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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            ALEX

          

        

      

    

    
      Alex Quiñones lands softly on the balls of his feet, with only a faint whumph as the nest of discarded laundry cushions his drop from the bathroom vent.

      Pause. Listen.

      No sounds but his own breath and the familiar metallic pings and groans of a spaceship at rest, the gentle hum of the air recyclers, and muffled voices from the level below. He’s managed to infiltrate undetected — the ship’s unwary inhabitants are too otherwise occupied to notice Alex’s intrusion.

      By the eerie glow of his night-vision lens, the room looks like it’s already been ransacked. The closet door is wedged open by a tumble of shopping bags. The bins meant to secure loose belongings during zero-G flights have been tugged open, their contents — tangles of electronics and hair ties and face creams — spilling out. The floor is littered with outfits tried on and cast aside. Shoes have been kicked into corners. The unmade cot is a lumpy mess of blankets.

      The room is much larger than his own, with a double-wide cot and plenty of storage space — not that Alex’s target is using it to stay organized.

      Saints, but how does Ruby live like this?

      Alex picks his way carefully through his sister’s chaos, heading towards the closet where Ruby stores crates of tech she deems too sensitive to go in the Nanshe’s cargo bay.

      Alex has stolen plenty of things in his seventeen years of life. Some for the challenge. Some because he was bored. Some — most, lately — as part of some exciting job the crew of the Nanshe was tasked with.

      This is his most dangerous mission yet.

      Alex surveys Ruby’s wreck of a room and considers the unique challenges of this particular theft. It’s tough to rob a neat freak, where a bar of soap left slightly at a wrong angle on the dish could sound the alarm that someone’s been pawing about. Not an issue for Alex, of course. Between his memory and the precision he’s honed over years snooping through the ayas’ belongings in the convent, he never leaves a trace.

      Robbing a slob is a whole other game. Some slobs have absolutely no sense of what’s where, which means rifling through their stuff undetected is hardly a skills test. Others, like Ruby, know exactly where in the disaster zone they tossed a discarded sock. And it’s much, much harder not to disturb their mess.

      Then there’s the biggest difference. With a neat target, it’s relatively easy to guess where they keep things. With a slob, it could be anywhere.

      And with a slob as paranoid as Ruby? Well.

      Alex pauses at the head of Ruby’s cot, attention caught by the zippered pouch meant to hold necessities while sleeping. It’s unzipped now, since the Nanshe is docked in Ironfall and they’re currently enjoying the luxuries of gravity. Alex feels around the pouch’s edges before slipping his hand inside.

      A tube of chapstick. A single earring. A reader; when he powers it on, it displays the cover of a trashy novel he can’t wait to give his sister shit about later. As he puts the reader back, his fingers brush against an anomaly in the fabric. A secret inner pocket? It is, and when he unzips it, he finds his first score: a vial of pills, and the data cube he cloned a few weeks ago on the Slingshot.

      Flash, yeah?

      Alex frowns at the vial of pills, turning it over to puzzle through the unfamiliar ingredients. With relief, he realizes it’s an herbal sleep aid; he drops it back into the secret pocket and turns his attention to the data cube.

      Ruby hasn’t shared what she found on the Slingshot, that massive public transport ship where Alex got into his first real-life tussle and probably saved the captain’s life. He’d definitely saved Jay’s life — a flash of memory rushes in: Jay floating motionless in the black, eyelashes fluttering, suit vitals near to gone, and if Alex and the captain had been even a few minutes later —

      Nope.

      Alex shakes his head and shoves the thought back where he locks things he doesn’t enjoy thinking about.

      He pulls his own tablet from his pack and sets the Slingshot’s data cube in the dock. He doesn’t need to clone every file on the cube — he wouldn’t know where to start searching for answers if he did. But he can scan the usage logs for which files his sister thought were the most interesting. The ones helping her understand why their parents abandoned them at the Aymaya Apostles convent, and why they never came back to collect them.

      He sorts the files by most recently and most frequently accessed, then sets the most likely suspects to transfer. Ruby’d been searching the cube for the names Abdul and Maria Devi, the false identities their parents bought when they left Alex and Ruby. Seeing the names on his screen now twists a knot in Alex’s gut.

      They couldn’t have wanted to leave their children. They couldn’t have.

      Because here was the biggest evidence of all: Alex’s father had chosen Alex’s middle name, Abdul, for his own alias.

      Ruby’d found a few dozen hits for the names on the Slingshot over the years — the names aren’t exactly uncommon, and nearly everyone who’s traveled in Durga’s Belt has been on the Slingshot at one point or another. But only one couple named Abdul and Maria Devi had been on the Slingshot almost exactly seventeen years ago.

      Alex spares precious seconds to open the file she’d flagged. Abdul and Maria had been docked with the Slingshot for three days, and used a public terminal to send a message to someone named Julieta Yang in Bulari, telling her they were on their way — Ruby’d told him all this already.

      But why had they gone to Julieta Yang? And what happened next?

      The message doesn’t say, so at least Ruby hasn’t been hiding that from him. Alex swipes it closed and leaves the cube to continue cloning files; he turns to Ruby’s disaster of a closet. She’s been hunting for years. She’ll have more data caches, from Auburn Station and Sapis and even from New Manila — all the places they’ve visited since joining the crew, and some places she went before, when it was just her and Raj.

      Best-case scenario is Alex finds her tablet with all her collected files and notes, but he already knows he won’t. She’s paranoid enough to lock her room when she leaves the ship. She’s definitely not letting her tablet out of her sight.

      Alex sifts quickly through three boxes of electronics and assorted hacker paraphernalia before he finds his next score: a treasure trove of data cubes and sticks. Labeled, thank the saints. In Ruby’s nearly illegible scrawl, sure. But labeled.

      He pulls out cubes called Sapis and Auburn Station and sets them into his tablet’s dock to clone before turning back to the closet. The next box he opens contains Ruby’s makeup collection; the last box, a puzzling jumble of mementos he finally realizes are probably gifts from her ex-girlfriend Kitty. He closes the lid guiltily and snaps the box back onto its dock.

      He’s about to call off the search of the closet when his foot snags on a strap, sending him crashing towards a pile of unwashed bowls and plates precariously balanced on a bedside shelf. Alex flails, fingers clawing for a hold on the closet door, finding purchase right before he upends the whole mess in a noisy clatter that will definitely draw the attention of Jay and the woman he’s talking to on the lower level. He freezes, heart thudding at the near miss, and realizes two things.

      First, this is where all the spoons from the galley have gone. Saints, Ruby.

      Second, the strap that tripped him belongs to Ruby’s satchel. The one their parents left with her. It’s frayed and worn after seventeen years, but the words Auburn Station are still unmistakably stamped under the flap.

      A wave of locked-away memories shakes Alex like an asteroid impact.

      Ruby used to tell him stories. She didn’t remember their parents any more than he did, even though she’d been twelve when they left. Her memory of everything before they arrived at the ayas’ door is missing even now, but she’d used the one clue their parents left behind to spin him epic tales.

      Their parents had been heroic vigilantes who fought the fierce pirate Rasheda Auburn, she said. They’d been daring bounty hunters chasing villainous gunrunners through Durga’s Belt. They’d been dashing Pearls Federation agents hunting dastardly Arquellian spies.

      A familiar brew of anger, grief, and resentment churns under Alex’s sternum, and he scrambles to his feet. Movement. He needs to keep moving — these sour, painful feelings only emerge when he lets himself be still for too long. Like the sharks he’s read swim off the coast of Arquelle, he needs to keep water over his gills to keep moping memories at bay.

      The data cubes have finished transferring the most recent files, and he’s already risked enough time here. He files each of the cubes back where he found them, pops his tablet into his pack, and grabs the satchel off his sister’s bed. He’s about to fling it back into the closet where he found it when something stops him.

      Something’s off about the stitching along one strap, it glows a slightly different shade in the unnatural hue of his night-vision lens. He peers closer, running a finger along the line of stitches. It’s not just another shade of thread. It’s a rougher texture. The stitches are uneven.

      Probably the seam wore through and was repaired, though this is a weird place for a seam to fail — and Alex should know. He’s worn through plenty of packs in his short lifetime of shenanigans. He checks the normal points of wear and tear, and everything looks original. Ruby’s taken good care of this relic.

      Which means someone picked apart the original seam here, then replaced it by hand.

      “Alex?”

      His name floats through the door; Alex’s heart jolts into his throat. His sister is home early.

      She’s on the ladder by the sound of its creaking. The ladder that makes Alex cranky when they sleep under gravity because no one but him can climb it without making a racket. Right now it’s a welcome early warning signal.

      He flings the Auburn Station pack back into Ruby’s unruly closet, then hoists himself into the vent, shoving his own pack through first; it lands with a muffled clatter in the bathroom sink as a knock comes on the bathroom door. “Alex? You in there?”

      “I’ll be right out,” Alex calls through the vent. His head and shoulders are through, but in his haste, his hips catch. He squirms to get them at a diagonal, praying Ruby will head back to the galley to wait for him.

      She doesn’t. The floor creaks, her heeled boots sharp on the hallway. Alex tugs his hips through the vent as Ruby’s cabin door opens with a whoosh behind him.

      Ruby shrieks out a curse. Her hand closes around his ankle.

      Alex yelps, pulls harder, losing his balance and tumbling into the bathroom sink along with his pack when his sister releases her grip. Her face appears in the vent opening, eyes wide with fury.

      “What the fuck were you doing in my room?”

      “Practicing.” Alex untangles himself and draws up to his full height to face her. “In case we come across a scenario like this.”

      “A scenario like where you need to snoop through my things? Saints in hell.” Ruby gives him one last glare through the vent, then vanishes. “Get your ass out here. Now.”

      “I’ll stay in here, thanks.” Alex slams the panel back in place, nimble fingers working the screws. The thin metal plating won’t stop Ruby’s ire, but it will at least buy him a few minutes without her glare.

      “And what.” Ruby’s back out in the hallway, shouting through the bathroom door. “You’ll have the others bring you food, will you. Have them slip it under the door?”

      “You have to sleep eventually,” Alex points out.

      Ruby pounds a fist on the door. “Out. Now.”

      Alex tightens the final screw on the panel, considering his options. It’s true Ruby would have to sleep eventually, but she’d probably sleep on the floor outside the bathroom so he couldn’t sneak past in the night. He could hold out here until one of the others comes to his rescue — Raj and Jay and the captain wouldn’t let Ruby kill him. He could also stay here and starve to death in the Nanshe’s bathroom.

      But neither rescue nor death by starvation will stop the lecture that’s about to come. Ruby’s perfectly capable of yelling at him through the door.

      At least Alex has plenty of practice getting yelled at.

      He digs his tablet out of his pack, takes a deep breath, and opens the door. Ruby’s standing in the middle of the common platform that surrounds the ladder to the lower deck, dressed for errands in her red leather jacket and heeled boots, her black curls loose around her shoulders and her gold tattoo of the Pearls glimmering across her collarbones. One hip is cocked against the railing; her arms are folded across her chest. Her dark eyes gleam murder.

      “What the damned saints were you doing.” Ruby’s voice holds the sort of calm Alex has learned to fear with all his soul. “As I stand before God, I will kill you if you lie to me.”

      Alex scans for exits out of habit. The doors to the four staterooms — his included — are all closed, and the other head is as much a trap as the one he’s currently standing in. Ruby’s blocking access to the ladder, but he could bolt into the galley, past the medbay, and slide down the ladder at the stern of the Nanshe, then out the cargo bay door to freedom.

      And then? Well, he could disappear into the maze-like warrens of Ironfall. Maybe he could sign on with a local crime boss, or with the next mining ship leaving port, and spend the rest of his life in the ass end of the Durga System under an assumed name, living in fear of his sister’s wrath.

      Or he could tell the truth.

      Alex holds up the tablet. “I was snooping,” he says; Ruby blinks in surprise at the confession. “Copying everything you’ve learned about our parents, since you won’t tell me anything.”

      Ruby doesn’t miss a beat. “I’ll tell you when there’s something to tell.”

      “You will not. The reason I know anything is because I’m the one who met the identity fixer, so you had to loop me in on what he found. With everything else, you brief me if you feel like it. Like I’m just one of the crew.”

      “You are one of the crew.”

      “You know what I mean.” Alex lifts his chin; something about his big sister’s glare makes him feel short, though she only comes up to his nose. “You tell Raj more than me. You’ve probably told Jay and the captain more than me, and you just met them.”

      “So you break into my room?” Ruby snatches the tablet from his hand and smashes his thumb against the pad to unlock it.

      “This is a fifty-fifty fault sort of situation,” Alex says. Ruby doesn’t answer, frowning down at the data he copied onto his tablet. “Forty-nine, fifty-one at best. Ruby. Hey.” Alex snatches his tablet back, forcing her to look at him. “They left me, too, you know. They left, then you left. And you’re leaving me behind again.”

      The flash of guilt and pain on her face sears him, and he immediately wishes he could take the accusation back.

      Ruby’s eyes glitter bright. “Alex — ”

      No. They are not doing tears. Alex pushes past her, but instead of heading to his room, he turns into hers and snatches up the Auburn Station satchel from where he’d tossed it into her closet.

      “What’s this?” He shoves the repaired strap at her. She squints at it, obviously not understanding. He points at the stitching. “This.”

      “What’s what? I’ve no clue what you’re on about, love.”

      Alex steps back into her room and flips on the lights. “This. The stitching is different. Did you repair it?” At Ruby’s raised eyebrow, he realizes the absurdity of the question. “Did Kitty repair it?”

      “I — no. I have no idea.”

      Alex pulls his knife from his pocket and flicks it open, pulse pounding. Ruby doesn’t try to stop him, so he slips the sharp blade between the layers of fabric and slices the first stitch, carefully picking the thread free. Something is tucked into the strap, a flexible plastic edge. He pops another few stitches until the plastic is revealed enough to ease it out. It’s matte gray, smooth on one side and faintly textured on the other.

      Ruby takes it gently from his fingers, holding it to the light between red-lacquered fingernails.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “A nanoscript.” Her voice is soft. “I haven’t seen one of these in years. How did you find this?”

      “The thread looked different with my night-vision lens.”

      “Saints in hell,” Ruby breathes, staring at the nanoscript. “Look at it through the light.”

      Alex leans in until their shoulders touch, and his heart drops into his feet. Backlit, the nanoscript reveals an inscription in a careful hand: To Ruby and Alex. “They left this for us.”

      “For us both,” Alex says, and Ruby gives him a long look, then slips the nanoscript into one of her leather jacket’s inner pockets.

      “I’ll have to rig something to play this,” she says. “I’ll do it when we come back.”

      “Back from where?”

      “From a meeting we’re already late for,” she says. “I came to get you because you weren’t answering your comm. That ident fixer you met in Artemis City? He’s in Ironfall today.”

      “Really?” Alex straightens, realizing what she’s saying. “And you want me to come?”

      “Really. Now let’s go.”

      She turns to shut and lock her door, then side-eyes Alex. “What else did you muck about with in there?”

      “I only copied the data cubes where you were searching for info on mom and dad,” he says. “The rest of your secrets are safe with me.”

      She narrows her gaze. “And what secrets are those, then.”

      Alex grins. “Cosmic Sapphires, book three? ‘She’s secretly Teguçan royalty on the run, she’s a gorgeous bounty hunter in need of a second chance. Justice is about to be served . . . in fluffy handcuffs.’”

      Ruby’s quick but he’s quicker — Alex has already leapt the railing and is sliding down the stairs to the cargo deck by the time Ruby’s backhanded smack would have hit his shoulder.

      She’ll make him pay later. But for now?

      Worth it.
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            LASADI

          

        

      

    

    
      The fear, the fury, the apprehension all drain out of Lasadi Cazinho’s chest the moment she reaches the Nanshe and hears a golden laugh coming from the open cargo bay door.

      She stills with one foot on the ramp, heart thudding against her sternum. She would recognize that laugh anywhere. She just didn’t expect to ever hear it coming from her cargo bay — and she certainly wasn’t prepared for the way it speared through her core.

      She’d already been buzzing with misgiving when she arrived at the restaurant where she was supposed to meet her little sister, Evvi Faye. They haven’t seen each other in person for almost five years, since Lasadi left home to join the Coruscan Liberation Army, and since getting back in touch they’ve only exchanged videos. Lasadi remains uneasy about the prospect of a synchronous conversation, but more than that, Evvi shouldn’t be here on Ironfall. It’s too dangerous. She could have gotten herself killed.

      Ironfall may be the constitutional capital of the Pearls Federation, but it’s nothing like its sister, the executive capital Artemis City. Touristy Artemis City has well-patrolled public areas, security guards on almost every corner, and well-heeled Artemisian citizens going about their day without a care in the world. But Ironfall?

      Ironfall’s link system is well patrolled and relatively safe neutral territory — it’s the only way to get between the dozens of neighborhood hubs dug into the abandoned mines bored into this dwarf planet. But each hub is controlled by a different entity, some a bit more legitimate than others. It’s far too easy to wander into the wrong part of town here.

      So was it any wonder Lasadi’s stress levels had ratcheted further into the red with each passing minute Evvi didn’t walk through the restaurant door? When the waiter finally gave her the message that Evvi had tricked her and gone to the Nanshe instead, Lasadi went supernova.

      And now, what does one even call this roil of emotion churning in her stomach? Anxious, sickly effervescent nerves paired with a stab of excitement, the whole mess tightly bound in a fear of being disappointed — or, more likely, of being the disappointment. Add a healthy dash of anger to the mix, though the bite is tempered by guilt.

      Lasadi doesn’t have to name her feelings, though. She just has to find the source of them and convince her to board the first ship back home to Corusca.

      Lasadi breathes deep and squares her shoulders, then climbs the ramp to the Nanshe’s cargo bay door, her boots heavy on the metal. The laughter inside dies down.

      By the time Lasadi reaches the door, two figures have turned to face her. Lasadi’s little sister, Evvi Faye, is perched on a stack of crates with her fashionable boots swinging; Lasadi’s best friend, Jay Kamiya, is lounging across from Evvi like a cat sunning himself in the warmth of her smile. Evvi’s suitcases are sitting at her feet — which is as far as they’ll go. Evvi made her own way out to the Pearls, and she’ll find her own way home to Corusca.

      Jay’s smile fades when he sees Lasadi; he’s always been able to read her moods, often better than she can. “Las, hey. You weren’t answering your comm.”

      “Hi, Ev,” Lasadi says, ignoring him. “Welcome to the Nanshe. I see you’ve already met Jay.”

      Evvi slips off the stack of crates, and that knot of unsteady emotion in Lasadi’s stomach winds itself tighter.

      While Lasadi fought in the CLA and then waited out exile in the Pearls, Evvi grew up. In Lasadi’s memory, Evvi Faye is still the gangly, awkward young girl figuring out how to forge herself in the crucible of university. But this woman in Lasadi’s cargo hold is poised and confident. Evvi’s put on weight and it suits her — her face is round and her smiling lips are full, her figure curvy under her sundress and light canvas jacket. She’s wearing her hair loose like she so often did when they were girls, and it flows down her back in soft chestnut waves. Her makeup is flawless.

      “I was giving your sister the tour while we waited for you,” Jay offers into the tension. “We didn’t get very far.”

      Evvi’s hand clenches at her side before she tucks a strand of hair behind her ears, clears her throat. “Hi, Lala. Don’t be mad.”

      “Mad? I wasn’t mad, I was terrified. You told me to meet you at the restaurant, and when you didn’t show up? What was I supposed to think. Ev, Ironfall isn’t a safe place.”

      Evvi tilts her a look. “Oh, were you worried?”

      “Evvi.”

      “Because you have no idea what worried is like, Lala. We all thought you were dead. For three years. And you let us think that, so before you give me a bunch of bullshit about how you — ”

      Before Evvi can continue — before Lasadi can stop herself — she closes the distance between them. She lets the worry, the fear, the hope, the years of loneliness wash through her and throws her arms around her sister’s neck, burying her face in Evvi’s hair.

      Evvi returns the hug without hesitation, arms wrapping Lasadi tight and strong as a safety harness.

      Lasadi breathes deep. Evvi’s hair smells like Lasadi remembers: sweet and floral with a hint of vanilla. She’d always worn vanilla, doused herself in it before dates, and the scent whisks Lasadi back to standing at the bathroom door in their grandmother’s house, fist raised to pound yet again when the door whirls open in a choking cloud of ridiculous, girly beauty products that always made Lasadi’s eyes water.

      Her eyes are watering now, but not for the same reason.

      Evvi Faye is so warm in her arms. So solid, so alive. Lasadi doesn’t want to let her sister go, but she can’t keep delaying the inevitable.

      Lasadi forces herself to step back, hands slipping gentle from Evvi’s shoulders. “You can’t be here,” she says, soft. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      She’s not trying to spark an argument — it’s simple fact — but Evvi’s eyes flash fury.

      “That’s rich.” Evvi steps back, props a hand on her hip. Tears glitter in the corners of her eyes, balancing on lashes thick with pigment. The slash of her eyeliner is expert sharp. “My dead sister is still trying to boss me around.”

      “It’s not safe.”

      “I’m sorry.” Evvi turns to Jay. “Is a ghost talking?”

      “What would Grandma think if you got hurt?”

      “You suddenly care about Grandma?”

      That blade cuts deep, but Lasadi bites down her reply. She, too, turns to Jay, who’s leaning against the crate Evvi had just been sitting on. He’s not bothering to pretend he’s not entertained by the exchange. His shoulder lifts in a You made this bed shrug.

      “Are the others back yet?” Lasadi asks him, ignoring the beam of rage coming from her sister’s direction.

      “Ruby and Alex are. Heard them fighting a few minutes ago, but they headed out to meet Rizzo. Raj is going to meet me at Cricket’s in a minute.” He glances at Evvi, then back to Lasadi, clearly not sure how much to say about that particular errand in front of Evvi. “You need anything special?”

      “Ask if she has another bumblebee, and some spare chargers.” It’s her favorite for the sort of short-range zero-G scraps they tend to get into, and she’s been meaning to pick up a second one for Alex. She’s been thinking of him as a kid to keep out of the way for long enough, but he held his own when they got into that scuffle on the Slingshot. It’s time to teach him how to fight.

      “Will do. You need me at the meeting with Tora?”

      “I’m good. Thank you.”

      Jay clocks the dismissal and pushes himself off his lean, tipping a gentlemanly nod at Evvi Faye. “Catch you two later, then.”

      Evvi tosses Jay’s back a friendly smile before she turns her scowl on Lasadi once more. Neither of them speak until the echo of Jay’s footsteps has faded.

      Lasadi had spent the entire trip to the restaurant where they were supposed to meet imagining how this conversation would go. Working out the perfect opening line, crafting her arguments, trying to anticipate what Evvi would say. Of course, the thirty minutes of watching the door for Evvi and imagining the increasingly horrible things that could have happened to her in Ironfall wore the gloss off Lasadi’s speech. And when the waiter finally delivered Evvi’s message, fury had blown the rest to pieces.

      Best to cut to the heart of it.

      “I’m sorry,” Lasadi says. “For everything.”

      Evvi’s lips part in surprise, then close again as she crosses her arms under her breasts. “Go on,” she says. “Don’t let me stop you.”

      “You’re right to be mad. I should have gotten in touch years ago,” says Lasadi. “I wanted to.”

      Evvi’s breath catches. “Then why didn’t you? You didn’t trust me? Lala, I’m your sister. I’m not going to throw you to the Alliance. And I’m not a traitor, even if I wasn’t your sister.”

      “It wasn’t that.” Lasadi’s been trying to figure out how to explain this to herself, let alone articulate it to anyone else. It wasn’t Evvi, it was Anton. But that’s a conversation best had over a bottle or three of wine, and she can’t afford to scrape her emotions any more raw before a meeting with Tora Garnet. “I will tell you the story later, I promise. It’s too long to go into right now.”

      “I’ll keep you to it.” Evvi says it fierce, and Lasadi smiles.

      “I know you will.” Lasadi glances around the cargo bay. She doesn’t want to leave Evvi here alone, but she also can’t have her continuing to wander around Ironfall without any protection. “Look, Ev. Where were you planning to stay tonight?”

      “Here?” Evvi nudges a suitcase with her boot. “Unless you’d rather I go back to stay with Tora.”

      “No.” Lasadi’s not sure which question she’s answering. Both of them, really. Evvi found her by tracking down her connection to Nico Garnet, Tora’s father, may his soul . . . do whatever it is the souls of complicated dead underworld bosses who murder their way to power but also saved Lasadi’s life do. And while Lasadi knows Tora’s been an excellent host to Evvi, it’s also given Tora leverage over Lasadi that makes her extremely uncomfortable. And so?

      “Yes,” Lasadi amends. “You can stay here until we get you a ticket back to Corusca. The staterooms on the crew deck are all spoken for. Ruby, Alex, and then mine and — ” She cuts herself off, uncertain how to talk about Raj.

      “Yours and Jay’s?” Evvi’s smile is oddly bright.

      “No, definitely not,” Lasadi says. Evvi relaxes a touch. “Mine and Raj’s, he — ”

      “Wait, Raj, Raj? The Arquellian on your crew? Jay told me about him.”

      Olds, what else has Jay told her?

      “Yes. That Raj.”

      “You’re dating an Arquellian?” Evvi grins, fanning herself in mock horror. “Like, the enemy? Like, the colonizing oppressors you used to give me entire lectures about?”

      “He’s not — you’ll meet him later. You’ll meet the whole crew later. Probably. But we don’t have time now.”

      “Because we have to meet Tora.”

      “Because I have to meet Tora,” Lasadi corrects. “And you need to book a ticket back to Corusca before Grandma worries any more about either of us.”

      “I was promised a very long story, and I’m not leaving before I get it.”

      “Ev.” Lasadi sighs; they don’t have time for this fight now. “I will tell you everything. But you shouldn’t have come all the way out here.”

      “And what would you have done if you found out I was alive and didn’t know if I was safe?”

      Lasadi lets a slow smile grow in the corner of her mouth. “I would have come after you.”

      “Exactly. Now let’s go meet Tora.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.” Evvi gives her a stern look. “I have spent the last two weeks with that woman, and I can read through the lines in how she talks about you. She respects you, but your relationship is chilly. I can help you make nice.”

      “This isn’t the school lunch table, Ev. Tora Garnet is head of one of Ironfall’s biggest crime organizations.”

      “And she’s still a human with wants and needs and interests and a desire for connection, and Jay said you keep yourself tight as an airlock.”

      “Jay told you that, too?” Lasadi makes a mental note to have a conversation with him about privacy later.

      “Jay told me tons of things.” Evvi winks. “Lala, you know me. I can get anyone to talk to me about anything. Tora and I are basically besties now.” She squeezes Lasadi’s hand and heads out the cargo bay door. “C’mon.”

      Lasadi stops her. “Evvi, I need you to listen to me.” She leans close, holding her sister’s gaze. “I’ve watched Tora kill a man in cold blood.”

      The defiance in her eyes doesn’t fade. “Did he deserve it?”

      “He planned to kill us,” Lasadi allows. “Eventually.”

      Evvi pales, but her jaw is set. “Well, then.”

      “How many of your ‘besties’ could pull the trigger on an unarmed man? Even one who would have killed you first?”

      Uncertainty flickers through Evvi’s expression; she shakes it off. “So you’re saying I’m out of my league.”

      “I’m not saying that at all. The fact that you’re even here? That you found Tora in the first place? You can clearly hold your own no matter what league you’re in.”

      Evvi’s lips part to argue reflexively before she frowns, eyes narrowing as though she’s uncertain if she’s truly heard a compliment from her sister.

      “But you’re out of your element. I’m trying to show you who you’re dealing with so you can be better prepared.”

      “Better prepared to help you?”

      “Doing what, Evvi? What do you think you can help us with?”

      “How will I know unless you tell me what you do? Or are you afraid of introducing me to the rest of your crew? Are they a bunch of lowlife monsters?”

      “No, they’re lovely.”

      “Then at least let me say hello. I’ve met Jay, and I can’t wait to meet this handsome Arquellian fellow. What was his name?”

      “Raj,” Lasadi says, resigned. “What.”

      “Are you blushing? You’re blushing.” Evvi’s obviously delighted at Lasadi’s discomfort. “Tell me about him on the link. A dashing hero who swept you away to the Pearls after the war?”

      “No,” Lasadi says, too sharply, she hates the way Evvi flinches back. But she ended up in the Pearls precisely because she’d been a foolish young woman following a dashing hero. She may be making peace with herself for those lost years with Anton, but the wound still aches.

      Still. Evvi didn’t deserve that. Lasadi gentles her expression.

      “You’ll meet them all tonight,” she finally says.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Lasadi sighs. “Don’t make me regret this.”
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      The sign at the link station reads Welcome to Dev’s Serendipity Troublemakers Not Tolerated in a cheery sky blue. That particular color always makes Raj Demetriou’s skin ache for the pleasure of real sunlight kissing his face, real ocean breezes brushing fingers through his hair, and for the brief moment he closes his eyes, he can imagine the jostling of link cars pulling away from the station is crashing waves.

      He’s been too long from home.

      Jay elbows him; he’s not relaxing on the shoreline, he’s stalled in the middle of a sea of commuters. “You good?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Raj sidesteps a toddler who’s pulled free of their parent’s hand and adjusts his grip on his pack — not that you need to worry about pickpockets when you’re in Dev’s. After all, troublemakers are not tolerated in this hub.

      If only Lasadi had the same policy.

      When she first kissed him, first brought him to her bed, he thought he’d gone to heaven. Every day now he feels closer to her, delighting in learning new pieces of her story as she opens up, new ways to bring her once-elusive smile to light.

      And the deeper their bond grows, the deeper grows the dread in his gut, the itch between his shoulder blades.

      Ironfall used to feel safe, in its own seedy way. There’s enough traffic to blend in, at least in the neighborhood hubs closest to the docks, and though the locals aren’t exactly welcoming, they also don’t ask too many questions. That’s worked well for Raj, whose life these past three years has depended on shadow. He’s still renting a hole in Nestor’s Folly, though he hasn’t been back there much since joining the crew of the Nanshe. He still loves the chaotic crowds of the sprawling market in Selena’s Ante.

      Sure, the occasional bounty hunter has found him in the past, but now the Alliance knows — his father knows — that he’s shipping with the crew of the Nanshe. Every minute he stays with Las and the rest puts them in danger.

      But it would kill him to leave.

      “Dev’s is all right, man,” Jay says beside him; Raj realizes he’s stalled again on the link platform and caught the attention of a security officer in full armor. Jay tilts her a friendly nod and steers Raj forward. “You never been here before?”

      Raj shakes away his dark thoughts, simultaneously answering Jay’s question. “It’s a cooperative, right?”

      Each neighborhood hub in Ironfall has its own unique system of government, and they come together to make any decisions affecting the dwarf planet as a whole. Doesn’t seem much like it should work, but nothing in Durga’s Belt seems like it should work. From handshake deals between independent mining families in the far reaches of the Belt to the Pearls Federation’s bickering alliance of dwarf planets, people out here band together when it’s convenient, while retaining as much autonomy and suspicion as possible. Somehow, some way, they manage.

      “Not a co-op,” Jay says. “More a business association. There are a few individual residents — people who work here, mostly — but the business owners make all the decisions.”

      “I’m surprised no one’s tried to take it over, then.”

      “Oh, Dev’s knows how to handle problems.” Jay nods to the Troublemakers Not Tolerated sign and the armored security officer beside it. “C’mon.”

      A cheerful hologram at the end of the hub offers to assist Raj and Jay in finding their destination; Dev’s clearly wants you in and out efficiently. Jay ignores it and keeps walking.

      Dev’s Serendipity is on the medium size for a hub. The cave it’s built in is a long and narrow cleft, the roof four stories above adorned with bioluminescent moss that casts a gentle greenish glow over the bustling commerce of the sole street below. The ground-level buildings are tall considering the lack of space, nearly four meters, with flooring built above for the residential levels which make up the rest of the hub. A stair-and-lift system from the link platform takes residents up to the living levels, accessible with a resident’s credentials and guarded by more burly, well-armored security.

      Jay leads Raj past the standard array of shops: grocery, repairs, laundry, a handful of restaurants with security guards and barkers proffering menus to the dinner crowd.

      “I like to start with the day vendors,” Jay says as they walk. “See what deals you can get, then work our way back.”

      It takes them less than ten minutes to get to the far end of Dev’s, where the cave is lined by stalls carved directly into the stone wall. Day vendors spread their wares on the carved stone tables, their temporary vending licenses prominently displayed. They’re mostly selling trinkets and second-hand gadgets, though a levitating display of jewelry catches Raj’s eye. He leans in to study the earrings, imagining peridot droplets glimmering on Lasadi’s earlobes.

      “Do you think . . .”

      He trails off as Jay shakes his head. “You’ll spook her. Give it another few months.”

      “Copy that.”

      Still. Raj touches one of the droplets with a fingertip and it sparks with green fire. Subtle, yet captivating. Perfect. Like a certain captain he knows. Raj nods to the expectant day vendor, then swipes credits as the man nestles the earrings into a box.

      “For later,” he tells Jay, ignoring the other man’s skeptical frown and slipping the box into his pocket.

      For now, he picks up a black tea spiked with hibiscus and cayenne — she’ll appreciate the heat — and Jay scores a two-millimeter wrench that’s apparently been missing from his backup kit for months. As they wander back through the main commercial street, Jay stops at a medical supplier to arrange a restock of the Nanshe’s medbay and a shop called Cosmic Convenience to get a quote on upgrading the Nanshe’s water reclamation system now that it’s got a permanent crew of more than Las and Jay. Then they duck into the storefront of an electronics scrapper to track down an obsolete component Ruby just messaged to say she needs. Something to play nanoscripts.

      The scrapper lifts a tattooed-on eyebrow. “I can check my gramma’s closet,” she says, but when she digs out a box deep in storage, she comes up with an adapter that might work.

      Finally Jay pauses in front of a door that pulses tasteful pink neon, a hologram of a feather swaying seductively in front of a single word: Luminous. A Pearls United Sex Workers chapter badge hangs beside the door.

      The heavily armed woman at the front door scowls at Raj, but her scowl turns to a smile as she notices Jay. “Kamiya,” she says, offering him a hand. “Good to see you.”

      “Hey, Sal. Is she in?”

      “Course. She’s expecting you.”

      Raj gives Jay a sideways look as Sal palms them through the door. He hadn’t been anticipating a pit stop on this supply run. “You come here often?”

      “When I need to,” Jay answers. “They know me around here.”

      “You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who needs to pay for it.”

      Jay winks, tossing his shag of black hair out of his eyes. “Everybody has to pay for guns, my
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