat over an ankle-length skirt. The whole getup had a light and airy look, more like she was dressed for a picnic than business.
Matthew nodded to the guards. “All weapons have been left behind on the ship, as usual. And the Shield Maiden has special permission to wear her armor in public on Discordia.” They parted and allowed Julia to step forward.
“Well, well, Matthew Cole,” she said. “You and your crew can’t seem to stay out of trouble, can you?” 
He took his hat off and bowed politely. “Believe it or not, we try to keep ourselves out of the limelight. There have just been complications lately.”
She smiled wryly. “Is that so? I’m starting to think that dad is right about you. But I’ll let him speak for himself” She smiled at Abigail. “Ms. Sharon, I hope you’re doing well.”
Abigail honestly did her best to return the smile, but she had a feeling it was more like a pinched grimace. “Well enough, for all the difficulty it is keeping Matthew alive. That’s quite a trick on some days. I thought you spent most of your time on Concordia. I wasn’t expecting you to greet us today.”
“My term as Concordia’s Trade Minister ended six months ago and I’m currently serving my father in an advisory role. When I heard of your arrival, I dropped what I was doing and came this way.” She looked past them at the opening into the Sparrow. “Is the rest of your crew here? You are all invited to brunch in the palace gardens. Sadly, my father will not be able to join us until the evening as he has prior engagements.”
Matthew shared a quick glance with Abigail. “I’ll get the rest,” she shrugged and turned back toward the Sparrow. Unsurprisingly, the other members of the crew were lurking just inside the open airlock.
“Ha, told you Julia would be here,” Davey said, and then grunted as Grace elbowed him.
“Come on,” Abigail grumbled. “Your faces aren’t going to stuff themselves.” She spun on her heel and marched back down the ramp, not really caring if her manners were lacking. There was a whisper behind her back but she decided it was better for everyone if she just ignored it.
“It’s good to see each of you again,” Julia called to the group. “If you’ll all follow me, please.”
Abigail didn’t fail to notice the guard falling into place behind them. As they left the hangar via a long-arched hall, Davey nudged her. “See the pikes those guys have? You should get one of those. A shield is cool and all, but a pike…?”
Abigail eyed the long slender weapon the guards carried and the wicked curved blade at the top. “Remember the Swiss Guard at the Vatican? All pomp and circumstance, and if you look at them wrong, precision and death. I guarantee you the guns come out when things get nasty.”
“Right. But you could have a giant blade and a giant shield.” She frowned at Davey, but he just shrugged. “I’m just saying it would be awesome and you should keep your options open.”
The hallway emptied out into a large garden, the same one that had held Julia’s disastrous thirtieth birthday party not quite two years ago. Then, it had been filled with costumed guests. Now it looked like a good spot to curl up for a nap. High above, yellow light filtered down through skylights onto rows of hedges and cool fountains. An open grassy area was set with tables and a dozen or more palace servants ran about setting places with utensils.
“Brunch will be ready in about half an hour,” Julia said. She placed a hand on her hip. “You’ll have to forgive the wait. You didn’t exactly give us much warning.”
“This really isn’t necessary,” Matthew insisted. “We’ve had breakfast already and—”
“It was cold oatmeal,” Abigail said. “Please don’t let Matthew’s humility interfere with your generosity. We’re starving freelancers and when someone offers real food, we take it.”
“Amen to that,” Yvonne muttered. Davey and Grace both nodded. Thankfully, Matthew bit his tongue and let the matter slide.
Julia gave them a mischievous smile. “Matthew’s overdeveloped sense of propriety has no power here. You’re welcome to enjoy the gardens until then. I’m going to see if any of my brothers and sisters are free to join us.” Abigail nudged Davey at the same time that Grace did, and he nearly fell to the floor. The Venusians nearby, including Julia, were polite enough to ignore them. 
Matthew just gave them all a tired glare. “I’d like to get through today without mortal embarrassment, if that’s okay with the rest of you.”

      [image: ]Brunch was everything you’d expect at the palace of an emperor and Yvonne had scarcely eaten so well in her life. There were smoked salmon toasts with herbs, fried eggs on ratatouille, asparagus frittatas, and more that she wouldn’t have been able to try if she had a week of breakfasts. 
“Are you sure you weren’t expecting the pope himself?” she politely asked Empress Vivian.
Vivian was only a few years younger than Yvonne, the youngest of her eight children being three years younger than Grace. “The crew of the Sparrow are friends of the throne and will be even closer if my husband has anything to say on the matter.”
“We’ve been wondering what this was about.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to wonder a little longer. Dominic would be crushed if I blabbed about his grand idea.”
Some ways down the table, Davey and Grace sat with the younger batch of imperial kids. “I notice that one of your children is absent,” Yvonne said. “Claudia, I think her name was.”
“Claudia just started her first term at the University of Ganymede three weeks ago.” Vivian took a sip from her tea. “She was fortunate to have made the required marks. They don’t grant special privilege to anyone, not even the imperial family. Which I’m thankful for. We don’t practice primogeniture here on Venus, and someday when my husband abdicates to his chosen successor, they will have to stand as private citizens on their own merits.”
That was something that Yvonne could respect. It also pleased her that even the richest in the solar system couldn’t just buy their way into her alma mater. “Claudia is due a congratulations on her achievement then, though I think the younger crewmen were looking forward to seeing her.”
“Claudia was quite disappointed that the Sparrow didn’t make it here before her departure. I think she may have been hoping to see a certain young man.”
“Is that so?” Yvonne asked, drinking from her coffee. And what glorious coffee it was. She wondered if the Sparrow could afford it. “Pity.”
“Pity indeed,” Vivian said and laughed.
For a moment, Yvonne felt like a mother sharing a conspiratorial moment with another mother. It was a surreal thought. In some ways, she was like a mother to the rest of Sparrow, but it was a job she was ill-suited for. Nurturing had never really been in her nature. If she and Tomas had been able to have kids, he would have been the one the kids ran to when they skinned their knees. There was more to mothering than simply doting upon injuries and hurt feelings but she had learned none of that. Matthew was good at the parental role, his time as a father in the church had prepared him to deal with, well, all of them. For the briefest moment, she imagined a future where Tomas was on the Sparrow with them. It would have been perfect, for all of them.
Vivian was saying something. “I’m sorry,” Yvonne said. “I missed that last part.” She’d been caught daydreaming, of all things, and in polite company.
Vivian was courteous enough not to miss a beat. “I was saying that there will be other times. And that she wasn’t my only daughter to take an interest in the Sparrow’s men.”
Yvonne glanced down the table to where Matthew sat sandwiched between Julia and Abigail. Julia looked like the only one that was enjoying herself. “I hope she doesn’t get her hopes up.”
“Are he and Ms. Sharon together then?”
Yvonne nearly choked on her frittata. “Excuse me. No, they aren’t, but some days I wonder at the possibility. I mostly meant she shouldn’t get her hopes up because Matthew Cole is...” She searched for a word that was both polite and accurate. “Romantically challenged.” She smiled so the other woman knew she was joking, but they were both interrupted before she could respond.
“My friends, it is good to see you all!” Yvonne turned to see Emperor Dominic the Second, entering the courtyard with a cadre of guards. The brown-bearded man wore a bright crimson tunic with a silver sash. Yvonne appreciated the strange styles of Venus. It was one of the few places in the solar system that had a truly new culture, rather than endlessly iterating on a lost homeland.
Vivian stood and went to her husband at once. “What are you doing here? You have your meeting with the Warszawan Prime Minister!”
Dominic made a dismissive gesture. “That can wait. We all know we’ll both sign the treaty as soon as the adjustments are made. This is far more important.” Yvonne smiled at the way he avoided Vivian’s keen glare.
Matthew stood as the man approached him and dipped his head respectfully. “We appreciate the invitation. We’ve had some business to finish up these last few months and are sorry about the delay.”
Dominic extended his hand to him, and Yvonne noticed that Matthew hesitated for a split second before taking it. “I said to come at your leisure,” Dominic said. “But please continue your meal. My children, I’ll have to ask you to part the waters for me. I need to speak with the freelancer and his crew.”
The younger royals grumbled as they made room across the table from Matthew. Vivian and Yvonne also moved closer to where the business would be occurring. A servant tried to approach Dominic with food. “No, thank you, Cecil, I’m fine for now, but something to drink would be wonderful.” He turned to Matthew. “I believe you owe me a story of your recent adventures. I’m rather looking forward to hearing the details on how you saved Ceres.”
To his credit, Matthew took a breath and dove right in, rather than protesting. The tale was amended on occasion by other crew members, particularly the parts where Matthew wasn’t involved, and on occasion Dominic had questions. But at length he finished the tale. Satisfied at last, Dominic sat back and stroked his thick beard. “Amazing. Even better than the news stories. They entirely left out Grace’s part, and that seems to have been the beating heart of it all.”
“We thought it best to protect Arthur by keeping her out of the public eye,” Matthew said.
“That was wise, but I am glad to know the true story. Consider your debt repaid.”
“About that,” Matthew said. “I’d like to pay you back for the loan. I appreciate what you saved us in interest. If a freelancer can’t stand on their own two feet, they won’t be in the business long.”
Vivian chuckled, and placed a hand on her husband’s arm. “I told you this was going to happen, dear.”
Dominic crossed his arms. “I laid out the terms. I bought your loan in exchange for an account of your most recent exploits, which you have paid in full. I won’t take one penny from you.”
At this Yvonne gave Matthew a look. “And I told you that was going to happen.”
She hoped Matthew wasn’t going to insist on a fight he was destined to lose. Instead, he nodded. “Then I’ll have to offer you my thanks.”
Dominic smiled. “Now about this idea I’ve had for a while. It’s a big one. And I want you and the Sparrow to be the face of it.” The table quieted down and all eyes turned toward the emperor. “What if there was an organization for the freelancers. The good ones. And I don’t mean the ones that are good at their jobs. I mean the moral heroes out there fighting the good fight, like you guys. Any citizen that wants to ensure that they hire an honest freelancer, those that make the solar system a better place, would be able to put in their request to the organization.”
“Like the League of Heroes in Splendid Sam.” All eyes turned to Davey. He turned red and shrank into himself as he realized who he had interrupted. “Sorry.”
“Precisely like the League,” Dominic said, growing more excited by the minute. “And just like the League has its champion in Splendid Sam, our organization will have its champion too. What do you say, Matthew Cole?”
Yvonne wasn’t surprised to find out that the emperor was a fan of pulp radio dramas, not with the way he romanticized adventure. Nor was she surprised that Matthew had gone still as stone, probably mortified that he was being asked to be part of this.
It was a funny thing to watch the slow evolution of the gruff former priest. Once a quiet and private man, he kept getting drawn into the thick of things, like the universe just couldn’t leave him alone. And somehow he made things better. Perhaps it was the rare mixture of strength, and gentle compassion. In a universe where the weak were crushed, he was an anomaly who transformed those around him. Abigail was once little more than an armored ruffian, only mitigated by the fact that the people she beat up were usually the bad guys. Now she looked for excuses to be just the sort of hero Dominic wanted to fill his organization with. And Davey, he wasn’t even recognizable from the dangerous young man that had first stepped foot on the Sparrow.
For a moment Yvonne wondered if she was any better off. Then she saw in her mind Kudzu’s broken body on Ceres and decided that wasn’t the case. Maybe if circumstances had been different. She’d never asked for Tomas to be murdered.
But Matthew was like Tomas. An upright and moral man. And Yvonne knew good and well that he wouldn’t turn Dominic down. He might complain and insist there was a better man for the job, but Matthew was the worst judge of his own worth. Even Whitaker could see what everyone else saw.
Those gathered at the brunch table watched Matthew as the silence dragged out. At last, he swallowed. “You’ve got the wrong man, Emperor. You’re gonna need someone that’s good in front of cameras and I’d just as soon avoid the attention.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Yvonne said sharply. “Of course he’ll do it.”
“Don’t you think I have a say in this?” Matthew asked.
She met his gaze without flinching. “You seem to think you’ll say no. At least hear him out before you refuse.” She knew quite well that if this was a serious endeavor Matthew would eventually agree to it. The man couldn’t do the wrong thing if he wanted to. And this was the kind of thing he’d been born for.
He
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