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      Death has already paid Willem Jaantzen a visit tonight, and she seems content to linger. He can feel her close, fingernails at the nape of his neck: Julieta’s mine now. Who else should come home with me tonight?

      And he’s trapped, powerless to do a damned thing even as his spinner races across Bulari.

      Security breach at the Table. Do not approach until advised.

      Jaantzen refreshes his screen, willing it to say something else, but the message remains stubbornly unchanged. In the nearly ten minutes since Oriol Sina sent those words, Jaantzen’s spent every second reining in increasingly darker fears about what’s happening outside his control. A police raid. A bomb. An all-out assault on the building.

      His closest allies — his only allies — are gathered at the Devil’s Table tonight. Whatever this security breach is, it means they’re all in danger.

      Phaera is in danger.

      And with each passing moment, it becomes clear this is not simply a security drill.

      Manu Juric can’t pace while sitting inside the Dulciana JX; his lieutenant’s hands are braced on the spinner’s controls, fingers drumming a frenetic beat, a furious gleam in his eyes. In the back, Calanthe Yang is silent and still, leaning back against the seat with one hand cradling her belly. She shouldn’t be here at all; she should be at her mother’s deathbed, mourning with the rest of her family. And she would be, if this meeting wasn’t the only way to stop Chief Justice Geum-ja Leone from burning them all to the ground.

      The glaring neon wash over his constantly refreshing comm screen tells Jaantzen they’ve made it to the Casino District. Manu glides the spinner to a halt at the south end of the drag; kilometers away at the north end is the Devil’s Table, which Jaantzen can barely make out from here.

      Its dark, blocky shape is bathed in a blood-red glow from the enormous twin torches framing its entrance, but there’s no smoke. No flashing police lights. No sirens. He knows it’s merely optics, but the building now looks like a trap, one he set himself for all his closest allies. For Phaera.

      Manu flinches as Jaantzen’s comm chimes with an update from Oriol.

      “She’s safe, they’re securing the building,” Jaantzen says aloud. “Oriol says stand by.”

      She’s safe — but she hadn’t been until now, or Oriol would have reassured him before. Death scrapes a nail along Jaantzen’s jaw. He represses a shudder.

      If Leone caused Phaera to suffer a single scratch, the woman will die in agony. Jaantzen will see to it himself.

      “What the fuck is happening,” says Manu. No one answers.

      A moment later, another chime.

      “All clear. Go to the service entrance,” Jaantzen tells Manu, who’s jammed the spinner into gear even before Jaantzen finishes speaking. Oriol’s written NOT VALET in all caps. Oriol and the Table’s security team must have found a problem at the valet stand. Meant to kill him? Other guests? He’ll worry about that once he finds out if Phaera is all right.

      Oriol greets them at the service entrance, opening Jaantzen’s door with one hand, wicked-looking pistol in the other.

      “Phaera?”

      “Inside,” Oriol says; it’s both an answer and an order. He’s scanning, weapon readied, covering Jaantzen and Calanthe across the narrow space from the Dulciana’s door to the Devil’s Table’s service entrance. He’s dressed in the usual military black he wears when working — when working for him, Jaantzen corrects himself. When Oriol’s working for Phaera he wears a nice suit. The man’s as lethal either way.

      And he was supposed to keep Phaera safe.

      The door shuts behind them and Jaantzen grabs Oriol by the collar. Shoves him against the wall, pinning him there with his forearm. “What. Happened.”

      Oriol’s body is loose, relaxed; his expression is not. “I fucked up, sir,” he says simply. “Tierren slipped our perimeter and got Phaera alone on the roof. Hiro spotted her. We acted as fast as we could.”

      “Tierren?”

      “Dead.”

      “And why was she alone?”

      “I don’t know.” There’s real pain in Oriol’s golden eyes. If Jaantzen threw a punch, Oriol would take it. And maybe if they were younger — maybe if Jaantzen couldn’t see Manu in the corner of his eye — this would have come to blows.

      Jaantzen lets go. Steps back, adjusting his cuffs and his temper — it’s keeping him from Phaera. Oriol straightens against the wall, holsters the pistol that’s still in his hand.

      “What was wrong with the valet entrance?” Calanthe’s voice cuts through the tension. Jaantzen nearly forgot she was here.

      The service entrance opens into a storage area, crates of canned goods and bulk sauces, a bank of walk-in coolers. The casino hall, kitchen, and offices are all on the floor above them. Calanthe is sitting on a beer keg, eyes red-rimmed and grief-stricken despite the fresh coat of mascara. From her mother’s deathbed to whatever new hell this is.

      “The valet was booby-trapped,” says Oriol. “Set after everyone else had arrived.”

      “To kill me,” Jaantzen says.

      “Or to catch the rest on their way out.”

      Oriol jerks his chin at them to follow him. From the angle of his shoulders he’s no more relaxed now than when they were out in the open. Manu has naturally matched Oriol’s vigilance, bringing up the rear. Oriol’s checking doorways as they pass, talking at the same time. “Phaera’s people are taking care of it now. I think Tierren was working alone, but we can’t be certain. She messed with the security feeds.”

      “And Phaera?”

      “In her office now. She’s safe.” Oriol stops at the foot of the stairs and gives Jaantzen a searching look. “She asked me to take you directly to the meeting room with the others.”

      She doesn’t want to see him? “Why.”

      A muscle jumps in Oriol’s jaw. “You should know she’s in bad shape. In other circumstances I would have taken her to the hospital. She’s tough, but you need to give her the space to not fall apart until she’s ready.”

      Jaantzen goes still.

      “What do you mean, bad shape?” Manu asks.

      “Nothing she can’t recover from.” Oriol’s tone is calm, but fury and self-recrimination are warring on his face. “Doctor’s on the way.”

      Jaantzen wants to push his way past and find her, see for himself what Oriol’s not telling him. But he forces himself to follow Oriol, to go slowly up the stairs for Calanthe. Forces himself to respect Phaera’s wishes.

      He’s been inside the Devil’s Table only once before, when he and Phaera were beginning their short slide from business associates to lovers. He’d come in part to help her upgrade the Table’s security, in part to learn whether or not she’d ordered a hit on Starla. It seems like ages ago he could have suspected her of that.

      Tonight the gaming floor is empty, though a few table lamps and chandeliers are lit to create a pleasant lounge ambiance. The felt-topped tables and rich burgundy rugs drink in the light; the polished wood bar at the far end of the floor is dark, the rows of liquor bottles glittering like broken teeth.

      One of the meeting rooms at the far end of the floor is flanked by guards. The voices inside are hushed by velvet curtains.

      “Copy that,” Oriol says to someone in his ear, then turns to Jaantzen. “The valet bomb is dismantled. Security systems are all back online.”

      And Victoria Tierren is dead — and depending on how this meeting goes, Leone will soon be, too.

      Jaantzen glances across the room to the set of curtains he knows leads to Phaera’s office. He forces himself to turn back to the meeting room. Pushes aside the curtain to usher Calanthe in, Manu slipping in after him.

      It’s a gorgeous private dining room, put together with the same care Phaera takes with everything else in her life. Impeccably. Surrounded by warm red velvet and lit by a pair of antique onyx-and-brass chandeliers, the stately sideboard and twelve-person dining table are real wood. Matching mirrors keep the intimate room from feeling too cramped.

      Everyone’s here.

      Teo Lordeur and Mizal Seti are leaning close to talk, the aging banker in rumpled gray conspiring with the young gentech baron in a dapper sunshine-yellow suit. The casino crowd have congregated together, Wiljo Cavenaugh chatting cordially with the Demosga siblings. And two men Jaantzen hasn’t met are sitting together near the far end of the table, both ill at ease in their suits. The lanky one must be Dal Jaxon, the head of the cab drivers union. The stocky older man is Aden Damyati, Thala Coeur’s lieutenant.

      The room falls silent when he enters.

      “Phaera will be joining us in a few minutes,” he says. “Thank you all for coming.”

      “What’s going on, Jaantzen,” Aiax Demosga asks loudly.

      “The security team assures me everything is under control,” he says. This room will empty in seconds if he says Leone sent her assassin to plant bombs. “I’ll let Phaera explain when she gets here.”

      Calanthe collapses in a chair beside Teo’s wheelchair; when he leans in to ask her something, she shakes her head, lips pressed tight. Mizal pours her a water. Jaantzen wonders how quickly word has traveled. Do they know yet about Julieta Yang’s death? That’s for Calanthe to share when she’s ready. Jaantzen makes quick handshakes around the room, keeping things brief with those he knows and introducing himself formally to Cavenaugh, Jaxon, and Damyati.

      Jaantzen will never trust Thala Coeur; he’d sooner rely on the whims of a sandstorm. But she has a long history of choosing reasonable lieutenants who can be dealt with, as though she knows her weakness and relies on them to compensate for her capriciousness. Jaantzen had been able to work with Coeur’s old lieutenant, Naali Hinoja. From all reports, Aden Damyati is as steady.

      “I appreciate you coming,” Jaantzen says.

      Damyati nods grimly. “We have a common enemy,” he says. “We’d also like to share a mutual respect.”

      “Understood,” Jaantzen says.

      “Is Fay all right?” asks Dal Jaxon in a low voice. “Because if anybody laid a finger on her . . .”

      “Thank you,” Jaantzen says. And straightens, because he can hear footsteps in the empty casino beyond the velvet curtain, women’s heels and voices.

      Phaera’s voice.

      He excuses himself calmly, but his heartbeat is pounding in his ears when he pushes through the curtains.

      Phaera is crossing the casino floor, Vanessa Dosantos at her side, and when she sees him she freezes, her shoulders stiff, her determined mask cracking.

      He’s made a mistake. “Give her the space not to fall apart until she’s ready,” Oriol had told him, but Jaantzen can’t force himself back inside that room now. Even in the moody light of the casino floor he can see the pain creasing her brow, the bruise on her cheek, the bandages on her right hand.

      Before he can decide, she holds out her unbandaged hand to him, palm up — it’s a request, and he crosses to her and takes it, studying her face.

      She’s wearing the same outfit she’d had on the night she met him at the Jungle, the night they first discussed how to take down Leone. Flattering white trousers and a sapphire silk blouse, tonight under a dove-gray jacket. Black heels, her gold cuff, and a black and white floral scarf that doesn’t go. Her eyes are bloodshot, a bandaged cut on her temple is almost hidden by her magenta hair.

      “Phaera,” he starts, but she shakes her head fiercely.

      “Don’t.” Her voice is badly hoarse, and his gaze drops to the scarf. She reaches her good hand to cup his cheek and bring his attention back to her face, tracing icy fingertips down his jaw. “I’m all right.”

      She’s clearly not, but insisting otherwise would be a disservice, and he’s already let fear push him past the one boundary she’d set for him tonight. He lets it go. When he leans in, her chin lifts, so he brushes a kiss over her lips. She tastes like smoke, he breathes in her perfume, spiked with dried sweat and fear. She’s almost smiling as he steps back. And he is going to burn the world down until everyone who conspired to hurt her is dead.

      Beside Phaera, Vanessa Dosantos’s expression says she’s thinking the same thing and she’s not yet sure whether Jaantzen belongs in the path of her rage. He inclines his head to her. He can respect that.

      Phaera takes his arm when he offers it and he leads her through the curtain, studying every single person as they see Phaera’s bruised face and bandaged hand, searching for signs of betrayal. He knows Manu is doing the same from his seat in the corner.

      Dal Jaxon looks like he’s about to murder someone; Wiljo Cavenaugh’s not far behind. The others are shocked; Aden Damyati and Calanthe Yang are the only ones who don’t seem stunned by Phaera’s appearance. Calanthe knew already. Damyati’s surely seen worse — probably done worse himself — and must have guessed between the lines at what had happened while they all sat waiting. Strangely, the one thing Jaantzen’s certain of tonight is that Damyati’s boss, Coeur, didn’t have anything to do with the attack on Phaera.

      Aiax Demosga shatters the silence. “What the fuck happened? Phaera, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” she says; the rasping of her voice says otherwise. “Shall we?”

      Jaantzen pulls out the chair at the head of the table for her. Her lips part in surprise, but she accepts, and whether it’s pain or practice, her movements are deliberately slow. Regal.

      Jaantzen takes a seat at her left hand, and Phaera D raises her chin like a queen.

      “Thank you all for coming,” she says.
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      “Thank you all for coming.”

      Here’s a silver lining of being strangled nearly to death, Phaera thinks. She’d been afraid her voice would betray how nervous she is, but now no one can tell. She’s got the hoarse, ragged tones of a lounge singer who’s been smoking for the last eight decades. And another silver lining? This meeting — the moment she’s been terrified of all week — feels like a walk in the park compared to surviving Tierren. All she has to do is keep herself together for another hour.

      By the expressions on everyone’s faces, Vanessa’s makeup magic didn’t hide much of the trauma she went through not even an hour ago. Jaantzen’s initial horror was bad enough, and he hasn’t seen the half of it.

      Best to address that elephant in the room right away.

      “Some of you know Leone has been working with a mercenary for the last week or so. Earlier this week, the woman poisoned my mother and sent her to the hospital. She attacked one of Jaantzen’s people, and she kidnapped a couple of little girls to intimidate their parents, who were witnesses in a murder investigation.” And she broke into Phaera’s apartment and tried to rattle her with threatening messages all week. Which barely seems worth mentioning now.

      Phaera takes a deep breath, willing herself not to start coughing. “Tonight she tried to kill me.” She lets the surprised murmur die down; she can’t make herself be heard over even the quietest background noise. “It was meant to be a message to you all. Walk out now, and there’s still a chance to stay on Leone’s good side. Any takers? I’m sure the offer’s still good.”

      She waits, heart beating in her throat, the band of fire around her neck blazing with every pulse. No one moves.

      “No one? Then allow me to make introductions.” She turns to her right. The fierce expression on Cavy’s face nearly breaks her. “Wiljo Cavenaugh, co-owner of the Aterciopelado, and a mentor of mine.” She tries to give him a smile, fails. Moves on. “Teo Lordeur, who’s probably loaned most of you money.” Laughter around the room; everyone knows Teo. “Calanthe Yang, lawyer, daughter of Julieta Yang. Callie, I’m so sorry.”

      Oh, gods, she’s going to lose it at the raw grief on Calanthe’s face. She looks away — Damyati was next and she’s not ready for that, plus, she can’t keep Calanthe in her view. She clears her throat and turns to her left.

      “You all know Willem Jaantzen, of course,” she says, hurrying on without letting herself meet the simmering anger in his gaze. “Mizal Seti, who’s investing heavily in the Jet Park neighborhood with his gentech businesses. Aiax and Lhasa Demosga. They own an impressive agricultural corporation, as well as a few small up-and-coming casinos in orbit.” Prickly Lhasa’s mouth sours, but her barrel-chested brother laughs loudly at the joke; the Demosgas’ three orbital casinos draw more traffic than all the businesses in Bulari’s Casino District combined. Phaera gives him a grateful smile.

      “You may not all know Dal Jaxon,” she says. “He’s been head of the cab drivers union for more than a decade, and he’s been an invaluable friend and ally. He has connections all over this city, high and low.” Jaxon inclines his head to her, and she’s seen that expression on his face more than once over the years: Point me in the right direction, Fay, and I’ll beat them to a bloody pulp.

      And now everyone’s looking at Damyati. Phaera takes a deep breath.

      “Finally, we have Aden Damyati. He represents Thala Coeur.”

      Shocked murmurs around the room; apparently Dal Jaxon was the only one besides herself and Jaantzen who knew the quiet older man was Blackheart’s lieutenant.

      “Absolutely not,” Mizal says, getting to his feet. He turns to Jaantzen with a glare. “I thought I made it clear I wasn’t working with her.”

      “You did, Mizal,” Phaera says before Jaantzen can answer. “But things have changed.”

      She tugs the scarf from around her neck and the room falls silent, but for a vicious curse from Calanthe. Phaera keeps her gaze locked on Mizal, who’s staring at her neck in horror. She knows what he sees: the raw rope burn, the bloody scratches left by her own fingernails, the vicious, swollen bruising — still spreading. She can feel Jaantzen’s fury radiating like flame beside her.

      “Leone wanted you to know she could strangle me to death in my own building,” she says calmly to Mizal. “While you all sat downstairs, oblivious. If you’re comfortable accepting that price for her patronage, feel free to walk out this door.”

      Mizal slowly sits back down.

      Jaantzen’s fingers brush her thigh, she squeezes them and lets go, then wraps the scarf back around her neck. She still can’t bear to look at him, so she makes the mistake of turning to her right. Cavy’s jaw is set in cold rage; she tears her gaze away, searching for a face that isn’t going to crack her composure. Of all the people at the table, Aden Damyati’s the only one not watching her like she’s a broken doll in need of repairs or vengeance. His faint smile, his encouraging nod: You’re doing fine.

      “Does anyone else have a problem working with Coeur?” Phaera asks, and sits back against her chair, grateful to be yielding the floor. Sometime while she was talking, Vanessa had brought her a cup of tea. She takes a sip. Blood orange, mint, honey soothe her raw throat.

      She’s shocked Mizal, but he’s not conceding. He holds out a hand to Cavy. “You have to agree with me, Cavenaugh. Working with Coeur is dangerous, and delegitimizing.”

      Cavy leans forward, hands folded over his lips, thinking. Light sparks in the gemstones on every knuckle; the tips of his gray braids brush the table. “I don’t know her personally,” he says finally. “But I voted for her as mayor. She spoke to business owners in the Fingers. And she made an actual difference before she got sidetracked.” He looks at Damyati. “I’m willing to believe people can learn from their mistakes.”

      “She has.” Damyati turns to Mizal. “She sent me with an apology to you, Seti. She wants to find a way to move forward.”

      Mizal ignores him. “Lhasa,” he says with frustration.

      Lhasa Demosga holds up her hands. “The Demosgas have never quarreled with Blackheart.”

      Mizal glares at Jaantzen, but he doesn’t bother asking. Jaantzen’s choice is clear. “Teo. She’s fucking bad for business.”

      “I agree.” But Teo’s drumming his fingers on the table, obviously annoyed with this digression. “Tara and I have never lent her money, and we won’t start now. She’s too unstable. But if she wants to sink her teeth into Leone, she’s welcome to.”

      Mizal’s jaw tightens. “Calanthe. I know your mother and Coeur maintained a working relationship, but — ”

      “My mother is dead,” Calanthe says sharply.

      The room goes silent once more. Calanthe looks like she’s trying to speak but can’t. The grief in her eyes could burn a hole through the table.

      “This evening,” Jaantzen says, and the room’s attention shifts to him; it’s the first time he’s spoken since they came in. “The great Julieta Yang is gone. Leone had her arrested earlier this week, in retaliation for supporting me, and Julieta contracted pneumonia during her night in jail.”

      Mizal looks stunned. “She and Leone were always so close,” he says finally.

      “Coeur is a monster,” Calanthe says. “But don’t fucking tell me Leone is the lesser of two evils when I just came from my mother’s deathbed.”

      Murmurs of assent fill the room. Mizal sinks back into his chair with a resigned sigh.

      “Then we’re agreed,” Phaera says. She turns to Jaantzen. “Go ahead.”

      She cups her good hand around the tea in front of her, savoring its warmth. She’s still so cold, but the painkillers Oriol gave her are finally starting to take the edge off the ache in her hand, her head, her neck. When Cavy catches her eye to silently ask if she’s all right, she nods, then tries not to make eye contact with anyone else. She can’t deal with that question over and over.

      “Tomorrow morning, two things are going to happen,” Jaantzen is saying. “First, Calanthe’s office will file an amnesty plea for an Alliance agent who wishes to testify about how she provoked Levi Acheta to attack Cobalt Tower and her role in the murder of several of my employees. She will also testify to being the one who killed Acheta.”

      Others around the table glance at Aden Damyati, he nods solemnly in confirmation.

      “That could put a wrench in the trade agreement talks,” says Aiax dubiously. “But it won’t be enough.”

      “Second — and more pertinent to your interests, Aiax — a story will be published with evidence the Alliance has been negotiating with New Sarjun in bad faith. They’ve been secretly terraforming the deserts around Redrock Prison, and we believe part of the reason is so they can undercut the New Sarjunian agricultural market once they negotiate lower tariffs.”

      Aiax Demosga laughs. “Terraforming the desert, Willem? Sounds like we need to have a talk.”

      Jaantzen inclines his head. “I have plenty to discuss with you and Lhasa. But this isn’t just about the agriculture industry. One way the Alliance has been keeping this under wraps is by paying New Sarjunian officials to give higher sentences to our citizens who are convicted of petty crimes. Those prisoners are then sent to Redrock, where there is no official trail they’ve arrived.”

      “Those bastards,” says Jaxon from the far end of the table. Around the table, other people seem various degrees of confused. “Using our people’s labor to make New Sarjun even more reliant on the Alliance for food.”

      “Chief Justice Geum-ja Leone is one of the officials who has been paid off as part of this scheme,” says Jaantzen. “She’s also received kickbacks from Alliance corporations in other sectors — not just agriculture — to help get the trade agreement passed.”

      “You need evidence,” says Lhasa. “Rumors won’t carry weight for long.”

      “We’ve seen the operation firsthand,” Jaantzen says, and even Lhasa looks impressed. “Believe me, we’re not dealing in rumors.”

      Phaera checks the time. Jaantzen’s goddaughter and the rest of his team were supposed to be returning home tonight, which must be a weight off his shoulders. Both because they’ll be home safe from their raid on the Alliance’s secret facility, and because the evidence they’re bringing with them will finally help them pin these crimes on Leone.

      “Nicely done, my boy.” Teo Lordeur’s grinning.

      “Calanthe has been working with me on the Alliance agent,” Jaantzen says. “And Coeur has been an invaluable help in tying Leone to the prison labor scandal.”

      Mizal shifts in his chair but doesn’t comment.

      “But we all know how easily Leone can sweep this under the rug. The Alliance agent only attacked me, and my name’s not worth much since Leone got hold of it. And the terraforming? The program selling New Sarjunian prisoners to the Alliance? The kickbacks from Alliance companies in exchange for getting the trade agreement passed? Leone can spin it all. Unless people with more reputation than I have are outraged.”

      Lhasa clears her throat. “The Demosga Corporation will certainly have something to say about the Alliance undercutting New Sarjunian food production. As will others in our industry. I can start reaching out as soon as the story drops,” she says. “I’ll have you a statement with fifty industry signatures by sundown.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What other kinds of companies have been giving Leone kickbacks?” asks Mizal.

      Jaantzen glances at Manu, and comms chime around the room. “We’re sending you a list.”

      There’s a rustle of fabric as those around the table pull out comms or peruse the list on cuffs and lenses. In the conversational lull, Jaantzen lays his hand on Phaera’s thigh. She braces herself for another round of I’m fucking fine, but for once it’s not concern on his face. “Thank you,” he murmurs, the faintest smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. She squeezes his fingers and returns the smile. Soon. Very soon all these people will be gone and she will get this man all to herself.

      Around them, quiet reading time is punctuated by exclamations and curses. “Have you seen this list?” Cavy says to her, and Phaera shakes her head. He points out a name: Silver Dice Limited. The Arquellian casino corporation who’d tried to edge in on the drag last year.

      “Fuck them,” Phaera says. “I ran them out of here once before and I’ll do it again.”

      Cavy laughs and shakes his head. “I know it,” he says. “And you won’t be alone.”

      “Indiran gentech companies,” says Teo to Mizal. “Gaming, agriculture. One of the first things Geum-ja told me when she asked me to start attending her dinner parties was that she was committed to helping the people in her circle grow their businesses. Who wants to bet she’s taken everything she learned from us about doing business in Bulari to help her Indiran friends get a foothold in our market?”

      “She’s been doing it from the beginning,” Aden Damyati says, a touch of exasperation in his voice. “Coeur could’ve told you that if you’d listened back then instead of running her out of town.”

      Tension squeezes the breath out of the room.

      “I might’ve listened if she hadn’t murdered my wife and children,” Jaantzen says coldly. Damyati sobers. “I appreciate that she’s trying, and I welcome her help now. But my only regret about ‘back then’ is not putting a bullet in Thala’s skull when I had the chance.”

      Jaantzen glances around the table. “Believe me, she knows. And if I didn’t think we could trust her, she’d be dead already.”

      Dal Jaxon clears his throat in the prickly silence. “That trade agreement has some pretty nasty anti-union concessions,” he says. Phaera shoots him a grateful smile for the change of subject. He taps a finger on the list on his comm. “Spearheaded by Blacklode and Hypatia, among others. We bitched about it at the beginning, but their lawyers make more than ours.” He scratches the back of his neck. “Course, that was before we knew our own politicians were in on the scheme. You need visibility, I’ll get signage on every union cab in the city. And once the other unions find out? Let me know if you need the space terminal shut down. Restaurants closed. We can get this city on its knees if you want.”

      “You can shut down the space terminal?” Aiax Demosga looks alarmed; he spends most of his time in his orbital casinos, coming planetside for meetings.

      Jaxon raises his hands modestly. “Not me. But the good folks over at the space terminal workers’ union are very well organized.”

      “Thank you, Jaxon,” Phaera says.

      He gives her a tight smile.

      “I think the Casino District Business Association will have something to say about Silver Dice,” says Cavy, folding gnarled brown hands in front of him. “Keeping them off our drag is probably the one thing we’ve ever all agreed on. Will this list be made public?”

      “It will.”

      “Then I’ll call a meeting once the news hits.”

      Beside him, Teo Lordeur laughs. “And I’ll call in our debts on Leone. Tara and I have been looking for an excuse to do that for a while. Seems like as good a time as any, since she’s apparently flush with cash.”

      “This is a good first step,” says Jaantzen. “But she’ll fight back hard. Hopefully I’ll maintain the brunt of her anger.” Phaera had almost forgotten his hand on her thigh until he squeezes so hard it’s almost painful. “But the rest of you should take precautions. Make sure your people are safe. Mitigate whatever leverage she has on you — we can all share resources, so don’t hesitate to reach out if you think someone else here can help.”

      “And give you all our dirt, Jaantzen?” Mizal asks.

      “That’s not what I said. I said look around. If you need help and don’t trust me, maybe you trust Calanthe. Maybe you trust Teo. Maybe you have your own lawyers you feel comfortable turning to.” Jaantzen pauses, no one challenges him. “I want freedom. I want to know the people I care for are safe. And I want to trust the people I’m doing business with. Trust doesn’t come from manipulating you or holding your secrets.” When no one speaks, he looks to Phaera. “Did we cover everything?”

      “I think we’re good,” Phaera says. “Thank you all for coming.”

      Phaera stands, offering others her good left hand, ignoring the glances at her bandaged right. On another night there might have been more lingering goodbyes, but other than a few conversations on the side, a round of condolences for Calanthe, the room clears quickly. Yet it’s not a speed born out of fear — people seem focused, determined. Ready to fight. Phaera’s taking it as a good sign.

      Finally, only Jaantzen and Cavy remain.

      As soon as the velvet curtains fall still, Phaera sinks back into her seat and rests her forehead on her good hand, her hair shrouding her face. She still can’t allow herself to break down, but at least she doesn’t have to pretend she’s all right anymore. Not in front of these two.

      Cavy’s chair creaks as he sits back beside her. He squeezes her shoulder.

      “When Vanessa told me what happened, I called a doctor I trust,” he says. “She’s downstairs. Should I have her come up?”

      “Thank you,” Phaera murmurs.

      Movement beside her, and Jaantzen sits as well. Phaera forces herself back in her chair, not bothering to hide how much pain she’s in. The adrenaline that’s kept her going through the last hour is wearing off, along with the painkillers. She’s freezing; a sudden shiver racks her body.

      She catches the look Cavy shares with Jaantzen. “I’ll go get her,” Cavy says.

      And she and Jaantzen are finally alone. Phaera lets her head rest back against the chair, reaches for his hand and pulls it onto her thigh; it’s a comforting pressure, warmth. “Hey,” she says.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      She can’t tell him what happened, she hasn’t had time to process it herself yet. But she can recite facts without losing it. “I went up on the roof for some fresh air. Tierren was waiting for me. She sealed the door and hacked the comms. It took Hiro and Oriol a few minutes to get to me. By then she’d — ” Phaera swallows; fire burns down her throat. “I fought back, but she . . . I mean, I’m not . . .”

      “It’s all right.”

      She watches Jaantzen’s face this time as he pulls the scarf from around her neck, brushes back her hair, fingers feathering across her jaw, the back of her neck. She pulls him closer, and finally his expression softens, his touch becomes less tentative. His lips meet hers.

      Welcome heat radiates through her, chasing away the icy chill of shock.

      “You are incredible,” he says when he finally breaks the kiss. “And I am humbled by you.”

      She frowns; it’s not what she was expecting. “I don’t feel very incredible at the moment.”

      “I’m serious, Phaera. You brought together some of the most powerful people in the city and you dazzled them. If anyone had doubts before tonight, they’re gone.”

      “They came here for you.” Before Jaantzen can answer, there’s Cavy’s voice outside the curtain, and a rustle of fabric. Cavy ushers the doctor in; she does a double take at Jaantzen, then settles in Cavy’s abandoned chair, her expression grim.

      “I hope you’re filing for assault charges against the bastard,” the doctor says.

      Phaera wonders if that pointed tone was meant to be a barb at Jaantzen, but she’s too tired to be angry if it is. And she can’t imagine how many defensive wounds the doctor has patched up while everyone in the room pretended the injuries weren’t caused by the man sitting next to the victim.

      “It was an attempted assassination,” Phaera says. “And she got what she deserved.”

      The doctor doesn’t answer, but her movements do become easier.

      “Walk me through what happened.”

      She gives the doctor the short version, aiming for detached, and doesn’t realize exactly when her good hand finds Jaantzen’s, only that she’s gripping it far too tightly as the doctor scans her throat, makes a satisfied sound, then slathers it in salve and bandages.

      The doctor turns her scan to Phaera’s injured hand. “Nothing’s broken, but you’re going to have a lot of tissue damage around the dislocated joint. Especially since it was reset in the field. Hold your hand straight?” She leaves the tape Oriol used to immobilize Phaera’s finger and covers it with a splint. It warms, then cools as it molds into place around her hand. “I’m setting up automatic icing cycles,” the doctor says. “Temperature adjust control is here. Wear it to sleep but turn off the icing cycles.” She glances at Jaantzen when she says the last, confirming he heard her, too. He nods.

      The doctor runs a scanner over the bandaged cut on Phaera’s temple then ignores it, presses a smooth device the size of her thumb over the bruise on Phaera’s cheekbone. It’s cool to the touch, humming slightly. “I’m not seeing any internal damage, but this will help the bruising,” the doctor says, then sits back. “What are we missing?”

      Phaera shakes her head. The movement sends knives through her skull. “I think I’m fine.”

      No one’s convinced, but the doctor reaches into her bag and pulls out a vial. “This will help with the pain so you can sleep tonight. It’ll make you drowsy, so plan ahead. It would be best if you went to a hospital for overnight observation.” Phaera shakes her head, she’s not making herself vulnerable tonight. “Then call me — about anything. If anything at all seems out of the ordinary, call me first and think about it later.”

      The doctor stands. “Is this visit on the record or off?”

      “On,” says Phaera. Jaantzen’s lips thin. “I have a hunch I’ll want to press charges.”

      She barely listens as the doctor gives her final instructions; Jaantzen seems like he’s paying attention, and she can’t hold anything else in her mind. When the doctor leaves, Phaera pushes herself out of her chair.

      Cavy stands, too, seems ready to catch her if she stumbles. “Where are you staying tonight?” he asks.

      Phaera blinks at him, suddenly realizing. Tierren is gone, and part of her had been thrilled to go home to her own bed. But she can’t. Not if Leone really wants her dead, and not with Jaantzen. She needs to lie low until she knows she’ll be safe — and she’s definitely not spending another night sleeping at the Table.

      Cavy waves a hand before she can answer. “Stay at the ’Tercio, I’ll have a suite made up for you.” He glances at Jaantzen, back at Phaera. “I won’t make any presumptions, but you’re both welcome.”

      “Thank you.”

      “My pleasure.” Cavy gives her a gentle smile and leaves Jaantzen with a fatherly scowl that makes her want to roll her eyes. The curtain falls behind him.

      And Jaantzen wraps her in his arms. She savors the warmth, his scent, the rumble in his chest as he murmurs, “I’m sorry, Phaera.”

      “Stop it.” She takes a deep breath, steadying herself. This night isn’t quite over yet. “I need to talk to Hiro and figure out how she got in.”

      “I should have been here.”

      “Then she would’ve waited and tried again later,” Phaera says impatiently. “She was just using me to hurt you.”

      “No. She picked you to show she could take the strongest of us and cut her down.” He releases her and steps back, meeting her gaze seriously. “But she was wrong.” His lips part as though he’s about to say something else, but there’s a faint knock on the wall behind them. Phaera turns, wincing at the pain in her ribs, her neck, everywhere.

      “Crew’s coming to take care of the body,” Manu says to Jaantzen from the doorway. “I figured you’d want to get up there before they did.”

      The thought of going back up on that roof sends a wave of nausea through her, and she squeezes Jaantzen’s hand. “Come find me in my office when you’re done.”
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      The rooftop of the Devil’s Table is at once peaceful and unsettling. The constant chaos of the city is hushed this high up, traffic and sirens distant, the lights and glamour of the casino drag made more vivid and yet somehow softer by the perspective. But he’s not admiring the view, because the whole scene is marred by signs of violence. An overturned chair. An ice tub full of melted water, half of it splashed on the ground around it. A dark spray of blood on the wall beside the door, a coil of rope tied into a noose. A pair of women’s heels — Phaera’s — tossed carelessly aside.

      And in the middle of it all, the body of the woman they know only as Victoria Tierren. She’s sprawled on her back in a pool of blood, a clean hole in her temple. Oriol hadn’t needed a second shot.

      Once he finally got on the scene.

      “Perimeter’s secure, boss,” Manu says. His usually bright hair is black these days, his suit black, even his manicure is black. A sober midnight silhouette against the city lights. “How is she?”

      “Shaken. Probably in shock.” Jaantzen crosses to the body, but he doesn’t bend to examine her. He’s choosing more carefully these days what’s worth aggravating his bad right knee over.

      So this is the wolf that’s been hunting his people. In death, Tierren’s tawny skin is ashen, the predator’s spark gone from her eyes. This is the first good look he’s gotten; the only other time he saw her in person, she’d been using Manu as a human shield.

      “Anything on the body?”

      Manu shakes his head. “We’ll take another look, but she’s a professional. No identity, nothing to trace her to Leone or say where she’s been hiding out. Facial scans and fingerprints are worthless.”

      “Fingerprints erased?” Jaantzen asks.

      “No. But every time you run them, they come up with a new identity, each one faker than the last.”

      “Get her prints to Starla’s cousin. She may be able to help.”

      “Are we leaking rumors she’s dead? Or no.”

      “Keep it under wraps. I want Leone wondering what happened tonight.”

      “Copy that.” Manu cracks his neck. “Don’t know if you saw Tosh’s message, but Starla and the rest are home safe.”

      They’re back at the Maraka Valley property, Manu means; Jaantzen doubts any of them have a normal sense of what “home” means. But there’s one load off his mind tonight, at least.

      Jaantzen turns slowly, scanning the rooftop for any further clue to what could have been Phaera’s final moments. Lets himself imagine — just long enough to sear it into his memory — what Tierren had wanted him to find. To live through his failure to protect yet another person who’d tied their fate to his.

      A subtle thumping bass from one of the clubs in the distance squeezes like a vise around his temples. He bends with a wince to pick up Phaera’s discarded heels, then heads for the door.

      “Make sure this body stays buried,” he says to Manu.

      Downstairs, Phaera and Hiro are in her office, watching her wall of security screens. She’s propped against the back of one of her couches, arms crossed over her ribcage.

      “She got on the roof the same way Oriol did,” Hiro is saying to her. “Climbing up the side. Normally our systems would have caught it, but she hacked the AI.”

      “It’s possible,” says Jaantzen from the doorway. Phaera and Hiro both turn. “But very difficult to do.”

      “We installed this new system when we were dealing with Acheta,” Phaera points out. “He was hardly a professional headhunter. Could someone have given her access?”

      “Of course.” Jaantzen turns to Hiro; the big man has gone stone-faced and slightly pale. “Change all the access codes. Here, at the Lorelei, everywhere. I’ll have Starla call you tomorrow to walk you through reviewing your black box data to find out how she got in.”

      “I’ll get it done tonight.” Hiro clears his throat. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll have my resignation for you in the morning.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Phaera says. “Anybody else wouldn’t have noticed until it was too late. I’m alive because of you.”

      Hiro’s expression says he doesn’t agree with her. Jaantzen doesn’t either. When he catches Hiro’s eye, the other man breaks first, Adam’s apple working as he swallows. Phaera is not an easy woman to guard, but Hiro’s inattention nearly got her killed tonight. Hiro knows it, and even if Phaera dismissed his apology, he knows that Jaantzen knows it.

      And whether out of loyalty to his boss or fear of Jaantzen, Hiro Matapang will never let Phaera walk within a kilometer of danger again in his life.

      The security video is still playing in the background. Victoria Tierren scaling the side of the building. Walking to the edge to admire the view before straightening and melting into the shadows. The rooftop door opens, and Phaera steps out of the square of light and into the darkness.

      “That’s enough,” Phaera says. “I saw this already. Front-row seats.” She smiles like it’s a joke, but she’s scraping one fingernail over the cuticle of another on her good hand. Jaantzen didn’t notice when she started doing it, but she’s already drawn a bright bead of blood.

      “Phaera, you need rest. Hiro can finish up here.” He tries to make it sound like a request, and it’s a sign of how exhausted she truly is that she doesn’t argue.

      It’s a short drive to the Aterciopelado, where the receptionist at the valet simply gives them a suite number and access code without logging them into any systems. Phaera melts into him as soon as the lift door shuts behind them. She’s shivering.

      Jaantzen wraps his arm around her gently, wary of other injuries she may not have thought worth mentioning to the doctor. “Did you take that painkiller?”

      She nods against him. Her hair smells faintly floral, and beneath it is her, that warm, heady scent so familiar even after a week apart. “Before we left. I think it’s starting to kick in. Either that or I got a whiff of whatever they’re smoking in the ’Tercio valets’ break room.”

      Jaantzen laughs into her hair. “It was strong, wasn’t it?”

      “Remind me to tell the valet in the morning they should stuff something under the door.”

      The lift opens onto the thirty-seventh floor, into an empty hallway, and Phaera stays pressed to his side as they find the suite. When the door opens, the view is stunning. Rich greens and golds overlying lush, pristine cream carpets and couches in the large sitting room, a gleaming chandelier over the dining table, a hallway leading to the bedroom beyond. The curtains are drawn back, and as the tallest building on the casino drag, the Aterciopelado’s hotel tower has an incredible view of the glitter below.

      Jaantzen has a few things in an overnight bag, and he’s shouldered Phaera’s small bag. Given how light it is, it’s clear she’d been planning on going back to her apartment after a few long nights sleeping at the Devil’s Table. Maybe it would have been fine. But. Oriol and Manu will check out her apartment after they finish at the Devil’s Table, and they’ll bring by some of her things in the morning. He and Phaera may not be able to stay here long, but they can spend one night recovering in peace. Especially with Tierren dead and the next phase of their plan now in action. He checks the locks on the door. Phaera sinks onto the couch and slips off her shoes, bending with a hiss of pain.

      “What can I do?” he asks her.

      She gives him a long, glassy look, processing his question.

      “Do you need to eat?” he prompts. “Shower?”

      “Sleep,” she says finally. “I just need to sleep.”

      “The icing cycle,” he says, and she frowns at him. “On the brace.”

      She blinks at it a moment before switching it off; he offers her a hand to help her to her feet, leading the way to the bedroom. The light blooms automatically when they cross the threshold, illuminating a spacious room with a giant bed and another small sitting area, everything cream and gold.

      “The bed’s enormous,” she says, a touch of wonder in her voice. “Cavy really pulled out all the stops.”

      “I think he’s fond of you,” Jaantzen says. “And worried.”

      She’s stalled in the doorway as though unsure what to do next. Whatever the doctor gave her for pain must be kicking in, and she obviously self-medicated as well — he can smell the faint smoky sweetness of mezcal on her breath. He tugs on her hand, drawing her into the room. “Let’s get you into bed. Do you have something to wear?”

      “There’s robes,” she says. “All the rooms have them.”

      He opens the closet and finds a pair of robes, mint-green silk embroidered around the cuffs and hem with the ’Tercio’s signature snake logo. The deadliest snake on New Sarjun is also one of the most gorgeously patterned.

      He picks out the smaller robe and turns to find Phaera sitting on the edge of the bed, watching him.

      “I’m going to be all right,” she says. He doesn’t have an answer.

      He lays the robe beside her on the bed. “I’ll get you a glass of water.”

      When he comes back, she’s still on the edge of the bed, and still dressed. “I’m sorry,” she says. “This is fucking stupid, but I just can’t.” She waves her splinted hand like a club. “This hand, my ribs.”

      “Your ribs?” She hasn’t mentioned her ribs.

      She looks annoyed at the question. “I don’t know, Jaantzen. Everything hurts.”

      “Let me help.”

      He kneels gingerly beside the bed to help her out of the slim white trousers, trying to keep his mind firmly centered on making Phaera comfortable.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      Apparently he’s failed to keep his mind on track. Jaantzen gives her a faint smile. “When you wore these the other night, at the Jungle? This was all I could think about.” He watches her face for a sign he’s crossed the line.

      She laughs, and he relaxes. “That’s why this is my last-minute date outfit. Throw a jacket on and it’s a good last-minute secret-cabal meeting outfit, too.”

      “Very versatile.”

      “And now you’ve seen it twice. This doesn’t work if I keep going on surprise dates with the same man — women can’t just wear the same gray suit over and over.”

      “I’m not. I don’t think.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “In my defense, my attention was entirely on you that night, not what I was wearing.” He folds the trousers over a chair and turns to find Phaera with her back to him, struggling with her blouse. “Let me help,” he says, slipping it over her head, tugging the sleeve carefully over the splint. He tries not to think about lavender-gray lace, the way the delicate, feathery, scalloped edges feel under his calloused fingertips as he unhooks the latch of her bra, or the heat of her skin under his hands as he smooths straps down her bare shoulders. She shivers as he sets it aside, and he wraps the silk robe around her. She fumbles with the belt but gets it tied, then turns to face him, pulls him down for a kiss; it’s brief.

      “Thank you.”

      For nearly getting her killed? He won’t say that, he knows what her answer will be.

      “I’ll let you rest,” he says instead, trying to ignore the bruise on her cheek and the bandages circling her neck. “I’ll be in the other room if you need anything.”

      “Don’t,” she says quickly. Her hand catches his, her grip on his fingers almost painful. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      She doesn’t let go until he nods assent; he undresses as she climbs awkwardly into the enormous bed, then turns out the light and slips in beside her. She curls into his side, shivering, her head resting on his shoulder. He breathes in the scent of her hair, then kisses the top of her head. “Phaera?” he murmurs. “I’m so sorry.”

      She doesn’t answer, but she’s stopped shivering. Her breathing slows, and for a moment he wonders if the drugs have finally taken over and she’s fallen asleep.

      But then her breath catches and she shifts lazily — maybe she’d dozed off. “The only thing you did was be there for me when I asked you to,” Phaera finally says. “Leone did the rest.”

      A giant weight is bearing down on his chest, the pressure of things unsaid, of the emotions he’s been pushing aside all evening. Maybe here in the dark isn’t the place, but he almost missed his chance forever to say this, and he can’t let another go by.

      “You’re incredible,” he says. It’s a wholly inadequate word for what he’s trying to express, but it’s the one that’s been on his mind all night. “You’re one of the strongest people I know, and you are far too good for me. Wait,” he says, when she tries to interrupt. “Not being near you this past week was excruciating. Tonight I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would be like to never touch you again. Never hear you laugh again, and it destroys me to even think about it. I need you.”

      Her breathing is coming shallow now, her entire body tense against his. She doesn’t answer, but this time it’s not because she’s sleeping.

      “Phaera Dalvinia Harris, I love you.”

      She breaks against him gently, sniffling turning to tears, to sobs, her good hand clutched in his undershirt. He holds her as she cries against his shoulder. He holds her until she stops shaking, until her breathing evens once more, drawing out long and smooth and finally uninterrupted by hiccoughing sobs. He holds her until she’s snoring softly, his arm long gone numb, staring into the dark and cursing himself for an idiot, desperately planning for how he’ll fix this when they wake in the morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Toshiyo

          

        

      

    

    
      Starla and the rest of the Coldfire’s crew are back. Toshiyo can feel the paralyzing weight of their energy at the top of that flight of stairs, through the door that leads into the hangar.

      She hesitates. Hand on the railing, one foot on the bottom step.

      She’d been so preoccupied with going through the files Starla stole from the Alliance, she hadn’t considered until now that the Coldfire isn’t just carrying Starla, El, Simca — people she knows. Along with the Coldfire’s crew, and the reporter, they also have an unexpected passenger list including nearly two dozen escaped convicts from Redrock Prison.

      Murderers, terrorists.

      And children, Starla had said — at least six of the Coldfire’s passengers are under the age of fifteen, kids who were born in the desert around Redrock Prison and have never known another life. Maybe they didn’t know another life existed.

      She certainly hadn’t. She’d been almost twenty years old when she saw Bulari for the first time; she still remembers her awe that buildings got so big, remembers being dazzled by the glare of the streetlights, by how many people were on the streets even after dark. More people than she’d ever seen at once, and not a single one of them working for Blacklode Corporation. She’d felt blissfully anonymous as Jaantzen’s spinner glided through the crowds. None of them knew her name, none of them gave the spinner a second glance. She could walk right through them and be invisible, she thought — they wouldn’t even notice her. It had felt liberating, beyond the knowledge that she never had to go back to the hellhole Jaantzen had pulled her out of.

      Will these kids feel liberated by the anonymity of the big city? Or will it crush them?

      Toshiyo’s not sure how long she’s been standing at the foot of the stairs, feeling the draw of the long stairway, and of the hallway behind her leading back down to solitude.

      Solitude, but also Lucky.

      Toshiyo had let herself get too comfortable with their strange new alien companion. She’d come to think of him as some sort of friendly, overly toothy pet who could actually communicate in words, and she’d been completely caught off guard when he became agitated at her music a few minutes ago and attacked her. Her elbow still aches from where it smacked the floor, but more than anything, she’s spooked by how much more damage Lucky could have done.

      They need to figure out what to do with him. Quickly.

      And Toshiyo needs to stop stalling.

      She forces herself up the steps and pushes the door open.

      Heads turn.

      The Coldfire is a little worse for wear, with fresh scrapes and blast marks along its hull gleaming in the bright lights of the hangar. The crowd around it looks worse for wear, too.

      The escaped prisoners seem tired more than anything. Their clothes are threadbare and strange, handmade or repaired so many times they’re almost entirely patches. Yet some are wearing furs that would cost a fortune in Bulari, skinned from the terrors the Alliance created by injecting alien venom into wild animals, who then started breeding in the desert. Toshiyo’s been reading about those tonight, too.

      Relief floods through her when she spots Starla standing under the Coldfire’s wing. She’s having an intense conversation with an older man with a snarling, scarred face; his attention snaps to Toshiyo and Starla follows his gaze, gives Toshiyo a tired grin, and waves her over. Simca Anahoy’s interpreting beside her, but El and Gia are nowhere in sight.

      “This is Toshiyo Ravi,” Starla signs to the scarred-faced man. “Our operations manager. Toshiyo, meet Henri Bassot. He helped us break into the research facility.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Henri says. A smile twists his face as he holds out a hand.

      “Same.” Toshiyo nods and shoves her hands in her pockets. The hangar is too crowded, the pressure of people around her a physical force making her skin crawl. After a moment, Henri lets his own hand fall back to his side.

      “We were discussing the next steps,” Starla signs. Because she’s got Simca interpreting, she’s going fast and using more complex USL signs than she does when it’s just her and Toshiyo. “Coeur has housing set up in Dry Creek, and Beto is going to take them back to the city tonight.”

      They’re leaving soon; the tension in Toshiyo’s shoulders eases slightly. But she didn’t miss the operative word. “Coeur?” she fingerspells.

      Starla nods. “A few of these people worked for her before getting shipped to Redrock, so it’s perfect. Jaantzen will work with her to help them reintegrate.”

      Nothing involving Coeur can be categorized as perfect, but Toshiyo lets that go. Sounds like the decision’s already been made. And it’s not like the prisoners can stick around here, not with the chance they’d run into Lucky and find out the boss had an alien all his own.

      “And then we figure out what to do about the Dawn,” says Henri.

      Toshiyo frowns at him. Starla’s expression becomes serious. “Felipe Zacharia escaped from Redrock,” she signs to Toshiyo. “When we broke into the research facility, we accidentally enabled them to escape. They were heading to Bulari, last we heard. They potentially have a living specimen of one of the creatures with them.”

      A chill traces Toshiyo’s spine, one that has nothing to do with how claustrophobic the hangar is. Felipe Zacharia and his sick cult have already caused enough damage, while he was locked up in Redrock. Even after Jaantzen killed his brother and halted the Dawn’s progress in the city, they’d still managed to poison the water supplies of several corporate towns — including the mine Toshiyo had spent her youth indentured at — killing everyone who drank it.

      She’s been reading Zacharia’s files from Redrock all evening. They describe a man who’s cunning and manipulative, who’s able to inspire stunning displays of loyalty to his own personal cult. He’d codified that when he founded the Dawn, but he’d had followers willing to die for him, to kill for him, even before. One guard who’d raised a hand to Zacharia in front of his followers was found hanged in his room, having apparently gouged out his own eyes with a pair of scissors.

      The psychologist’s reports say Zacharia believes he has psychic powers. Two weeks ago, Toshiyo would have dismissed that outright. But she didn’t believe aliens existed then, either, and now she talks to one every day. Maybe Felipe Zacharia can control minds.

      Because he can, can’t he? Maybe it’s not psychic power, maybe it’s just his magnetic charisma that convinces otherwise sane individuals to do what he tells them.

      And now he’s free?

      In Bulari?

      Toshiyo lifts her hands to Starla. “There’s a lot of information about Zacharia in the files you sent over,” she half signs, half fingerspells; Simca doesn’t interpret for Henri, correctly assuming if Toshiyo wanted him to know what she was saying, she would have spoken aloud. “We can talk when everyone’s gone.”

      “Finding Zacharia is our number one priority,” Starla signs; Simca’s interpreting again. “Henri has offered to help — he and some of the others are familiar with the Dawn.”

      “He’ll be starting fresh, is that right?” Henri asks. “You said his brother’s dead and Coeur wiped out the rest of his followers here. So he doesn’t have the foothold he once did.”

      “Of course he does,” Toshiyo says before she can stop herself, and the other three look at her expectantly. Dammit. She doesn’t know this man — but Starla trusts him, right? Toshiyo takes a deep breath.

      “They’re still working. Trying to re-create the serum, testing it out.” And now that she says it out loud, the conclusion is so obvious she can’t believe she missed it. “Boss killed Bennion Zacharia, but someone’s still in charge. They’re not just acting randomly.”

      “Any idea who?” Starla asks.

      Toshiyo shakes her head. Adds “Find out who succeeded Bennion Zacharia” to the overflowing mental list of things she needs to figure out.

      “I’d like to stay here and help you plan,” Henri says.

      “No,” Starla signs. “Your people need you. I’ll be in touch tomorrow.”

      Henri takes her outstretched hand. “I look forward to it.” He claps Simca on the shoulder, gives Toshiyo a scar-twisted smile, then turns and bellows around the room, louder than he needs to be. “Everybody on board, we’re heading home!”

      People slowly start milling towards the ship once more, and Toshiyo presses out of the way.

      “Hey,” says a familiar voice from behind her.

      Toshiyo spins with a smile. “Hey.”

      El Anahoy tucks a strand of electric-blue hair behind one ear and gives her a lopsided grin, the ring in his nose glinting. He looks as exhausted and filthy as the rest of them, the healthy warmth of his brown skin washed out in the bad lights of the hangar. He was injured in the crash, Starla told her that much, but Toshiyo can’t see it. She throws her arms around him.

      She’s nearly forgotten the crushing discomfort of the busy hangar. Strange how some people’s presence is a blanket over the chaos of the world, dampening the constant buzzing electric panic. The boss is like that. When she walked into her manager’s office at Blacklode twenty years ago and saw Jaantzen, she’d felt like she could breathe for the first time in months. She hadn’t known why he was there, just that his presence somehow disrupted the waves of predatory threat emanating from the other men in the room. She hadn’t had to force herself to sit across the table from him. It had been easy.

      Manu and Gia and Starla had all been a slower build to where their presence provided more calm than chaos. And Toshiyo still doesn’t know what to do with Simca’s incessant energy. But the first time she met El, he had been instantly soothing.

      Of course, she hadn’t thought to do anything about it until about a year ago, when it occurred to her they could spend time together outside their random encounters at work. She’d recommended a book to him, he’d invited her to watch a vid. And now Toshiyo isn’t sure what to call what they are to each other, and she doesn’t care, because it works.

      She lets go first.

      “Are you doing all right?” he asks.

      She’s doing amazing, now. “Yeah. You?”

      “I need a shower.” He laughs. “But I’m good. Just a little bruised.”

      “Thanks for coming home.”

      “Always.” But his smile fades. “I’m not staying here tonight, though. Sim and I are going to help everyone get settled, then we’ll see what Starla needs.”

      She’s disappointed, but she knew that was coming. “I’m not going to have to watch the new Loa Kelsang vid on my own, am I? You know Manu won’t go near it after I made him watch the first one.”

      “Don’t you dare watch it without me. I’ll get back out here soon. Or you’ll be back home. When this blows over.”

      His smile is easy, but she’s having trouble matching his optimism. There’s no way to know when that will happen. And now Simca’s calling his name from the other side of the hangar. His smile softens. “See you soon, Toshiyo.”

      She stays out of the fray as the Coldfire is loaded back up. As the chaos subsides, she finally spots
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