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  Parent’s Guide


If you’re a parent and letting your kid or teen read After Moses, I include a brief content guide to help you make informed decisions. If you’ve made it this far in the series, you already have a good idea of what to expect. 
Violence: Genre standard violence. Gun fights and physical scuffles. Blood is described briefly in the aftermath of a battle and a serious wound, but the details are never dwelt upon.
Language: Infrequent mild language, limited to hell and damn.
Alcohol/Drugs: A group of young men are drinking heavily when they get into a conflict with law enforcement over curfew.
Sexual Content: A red-light district is mentioned and that it’s a dangerous area for children. The specific reasons are left implied.
Other Topics: An unspoken theme of the book is the use of violence to accomplish a goal, particularly political. This is obviously a murky topic and I try not to provide answers in the story. Rather, I tell a story and people make the best decisions they can in the hard times they live in. But sometimes it’s hard to know what’s right and what’s wrong, and even our conscience can lead us astray…







  
  Chapter 1: On the Kraken Sea



      [image: ]It should come as no surprise to readers of this publication that Matthew Cole has been deemed a traitor by his home colony of Arizona. One has only to search the networks for his name and they will find him connected to a long string of high-profile catastrophes. The destruction of Phobos and the Ceres Incident come readily to mind.

Some have painted him as a hero of the people. A gunslinger with a heart of gold. We would suggest that the evidence depends on unreliable testimony. Who can say what really happened over Mars last year? We only have the word of a guild of mercenaries, seeking to avoid the consequences of the law and aggrandizing their own sainthood. Official sources have condemned their actions.

And then there is the matter of Emperor Dominic’s patronage of this group. Long excused as yet another of his eccentricities, critics of the Family worry about the long-term damage being done to our reputation as a society. Many of the Highland Treaty Organization colonies seeking to bring Cole to justice are among our closest allies. Or else they were before all this started. We may soon find ourselves alone in a solar system of strangers.

Furthermore, we can no longer afford to be frivolous with our finances. It’s no secret that the recent Martian turmoil has done grievous harm to the tourist industry, one which Venus relies on for its very existence. Partnered with a precipitous decrease in funds flowing from the Imperial Family out to public works, we need to be asking whether the Guild of Lanterns should be allowed to live off the largess of the people of Venus.

We cannot afford to fund mercenary armies sheerly for the pleasure of our Emperor. The Imperial Family has always submitted to the will of the people of Venus. This publication demands that it continue that long tradition and cease its support of the Guild and in particular, the Captain of the Sparrow, Matthew Cole.

Edward Potter
Editor-in-Chief of the Concordia Free Beacon
Died 107 AM

      [image: ]Davey Long crashed through the door and stumbled out into the sub-zero Titan evening just in time to see the taillights of the grav truck disappear down the street. Tall steel and concrete structures of the industrial jungle rose ominously into the brown sky, lit only by the orange glow of molten salt trenches and a few pale streetlights. He bent over double, breathing hard and feeling the old pain of his vacuum injury. 
The door from the warehouse behind him nearly came off its hinges as Abigail barreled through, her exo-suit glinting dully in the strange light. “Are they already gone?”
“Just missed them,” he said, straightening. His breath was visible in the frigid air, and he shoved his hands deep into his coat pockets. He’d always thought that he and Grace had grown up in the worst dead-end in the solar system, but Black Shores Titan, a frozen industrial wasteland filled with corporate-owned slaves, was a close contender for that crown.
“Hmm,” Abigail said. “We might have messed this one up.”
“You think?” he bit out. “Can’t you run after them or something?”
“I’m fast, but not that fast.” She pulled up the computer on her wrist.
Davey sighed. Thankfully, they’d prepared for an outcome like this. “I did not see that electrified floor coming,” he muttered.
“It was a good trap,” she agreed. “Alright. They’re heading northwest.”
“They’ll have to head to Mayda Insula like everyone else around the Kraken Sea.”
Titan’s extensive hydrocarbon industry was based around its shallow methane seas. The Kraken Sea, the largest of these, situated far in the northern hemisphere, supplied raw hydrocarbons to the orbital refineries that in turn supplied the colonies with fuel, plastics, textiles, and more. Unfortunately, there was only one real city, Mayda Insula, servicing the area. Surrounding facilities were only frontier outposts or processing centers. You came to the Kraken Sea via the Mayda spaceport, and you left via Mayda. Which in this case, was going to work in their favor.
“I’ll call Yvonne,” he said. “She’s not going to be happy about this, but we’ll need her airborne to track them more accurately.” Abigail motioned down the street, and Davey nodded. They started the short hike back to their vehicle.
It took only a moment for Yvonne to answer. “You’re calling earlier than I expected. Is everything okay? Are you on your way back with the slaves?”
“It was a setup,” Davey said. “Black Shore Holding has plenty of slaves, but it turns out there wasn’t a scheduled execution. We were baited.”
“Wonderful,” she said softly. “Bounty hunters again?”
“Bounty hunters,” Abigail said. “I’m sending you the frequency for Matthew’s tracker. Can you get airborne and see about giving us an eye in the sky?”
The line was silent for several long seconds. “You didn’t lose Matthew, did you?” Yvonne finally asked, her voice implying she already knew the answer.
“It was a good trap,” Abigail said. “Turns out even I struggle with a steel net of that gauge.”
Yvonne sighed. “Well, they have to cross either the wastes or the sea to get to a ship, so we have plenty of time to intercept them. Unfortunately, it’ll take some time to get airborne. Grace has the port engine opened up for maintenance.”
“We’ll catch up as best we can,” Davey said. “But we may need you to cut them off with the Sparrow.”
“Understood.” The comm clicked off.
They rounded the corner to the side parking lot where their rented grav truck waited. “You know what the worst part about this is?” Abigail asked as she climbed into the back.
Davey unlocked the truck and opened the cockpit door. “I can think of several,” he said darkly.
“It wasn’t just anyone that bested us,” she grumbled.
“I know,” he said. “Of all the people to finally snatch Matthew, it had to be the Triplets.”

      [image: ]Matthew Cole regarded the two body-armored women sitting across from him in the transport. It wasn’t the first time they’d met. The Triplets had been part of a never-ending stream of bounty hunters breathing down their necks since the destruction of Phobos. Most had been dealt with severely enough to get the message. But these three just kept coming back. And this time it had somehow ended with him hauled off in handcuffs.
“You know,” he said. “After that rather humiliating incident at Iapetus, I didn’t expect I’d see you again. At least not so soon. It’s been what, three weeks?”
“Four.” One of the women smiled sweetly. He couldn’t quite remember her name. The girls were hard to tell apart. Were they identical with a fraternal brother? Was that even possible? “That Shield Maiden lady sure gave us a scare. Is she always that angry?”
“I imagine it’s much worse right now,” he said. “You did steal her captain.”
“Sorry, but fifty-million is too crispy a score to pass up on,” Wilks said from the cockpit. Matthew turned to see the back of his head. At least he remembered the brother’s name.
Matthew cleared his throat. “Did the thought ever occur to any of you that the largest bounty in the history of the colonies might have been a mountain too steep for greenhorns like you?” He didn’t actually know how much experience they had, but they looked no older than Davey.
Wilks chuckled. “If you land the big payday, that’s the only one you ever have to hit. We retire like kings.”
“I see,” Matthew said, nodding. For the thousandth time, he shoved down his disgust at the Arizonan government. His service to his homeland had been rewarded with betrayal. The transport bumped on in silence for a minute. Finally, he looked up. “Korrie,” he said, directing it at the woman who hadn’t spoken yet.
The frown that had been plastered on her face deepened into a scowl. “What did you call me?”
His eyes shifted to the other girl. “You wouldn’t by any chance be Korrie, would you?”
She broke into a wide grin. “I’m Kate, Mr. Cole. That’s Lorie.”
“My apologies, ladies. We’ve never been formally introduced.” Lorie didn’t stop scowling so he backpedaled. “If you’d rather I not use your name, I can just number you. Who’s the oldest?”
The smile disappeared from Kate’s face. “Oh please don’t ask that.”
“I am,” Wilks and Lorie said in unison. Kate shared an apologetic look with Matthew. Apparently, this was a well-tread argument.
“Of course, it’s obvious now,” he said. He shifted his cuffed hands, trying to stretch his arms a bit. Lorie drew her pistol and pointed it at him, but the threat held no teeth. The fifty million was only if he was brought in alive. Otherwise, he’d almost certainly have been killed in an earlier encounter with bounty hunters.
“I’ve got movement on the Shield Maiden,” Kate said. “Looks like they’re pulling out of the warehouse. They’re heading West. No way to know if they’re going to be able to follow yet.”
Matthew raised an eyebrow. “Tracking her?”
“All part of the plan,” she said brightly. “I placed it while she was caught in the net.”
Matthew whistled. “It was a good plan.”
“Thank you,” Lorie and Wilks said at the same time.
Lorie scowled at the back of her brother’s head. “That was my idea.”
Matthew leaned his head back against the restraint and sighed, wondering how in Moses’ name the Triplets had been the ones that finally caught him.

      [image: ]Davey pulled the transport up to the shoreline facility at the very edge of Black Shore’s environmental shield. The dock structures extended out into the moon’s harsh environment where boats could be securely boarded via tube. Mostly they were utility vehicles meant for servicing the offshore pumping facilities that brought hydrocarbons in from the Kraken Sea, but a few were high-speed ferries in the form of sleek hydrofoils for travel to Mayda Insula.
He climbed out of the truck. Abigail was already walking down the sidewalk and he hurried to catch up. “Which dock are they at?”
She looked at her wrist and shrugged. “Hard to tell. I only get distance and direction when tracking from my suit. I’ll know when we get there.”
They passed a group of slaves being herded by company handlers into one of the facilities. Probably about to suit up and head out into the negative one-fifty degree temperature to work. Davey wondered what kind of life expectancy they had here. It was nearly impossible to entice workers to come to the surface of Titan to toil in the spartan conditions, so most companies turned to slavery to fill in the gaps in their labor force. The Sparrow had come to Titan to free a rebellious group destined for execution, but that had been a ruse.
Davey’s blood still boiled thinking about all the ones they couldn’t save. The thousands here in Black Shore and tens of thousands elsewhere on Titan. Maybe someday he and Grace would have their own ship. Then they’d steal away all the slaves. A fantasy perhaps, but one he always came back to, especially in crap holes like this one. Maybe one day the solar system could be a better place, at least for a little while before it all came crashing down.
He averted his eyes as the slave’s handlers in Black Shore Holding uniforms eyed them suspiciously. Abigail, as usual, stuck out like a neon sign, but Davey was hardly incognito, wearing neither a slave shift nor a company uniform.
“Out of our way,” Abigail growled. “Freelancers on business for the company.”
It was a lie, but it was just plausible enough that the handlers hurried after their charges.
Davey shook his head. “I hate this place.”
“You and me both.” She gestured at one of the dock buildings. “I think they’re probably in that one. If we’re fast enough, we can stop them before they secure a ride.”
“What’s the plan? Case it or charge—‍” He trailed off when the door opened, and one of the Triplets stepped out. She was clad in black body armor, and even at fifteen meters, the grenades on her rig were obvious.
“You made good time,” she shouted at them. “But your captain’s worth too much for us to let you just waltz in and take him back.” She tugged one of the explosives off her shoulder.
Abigail pointed an armored finger in her direction in accusation. “You escalate to lethal force and we’ll do the same, Kate.”
“Kate’s the one that smiles all the time,” Davey said. “I’m pretty sure the angry one is Lorie.”
The girl nodded once. “It’s nice to see you’re not all morons. Still, there’s a job to do, so if you two could go ahead and die, that would be wonderful.” She pulled the pin and lobbed the grenade their way.
Davey realized there was no close cover and hit the ground covering his head. There was a metallic thud as Abigail hunkered in front of him, shield drawn. And then, instead of an explosion, there was a loud hissing, wet sound.
Abigail swore loudly. “Foam!”
Lorie laughed harshly and Davey heard the plinking sound of more grenades.
“Get back!” Abigail said, jumping to her feet. In front of her, Davey saw a mass of expanding yellow-white material and scrambled back on all fours.
“What is that?”
“Construction foam,” she said, scraping the sticky substance off her shield. A few more grenades blew up around them. “Time to go.” She scooped Davey up and ran through the quickly hardening stuff filling the street around them. It didn’t give her much resistance, but Davey imagined getting suffocated by foam would be a humiliating way to go. After ten meters, she set him down, and they turned back to survey the street.
It was a mess. The door to the building was caked in cubic meters of foam. Lorie was nowhere to be seen, having retreated before her path was sealed behind her.
“Nice trick,” Davey said. “I could use a few of those.”
“Well, when we catch them and I wring their necks, you can ask the little psychopath who’s her supplier.” Abigail pulled up her wrist computer. “They’re on the move again. Traveling northwest. They’re on a boat and out of our reach for now.”
“Oh, come on! We’re at a dock.”
“I doubt Black Shore Holdings is going to rent us one.” She shook foam off her leg.
Davey crossed his arms. “Who said anything about renting?”
“Borrowing. I like it. I’ve never driven a boat before. You?”
“I’ve never even been on one.” He shrugged. “Can’t be harder than a spaceship, though.”
Abigail made a face and turned back down the street. “Close enough, I hope. Let’s find our ride.”

      [image: ]Grace slammed the engine panel shut and threw the tool bag over her shoulder. So much for helping Yvonne with the maintenance. The one time she stayed behind, they can’t get through a simple mission without running into trouble. “A teenage girl will draw too much attention,” she said in a pinched falsetto. “Typical. Leave behind the only one that could have dealt with the problem. She left the engine compartment and stowed the bag in its locker before climbing the ladder to the main deck.
“We’re ready,” she shouted up the hall toward Yvonne. The rumble of the engine answered her before she even made the cockpit.
“Get ready for liftoff,” Yvonne said. “We’re doing an expedited preflight.”
“That’s bad for the—”
“Yes, and we’ll let the others handle it since they were the ones that got themselves into this mess.”
Grace slid into the copilot’s seat. Matthew’s tracking signal was already pulled up on the main display. She fiddled with the zoom to get a look at the location. “We’re lucky Abigail made good on that threat to sew tracers into Matthew’s clothes.”
Yvonne nodded as she lifted them off the ground. “Give me a heading.”
“One-ninety-seven point three. They’re out on the sea already.” She bit her lip. That was going to make things a lot more complicated.
Yvonne eased the throttle forward, and within a minute, they pushed through Mayda Insula’s extra-thick environmental shield. There was a light drizzle of hydrocarbons falling from the skies. It sizzled and evaporated when it hit the warm canopy. Grace knew from experience that it would leave behind a chemical film from trace organic compounds. She didn’t know if it would hurt the Sparrow, but Matthew and Davey would spend the next few days scrubbing it off. Long ago, when they’d first snuck aboard the Sparrow, that had been one of Davey’s first chores. She glanced at the tracker. Hopefully, Matthew would be around to help him this time and not awaiting trial in Arizona.
The comm pinged.
“Please tell me you’re in the sky?” Abigail said.
“On our way to intercept,” Yvonne said. “You seem to be having trouble down there.”
“The Triplets were a nuisance like always,” Davey said. “But we’re okay. Thanks for asking. We’ve borrowed a boat. Can you slow them down?”
“How are we supposed to slow a boat in a spaceship?” Grace asked.
“I don’t know,” he said shortly. “Just scare them. If you can stall them, we’ll catch up.”
Yvonne pointed at the screen. “The Kraken’s Throat. We’ll use the narrow pass to our advantage.” 
Grace studied the map. The pass was labeled Seldon Fretum and looked to be a little over fifteen kilometers across. Connecting the northern and southern half of the sea, the narrow strait was crossed by an impossibly long bridge. Davey and the others had probably taken it on their land route to Black Shore the previous day. Which begged a question.
“How did you guys get a boat?”
There was silence for a long moment before Abigail answered. “We borrowed it. Also, we’ll probably never be welcome in Black Shore again. Might want to warn Benny the next time you talk to him.”
Yvonne let out a long slow sigh, but Grace chuckled. “We’ll be waiting for them when they hit the pass.”
“Thanks. Talk to you soon.” His comm clicked off.
“Better get on the gun,” Yvonne said. “You still remember how to shoot?”
“Sure, but…” she hesitated. “What am I shooting at?”
“The sea. We have to scare them. I’ll fly fancy, and you’ll put on a show. A careful show,” she reiterated.
“Yvonne, methane is explosive.”
The woman shook her head. “Not without any oxidizer in the atmosphere. All we have to do is give Davey and Abigail time. Shoot close, but make sure not to hit them.”
Grace swallowed as she padded out of the cockpit. She was going to shoot in Matthew’s direction. That couldn’t possibly be dangerous.

      [image: ]“Wipe that smile off your face,” Lorie said.
Matthew looked at Kate.
“I think she was talking to you,” Kate said with a shrug.
“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s not often I get to take a high-speed boat ride.” It was half a lie. He wasn’t enjoying it, though he might have if he was the one driving. The ferry’s wide cockpit was enough to seat all four of them with a good view out the window. The black surface of the Kraken Sea wasn’t perfectly smooth, but what waves it had were mere centimeters in height. Something about the physics of liquid methane and the particulars of the sea kept them that way. He knew the wind out there would have whipped up white caps on water. When they did hit the occasional small wave, the low gravity would shoot them into the air, at least until grav plates kicked in to return them to the inky plane of the sea.
“It just might be your last boat ride,” Wilks said without taking his eyes from the controls.
“What a lame threat,” Lorie groaned.
“Agreed,” Matthew said.
She rounded on him. “You’re not as concerned about this as you should be.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I still think the odds are in my favor.”
“Well, aren’t you optimistic,” Kate said. “No wonder everyone likes you.” Her siblings both gave her a good stare. “I mean, I don’t like you, but I’ve heard other people do.”
“I’m flattered,” he said. “Let me give you kids some advice. It was a creative trap. I’ll grant you that. But you have to work on the follow-through. Luring us out to Black Shore, away from our ship, seemed like an inspired play. And it had its merits. But it had a fatal flaw. You cut off your own escape. My crew knows you have to go through Mayda Insula to leave the surface of Titan. Only spaceport on the sea.” The boat rounded a bend of the coast, turning northeast. Ahead of them, the Kraken’s Throat was dimly visible only by bright navigation lights on the shore. A dimmer span of lights showed the length of the slender bridge still some twenty kilometers away still. Matthew gestured with his cuffed hands. “And here’s the choke point. If I had to guess, this is where my crew’s counter trap will spring.” He sat back in his chair, hoping he was right. The bravado and drama were going to be a disappointment if he’d misjudged things.
Over the next few minutes, the bridge grew steadily nearer. His threats had dampened the Triplets’ mood, and the only sound was the drone of the propellers. Matthew didn’t have a lot of experience with boats. No one in the solar system outside of Titan’s unlucky residents did, but he knew that Titan’s were custom designed for the environment. In order to keep as many working parts as possible out of the methane, the boats were pushed through the atmosphere by rear-mounted turboprops. Once they reached speed, the boat lifted up partially out of the water on a wide-wing structure called a hydrofoil. The glass-smooth surface and reduced friction of the hydrofoil meant that the boats crossing the sea made excellent time. He was starting to regret that they’d taken the surface route on the way to Black Shore.
A little over a kilometer out from the steel columns of the bridge, a roar overtook them from the aft. The Sparrow, barely twenty meters above the surface, flew over them, the wake from its engines sending up jets of dark methane and tossing their boat in the turbulence. Wilks cursed under his breath and Kate let out a whoop of excitement when they took to the air from one of the waves. The grav plates kicked in almost immediately and settled them back to the surface. Ahead of them, the Sparrow slowed and took a holding position above the bridge, hovering on its landing jets in the moon’s low gravity.
Matthew’s eyes widened as it opened fire. The thumper peppered the sea in front of them in rhythmic blasts, each disturbing the liquid like a subsurface explosion. Wilkes’ nerve broke and he swerved aside to run parallel with the bridge.
“They aren’t going to shoot us,” Lorie said stoically. “Not with him onboard.” She jabbed a finger in Matthew’s direction.
“Not intentionally, no,” he agreed. Though some of those shots, Grace’s, he realized, had been a little closer than he was comfortable with. He hoped she was a good enough shot to keep deliberately missing.
A few seconds later the Sparrow swung low overhead again, but this time Yvonne briefly flashed the main engines hard before the thumper once again started laying down suppressing fire. Wilkes banked hard, riding along the lengths of a wave, and turned back toward the bridge. “Your pilot is crazy,” he muttered.
“I told you what was coming,” Matthew said.
“This isn’t gaining them anything,” Lorie said, digging out her comm. “Call them off. Now.”
“Well, that’s not strictly true,” Kate offered quietly. “The Shield Maiden is gaining on us.”
Lorie grabbed her sister’s tablet. “Dammit, they’ll be here soon. Get us out of here, Wilks!”
“What do you think I’ve been doing?” He threw the throttle back to maximum and raced toward the bridge.
“Chickening out. They won’t shoot us. Just go under them.”
“I’m trying not to capsize the boat and get us all killed. Do you want to swim in liquid methane?”
Matthew stared out the window ahead as the bridge’s columns grew ever larger. Each set seemed to be spaced around a hundred meters apart. They were almost to it when the Sparrow swooped past on the far side of the bridge, its wake throwing another round of waves and turbulence at them. They lost their momentum and spun about in the tempest.
When they came to rest, they were facing south. Ahead of them, a pair of lights shone in the dark as another boat rapidly closed on their position.

      [image: ]“Alright, Yvonne, you can stop showing off. It’s our turn now.” Abigail peered ahead into the darkness, able to make out the other boat’s lights now barely a kilometer away. Suddenly their boat swayed back and forth, and she turned and glared at Davey. “What was that?”
“Just getting a feel for how this thing handles,” he said. “In case this gets rough. You really think it’s safe for you to go out there?”
“I’m rated for vacuum.” She wrapped a knuckle against her chest.
“Yeah, but that cold atmosphere will strip your suit’s temperature away a lot faster.”
That was a good point. She’d operated in low temperatures before, but not Titan cold. “It’ll drain my power supplies faster, but I’m sitting at nearly forty-six hours charge. I should be okay for a short period.”
“Be careful,” he said, turning his attention back to the controls. “And keep your comm open.”
“Just get me close enough.” She walked through the back of the cockpit into the small compartment filled with environmental suits and slid into the tiny airlock. Meant for maintenance on pump equipment, the boat had safe access to the outside. She sealed her face shield and hit the panel. There was a hiss as the pumps replaced cabin air with air from Titan. She was distantly aware of the sensation that it was cold. That was merely her suit passing environmental data to the implant on her neck. If it got dangerous, it would begin to cause discomfort and pain. She checked her suit’s vital signatures as the door opened. Energy expenditures were rising dramatically, but she would still have over five hours. Plenty of time.
She crept out on top of the boat, careful to keep a hand on a guardrail. The Kraken Sea extended out in all directions, disappearing into murky brown darkness. She climbed up over the top of the cabin. One hundred meters ahead of them was the other boat. Davey was steadily closing the gap. “I’m outside,” she said into her comm. “Get me in close.”
“Working on it. We’re a little faster, but not much.”
Something caught her eye. “Alright, here’s the plan. Yvonne, our boat has standard magnetic docking hardpoints on it, and I’d put money that our friends out there have them as well. If I can get on top of their boat, I’ll disable their fans and leave them floating dead.”
“And then I’ll come pick them up out of the sea, boat and all. Grace and I will be close when you need us.”
As they approached the fleeing boat, it began to sway back and forth in an attempt to deter pursuit. That only made them gain faster, but it would make a much harder target to board. Abigail crept further toward the bow. Her hand surprisingly slipped on the rail but she caught herself before stumbling.
“You okay up there?” Davey asked. “I heard that down here.”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” She examined her armored hands. Sticky residue from the foam grenades still coated them where she’d scraped it off her shield. In the negative one-fifty Titan air, it froze into fine crystalline frost. She dusted her hands together and knocked off as much as she could.
The boat in front of them veered and dropped back beside them. They were so close she could see into the front cabin and thought she could even see Matthew. Then it swerved into them.
“Look out!” she shouted at Davey. He saw it coming and turned away so that it was only a glancing blow. She reached out and tried to catch hold of them but missed. “Turn back into them,” she said. “I’m going to try and catch them this time.”
“On it.”
Matthew’s boat was veering closer to them again. She grabbed hold of the rail with one hand and leaned out. All she needed was a good grip. “Just a little closer.”
She felt metal beneath her fingers and grasped hold. Now or never. She pushed off Davey’s boat and swung towards the second. Right as her second hand made contact, her first slipped, and she tumbled. 
The foam residue. It had just killed her.
Beneath her, the churning methane shimmered black as she slid down the side of the craft, desperately trying to find a handhold. Her side hit hard on one of the hydrofoils, and she rolled toward the sea. At the last second, she got one hand and a leg around the metal frame as she rotated around it.
Her second leg dipped into the methane. 
It was a sensation like ice and fire all at once, and then nothing. She could only imagine that meant dead sensors and severe damage.
She hauled herself onto the hydrofoil. If they slowed down, the boat would fall back into the water, submerging her entirely. “I’m on, Davey!” she shouted. “Let them go!”
His boat peeled away and Abigail began to haul herself up the side. Her breath caught in her throat when her left leg didn’t respond to commands. “It’s probably just frozen,” she muttered, mostly to stifle the rising panic. The moving fluid had stripped away heat faster than the atmosphere had and frozen some hydraulics. Maybe some circuitry too. It would come back once it had time to thaw. Or maybe when she reset her suit.
It had to.
She flopped over onto the top deck and crawled back toward the twin props on her three functional limbs. She tore metal back from the housing first and then ripped through the exposed wiring before repeating the process with the second fan. By the time the blades had coasted to a stop, they were floating dead. 
“It’s done,” she said into her comm. “They’re ready for pickup. Davey swing in close. I’m not jumping this time.” She hesitantly stood to her feet. Her knee was locked in an extended position, and while her ankle was tilted a bit forward, with a little effort, she’d be able to hobble along. Not the worst position to be in. At least until she could get everything working again.
She ignored the whispers in the back of her mind saying that the damage could be permanent.

      [image: ]Matthew cleared his throat to break the long silence. The Triplets turned and looked at him. “As I predicted.” He gestured with his cuffed hands. “If you’ll just save time and unlock these, I would really appreciate it.”
“No way,” Wilkes said. “We’ve still got you. We still have leverage.”
“You’ve got nothing,” Matthew said. There was a rumble outside as the Sparrow hovered overhead. There was a metal clang and then they were hoisted into the air away from the Kraken Sea. “The next time we’re on the ground and that door opens, the Shield Maiden is going to be right there. And she’s going to be very angry.” He lifted his wrists again. “Same rules as last time. You cease aggression, I make Abigail promise not to take your arms off at the elbows.”
Lorie slouched into her chair and ran her hands through her hair. “This plan was stupid.”
“Most of your ideas are,” Wilkes said.
“This was your idea you—”
As they descended into their fight, Kate made an exaggerated show of producing the key. “They’ll be busy for a while.” She unlocked his cuffs.
Matthew rubbed at his wrists. “You seem like good kids. A little green, but lucky that your big score wasn’t the type to murder you in cold blood. Have you thought about freelancing rather than bounty hunting? It might be a better career path. One that doesn’t always involve chasing down the most dangerous quarries in the solar system.”
Kate looked at her siblings, whose argument seemed to be escalating. “At this point, I’m all ears. We could use some career advice.”

      [image: ]A few hours later, the Sparrow dropped the Triplets’ boat with a thud on a landing pad in Mayda Insula. Davey and Abigail took the long route over sea, so Yvonne spent the time-wasting fuel cruising around the northern polar region. At least fuel was at its cheapest here on Titan. Otherwise, they would have to listen to her complain about it for a month.
Davey was just glad they’d caught them before Matthew was shipped back to Mars. He gestured to the boat. “Go do your thing.”
Abigail strode forward, her limp unmistakable despite her attempt to conceal it. But since she refused to talk about it, he had to leave it be. Conversations about her suit had always been off-limits, but this seemed like it should have been outside the normal rules. The Sparrow settled down on the far side of the pad. 
After a few minutes, the boat opened, and Kate climbed out, jumping to the ground. She waved with a smile. Abigail crossed her arms, attempting to look intimidating, but Davey couldn’t help smiling back at the good-natured girl. The other Triplets came out next, refusing to make eye contact with them. They stood near the boat, whispering rather animatedly to each other. Matthew came out last. Even after months of going without it in public, he still looked wrong missing his hat and poncho. Clean-shaven also wasn’t a good look for him, but Grace and Yvonne had insisted given the bounty. Little good that had done them so far.
He crossed the landing pad to Abigail. “I guess I owe you big this time.”
“It was a team effort. Try not to get lost again.”
He laughed and walked back over to Wilks and Lorie. Davey joined Abigail. “He’s being awfully friendly with his kidnappers.”
“Oh he’s in full dad mode, I bet. They’re getting the lecture of a lifetime.”
He rubbed at the back of his head. “I’ve gotten more than my fair share of those.”
Kate, who’d been standing to the side, walked over to them. “Hi, Davey! Is your sister around?”
He jabbed a thumb at the Sparrow. “No, she was shooting at you guys a little while ago.”
“Oh, well if I don’t get to see her, thank her for not killing us.”
Davey raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. I’ll do that.” He motioned at Matthew and her siblings. “What’s going on over there?”
“Oh. Business. Boring stuff. Wilks and Lorie handle all that. I think he gave them his broker’s contact and promised he’d find us some jobs that wouldn’t get us killed.”
“You’re lucky,” Abigail said. “Anyone else with this sort of bounty would put bullets between your eyes and call it a day.”
That wiped the smile off Kate’s face.
“It was a good trap,” Davey and Abigail said in unison. They shared an awkward glance.
Matthew finished with the other two and rejoined them. “Time to go. I don’t think any of us are going to be welcome in this part of Titan for a while. Take care of your siblings, Kate.”
Kate made an elaborate bow and turned to go. Abigail shook her head. “That girl weirds me out.”
“You could stand to be a little more like her,” Davey said. “Smile on occasion.”
“Not feeling it today.”
Davey glanced at her leg for the briefest moment and nodded. “Then what are we waiting for?”
Neither he nor Matthew commented on her struggle to reach the Sparrow’s lift.

      [image: ]After creeping through the colony’s environmental shield so as not to short out Abigail’s suit like they had on their first trip to Titan, Yvonne punched the throttle and burned for Titan’s upper atmosphere. Another disaster of a job. Another run-in with bounty hunters. The last eight months had been nothing but trouble. They’d be far into the red ink if Abigail hadn’t become wealthy by inheriting part of her old broker’s fortune. But even that wouldn’t last forever at this rate. She made a minute adjustment to their course and eased the throttle further forward as the soupy atmosphere thinned and drag reduced.
The cockpit door opened, and Matthew joined her, taking the copilot’s seat. “Good flying. That was terrifying at sea level.”
She smiled wryly at him. “Thanks. You okay?”
“I’m fine. The Triplets are mostly harmless.” He paused and she could feel there was something he wasn’t saying.
“But…” she prodded.
“But Abigail took some damage. Davey was studiously ignoring it, so I took his cue and haven’t talked to her about it yet. We may have to work in a trip to Ceres to see Ivan.”
Yvonne lowered the Sparrow’s nose to point more at the horizon to start gaining orbital speed. “We don’t need to be taking any trips right now. We can’t land at a port without you getting recognized and hunters coming out of the ductwork. Realistically, there can’t even be that many bounty hunters in the colonies. Dreams of capturing you are subsidizing an entire industry. They keep showing up. Even after giving the Sparrow a new paint job and an illegal transponder modification.” Ironically, it was the Vatican’s own engineers that had performed the latter. To an outside observer, the Sparrow was no longer SPW 5840 but SPX 1203. It hadn’t helped at all. “Ceres is a deathtrap for you. Maybe Julia can find someone to look at it. We’re still heading that way, I assume?”
He nodded. “No reason to change plans yet. Dominic wanted us there for the anniversary and we’ll be there.” He reached for his hat that wasn’t there and then awkwardly ran his hand through his hair. “Maybe we can lie low for a while.”
“Venus or Antioch?”
“Either. Both. But that’s after Ceres.”
She pursed her lips as she continued leveling out their flight path. Titan now stretched beneath them, its dense atmosphere obscuring any view of the surface. “She’s not going to be able to wait, is she?”
He stared out at the stars. “No, I don’t think so. It would be a lot to ask of her.”
“It’s a lot to ask of us to go to Ceres. We’ll almost certainly be observed on arrival, and after that, the bounty hunters will flock like scavengers.” She sighed. “But I understand. I know that armor is her freedom.”
“And her prison.”
She made a few final adjustments to their course, and after letting the engines burn for a few more seconds, she pulled back on the throttle. “And her prison,” she agreed.

      [image: ]Davey closed his book and reached for the lamp by his bed. His hand paused. A faint sound of metal on metal somewhere in the ship. He frowned. It was already well after midnight, and everyone was usually in their own cabins by now. Unless there was a mechanical problem. He set the book aside, pulled a shirt over his head, and opened the door.
There it went again. Down beneath them. He walked down the hall and through the dark common room, using only the emergency light strips on the floor to navigate. He paused at the ladder. Someone was definitely in the hold and making an awful lot of noise for this time of night. The banging stopped, and he put a hand on the ladder and silently slid down it.
The hold was dark except for the work lights in one corner. Abigail’s suit was stretched out on the floor, and she was laid beside it. Her chest heaved in silent sobs. Tools were strewn around her, thrown about in a moment of apparent rage.
He stopped. He shouldn’t be here. This kind of thing was Matthew’s domain. Davey could guess at what was going through Abigail’s mind, but Matthew would know. And he’d know what to say. He turned to go.
“Wait, it’s… it’s not what it looks like. I’m fine.”
He hadn’t been as quiet as he thought. He turned to face her.
She sat up and wiped at her face. “It’s been a long day. A stressful few months, and it just got to me when I came to see what the damage was and…” Her face twisted up. “And it was more than I thought and…” She turned away again.
Not knowing what else to do, he crossed the hold and began to clean up the tools she’d been throwing. “Yvonne will get onto us if we don’t put them up,” he said simply. “I’ve been there before.” He worked quietly for a minute while she stared at a wall. Once he had them all back in the box, he placed it by her side. “I didn’t know which ones you needed, but they’re all in reach again. Nice and tidy.”
He sat down beside her and crossed his legs.
Before them, her suit’s left leg was opened up. It was a mess of broken hydraulic lines. Feeling like a fool, he realized there was no place for her own legs in there. Which, in hindsight, was obvious, given the extra height the suit gave her. Her legs couldn’t be in the suits’ and the joints line up. That meant she spent her days tucked up inside the chest cavity.
“What happened?” he finally asked.
“It took a dip in liquid methane,” she said quietly. “Rapid temperature change caused irregular contraction, especially where different materials were joined. Hydraulic lines burst as they flash froze. Plastic cracked. Welds came apart. The damage to the knee and ankle systems is…” She turned away.
“Extreme,” he said, observing for himself. When she sniffed again, he realized the mistake he’d just made. “Ivan will be able to fix it,” he said, not at all sure it was true.
“No, he won’t.”
“Then we’ll find someone who can.”
She shook her head and rubbed her face. Her voice was smaller and higher than he’d ever heard it. “There’s no one in the colonies. I’ll… I’ll be dead weight to the crew. And I’ll have to leave and—”
“Slow down before you run away with things,” he said. “Matthew’s not going to kick you off the Sparrow. He put up with me for months when I was a miserable little thruster nozzle.”
“You still are,” she said. “Some days.”
He glanced at her and smiled when he saw that it was an attempt at a joke. “Some days,” he repeated. “You’re stuck with me. But we’re also stuck with you.”
She turned back to her suit, eyes dark. He couldn’t guess at the tempest going on behind them. Matthew should be here. But he wasn’t Matthew, and he would probably just end up making a bigger mess of things if he said anything else.
“It’s late,” he said. “You need help closing that leg up before bed?”
“I’m not going up there.”
Irrational, emotional behavior. He sighed as he walked to a storage bin and unpacked one of the cots they had for the rare time they had extra passengers. He tossed a blanket and pillow over his shoulder and dragged it all over to Abigail. “If you’re going to be stubborn, you should at least be comfortable.” He extended the cot and laid the blanket atop. “I’ll uh… check on you in the morning.”
She looked up at him and then nodded. “Can you give me a hand?” He helped her up and turned to go. “Maybe get the light too. Please.”
He hit the panel and walked to the ladder. “Goodnight,” he said as he left the hold.
The only answer was the soft sound of crying.

      [image: ]Davey could always tell something was wrong when the social temperature of the Sparrow went down. Yvonne was quiet and distant. Matthew spoke few words beyond the bare minimum. Abigail usually became irritable, but lately, she was merely absent, refusing to wear her maimed armor and thus stuck in the hold.
On the long trip from Saturn to Venus, Davey and Grace were left to their own ends.
“This was supposed to be a fun trip,” she said the evening before they arrived. She turned off the radio and joined him on the couch.
“Still could be,” he said. “Maybe everyone will loosen up once we’re on Venus.” It was a vain hope, but it was pointless to whine about it. “Either way, you and I’ll have some fun at the celebration. I promise you that.”
“Street food,” she said. “I demand street food.”
He smiled at her. He could go for some of that himself. “We’ll eat greasy food till we burst.”
“That’s inadvisable in any context,” Yvonne said, entering the room from the hallway. After her, Abigail wheeled in with Matthew close behind. Davey wondered when she’d come up from the hold. There was still a shadow over her, but at least her look had life to it again. 
“Uh oh,” whispered Grace. “It’s never a good sign when the adults are off in secret meetings.”
“No, it’s not,” he agreed. “Got something you’ve been keeping from us? Big plans that didn’t need our input?”
Matthew’s eyes narrowed in reprimand, but then he relaxed and just looked tired.
Yvonne cleared her throat. “I’m not privy to this one either, Davey.”
He winced. Why couldn’t he keep his big mouth shut? “Well, what’s this about then?”
Matthew leaned against the table. “Abigail and I are going to have to part ways with you guys for a bit when we get to Venus. The damage to her armor is considerable and needs to be addressed as soon as possible. The three of you will remain on Venus to represent the Sparrow during their sesquicentennial anniversary. Afterward, you can stay there or catch a flight to Antioch as you judge best.”
He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “And let you go to Ceres alone? With every bounty hunter in the solar system looking for you? While Abigail won’t even be able to fully protect you? No way. Forget Venus and their stupid party. We’re sticking together.”
Yvonne glanced back and forth between Matthew and Abigail. “What aren’t you telling us?”
“A lot of things,” he admitted. “There’s a good chance the damage will be beyond Ivan’s capability to repair, in which case we’ll have to find someone else. We may be out of contact for a while.”
Davey locked eyes with Abigail. “You told me there wasn’t anyone else.” She looked away, and for a moment, he felt guilty.
Grace put a hand on his arm. “Davey, it’s all right. Venus won’t be bad.”
He shook her off. “Why all the secrets? We’re a crew. A family. At least that’s what I thought.”
The muscles in Matthew’s neck tensed. “Because there have always been secrets. Abigail’s. She’s kept them from the beginning. And for good reason.”
Davey was on his feet before he realized it. “I hope they’re worth the trust of your crewmates.”
“It’s not—‍” Matthew clenched and unclenched his fists. Davey couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen him mad. “It’s not about us. It’s not about her. There’s a bigger picture out there that… Even I’m only guessing at this point.”
“I’m sorry,” Abigail said, her voice small and fragile. She looked miserable, and Grace drifted over to her side. Davey couldn’t help the guilty feeling welling up. “I hoped it would never come up,” she continued. “That I could just forget it all.” She gestured to her slender legs. “But that’s not the reality I get to live in. This was always going to happen eventually.”
“We understand,” Yvonne said. Davey wasn’t sure he agreed with that statement, but he wasn’t about to start another argument. “We pray you’ll find what you’re looking for and return to us as soon as you can. We’ll be waiting.”
Abigail started crying again, and Grace and Yvonne were all over her. Davey fled from the room to his cabin, feeling like an idiot for picking the wrong fights and saying the wrong things. It was never enough. He was never enough to be trusted. All this time. Years now and when things got serious, Matthew brushed him aside.
It wasn’t completely true, and he knew it. But it was all he could think about as he lay on his back staring at the ceiling.






  
  Chapter 2: Fine Dining and Intrigue



      [image: ]Now that we are mere days away from our colony’s sesquicentennial anniversary, it’s a good time to reflect on the achievements of our society. For a century, we’ve undertaken a political experiment that many thought doomed to fail; Venus is history’s first genuinely benevolent dictatorship.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

When Emperor Martin seized control of Discordia in the aftermath of Moses’ disappearance, it was thought that Venusians would lose their freedoms. Tyrants do not have a good record. But Martin was a man that saw further than most, and he swore an oath to uphold the freedoms that we had come to enjoy. He promised that it would not be his own children who sat upon the throne but the one most suitable to lead our people. In so doing, he secured our future against the bloody struggles of succession that ravage empires.I

t was a dark time he led us through. Our sister cities, Harmonia and Eris, were lost to the surface, and Discordia and Concordia alone were left. But we are a resilient people, and we endured. Six emperors now have sat on Venus’ throne. We have enjoyed a century of peace.

We are a small people. Two floating cities and five stations in orbit are all we lay claim to. But we are all Venusians, and given our prosperity amongst the gathering storms, that is something to be proud of.

In one week we will celebrate our history. Concordia will dock with Discordia. Many will come from the far reaches of the solar system. Our goodly Emperor Dominic will stand before his people, a reminder that humanity is not lost.

A reminder that there is a future, and as always, Venus will lead the way.

Diederich Voigt
Chief Editor, Imperial Daily Record Died
131 AM

      [image: ]Venus was one of the few truly safe places for the Sparrow. Non-guild freelancers were barred from entry, and foreign bounty hunters were strictly forbidden. As the clouds parted and the floating city of Discordia came into view, Matthew quietly breathed a sigh of relief. He might not be able to stay this time, but at least his crew would be secure. 
He hit the comm. “Discordia Tower Control, this is SPX 1203 requesting permission to land.”
“We see you, Sparrow,” came the reply. “Welcome back to Venus. Sending you coordinates for the Royal Hangar. Might want to watch that wind out of the south. It’s holding steady on the upper-end today at around seventy-four meters per second.”
“Great,” Yvonne said as she banked around a cloud formation. “My favorite. Landing under adverse conditions.”
Matthew gave her a wry smile. “Thanks, Tower Control.” He ended the call and turned to Yvonne. “What’s the matter? You find a little wind harder than blasting through a crumbling moon?”
She frowned at that. “Very funny. Spaceships are meant for vacuum. They fly in atmosphere like glorified bricks.”
“At least the Sparrow has wings and flight control surfaces,” he said. “Some ships actually are bricks.”
“And their manufacturers don’t recommend taking them into atmosphere either.”
He chuckled. “Hasn’t stopped some of the crazier pilots I’ve known.”
“How many of them are still alive?”
Matthew blinked twice. “Some of them.”
Yvonne took the Sparrow in a wide loop around Discordia. The hexagonal city was suspended on bladders of breathable air. At this altitude of Venus’s middle atmosphere, it was buoyant, keeping the city riding on the winds. It was also much cooler than the lead-melting temperatures of the lower levels.
“How they dock these cities together is beyond me,” she said as she approached the hangar.
“They were built by Moses,” he reminded her. “Apparently city officials issued the command to the central computers months ago, giving them an exact date. The two cities have been silently directing themselves nearer ever since. The whole process is automatic.”
She hummed softly as she sat the Sparrow down. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget the world used to be a different place.” There was a gentle bump as the ship settled onto the landing gear. She reached across the console and began the shutdown sequence. “A century ago, doctors merely administered care prescribed by Moses and his machines. Cancer patients were given vaccines created from sequencing their unique cancerous cells to turn their own bodies against the tumor. It all seems so wonderful and distant. Impossible now.”
“And then other days,” he said, “the world’s in front of your face, real and unavoidable.”
Yvonne looked at him thoughtfully for a moment before continuing. Perhaps she’d read both his intended meanings. “I’m going to worry about the both of you.”
“We’ll keep an eye on each other,” he said, unwilling to say anything else. The less she guessed, the better. If he and Abigail didn’t return, it would be best if the others never came looking for them.
They finished the shutdown and left the cockpit. Davey nearly ran into them in the hall as he carted the last of Grace’s luggage out in a duffle bag. “Oh sorry! Just making sure we have it all ready to go.”
“I’ve had my bags in the common room since we reached orbit,” Yvonne said.
“Talk to Grace. She’s the one who slept in.”
Grace groaned as they entered the common room. “Look, I’m used to living on a ship where all your stuff comes with you. I’m not used to packing up half of what I own.”
“At least you have possessions,” Matthew said. “Or maybe you’re taking those for granted.” He picked up both of Yvonne’s bags, throwing one over each shoulder.
“Nice sneak attack sermon,” Grace said. “I deserved that one.”
He smiled to hide the doubt in his heart. He’d miss moments like this. The four of them walked to the port airlock.
“Is Abigail going to bother saying goodbye?” Davey asked.
“I’ve already spoken to her this morning,” Yvonne said.
Matthew nodded. “And she’ll step out before we leave to see you off.” He opened the airlock.
As expected, Julia was already waiting at the bottom of the ramp with a pair of crimson-clad guards and a grav car for their luggage. Her smile was a shade cooler than its usual characteristic warmth. “Welcome to Venus. Glad as I am of your arrival, I wish this was more than a touch and go for some of you.”
He met her at the bottom of the ramp and dipped his head politely. “I wish it was as well, but life is never really that simple, is it? I hope your father isn’t too upset by the change of plans.” The others passed him to load their things into the cart.
“Privately, he’s immensely disappointed you won’t be there for the ceremonies, but he won’t let it show.”
“I am sorry, Julia.”
She waved her hand in dismissal, making her skirts swirl around her. “We understand. Where is the Shield Maiden? I had hoped to send her off with the blessings of my father.”
Matthew adjusted his campero. Venus and Antioch were the only places the crew let him wear it these days. “She’s not planning on making public appearances until we’ve got her fixed up.”
“A pity.”
“I’ll tell her you asked after her.”
Julia gave him a smile he didn’t quite know how to interpret. “I’m not actually sure she’d appreciate that. Take care of yourself, Matthew Cole. I’ll leave you to part ways with your crew.”
He watched her go and then reached into his pocket for his comm to ping Abigail. She’d meet them at the top of the ramp.
“We’re all set,” Yvonne said. “The sooner you two are on your way, the sooner you make it back.”
He nodded and turned to face the Sparrow where Abigail stood in her suit, silhouetted in the airlock. The kids jogged up the ramp to meet her. Matthew watched them for a long moment before he felt Yvonne’s eyes on him.
“They’ll be okay,” Yvonne said. “You’ve taught them enough about the world that they know who they are.”
He hoped it was true and wondered if all parent’s shared that fear. “And you?” He pulled her into a gentle hug.
“Still not as sentimental as you are, but I may be softening with age.” She stepped away and nodded at the Sparrow. “Go on.”
Grace met him when he was halfway up the ramp and plowed into him with a bear hug. “Be safe. I’ll make sure the others don’t do anything stupid.”
He laughed. “I know. But do me a favor and take your own advice.”
And then he was at the top. Davey stood talking quietly to Abigail, who remained concealed in the airlock. The young man turned his shoulders square to Matthew. “I’m sorry. About last night.” Matthew opened his mouth, but Davey held up his hand. “I don’t like it. I don’t like being kept in the dark. I don’t like that we’re splitting up. That we won’t be there to protect each other. But I acted like a child. And I’m sorry.”
There were times that Matthew was surprised by how old Davey had gotten. The angry and irrational teenager that had stowed away on their ship was no more. In his place stood a young man, brash at times, with full maturity yet to come, but full of potential.
“I should have told you in private,” Matthew said. “I knew you wouldn’t agree. So for that, we’ll have to forgive each other.”
“Are you sure it has to be this way?”
Matthew looked at Abigail. She nodded silently.
Davey let out a slow sigh. “I trust you. I do. But it would be easier if I had something concrete to work with.”
“I know. But this isn’t about me, or even Abigail. It’s not within my authority to explain.”
Davey narrowed his eyes. “Whose is it?”
That was a good question, actually. Matthew had wondered that himself the last few days and suspected he knew more than a couple people that had answers to his questions. Abigail certainly, though she spoke only in cryptic half-answers. Pope Willems and Vatican leadership for sure. Possibly even Bishop Elias knew more secrets than his gentle demeanor let on. Perhaps critical members of the University of Ganymede. But then there was also Emperor Dominic. Matthew hadn’t failed to note the strange design of his personal ship stored in this very hangar.
Instead of answering Davey’s question, he pressed on. “Remember, you’re in charge if there’s a security incident.”
“I won’t let Grace do anything stupid.” Davey kicked at his feet, and Matthew smiled at the repeated promise. “We’ll be waiting. Try not to take too long, alright?”
Matthew gave him a quick hug, unsure if he would really appreciate it at his age, and nodded. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”
The young man stared at him as if he could see through him, and Matthew wondered again at how much he’d grown up. But then he turned away and joined the others at the bottom of the ramp. They waved to each other one last time, and then he closed the airlock.
It felt like a cord being cut. The snapping of something precious.
He turned to Abigail and gave her a reassuring pat on the arm. Together they returned to the cockpit.

      [image: ]Davey watched the Sparrow go with a mixture of feelings. None of it felt right. Like the backward world viewed through a mirror where nothing looked quite the same. On this side of the mirror, he was supposed to go with them. Or they were supposed to stay with him. Not this mixed-up version where they split up.
With a sigh, he turned away in time to watch their cart of luggage being driven off. An open-top ground car pulled up to take its place. “We’re not following our stuff to the palace?” he asked.
“Not yet,” Julia said. “It’s being sent to your rooms in the guest wing. My father is occupied with business until late afternoon, so I thought I would treat you to some authentic Venusian culture. Are you hungry?”
“Always,” Grace said.
“What she meant,” Yvonne said, giving her a sharp look, “is that lunch would be wonderful.”
They loaded into the car, Yvonne and Julia in the middle seat behind the driver and guard accompanying them and Davey and Grace in the back. Setting out, they passed quickly through a tunnel departing the hangar and emerged onto a sunny street.
The cities of Venus were somewhat like space stations in that they were entirely indoors, but Moses also designed them for human habitation. Most roads and travel ways were exposed to massive skylights high above, letting soft yellow light filter down. The streets themselves were lined with quaintly arranged buildings, bridged by crisscrossing walkways. Greenery and gardens were common in public areas, giving the place a decidedly natural feel compared to the cold sterility of many colonies. Further in, away from the main roads, Davey knew that Discordia became denser and more practical. Most of the city’s fifty thousand residents lived in those areas, but here in the more public districts, it was open to the visible sky.
In their visits to Discordia, they’d only rarely been far from the palace, but the few times they’d done so had left an image of a bright and colorful city in Davey’s memory. If the palace seemed coated in shades of crimson and silver, the streets were in greens, blues, and golds. This was most evident in the banners draped from the arched walkways crossing the street. They fluttered gently in the breeze made by the passing traffic, further adding to the illusion that they were outside.
The car drove past a large open area that Davey vaguely remembered being called Martin’s Square. One side was dominated by the entrance to the Imperial Palace. A green park lay in the middle and the other three sides were flanked by businesses. Their car pulled up in front of one with signage proudly declaring it the Vinalia Urbana in a flowing font. The name meant nothing to Davey, but after his journey through the classics of the ancient world, he was confident that it was Latin.
The inside was filled with muted mood lighting and the random knick-knacks of a local eatery, but more upscale. Rather than signed guitars from local musicians, there were photographs of emperors and presidents. Everything was clean and modern, and most of the guests were well-dressed. Given the prime real estate near the palace, that wasn’t entirely unexpected.
A man in an expensively tailored suit with a sky blue tie appeared within seconds. “Lady Julia! Have our guests arrived?”
“Most of them. I’m afraid Mr. Cole and the Shield Maiden won’t be able to join us, though their crewmates are here. I’m sorry, Anthony.”
Anthony looked genuinely disappointed. He gestured to a bare patch on the wall. “And here I was with a place ready to frame their signatures. Next time maybe.”
Julia laughed. “I promise. I’ll get the gaucho in here for that autograph. Now then, I know I had reserved the balcony, but with two less, it’s perfectly alright if you need to give it to another customer.”
“Nonsense. I am still entertaining our emperor’s daughter and three distinguished guests.” He bowed to the crew. “Doctor and esteemed pilot Yvonne Naude. Heavy hitter and Prodigal of Ceres Grace Anderson. And her brother Davey Long. Allow me to welcome you to Vinalia Urbana, home to the finest authentic Venusian cuisine.”
Davey crossed his arms. What was he? Some kind of second-class side-kick? Not even Matthew’s sidekick, but his sister’s. It bothered him that Grace was now being publicly linked to the events at Ceres. They’d tried to keep her part quiet.
“We’re looking forward to it,” Yvonne said politely.
Anthony gave them the pristine smile of a customer service professional. “Right this way, please.” He led them through the half-full restaurant and up a set of stairs that looped back toward the front, where it emptied out on a private balcony overlooking the square. A white-clothed table was prepared with places already set, including a heavy steel bench at one end for Abigail.
“Fancy,” Grace said as they took their seats. “So what’s on a Venusian menu?”
Anthony began pouring water for them. “The Lady Julia has already placed the order and it will be arriving shortly. You will be having three varieties of stuffed farcimen, prepared as we have for over a century.”
“We’ll be delighted to try it,” Yvonne said, taking a sip from her glass.
The restaurateur left, and Davey gazed out over the square. The buildings were tall and narrow, with many balconies and steep roofs. “It reminds me a little of Warszawa. But it’s not the same.”
“Venus was not settled by any one people,” Julia said. “Moses pulled architectural influences from many cultures, though most pick up on the Eastern European and North African motifs before the others.”
He nodded, making a mental note to look up architecture from the African continent. Maybe he could spot some of it later. Julia went on to talk about the ceremony and parade half a week away. The official stuff had little interest to him. He was more keen to spend some time on the street at the festival. Maybe this meal was a preview of some of the food culture to come.
Less than ten minutes later, Anthony returned with an assistant laden with trays. The table was swiftly covered with food. Davey laid eyes on bowls of crumbled cheese, herbs, several dishes of sauces, and a plate loaded with small cup-like pastries. But the centerpiece was the most perplexing. On a single wooden plank sat what looked like three ridiculously oversized steaming sausages. Each was at least thirty centimeters long.
Julia was thanking Anthony. “It looks wonderful as always.”
“Do call for me if you need anything else,” he said as he poured a glass of wine for Julia and Yvonne. Davey frowned. What was he, some kind of kid? He nearly spoke up but then slumped into his chair. It would be more embarrassing to make a stink.
“Anthony, you missed one.”
“Oh my apologies, Lady Julia. Mr. Long must forgive my neglect.”
Mr. Long didn’t think it was likely.
Soon it was just the members of the dinner party. The crew members glanced at each other and then back at Julia. “I think we’ll need an explanation,” Yvonne said.
“Farcimen, sometimes called Venusian sausage, is a local specialty,” Julia said. “Each casing is hand stuffed with meats and vegetables and smoked over real wood pellets,” She picked up the knife from the wood plank and passed it to Davey. “I’ll have to ask you to do the honors.”
He stared at the knife. “Excuse me?”
“A farcimen eaten with friends will always be opened by the male of highest honor as chosen by the host.”
“Seems a little outdated,” Grace muttered.
Julia smiled playfully. “I assure you. Venusians are not offended by our own traditions. That chosen male may, of course, pass the honor to another of his choosing, male or female. But this person must then perform their duty. The knife bearer must state something for which they are thankful, stab down into the farcimen and board and then slice upon its length, letting the contents spill out onto the board. If there are multiple, the ritual must be repeated each time.”
Davey stared at the sausages and realized that this job had been meant for Matthew. “May I pass it on?” he asked quietly.
“I can’t stop you,” Julia said. “But it’s not a cultural experience you’re likely to have again.”
He swallowed and stood to his feet, stepping around the table to where he could reach the board. Grace gave him a thumbs up, but Yvonne just looked thoughtful.
He paused for a long moment. What was he thankful for?
“I’m thankful that… uh… Matthew rescued Grace and me from slavery.” He touched the knife to the casing.
“Drive it all the way to the board,” Julia said. “It’s okay if you nick the wood. Every mark is a reminder of all we are grateful for.”
He took a breath and plunged the knife down hard and then dragged it toward him, spilling the farcimen’s contents. The smell of heavily spiced smoked pork and roasted vegetables rose to meet him. Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. He moved to the next one. “I’m thankful for Grace. Couldn’t ask for a better little sister. Even if she is taller than me.” He stabbed and sliced. Chicken this time. “I’m thankful that Venus is prosperous and that there are still safe places for people to live.” A final cut revealed something that smelled like seafood, something he’d only rarely had the chance to try. He dropped the knife onto the board and returned to his seat.
“Wonderfully done!” Julia said. “Now let me show you how to enjoy farcimen.” The board’s contents were scooped into the tiny cup-shaped pastries and garnished with herbs, cheeses, and sauce from the table. Then the pastries were eaten whole. Julia explained each of the sauces, from the brown butter and red wine reduction to the almost black tenebrae. “Be careful of that one especially. It’s a bit of an acquired taste to outsiders.”
“What’s in it?” Grace asked, drizzling a little on her plate to try.
“Chocolate, peppers, raspberries, herbs, in a beef broth reduction.”
Davey’s nose began to run almost at once at the intense heat from the peppers and he decided it wasn’t for him. Grace tried it but politely declined any more. Yvonne declared it nearly heavenly.
There was more food than the four of them could hope to eat, making the absence of two crewmen all the more noticeable. With a great deal of coaxing, Julia managed to get her guard and driver to take a small plate, though they protested that they were on duty and that this was highly inappropriate. Davey’s favorite combination was the pork farcimen, topped
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