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      [image: ]Thinking about letting a kiddo read After Moses: Prodigal and want to know what kind of potentially objectional content it has? This is the place for you. Everyone else can move right on if you would like. Arguably, there are super-tiny spoilers ahead.
Violence
Lots of gun fights and some fist fights. Most violence is not described graphically. People are described as shot, but blood and gore are rarely described. Two deaths near the end are more graphic. One character is cut in half, but it is not described and happens “off screen.” Another character is executed by an organized crime boss.
Language
Infrequent mild language, limited to hell, damn, and one instance of bastard used to describe a child born out of wedlock.
Alcohol/Tobacco/Drugs
A few scenes take place in bars where alcohol is present. Characters are seen smoking cigarettes. Drug trafficking is mentioned in a distasteful light but isn’t relevant to the plot.
Sexual Content
Human trafficking is mentioned. One short scene takes place at a brothel. There is no specific sexual content mentioned and the women are depicted as victims of organized crime and the sex trade. One vague threat about how dangerous it would be for a teenage girl to be taken captive by gangsters.
Other Negative Elements
Slavery is major background part of the story. Organized crime is another key focus. 
 
 
  






  
  Chapter 1: A Rumor Bound in Journal




      [image: ]When we speak about the turn of the last century, inevitably the conversation will turn towards the great personalities that shaped that age. Norman Barclay, President of the Colony of Arizona; Johan Willems, fourth pope of the Colonial Vatican; and Alexander Logan, terrorist and Abrogationist, are just a few of the names that come to mind.

And then, of course, there is Matthew Cole. Much of who he was and what he did has passed into legend. The freelancers have always been romanticized like cowboys of the old west, but none so much as Cole. As a historian, I am often asked about him, and it is inevitably disappointing when I must set the record straight. It’s not that he wasn’t one of the age’s great forces, it’s that he was, after all, only one man. Perhaps it was how he stood in opposition to his one-time friend, the Unchained Man, that has earned him such love. Like Rome and Carthage or the Duke of Wellington and Napoleon Bonaparte, history loves rivals.

Neither was he alone in his deeds. For as many tales as are told about the Gaucho, people often forget about the rest of his crew. Some have gone on to be famous in their own right, but even the least of these made their mark in history. Grace Anderson would seem to have been the most inconsequential, and yet the part that was hers to play in the Ceres Incident would shake the foundations of that dwarf planet. The fates of many were changed because of Anderson.

And this was while she was yet a child.

Nathan Philips
Historian and Author
Died 183 AM

      [image: ]LEXTER MIYOSHI WAS either the most brilliant genius in the solar system or an idiot of unrivaled scale. The next ten minutes were going to be pretty telling just which way that would fall.
He slipped the cover off of a vent and crawled into the dusty enclosure, and pulling it closed behind him, tried to make as little noise as possible. He pushed a button on his watch and read the numerals ticking upward. Any second now his theft would be discovered. It was going to be touch and go, but he’d planned this day out to the smallest detail. If he were a betting man, he’d place odds in his favor, but only by a little.
A chorus of shouts echoed down the shaft from above him. The game was on. He heard the pounding of footsteps as the group realized what he had done. His hand unconsciously slipped into his jacket pocket to feel the cool leather of the journal hidden there. The escrow account he’d set up to mediate the transaction would be auto transferring several thousand dollars to a slightly less legal account right about now.
He was walking out of here with everything.
That’s why you should always make sure your third party is trustworthy.
The shouts got louder. Someone was searching his floor now. Better go ahead with the next phase. He reached into his other pocket, palmed a remote, and pressed the button.
In the garage below, an engine roared to life. There was a titanic crash as the grav truck smashed through the bay door and roared out into the street. The simple program driving the thing would probably only get a few kilometers before it bugged out and ran off the road, but that was more than enough time if the sounds echoing through the vent were any indication. Both parties were taking the bait and rushing downstairs for the garage.
Lex smiled. He wanted to laugh aloud and congratulate himself on his own brilliance. Sadly, that would lead to getting caught, which would only ruin the fun, but there would be plenty of time for that later. Carefully he stood up in the vent and clipped himself into the waiting harness and pressed another button on the remote. An electric motor on the roof silently turned on and began to winch him up the vent.
He peeked through the grate as he passed the next floor and frowned. Someone was still there. He didn’t get a look at who it was. Oh well. It would have been too easy if they’d all chased the truck.
The winch finished its job as he reached roof level. He pushed the grate open, stepped out of the vent, and unhooked himself from the harness. He carefully shut the grate to conceal his trail.
The hinge made a loud, tortured squeak as it closed.
Maybe he should have made sure the hinges were oiled during the planning stages. Surely no one had heard.
He couldn’t risk hanging around any longer. Opening the door, he crept out onto the roof, walking as softly as possible. Better not make any more noise at this point. It was twilight and the dying embers of the Martian sunset still lit the horizon. He walked to his bridge and slowly crossed to the next building, trying to ignore the four-story drop to the ground beneath. When he reached the other side, he touched a button in his pocket, and the far side of the bridge unlatched and swung gently down to lay flat against the wall. Outside of a death-defying leap, there was no way to follow him. He turned and walked across the rooftop to the next bridge.
The sound of a door opening behind him caught his attention, and he spun, dropping into a half-crouch. It was... That blonde-haired teen that had come with the Shield Maiden and Gaucho.
Honestly, he was a bit insulted. After all, here he was in the middle of scamming a powerful yakuza clan and one of the more famous freelancer crews and the only one with the brains to not fall for his little ruse was a child?
He gave her a rude gesture and turned to cross the next bridge. He’d make it away before the adults realized their mistake.
She shouted something at him, but he ignored it and tiptoed to the next roof, making sure to collapse that bridge as well. He glanced over his shoulder.
The girl had somehow managed to cross to the second building. How was that even possible? There was at least a four-meter gap and she wasn’t going to be able to make that kind of jump unless she was a lot more athletic than she looked. There was a strange smirk on her face as if she knew something he didn’t.
Maybe he shouldn’t underestimate her. She’d come with the Shield Maiden and Gaucho after all. He ran across the roof to the fire escape. He had to lose her. If he was caught, not only would he lose the journal and be forced to transfer the money back to the escrow account, it was probably going to hurt. A lot. Because the yakuza would murder him. He threw his legs over the side of the building onto the rickety metal escape. Four stories and he would be safe. He slid as fast as he could down the flights of stairs, but he was still too slow.
He felt the vibration as the girl stepped onto the escape above him. She’d crossed the second gap and caught up to him.
“Hey! Wait up!”
“No thank you!” he called. That was the last thing he was going to do. Too much was at stake and odds were good that she’d already called for help. Whatever this shifty little girl had done to catch him was uncanny. He took the stairs two or three at a time. His footfalls reverberated through the metal structure. After two flights he looked above him.
She was gaining on him fast.
He reached the bottom and dropped the ladder to the ground, but she was just a few steps above him. “Where are you going, Lex?”
If he were better at this, he would have had a witty retort. At least he could have saved some face. He really needed to work on that. Instead he just ignored her and turned to climb down the ladder. Honestly, what was she going to do to him? Gnaw at his ankles or something?
The escape ladder squeaked loudly as it impossibly slid back up into place. How the... He turned to see the girl had an outstretched arm. Something blue glowed beneath her sleeve. His eyes went wide in panic. Of course, she wasn’t just some defenseless girl! She hung with some of the best freelancers in the solar system.
He pointed over her shoulder. “Look out!”
She fell for it and that was all the distraction he needed. He leaped off the escape to a dumpster beneath him, landing waist deep in garbage. For a moment he laid there, stomach still in his throat from the drop and heart hammering in his ears. This was the dumbest scam he had ever tried to pull.
The sound of the ladder being lowered again brought him to his senses. He clambered over pieces of garbage as the girl started down the ladder. “Hey wait up,” she said. “I don’t want to have to hurt you, but I will.” Lexter hit the ground at a run, making for the entrance of the alley. His own getaway vehicle was just around the corner. All he had to do was reach it and he was home free.
He skidded around the corner, nearly stumbling in his haste. There it was. He opened the door to the grav truck and keyed the ignition. And with that, he was out of here a much richer man. Sure, he’d have to leave Mars and his illustrious career as Kyoto’s most underappreciated fixer, but that was a small price to pay for a score like this.
Lexter mashed the accelerator and the truck lurched away. So much for that freelancer crew. They hadn’t been so tough after all.
The truck jerked violently to a stop nearly as soon as it moved. He looked in the mirror and almost panicked at the sight. The girl was behind him, hand outstretched and wrist glowing blue. She had a hold of the entire truck. What was this? Some kind of earthtech? If he were a superstitious man...
He spun the wheel back and forth, hoping to shake her, but she didn’t even look phased. There had to be some way to get her to let go. His eyes flicked to the mirror and a sly smile passed his lips.
He shifted the vehicle into reverse and throttled the engine.
The grav truck shot backward like a rocket, aided by the girl’s strange pull. She only barely managed to dive out of the way in time. “Ha. Too smart for you, girl!” he said, pumping his fist. He’d just keep going this way and then turn around at the end of the street—
But the truck jerked to a stop once more. Now in front of him, the girl had gotten a hold of the truck again.
“Oh come on!” he shouted.
Suddenly he was flying backward again. The girl had ripped the front bumper clean off. She smiled and gave him a wink. Then the bumper was flying at him end first like a spear. He squeezed his eyes shut, half expecting to get skewered like a Lexter kabob.
The bumper sliced into the engine compartment, killing his truck for good. As the grav plate gave out, it dropped to the ground with a sickening crunch.
Lexter stumbled out of the truck, smoke billowing behind him. He coughed and backed away before falling to the ground.
Then an invisible hand lifted him to his feet. He winced as he stopped a meter from the girl. She had an insufferably smug grin on her face. Had she actually enjoyed this?
“You have something that doesn’t belong to you,” she said, holding out a hand.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied. It was pretty lame as lies go, but he was running out of options.
She spun him upside down and started shaking him like a toy. “Wait, wait! You mean this journal. Fine. Just don’t...” He was going to be sick. No, he already was sick. The girl set him down gently as he lost his dinner on the sidewalk in the least dignified way.
Mercifully, she gave him a minute.
But only a minute. “Give me the journal,” she said.
He reached into his pocket and passed her the tome.
“See that wasn’t so hard.” She picked him up again with that strange power and carried him before her like some sort of prize. He groaned aloud.
“I agree,” she said, as if she could read his mind. “That was really dumb.”

      [image: ]“YOU KNOW, ABIGAIL, I think you’re going soft.”
Abigail glanced at Matthew as they pushed their bikes onto the lift that led into the Sparrow’s main hold. She rapped a metal knuckle on her armored forearm. The metal knock rang through the night. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Hard as steel.”
Matthew hit the button to raise the lift and removed his campero to wipe his forehead.
From behind her, Grace laughed. “That wasn’t what he meant, and you know it.
Matthew smiled. “It took you quite a bit of effort to keep the yakuza from killing Miyoshi for that stunt he pulled.”
Abigail shrugged. “Lexter’s an old acquaintance. You can’t trust him, but you won’t find a better fixer in Kyoto. He may be useful in the future.”
The lift came to a halt and they parked their bikes against the far wall of the hold. “Fixers don’t last long when they scam their customers,” he said. “He must really think that journal has valuable information in it.”
“We did pay twenty thousand for it.”
“Twenty thousand of Whitaker’s money,” Grace said.
Matthew scowled at that. “I doubt Miyoshi would have been able to find another buyer for it. It would take a niche customer, I think. He would have had a worthless score on his hands.”
Abigail nodded. It had been a useless con. The yakuza had agreed to spare Lexter’s life, but she wouldn’t be particularly surprised if they went back on that deal as soon as she left Mars. It was a lot harder to keep the local criminal groups properly afraid of the Shield Maiden of Mars now that she wasn’t here all that often. “Well, hopefully, it’s worth it to us. Let’s go see if there’s anything useful in that book.”
They climbed the ladder onto the main deck of the Sparrow and walked into the common room. Davey jumped up from his position on the couch the moment they entered. He’d been annoyed that he hadn’t been allowed to go on this one, but the yakuza had been pretty explicit on only allowing three crew members. Matthew, unsurprisingly, chose the bulletproof ones.
“Did you get it?” Davey asked.
Matthew showed him the journal. “Haven’t had a chance to look at it yet.”
“It’s about time we got a lead,” Grace said. “It will make the treasure hunt more fun.”
“This isn’t a treasure hunt,” Matthew said, sternly. “It’s a waste of time. Odds of us finding any more pieces of the eleventh miracle are so low it’s a joke.”
He was always grumpy whenever the Anemoi was brought up. It had been nearly a year since Whitaker had given them a quarter of the fabled eleventh miracle. A piece of the Four Winds, the Anemoi, it was a compass that led to... somewhere supposedly. Whitaker had given them one of his two pieces as an incentive to help him look for the rest. As much as Matthew acted like he wasn’t interested, he ended up exhausting all his sources to find the things. But it turned out, it was one of Abigail’s contacts that finally found something. When Lexter gave them the call a few weeks back, she wasn’t surprised. He had a tendency to come through when you needed him. The price the yakuza demanded had been demoralizing, but Whitaker stepped in to cover it himself.
“Well, don’t keep us waiting in suspense,” Abigail said. “Let’s go see if this was worth the effort.”
The four of them walked down the hall past the crew cabins to the cockpit. Yvonne glanced up at them from her book as they crowded into the small room. “I’m going to assume this means you were successful,” she said.
“Only because Grace didn’t fall for the trick that the rest of us did,” Abigail said, leaning against the outer door frame. She hated it when everyone crowded into the cockpit. It wasn’t big enough for the five of them.
“Hey,” Matthew said as he dropped the small book on the console. “As diversions go, Lexter’s was top notch. Let’s see what we have here.”
Davey patted his sister proudly on the back, then leaned in over Matthew’s shoulder. “That’s some bad handwriting. Not even Grace’s is that bad.”
His sister looked like she was about to protest for a moment but then must have changed her mind. It was true and they all knew it.
“And it’s old too,” Matthew said “Look at the yellowing on the paper. Here’s a date. First decade after Moses. Tobias Morgensen.”
“Who’s that?” Grace asked.
“I have no idea. Could be part of the Morgensen crime family.”
“They were bad news on Ceres,” Davey commented. “Or their thugs were. I never actually saw a Morgensen.”
“Or it could be someone totally unrelated,” Yvonne said. “This journal is eighty years old. We’re not going to find out until we have time to—”
An alarm chimed softly from the console.
Abigail frowned. That wasn’t one she’d heard before. “What’s that?”
“Security,” Matthew said, pulling up external cameras. Abigail sighed. Guess the treasure hunt was going to have to wait. “Someone’s at the portside ramp fiddling with the entry pad.” Suddenly he laughed, something she found jarring when there was a potential intruder. He gestured at the screen. “You want to deal with him, Abigail?”
She leaned forward to look at the grainy image. It was hard to make out the face on the night vision. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
Lexter Miyoshi.
“I think he’s your problem,” Matthew said, a smile creeping across his face.
This was her thanks for not just letting the yakuza deal with him. “Fine, but you’re coming with me.”
He grabbed his hat from where he had left it on the console. “I wouldn’t miss this for Moses himself.”

      [image: ]LEXTER WAS GOING TO die. At least he was pretty sure he was going to die. He’d spent the last hour with buyer’s remorse over his hair-brained scheme. Walking away with nothing left him with exactly zero options for keeping out of the hands of the yakuza. No funds, no leverage, not even a shred of pride.
Sharon had tossed him a boon by saving his life, but it was a temporary reprieve at best. As soon as she left the planet again, he’d find a knife in his back or a bomb in his bedroom.
Which meant the safest thing to do was leave the planet with her.
Finding out where her ship was parked was as easy as breaking into a Kyoto Spaceport computer terminal. He wasn’t exactly a master cracker but getting past security systems was a useful skill for any underworld fixer. It turned out her ship was a Ceres Spaceworks Model 42. Legendary as that ship was, he knew a few security flaws that would let him in the hatch. He slid the cover off and got to work. It would be a little touch and go when he got in. It would be have been safer to wait until the middle of the night, but he wasn’t willing to miss his ride in case they jetted. He’d have to find some quiet hole onboard to stow away till they were, well, anywhere but here.
After ten minutes of working on the electronics, it slid quietly open.
The Shield Maiden and the Gaucho stood waiting on the other side, arms crossed. Cole looked amused. Sharon just looked tired. “You know the more often you try to scam someone, the less likely it’s going to work, Lex.”
He ran a hand through his slicked-back hair and tried to give a charming smile. The rational part of his brain said it probably looked more pathetic, but he was in too deep to care at this point. “Hey, you’re looking good tonight, Sharon.”
“What do you want?”
“Geez. Why is everyone so suspicious? What happened to trust and umm... camaraderie?”
Sharon blinked once. “Would you trust yourself, Lex?”
He locked his fingers together and twiddled his thumbs. “Is this a trick question? How much money is involved?”
She rolled her eyes. “Unbelievable. For the love of... Tell us what you want, or I’m calling spaceport security.”
“Not being dead,” he said. “Is that so hard? The yakuza is going to add dead to my resume. In permanent ink. No funeral. No women weeping for my passing. Just dead.” Cole chuckled at that. That was probably a good sign, right?
Sharon’s eyes just narrowed. “And whose fault is that?”
The obvious answer came to Lexter’s mind. He knew better than to say it, but he couldn’t help himself. “Arguably yours, actually.” Her expression turned from annoyance to deadly in the space of a heartbeat. Okay maybe annoying her wasn’t going to help the not dead thing. “Fine, it’s my fault! It was a stupid idea and everything’s ruined. My career, my reputation, all of it. And I’ve got nothing. On top of all that, I’m still going to be pushing up daisies, so cut me some slack.”
Sharon stared at him for a long moment before turning to look at Cole. He just shrugged and nodded once. A good sign, maybe? She rounded on him and stabbed a metal finger into Lexter’s chest. He tried not to wince but it kind of hurt. “How much do you feel like owing me?” she asked.
This sounded like work without profit, something Lexter was morally opposed to. “What kind of scale are we talking?”
“A scale of whatever I ask, whenever I want.”
And the alternative was a grisly demise. “You are nothing if not magnanimous.”
“No, this is a business deal,” Cole said. “We dump you at our next port, and the next time we need the services of a fixer, you get to pay us back and smile while doing it.”
Lexter decided he would smile right now. There were all sorts of ways out of this kind of bargain. He could simply disappear and they’d never find him. “Sure. I don’t think I have a choice anyway.”
“At least not one that the yakuza aren’t offering.”
“I’ll take being dumped at the next port.”
Cole nodded. “Lock him in the extra crew cabin with some ration bars.”
Lexter’s smile died as Sharon laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, a sinking feeling setting in that this was a terrible deal. No matter. Lexter Miyoshi always came out ahead. Eventually. Sometimes there were setbacks. Sometimes those setbacks were big metal ones like the one that was shoving him harshly into the ship right now.
He was pushed into a central room. Two teenagers, the blonde-haired girl that had ruined everything and a runt of a Chinese boy looked up at him in surprise. Lexter wasn’t sure how old the boy was, but he had a sneaking suspicion he was older than he looked. Weird crew. Just how was this group so successful? He had to be missing something important.
“Are we keeping prisoners now?” the girl asked. Lexter didn’t much care for the amused look on her face.
“For as short a time as possible,” Cole replied. “Davey, go grab a handful of ration bars from the hold. I don’t want to have to worry about our esteemed guest for a day or two.”
The runt grumbled something incoherent and left the room. Sharon shoved Lexter down the hall to the first crew cabin on the left.
A woman on the back half of middle age with deep onyx skin poked her head into the hall briefly before disappearing back into the cockpit. Another mystery. Most freelancer crews were made up of fighters, but this one...?
Now that he thought about it, something was familiar about the older woman, but he couldn’t quite place her.
Sharon didn’t give him time to mull it over. She opened the door to his cabin-turned-cell and gestured to it with a self-satisfied grin. “Better get comfortable. And keep thinking about how much you owe me.” The door slid shut the moment he stepped inside and before he could think of a comeback. Rude, but even he was honest enough to admit it was probably deserved. This time anyway. To his surprise the door opened again right as he sat on the bed. Sharon tossed a handful of wrapped ration bars onto the floor, waved once, and then locked him in again.
His stomach growled as he eyed the pile of bars. It was late and he could use a bite, but those things were hardly appetizing. Slipping to the floor, he grabbed one and peeled back its wrapper. “Bon appetite,” he mumbled and bit into the mushy bar.
Better than being dead. Mostly.

      [image: ]“I SEE WE’RE TAKING prisoners now,” Yvonne said when Matthew and Abigail finally rejoined her in the cockpit. The kids had wandered off a while back, odds were, to listen to that radio program of theirs. They had gotten sucked into some adventure serial that played every night, relayed all the way from Titan. The Adventures of Splendid Sam. Yvonne thought it was a bit kitschy and cliché, but it kept the younger crewmen from getting bored. Either way, she’d been left alone to try and make sense of the nearly century-old journal.
“Ones that can’t stay out of trouble, yes,” Matthew said. “He may be a rat, but Miyoshi could be useful.”
Yvonne shrugged. “Well, that’s your business. I just hope I’m not going to have an extra mouth to feed for long.”
“He can eat ration bars for the duration of his stay,” Abigail grumbled.
“No complaining,” Matthew said. “He’s your friend.”
“That’s far too strong a word,” she said. “Have you gotten any reading done, Yvonne?”
Yvonne turned back to the journal. “Skimming rather than reading, but I think I’ve already found something useful. Tobias Morgensen was definitely related to the Morgensen crime family of Ceres. We may have to do some outside research if it comes to it, but it looks like he was a politician over in Copenhagen. His brother, Joren, had his hands in all kinds of illegal activities. Mostly white collar. All the scandal ended Tobias’ career.”
“And this has what to do with our missing miracle?” Abigail asked.
Yvonne pointed at an entry. “It looks like the Morgensen brothers’ father, Stefan, knew Josiah Carver. Or at least claimed to.”
“Carver was supposedly a friend of Moses and wrote about the miracles,” Matthew said.
“Their father apparently had an art piece. Shaped like a quarter of a circle, smooth metal and very heavy. It was a gift from Carver. Tobias inherited it.”
Abigail grunted in surprise. “What do you know. Lexter actually came through.”
“That’s what it looks like,” Yvonne agreed. “Unfortunately, after his disgrace, Joren stole the piece, along with a number of other family effects and fled to Ceres.”
“Starting his little criminal empire over,” Matthew said. “Looks like he was successful. His descendants still run one of the Big Three syndicates. Anything else?”
Yvonne shook her head. “Not so far as I can tell from searching through the journal. There may be a small detail that I missed, but it looks like the Anemoi piece went to Ceres eighty years ago.”
“That’s not as helpful as it could be,” Abigail said. “Ceres has millions of people.”
“And is basically run by the syndicates,” Matthew added.
“Hey, I’m just the bearer of bad news,” Yvonne said, her mood soured. How did they think she felt about going back to Ceres of all places? “But it’s more than we’ve had to go on in the last year and it does give an avenue of research.”
Abigail’s sigh wasn’t even a little subtle. “The Morgensen family.”
The comm chirped, and Yvonne glanced at the caller. She grimaced. Matthew wasn’t going to be happy. “It’s Whitaker, I’m assuming he wants to know how the trade went.”
“We don’t have to tell him anything yet,” Abigail suggested. “We don’t even know much. Just possibilities.”
Matthew shook his head. “He paid for the information. Much as I don’t want to share, I’m not going to cheat him out of what he’s due.”
Yvonne looked at him in irritation and then nodded. It was his call to make. “One day, that sense of honor of yours is going to get us into a lot of trouble.”
He ignored her parting shot and answered the call. “We’re here, Whitaker.”
“I see you’re still going to insist on calling me that,” the voice crackled back over the speaker.
“Give me your real name then.”
“How about The Unchained Man. I don’t conduct business under that one anymore, but it’s been my favorite so far. I appreciate both the drama and the irony behind it. Especially in relation to you.”
“I’m not calling you that.”
The man on the other side grunted. “Fine, have it your way. Are you and your crew well? Did the exchange go according to plan?”
“I’m sure you’re concerned about our well-being,” Matthew said dismissively. “We handled a few bumps in the road but got what we were after.”
“Give me some good news, Matthew. Do we have a lead?”
Yvonne glanced at Matthew as he hesitated. Maybe he was going to use this as leverage after all. For as often as Whitaker seemed to know everything that happened regarding the Sparrow, knowing something that he didn’t for once could prove useful.
“We’ve reason to believe that eighty years ago an Anemoi piece was taken to Ceres by a member of the Morgensen family.”
So much for keeping that a secret.
“Do we know which piece it was?” Whitaker asked. “That’s an old enough trail that we may already have that one.”
“No. The document wasn’t specific.”
“Well, damn it all, that’s not as helpful as it could be. Make a copy and send one to me, and maybe we can arrange a dead drop for the original at some point when you get to Ceres. You’ll probably want to be heading that direction anyway.”
Matthew frowned. “Why, may I ask?”
“The whole place is about to come apart at the seams. The White Void syndicate and Morgensen family are about to go to war over territory and old grudges. I’ve even heard whispers that Abrogationists are agitating the conflict.”
“Sounds ambitious for those guys.”
“My thoughts exactly. It may not be true. Either way, there’s going to be plenty of work for freelancer crews and maybe even a chance for hopeless do-gooders like yourself to be useful. I don’t think either of us wants Ceres descending into utter chaos.”
“Seems awfully convenient,” Abigail mused. “Right as we find a clue pointing toward the Morgensen family.”
Whitaker laughed in that flippant way that irritated Yvonne. Like life itself was a joke. “That’s the way of things sometimes though, isn’t it? Your pal, Matthew, would say that’s of God, others fate, and still others say chance. Throw enough dice and you’ll eventually get suspicious results.” He laughed again, clearly pleased with himself. “Philosophy aside, I can trust you’ll be on Ceres soon?”
Yvonne looked at Matthew. She saw that defeated look. Whitaker had them doing exactly what he wanted as usual. “We’ll be there,” he said and cut the comm.
“What about Yvonne and White Void?” Abigail asked, crossing her arms. “Are we really going to take her to Ceres?”
It had been nearly a year since her bounty had caused them any problems, and Yvonne had gotten rather used to living with a syndicate price on her head. “We’ll be careful,” she said at last. “This is important.” She gently lifted the journal from where it sat on the console. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to try and get this copied before bed. Since Matthew is so noble that he has to give away our only edge, I’d like to get as much a head start as possible.”
He eyed her as she stood to leave the cockpit. “Do you have a problem with the way I handled things?”
“I don’t like working with this man at all.”
“And you think I do?” he asked quietly.
Maybe that had been a step too far. She decided to backpedal. “Of course not. I just think we’ve been a bit too trusting. We worked closely with him going through with this exchange.”
“Yes. We’ve been too trusting,” he said. “But we do so with eyes open, knowing that we’re being used. We’ll be wary, and someday we’ll get an opening to return the favor. Besides, we hold one-quarter of the Anemoi. He needs us.”
“Only in that we’re useful,” Abigail said.
“Maybe. But I’m not without leverage too.”
Yvonne narrowed her eyes. “What’s this about?”
“I’m not going to deal with Whitaker without a few tricks of my own. The less anyone else knows about them, the better. I need you both to trust me. If Whitaker tries to take advantage of us, I can turn the tables.”
Yvonne met Abigail’s eyes. The other woman nodded, but then that wasn’t a surprise. She always trusted his judgment. “Fine,” Yvonne said. “But I still don’t like it.”
One corner of Matthew’s mouth raised into a lopsided smile. “Good.”

      [image: ]“SO I GUESS WE DUMP Lexter on Ceres?” Abigail asked as Matthew activated the frameshift device, taking them out of Mars’ orbit. Ceres was several days out based on current planetary positions.
“It’ll almost be a happy place for a rodent like him,” he said as he checked over the instruments one last time. “Maybe we should go out of the way and drop him somewhere more wholesome.”
“He’d be useless without a sewer to get lost in,” she said. “I intend to hold him to that favor.” She flipped a page on the monitor and scanned the next journal entry. It wouldn’t hurt for all of them to look it over. Maybe Tobias Morgensen had left some small detail that would give them another clue. A clue other than walking up to the most powerful crime family in the solar system and asking after family heirlooms.
“So what do you think, Matthew. What happens if we find all four pieces of the Anemoi. If this really is a compass, what does it point towards?”
“I don’t know.” He looked up from the controls. “Haven’t we had this conversation before?”
“Sure,” she admitted, “but it was always theoretical. Now we’ve got a lead. What if it’s Moses?”
“I doubt that very seriously. Do you think someone tripped over a cable and unplugged him on accident?”
“Okay, fine. Laugh it up. But what if it was? Do you think this... decline could be reversed?”
Matthew turned to stare out at the stars. “There’s a lot of inertia in our current course, Abigail.”
“What if Moses was everything they say he was?”
“What good would that do?”
Abigail frowned. “What do you mean what good? Look at what he did the first time. If he came back—”
“Why are we in our current predicament, Abigail?”
“Moses disappeared.”
“That’s not it at all. Do you not realize that even during the time of Moses, civilization was rotting? It started centuries ago, even before the world wars on earth. Moses was an inhibitor. Nothing more. For a century he countered our worst tendencies while the pressure built beneath. He was just an AI. He couldn’t stop us from hating our neighbor, from being greedy, or from chasing vain hedonism.”
The old priest was emerging again from his slumber. Matthew’s past life sometimes came out in serious moments, the terse freelancer replaced with a philosopher or theologian at a moment’s notice.
“We are the same,” he whispered. “Even if Moses could be brought back, what would be different?”
“At least he would keep us from killing and enslaving each other,” Abigail said. “I for one hope he’s out there. I don’t see any other way out of the mess we’re in.”
“That makes two of us.”

      [image: ]A FEW DAYS LATER, THE Sparrow arrived at Ceres. Its orbit was a mess of traffic, stations, shipyards and more. Grace leaned forward to get a look at the ugly grey rock in the middle of it all and was less impressed. The dwarf planet was less than a thousand kilometers across and had few obvious features to draw the eye. Man-made cities dotted the surface, lights shining in the dark, but most of the population lived in the tunnels. Some in the crust, some in the metallic core beneath the ice mantle. Like Blight, where she and Davey had lived on the streets.
Ceres was where people with nowhere else to go ended up. Slums and shantytowns filled the old mining tunnels, crawling with more humans than anyone cared enough to count. A great mash-up of culture, every language still spoken in the solar system could be heard in the depths. Along with every human heartache.
She reminded herself that they had a reason to be here. They had a mission. Find the Anemoi piece that had come here so long ago. But they might be here for quite some time. Grace had hoped she’d never have a reason to come here again, and yet here they were. Ceres, like a greedy beast with grasping claws, had dragged her back.
Matthew spun the Sparrow and burned the engines retrograde, slowing their orbit and bringing them down to the surface of the troubled world.






  
  Chapter 2: Beneath the Surface



      [image: ]It will never cease to amuse me how life is so full of inherent contradictions. At least that is the outward appearance of things. Upon deeper study, one will often find that paradoxes resolve themselves.

Take the course of history for example. The period after the departure of Moses was both a time of slowing down and speeding up. Like a clock that is simultaneously being wound and unwound at the same time.

How are we to make sense of these things?

By taking a second look. The analogy of the clock fits, of course, but what one finds is that it is being overwound. Gears are being shorn off, springs breaking from overuse. The clock is wound too tightly and destroying itself from the inside. 

That was the solar system I grew up in, full of sound and fury, all the while grinding to a halt.

Each tick of the clock bringing it one step closer to final disaster.

Merrick Kierken
Accountant from Galileo, Ganymede
Died 164 AM

      [image: ]THE PORT SIDE RAMP lowered with a metallic groan and Grace peeked her head out the door of the Sparrow. Wherever they were, it wasn’t anything like the brightly lit hangars and spaceports where they usually landed. This was dark and... well, dark. She couldn’t really see much past the Sparrow’s own lights, but she had a sense they were in a huge open space. 
Abigail pushed their captive, Lexter, past her down the ramp, suit lights on to guide her steps. He grumbled a bit, but that’s basically all he had done the few times Grace had seen him. Complain. The sooner he was gone, the better, so far as the whole crew was concerned.
Matthew appeared beside her. “Cozy isn’t it?”
She stared out into the dark. “I was going to say creepy. It reminds me of when the power would go out down in Blight. A coreward city gets real dark when all the lights are out. It would only last an hour or two, but a bunch of people would end up dead by the time the power came back on.”
He gave her a look and nodded. “Don’t worry. This is just a warehouse at a steel mill. It was empty because the market’s weak. Benny managed to cut a deal with the owners to let us park here out of sight for a few weeks. Cheap and safe.”
“Especially for Yvonne, I guess,” she said, “owing to White Void.”
“Ceres is never going to be safe for her, but this’ll keep her out of sight. Come on, help us with the bikes.”
Grace took a final look at Abigail and Lexter, silhouettes in the dark, as they retreated into the cavernous warehouse. She turned and followed Matthew down into the hold where Davey was already prepping all three of their grav bikes, Matthew’s sleek speedster, Abigail’s oversized monster, and the new one she and Davey had saved every penny for.
According to Matthew, it was styled after old chopper motorcycles from Earth. Grace only knew that it was the most awesome thing that she and her brother had ever owned. Chrome and maroon, it was a thing of beauty. Davey had wanted to name it Vanquisher, but Grace had put the stop on that before it got any further.
“About time,” Davy said. “It’s already late afternoon local and I want to hit the commercial district before the stores close.”
“You’ll have plenty of time,” Matthew said, turning his bike’s grav plates on. A faint whine hummed through the hangar as it lifted off the ground. He pushed it onto the lift. “Don’t get too comfortable. I know this is Ceres and you guys think you own the place but keep your eyes open.”
Grace and Davey together pushed Abigail’s bike to the lift. “We can take care of ourselves,” Davey said patting the revolver at his side. Matthew had finally convinced him to carry a less intimidating firearm than his old submachine gun so that he could wear it out in public without causing mass panic.
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Matthew said. They finished loading the last bike onto the lift.
“Besides,” Grace said. “We want to get back in time to catch Splendid Sam. He’s going after the Black Marauders of Rhea to get back Princess Amethyst.”
He stopped and stared at them. “You two are way too wrapped up in that program.”
Grace just laughed. Matthew worried about everything, but then that was his job as captain of the ship and crew. She could live with someone caring about her and her brother for the first time in their lives.

      [image: ]ABIGAIL PUSHED LEXTER out a small bay door of the warehouse and onto an underground street. Piles of trash sat around overflowing dumpsters, and large trucks rumbled down the road. This place certainly had all the charm of what one would expect from of an industrial neighborhood in decline. Pale yellow streetlights gave scant illumination to the dismal scene.
“So where are we exactly?” Lexter asked, eyes wide as he looked about him.
“Welcome to Raipur, Ceres. This is as far as the bus is going, and this is where you get off.”
He straightened his back. “Well, I suppose there’s more than enough work for a fixer here. Especially with White Void and the Morgensens about to go to war.”
“Do you underworld rats send each other newsletters or something?” she asked, crossing her arms.
He tsked softly. “Abigail, dear. We rats have been whispering about it for months, even on Mars. This whole rock is a blasting charge waiting for a spark.” He raised an eyebrow and mimicked her crossed arms. “And you were so generous to bring me here, thinking of my safety.”
“I seem to remember you begging for a ride.”
“Oh, right. That was how it happened.” He shrugged with a grin. “If that’s all, I’ll be on my way.” He turned to leave.
“I’ll be in touch, Lex. You owe me.”
“You know I’ll need time to get my feet wet, even in these fertile grounds.”
“Of course. But I will collect.”
He paused for a moment. She knew he intended to disappear in the depths of Ceres. Too bad he didn’t know that she’d had Grace sneak into his room and swipe his shoes. They’d inserted a tracker deep into the rubber sole where he’d never find it. Lexter would be as easy to find as her own right hand. He shrugged again and disappeared down the street. She checked the computer at her wrist to make sure that the tracker was reading. It was a fancy one that bounced the signal through the comm network, so they’d be able to find Lexter just about anywhere in the solar system.
So long as he kept that pair of shoes, that was. They looked new enough, but that was admittedly a problem. It would definitely be better to call in that favor before too long. And considering they didn’t have much of a lead, it would likely be sooner rather than later. She could already imagine the look on his face when she showed up at whatever hole he’d crawled into.
She watched him disappear around a corner and went back into the warehouse. The Sparrow stood framed only by its own lights. Grace, Davey, and Matthew were just coming down the lift. “We ready to go?” she said rejoining the others.
“Whenever you are,” Matthew said, mounting his bike. “Do you really think this tinker of yours is going to be of any use?”
“He’s interested in any tech that’s old and rare. Even if he’s never heard of the Anemoi, he probably has some weird friends he could ask.”
“The way you say weird friends is a little bit... concerning,” he said.
“Ivan is unique,” she said. “You’ve been warned.”
Grace and Davey were already on their chopper and waved as they passed them on their way out of the warehouse.
She watched them disappear out the bay door. “You okay with them heading out on their own? Ceres isn’t exactly kid-friendly.”
“Davey is an adult.”
“Officially,” she grumbled. “Come on, let’s get going. It’s at least an hour and a half to Bright Crater from here.”

      [image: ]DAVEY ROUNDED THE CORNER and opened up the throttle. Riding their grav chopper was the best thing ever. The roar of the engine. The wind against his face. Freedom. Life on the Sparrow was the greatest thing that had ever happened to them, but sometimes it felt like living in a tiny tin can. Living in close quarters with Matthew could be tricky at times. And that wasn’t even mentioning Abigail.
They blasted through the tunnel that meandered through the industrial district. Side passages led off to factories, assembly lines, and warehouses. After several minutes, they made it out to a larger subterranean canyon and joined the afternoon traffic. The sense of freedom burnt out like a sungrazer, but it still beat being cooped up on the ship.
The canyon was a sight for the eyes. Steel and glass buildings were built into the walls or bolted onto them. Apartments, restaurants, offices, nearly everything was beneath the ground here on Ceres. Only a few buildings, mostly owned by the rich and powerful, pierced the surface to give a view of the cold dead horizon. Here under the crust, millions went about their lives, never walking beneath an open sky. And down in the core, past the ice mantle, things were even more crowded. Davey and Grace had lived down there before being picked up by slavers. They’d stick to the crustward cities if he had any say.
Above them, walkways crisscrossed and giant billboards cycled through neon advertisements. It seemed every other ad featured a stern-faced Indian man in military fatigues. Probably the city’s judge. Shortly after Moses had disappeared, Ceres’ proper government had collapsed and each city had become its own independent state. Most were led by a judge, though just what that looked like varied from city to city. At best, they were relatively decent, dictators in name, but half honest men and women just trying to do right by their people. Others were held in an iron grip by corrupt businessmen or even warlords. Davey had a suspicion that Raipur was ruled by the latter. He’d already noticed that many of the intersections had armored vehicles posted to keep an eye on things.
It was enough to make him cautious. As a boy of thirteen, he had barely understood half of what was going on in the coreward city, Blight. Now at eighteen, he knew he needed to be more aware of his surroundings. He’d spent quite a few hours reading up on Ceres over the long trip here from Mars.
“Hey, dummy, you missed the turn,” Grace shouted into his ear. He glanced behind him and stifled a curse. So much for being aware of his surroundings. “Keep going. The next turn should still get us there.”
“You sure?”
“Yes. Didn’t you look at the map before we left?”
“It was one of those not to scale tourist ones. I hate those things.”
“Then trust me. We’ll get there.”
She was right. She always was when it came to this sort of thing. He might have five years on her, but she was smarter than him. It was humiliating, but what could he do about it?
Sometime later they pulled into a parking lot outside of a large market area. It was well lit and clean, so far as Ceres went. Canvassed stalls filled the streets in front of brick buildings. Crowds pressed against each other under the gold and red lighting of the market and the air was filled with the babble of haggling voices. Forty or fifty meters above the market was a sky-blue pavilion intended to give the illusion of being outside. Ironic considering most of the people frequenting the market had never seen the sky of any world and never would.
The local military had patrols everywhere, which meant the area was probably reasonably safe. So long as you didn’t get in their way, that was. Warlord militias could turn from your friend to an enemy in a heartbeat if you so much as looked at them wrong.
They locked down the bike and entered the market through a large stone gate. The uniformed soldiers didn’t even bother to check their IDs and waved them through, despite the gun on his hip. Sometimes being short had its advantages. When everyone assumed you weren’t a threat, it was much easier to escape notice.
Davey couldn’t help but smile. This was the kind of place that would have been ripe for the taking as a kid. Easy wallets to pick, open-air vendors to rob, and just enough chaos to get away with it. They passed through the throngs of people at the gate, wove their way through the food court, taking note of what looked and smelled good for later, and finally made their way to quieter parts of the market.
“What’s on your list?” Grace asked.
“Not much. All my socks have holes and I need a new belt. Yvonne wanted us to get a few things too.” He waved a list at her, which she immediately snatched and began to scan. “What are you after?”
“Pants. They’re all too short again.”
He grimaced. “Stop growing then. You’re already taller than me. You’ve proved your point.”
“Sorry,” she said. He thought she probably meant it. It had been months since she had teased him with that particular rub. “Let’s split up,” she said, “and meet back here.”
“I don’t think Matthew would approve,” he said.
“When has that ever stopped us before?”
“Several occasions, actually.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “It’ll be fine,” she said, extending her wrists toward him. Beneath her jacket, he could see the tell-tale bulges of her bracelets. “I’m as safe as can be.”
“Okay but stay on this street. We’ll meet back here in an hour. Okay? And don’t be late.”
“That was just one time.”
He gave her a look. “And keep your comm on.”
She paused. “Okay, that was two times. Give me Yvonne’s list again, let’s split it.

      [image: ]THE SOUTH SIDE OF BRIGHT Crater City was not the part you were going to find advertised in a tourist brochure. Matthew watched as the canyon road they traveled down became more and more run down. Most businesses had bars over the windows or razor wire around their perimeter. Piles of trash littered the street and many of the streetlamps were dead or flickering.
Abigail’s bike in front of him turned off onto a side tunnel. Here it was an eternal night, except for long beams of slender light spilling onto the street from businesses and curtained homes. It was as depressing a place as he had ever been.
Still there was something wrong about the scene.
“Hey, Abigail,” he said into the comm.
“We’re almost there,” she replied.
“I assumed as much. Isn’t this street a little quiet?”
“It’s a backstreet isn’t it?”
“It’s also approaching rush hour. Someone should be out.”
She was silent for a minute. “Okay you’ve got a point. I’m pulling over.” Abigail pulled off the road into a side alley. She dismounted and stepped over to him as he drew alongside her. “Let’s go on foot. I’d rather not draw attention if something’s got everyone spooked.”
Matthew scratched the stubble at his chin. “Syndicate activity? What are the odds it’s this friend of yours in trouble?”
“Good. He runs a high-tech high profit operation in the worst part of town. Come on. Time’s wasting.”
They hurried down the dark sidewalk. The only sound was the bark of a stray dog. Matthew pulled his poncho tighter around him, both to ward off the chill in the air and the uncanny quiet. It hadn’t taken them long to find trouble on this forsaken rock.
They rounded a corner. A block away, a storefront was illumined by the glow of a red neon sign that said Ivan’s. It hung above an old-fashioned revolving door. The windows were illuminated with cheerful golden light. Whoever this guy was, he clearly wasn’t afraid of his enemies. Who just so happened to be camped out front. Two black, late model grav cars were parked across the street and a dozen men stood with weapons drawn and pointed at the shop.
“White Void,” Matthew muttered to Abigail as they stood in a shadow behind a dumpster.
“How can you tell from here?”
“See the man in the white business suit? He’ll be the leader of this particular operation. I’ve always thought it was weird that they put a crosshair on the highest-ranking person present, but it does its job intimidating folks. What would they want with your tinker?”
She shrugged. “Protection money? Technical assistance? Who knows? Too bad we don’t have your gauss rifle.”
The ability to take a few of the men quietly at range would be nice. Unfortunately, there were more than the four shots that the rifle’s battery allowed. At least it didn’t look like they were in too much of a hurry. He could see the faint flicker of a few cigarettes burning in the gloom. They were settled in for the long haul. “What kind of heat does Ivan pack that they’re willing to wait outside rather than rush him?”
“All I know of is an earthtech gun turret mounted to the ceiling. He treats it like a pet. Calls it Spunky or something like that. Knowing Ivan, he’s probably got a few other tricks up his sleeve.” She grunted in frustration. “I bet he’ll go down in a blaze of glory rather than let his collection fall into unfriendly hands, but he’s not going to be much use to us if the syndicate takes him out first.”
Matthew peered down the street. There wasn’t an awful lot of cover other than a second dumpster significantly closer to the storefront. He held up his hand to cover the glaring red neon sign then turned away and blinked. Maybe they wouldn’t need much cover after all.
“Let’s get closer,” he whispered.
“Are you crazy? They’ll see us.”
“I’m not so sure,” he said. “Look at the neon light.”
“Okay...”
“Now look away.”
“What are... Oh. They won’t see us coming.”
Matthew nodded, a pointless gesture since she probably couldn’t see it at the moment. “The light will sap their night vision. Bleach the rods in their eyes. I’ve been watching. They don’t have anyone monitoring the street, so we’ll be invisible to a stray glance.”
“They probably don’t have anything to fear in Bright Crater,” she said. “Cocky. We’ll make them pay.” She pulled her shield from her back and deployed it. Matthew noticed she hadn’t enabled its grav plate. Probably to keep them from hearing the tell-tale whine. Good call. “I’m still taking point,” she said. “If we’re wrong about this, I don’t want you punched full of holes before I can respond.”
“How very thoughtful of you. Let’s get up there before this place turns into a warzone.”

      [image: ]WHY WAS IT SO HARD to find a pair of pants that fit the way they’re supposed to! The style for women right now was apparently baggy. May as well cinch a canvas sack around your waist with a rope and be done with it. It would look just as stupid. Grace threw the offending pair of pants back onto the shelf and stomped towards the shop’s exit.
“Is there anything I can help you find?” an employee asked.
“Something that even vaguely fits a human body.” she said, pushing the door open and leaving the bewildered woman in the dust. She pulled her jacket tighter when the chill outside air hit her. It had never been this cold down in Blight. Maybe the crustward cities were always like this. Or maybe everywhere on this rock just sucked.
She looked down the row of shops and stalls on the street. She’d already hit the only three places liable to sell what she wanted with no luck. So much for that. Digging into her pocket, she pulled out the list of things she was supposed to buy for Yvonne. At least this trip wouldn’t be a total waste of time. There was a hardware store at the end of the street that would have some of Yvonne’s items. Cleaning supplies and a pair of LED tubes. Then she would need to find a grocery store. Come to think of it, nothing on her list was personal. Grace scrunched her forehead. Maybe too-short pants weren’t so big a problem. Yvonne rarely got to leave the ship and she still found time to take care of the crew and the Sparrow.
She sighed and shoved the list into her pocket. It wasn’t going to get finished on its own and the sooner she started, the sooner she and Davey could grab a bite to eat. She’d never had Indian food, but it sure smelled like they were using the entire spice cabinet and then some. Maybe they could take Yvonne something on their way out too.
She slipped into the flow of the crowd and made her way toward the hardware store. Almost at once, she stopped when a hand touched her wrist.
“Please, Miss. Do you have anything to eat?”
Grace glanced at the boy at her side. Dirty and wearing little more than rags. This had been her a few years ago. She frowned. He was doing it wrong. If he was looking for food, he’d be at the food court. Which meant...
She spun and grabbed the hand that had been about to pick her pockets. The tiny girl squeaked and tried to get away. “Let me go! Let me go!”
Grace did nothing of the sort. The girl would bolt the moment she was freed. It’s what she would have done. Instead, she knelt to look her in the eye. This puzzled the girl. She couldn’t have been older than seven. Suddenly the boy started swinging weak little fists at her arm. “Let my sister go!”
“Cool it. I’m not going to hurt her.” Grace looked at the girl. It was weird to be on the other side of this after so many years. This was about the age she’d been when slavers had picked her and Davey up and carted them off to the Duke’s habitat. “For starters,” she said, “you weren’t going to get anything from me. I used to live on the street down in Blight. I don’t keep my wallet or money where it can be picked. Nice try with the distraction though. That would have worked on most people.” She let go of the girl’s wrist.
The girl stepped back as if to run, then seemed to think twice about it. Her brown eyes twitched with curiosity. “How... How did you get a home?”
“That’s quite a long story. Tell you what. Let’s head over to the food court. I’ll buy you lunch.”
The boy looked at her suspiciously.
She shrugged. “Or you don’t have to. I bet your sister will take me up on that offer.”
“I like red curries,” the girl said cautiously.
“Well, I’m about to find out if I do too. Let me call my brother real quick.”
“You have a brother too?”
Grace nodded as she pulled out her comm. “Yup. Brothers are the worst, aren’t they?” The girl laughed. She flipped her comm on. “Hey Davey, you want to meet me over at the food court?”

      [image: ]ABIGAIL WAS STILL TWENTY feet from the second dumpster when the man in the white suit raised a bull horn. “So how about it, Ivan? Change your mind yet?” All eyes were still on the building. She looked behind her and gestured at Matthew and they hurried to their cover while their foes were distracted. From here they’d have a much better vantage point and maybe even be able to hear something. She wasn’t really surprised that Ivan had gotten himself into trouble, but she was a little annoyed he’d had the audacity to do it on a day that she needed him.
Suddenly a column of fog rose up from the ground in front of the shop and a trio of projectors clicked on, brightly illuminating the fog. A ghostly image of Ivan shone in the mist. As always, he wore his tailcoat, but Abigail was pretty sure his mutton chops had gotten bushier since she’d last seen him.
“He has a penchant for the dramatic, I see,” Matthew whispered from her side.
“I told you he was eccentric.”
The holographic Ivan crossed his arms, mechanical one on top. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you... Oh, that’s dreadfully cliché. I’ve paid my protection money. Go away and harass some old women or something, Hans. Or do they give you this much trouble too?”
A snicker rustled through the gangsters. “It’s Reaper,” Hans said. “And no one gives me as much trouble as you.”
“Hmm...” Ivan said, putting his mechanical hand to his chin. “I like Hans better. It was good enough for your mother, it’s good enough for me.”
Abigail couldn’t see Hans’ reaction, but he clearly was in over his head and didn’t take losing face all that well. He sputtered briefly before shouting at the fog hologram. “You’re going to give us that Geiger counter or we’re going to come in there and take it from you.”
“Don’t be daft,” Ivan taunted. “You asked for an earthtech Geiger counter, a very delicate and precise instrument. I won’t just give it away no matter how much you beg.”
“Wonder why they need that?” Abigail muttered.
Ivan continued. “And as for taking it by force, I’ve introduced you to Sparky before. I know you didn’t get a lot of time to become acquainted with one another, but I’m more than willing to give it a second shot.” He snorted. “You’ll have to excuse the pun, I know it’s low form, but it couldn’t be helped.”
“Yes, very clever. You’ve got five minutes to change your mind or we just burn the place down.”
“Then you don’t get the earthtech either.”
“And you don’t get to breathe anymore.”
Ivan rolled his eyes. “Fine. Have it your way. You syndicate types always claim to be about business, but the moment someone tries to conduct business you turn into raging gorillas. I’ll roll it out the door in a canister and you fine gentlemen can be on your way.”
“I don’t believe that for a second,” Matthew whispered. Abigail had to agree. She knew how attached Ivan was to his earthtech. There was no way he was simply going to give something away for free. The fog hologram disappeared and the silhouette of a man appeared at the door. The bars blocking it retracted abruptly into the floor and it opened. Ivan rolled the canister out and shut the door again just as quickly.
Hans cautiously walked over to the canister and eyed it suspiciously. Maybe he wasn’t a total idiot. He talked with a couple of his men. Without the bullhorn, they were just out of hearing range. Either way, Abigail felt something was about to happen, and she intended to be ready to spring into action. She and Matthew could make quick work of a dozen with no problem.
Hans unscrewed the top of the canister and pulled out a metal cube. “Ivan,” she heard him shout, “what is this? This isn’t what we asked for.”
A light on the cube turned green and then everything on the street was sucked toward it as if a hole in space had opened to drag them in. Bodies, trash, debris, even the vehicles and the dumpster scraped towards the crushing gravity well, turning the street into one giant dogpile.
Abigail planted her feet and grabbed Matthew as he sailed past to keep him from flying headfirst into the jumble of bodies at the center of the chaos. She only managed to get hold of an ankle, but that was all it took. His hat went flying into the maelstrom. He was going to be grumpy about that.
And then it was over. Matthew dropped to the concrete and grunted as the wind was knocked out of him. Abigail leaped over him and engaged the grav plate in her shield just in case someone still had some fight in them.
Ivan was already in the street with a stun rod, systematically jabbing the attackers with a short burst of electricity to make sure they stayed down. He looked up at her approach. “Excellent, I could use help restraining these ruffians.” He tossed her a loop with a bunch of binders on it.
“Nice to see you too, Ivan,” she said reaching down and slapping a pair on one of the thugs. It was Hans. He groaned miserably. The broken legs might have had something to do with that. He’d been rather unceremoniously tackled by half the street.
Ivan finished his rounds. “I saw you and your friend on the infrared cameras. I had to end this quickly before you did something rash.”
She gestured around the street. Matthew had gotten to his feet and joined her. “Like this?” she said. “I think this qualifies as rash.”
“Nonsense,” Ivan said. “They’ll all live. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to make an example of a low-level enforcer. We have an understanding with each other. Hans is just a bit forgetful sometimes.”
Matthew shook his head. He picked up his rumpled hat and shoved it back on.
“I told you he was weird,” Abigail said under her breath.

      [image: ]DAVEY’S MOOD HOVERED somewhere between irritable and frustrated. The little girl, Mishka, had warmed to Grace almost at once. She tried to warm to Davey, but he’d decided that wasn’t going to happen. No use getting attached to some street kid. The irony wasn’t lost on him, but neither were the cold hard facts of the situation. He wasn’t going to begrudge Mishka and her brother Raj a meal. But a meal was just a temporary thing. They would be hungry again in a day or two.
He pushed a few stray grains of rice around the cardboard serving tray with his fork. Whatever went in curry was spicier than Davey was comfortable with. He’d cleaned his plate out of habit, but the slow burn in his throat made it itch. He glanced at Mishka. She had just finished licking every stray particle of food out of her tray. That had been him and Grace once. They’d had far too many meals picked from the dumpster of a restaurant.
What a difference a few years had made in their lives.
The shopping trip had more or less been abandoned. Which meant that they were going to be late. Which meant Davey was going to have to call ahead and would probably be lectured when they got back about responsible use of time. Grace would tell the story about helping two orphan friends and probably be praised for her generosity. But then that was the way things usually went. Grace got off easy and Davey got the tough end.
Raj spread his arms wide. “And then he said, ’Dogs are almost always barking up the wrong tree!” Based on Mishka and Grace’s reaction, it must have been the punchline of a joke, but Davey had missed the setup. He didn’t get it.
“Hey, Raj,” he said. “Why don’t you and Mishka go throw away our trash.”
“Throw away your own trash,” he said, picking up his and Mishka’s trays.
Davey grabbed his and Grace’s tray and pushed it into the boy’s chest. “When someone does something nice for you, like buying you a good meal? Be thankful. Otherwise, they’ll regret it and won’t be nice anymore.”
Raj scowled at him, but he got the point and took the trays, grabbing his sister by the hand and taking her with him.
“You know you didn’t have to be rude about it,” Grace said.
“You mean like he was?”
“Oh, so now you’re Matthew and it’s your job to teach him how to be a man?”
Davey felt his mouth fall open and then his face go hot. “You know we can’t keep them, right?”
She put her hands on her hips and frowned. She always did that when she wanted to appear older than she was. “Did you just now figure that out?”
“Of course not. I—” He broke off. Raj and Mishka were on their way back to the table now, but a pair of men had fallen into step behind him. “That can’t be good.”
Grace followed
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