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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            RAJ

          

        

      

    

    
      Raj can’t remember a time he felt so alive.

      He’s having trouble describing the sensation. It’s like he hadn’t realized the edges of the world had gone gray until someone flipped a switch, and suddenly? Color, sound, scents. Like he’s been let out of a sensory deprivation chamber into a world of bright clothing, laughter, perfumes — all singing with possibility.

      This is what he’s been missing.

      Not this, this. Not the party he’s currently crashing, this soiree hosted by Parr Sumilang, Artemisian tech giant and two-martini lush. No. Raj has been missing a second chance at life, and this party is the perfect place to find it. He accepts a flute of sparkling wine from a passing server and pauses in the entryway, taking it all in.

      Parr Sumilang’s home is a vast waste of space — triple-height entryway with spiraling staircases, every surface done in holographic marble and neodymium glass and gold flake. The faux-marble floors are polished to gleaming and the walls draped with green-and-gold curtains. Staircases and a gilded lift lead to generously sized balconies that appear to float — a strange illusion on a planet whose scant gravity has been artificially enhanced.

      It’s an ostentatious display for a place like Artemis City, which is drilled deep into the heart of the dwarf planet Artemis. Raj doesn’t know anyone rich enough to afford more than a pod in the city’s deepest levels, let alone afford a view.

      And what a view. Sumilang’s townhouse is in Artemis City’s Bell — the buzzy, neon, hundred-story open core — and the floor-to-ceiling windows overlook one of the Bell’s more picturesque parts: the park platforms. The townhouse is about a third of the way down the Bell, and if Raj cranes his neck he can make out Artemis City’s dome far above them, the lumbering ships docking in port beyond. The Bell’s floor is too far down, and shrouded in interwoven platforms and the swirling lights of traffic, to be visible.

      Everyone who’s anyone on Artemis — and probably the rest of the chain of dwarf planets that constitute the Pearls in Durga’s Belt — is here tonight, servers dancing through the throng with trays of food and drink. The energy reminds Raj of the parties his parents threw back home in Arquelle. The mood sizzles with ambition and possibility, guests prowling the crowd in designer labels, armed with fine-edged wit. Young ones looking to impress their way into a job or sink their claws into a mate. Old ones trading parries with business rivals or hunting for new blood.

      Used to be Raj found the pulsing, raw ambition of these kinds of parties exhausting. But back then, he’d been trying to live up to his father’s vision and follow in his footsteps: obedient son, model academy student, decorated officer in the Arquellian navy. Raj had almost managed to convince himself he wanted it, too — until his entire life washed out from beneath his feet like sand in the retreating surf.

      Raj has spent the last three years tumbling in that surf, scraping by in the Pearls, living life as a dead man, running out of places he can breathe free. But tonight the air’s sparking electric with something more than second chances.

      The feeling is hope.

      Thanks in no small part to his business partner — sorry, former business partner — Ruby. Their last job went bad; he’s willing to admit now that it was his fault. He’d been getting sloppy and, honestly, he’d stopped caring if he walked out alive. Only, his increasing recklessness hadn’t just put himself in danger — it had endangered Ruby, too. He can hardly blame her for the “fuck off forever” note she sent him after. But he can thank her.

      The message had been a wake-up call. It was time for a reset, to choose a new path. And this is the job that’s going to give him the opportunity.

      Ruby’s still not returning his calls, but he managed to get himself a new identity and secure an invitation to this party even without her magic touch — there are other hackers and data techs in the system, even if Ruby’s really through through working with him.

      He’ll make it up to her somehow. For now, he needs to get to work before he squanders this opportunity for his reset.

      Raj spots Parr Sumilang on one of the balconies, unmissable in his gold jacquard suit, his round cheeks red with drink and mirth, his booming, barrel-chested laugh sounding through the crowd. Everyone’s keeping an eye on him — he’s the richest man in the Pearls — but he’s not the only mark tonight.

      Tonight, everyone’s on the hunt. The man in the glossy suit, screwing up his courage at the bar. The cocktail server exchanging numbers with a woman whose face Raj recognizes from fashion advertisements. The woman in the blue evening gown, squaring her shoulders to approach a group of suits who hold themselves like investors.

      Raj wishes them all luck. Combs a hand through his shoulder-length black hair, returns the coy smile of the woman who’s been eyeing him from her date’s arm, and heads straight for the person everyone’s trying to get close to tonight.

      As Raj approaches, a pair of muscled suits turn his way with pointed threat. Raj ignores them — and he ignores the fact Sumilang is already having a conversation. Just like his father would have.

      Can’t say Raj didn’t learn anything from his old man.

      “Mr. Sumilang,” Raj says, dialing up his most charming smile. Sumilang’s brows pull in slightly, eyes glassy with vodxx and — ah, there’s the glint of a lens. Pulling in information about everyone at the party, recording it, processing it. A must-have networking tool. Raj holds out his hand. “Silvan Jordan. Thank you for having me.”

      Sumilang’s expression flares bright at the name, the haze of vodxx burning away. “Mr. Jordan!” He pumps Raj’s hand enthusiastically. “It’s so good of you to come.” He turns to the person beside him — Raj recognizes the face from studying Sumilang’s company but can’t pull up a name. “This is Seo-yeon, she leads our research team.”

      “It’s a pleasure,” Raj says. He’s gotten used to toning down his Arquellian accent out here in the Pearls; now he lets the drawl through in all its pompous glory. Gives the vowels their breathing room, softens his consonants; it’s like slipping into a comfortable sweater. He shakes Seo-yeon’s hand smoothly, then leans in to Sumilang, all apologetic. “Mr. Sumilang, I’m sorry to rush the pleasantries, especially at such an excellent party. But as I said, my shuttle leaves in a few hours. Do you have somewhere quiet we can talk?”

      “Of course, of course.” Sumilang doesn’t have to wave back the bodyguards, they sank into the background as soon as it became clear Sumilang was expecting Raj — or Mr. Jordan, at least. “I have just the quiet place.”

      Sumilang leads Raj out of the main room, angling towards a hall at the back of the townhouse. While the three-story entry is a semicircular bubble on the wall of the Bell, the rest of Sumilang’s home digs into the stone heart of Artemis. There may be no views from these rooms, but no expense has been spared. And for Raj, who grew up on a planet with atmosphere and horizons and plenty of room to spread out, it’s one of the first homes he’s been in since his exile to the Pearls that doesn’t feel subtly claustrophobic.

      “This isn’t the usual place I discuss business,” Sumilang says with a sly smile. “But I think you’ll appreciate it.” He waves Raj through an open door draped with deep blue velvet curtains, watching Raj for his reaction.

      A burst of professional pride warms Raj’s chest: His story worked.

      Sumilang has brought him to his private museum hall, which could be called understated only in comparison with the rest of the distressingly lavish mansion. It’s at least ten times the size of the “luxury” one-room pod Raj is currently calling home on Dima, one rock over. The walls are hung with the same velvet curtains as the doorway, the floor interspersed with faux-marble columns in gold-shot white. Glass display cases on each column reverently display the objects within.

      Sumilang waves Raj past him to admire the collection. “I heard you appreciate religious esoterica,” he says, which means Sumilang did his due diligence and found exactly what Raj wanted him to find.

      A few faked news reports here, a falsified profile there — it wouldn’t have taken much digging for Sumilang to find that the mystery Arquellian investor who’d contacted him out of the blue was a collector. And given how much money Raj had hinted at investing, Sumilang would be dying to impress him. Seeding a backstory is the sort of thing Ruby normally handled for him, but he hadn’t done a bad job himself. And writing the articles on religious esoterica had been simple. He just tapped into everything he’d learned talking with Vash and Gracie — his clients for this job — over the years.

      Now all he has to do is convince Sumilang that Silvan Jordan’s firm is about to invest a stomach-churning amount of money in the tech magnate’s new venture, then send the man off to the bar for some more celebratory vodxx, leaving Raj alone in the museum hall for two minutes.

      One problem.

      Looks like the catering staff are using the museum as a shortcut to get to the kitchen; a woman with pale skin and dusky blond hair scraped back into a thick, utilitarian braid is passing through now with a tray full of empty glasses. There are other routes — Raj has studied them all — but this is the shortest, and of course the catering staff would cut through here and save a few steps.

      Hadn’t thought of that.

      The woman’s not hurrying, and Raj can’t blame her. Sumilang’s elite guest list is stacked with people who know how to dress, not how to treat the serving staff. Still, the staff using this hall as a shortcut will get in his way. He could call out the woman’s presence. Make a cutting offhand comment about how in an Arquellian home, the servants would stay out of sight; goad Sumilang into ordering the catering staff to take an alternate route.

      Like his father would have done.

      Raj’s stomach turns. He’ll have to make this work without slamming a hullbreaker through some poor woman’s night.

      Raj steps to the closest plinth, studies a set of ornately carved prayer beads. “Cult of Saint Meiai, Bixian expansion period,” he says; he’s been paying attention to Gracie’s lectures on art and religious history. “I’ve never seen one in person. People say you’re a collector, but they’re understating.”

      “A little hobby of mine,” Sumilang says with faux humility. “Ah. Here’s a piece of superstition that’s closer to home. A mixla.”

      “Meeshla,” Raj says. Correcting people’s pronunciations is peak arrogant Arquellian.

      “So you know these oddities? I hear they’re quite rare outside of Coruscan homes.”

      “I had a Coruscan nanny.” Raj bends to examine the little figurine; the part about the Coruscan nanny is true, but until now, hers is the lone Coruscan house god he’s ever seen up close. Even before Indira’s moon made a bloody bid for independence from the Alliance, Arquellians hadn’t been welcome in most Coruscan homes.

      This mixla is minimalist, a smooth figure that could nestle in the palm of a hand. It’s carved of white marble with a bright streak of turquoise cutting diagonally through the figure like a sash. Even with the stylized features, Raj gets the sense the little god is winking at him.

      Someone else is watching him, too.

      The caterer with the blond braid. The glare in her smoky brown eyes cuts like a knife, though it disappears into a neutral customer service smile so quickly he’s not sure he caught it right. Of course, the working class on Artemis probably hate the rich of Artemis City — and no one but rich tech giants likes Arquellians out here.

      Raj gives her his most devastatingly entitled Arquellian grin and a wink; she snatches up the empty martini glass Sumilang left on top of a plinth and stalks towards the far entrance of the hall.

      “Coruscans even travel with them,” Sumilang is saying. “They feed these little bits of rock, like pets, and they won’t make a damned decision without consulting them.” Raj nods along, but he’s watching the caterer’s back. She’s fit, with an athletic build and precise, controlled movements; her shoulders stiffen at Sumilang’s comment.

      “Ridiculous,” Raj agrees. The caterer disappears around the corner. The way she carries herself says she doesn’t take shit from anyone, and there was something of a predator in the set of her mouth. If she’s really a caterer, she’ll be climbing her way up the food chain into management in no time.

      But he’d bet anything she’s not. Whatever she’s really here for, though, he’ll let her have her game if she’ll let him have his.

      Raj straightens, begins to stroll the room; he needs to distract Sumilang from the item-by-item tour of the museum and get eyes on the object he’s here for. “My firm is avidly searching for new connections with Artemis City,” he says. “Strong, successful connections. Why don’t you tell me more about your product?”

      Sumilang smiles shrewdly and turns to another plinth, where a hardened leather pouch painted in geometric designs is slowly spinning. “A Teshan soul purse,” Sumilang says. “Of course you know Teshans believed they could capture the souls of the dying in these purses and so prolong life. My product actually does that.” He laughs. “Prolongs life, not captures souls.”

      “It’s intriguing,” Raj says. “Implants, is that right?”

      “Brain implants that stimulate neural regrowth,” Sumilang says. “Preliminary studies in patients with degenerative brain diseases have been promising.”

      Raj smiles politely and tunes him out, meandering through the display of rosaries and relics and charm coins. He skimmed the schematics and marketing blurbs Sumilang’s company puts out, but he hasn’t retained much of it. Ruby would have understood it — and he needs to stop thinking about how she would have done things.

      Where the hell is the totem?

      “My partners will need proof, of course,” Raj says when Sumilang pauses for breath. “What you sent over is impressive, but do you have a market? You’re pretty far from — well. From people who can afford the treatment.”

      “From Arquelle, you mean.” Sumilang doesn’t seem offended.

      Raj shrugs. “Of course.”

      “There’s wealth in Durga’s Belt,” Sumilang says. “And you’re wise to partner with a company in Artemis City. We Artemisians have an advantage. We can speak the cultured language of Arquelle, along with the language of the vast, untapped sleeper market of Durga’s Belt.”

      Perhaps that’s true, though Artemis City is nothing like the rest of the settlements out here in the black. The rest of the belt appreciates being far enough outside the gravity wells of Indira and New Sarjun to choose their own path. Artemis City is still trying to be Arquelle; even the streets are self-cleaning, with microbes and nanites disinfecting and removing every blemish, every hint of poverty or failure swept out with the trash.

      Either way, marketing a brain-regenerating device is none of his concern. He’s finally spotted what he came here for: a carved obsidian totem the length of his forearm, lying on a cream silk pillow.

      Gotcha.

      “Believe me,” Raj says, turning away from the totem without seeming to notice it. “My partners and I understand what an advantage you have out here. Let’s drink to new opportunities. Perhaps — ”

      “We must toast.” Sumilang grabs Raj’s arm and drags him towards the door. “Come, Mr. Jordan. The relics can wait.”

      Raj curses and lets himself be swept out, leaving the totem — his second chance — behind him.

      For the moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            LASADI

          

        

      

    

    
      “You should start a restaurant, Las,” says the voice in her ear. “Cazinho’s: Service with a Snarl.”

      Lasadi Cazinho hurries through the pompous tech giant’s posh hallway to the kitchen, her tray of empties getting heavier by the step.

      “Not now, Jay.”

      But Jay Kamiya is on a roll, and after working together for so many years, Lasadi has learned to simply let him talk, the comfortable cadence of his voice in the background a soothing presence and constant companion.

      Jay’s got a touch more Coruscan lilt than she does, one of the indications of the class differences in their upbringing, where his family was solidly blue collar and hers played government roles. The lilt’s cheerful, a little cocky, always joking until the real danger hits. Whether in dogfights together as pilot and mechanic during the Coruscan war for independence from Arquelle, or these last three years doing odd jobs for Nico Garnet since they washed up in the Pearls, Jay’s voice has been her lifeline.

      “I can see it already,” he continues. “You’ll have one of those port diners, where everyone’s too disoriented and jetlagged to care what they’re ordering, while you’re at the register yelling at them to hurry the hell up if they don’t know what they want the minute they walk in. I bet you take people’s plate before they’ve had the last bite, too.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      Lasadi is only half listening; her attention is split, caught partly by the job at hand and partly by the Arquellian talking with Sumilang in the museum hall.

      Something about him sticks like a barb in her mind.

      He’s eye-catching, and holds himself like he knows it. Wears that suit like he was born to it, his thick black hair curling loose around his ears to brush his shoulders. The casual way he’d run slender, tawny fingers through it, the way the flecks of gold embedded in his deep brown eyes caught the light. And, of course, the easy Arquellian grin that says he owns the world and has never had to worry about whether he’s got enough food, water, air to survive until tomorrow.

      Lasadi can appreciate a piece of candy without letting him go to her head — no matter how long it’s been — but something happened when he caught her watching him. She can’t say whether it was a flicker of an eyelash, a curve of his lips, a lift of his chin. But for a split second he’d dropped his mask, and there wasn’t simply a live wire beneath the surface — a whole damned wild current of electricity had surged through her.

      A fire like that could light you up like a torch. Or burn you to ash.

      Danger. The man is pure danger. Maybe he really is an investor with ulterior motives he’s keeping Sumilang in the dark about. Or maybe he’s a grifter trying to get his hands in Sumilang’s pockets. Lasadi doesn’t care what game he’s playing so long as he keeps Sumilang out of her hair long enough for her to finish this job.

      And so long as she doesn’t have to ever see him again.

      Because he definitely saw straight through her, all the way to the core, and she can’t afford to have that happen on such a critical job.

      She rounds the hall to the kitchen, where the catering staff have set up for the evening. A kid in a busser’s outfit is lounging outside the door, probably trying to avoid the explosive volcano in an apron who calls himself the head chef. Too bad.

      “Here, I have to get back out there.” She thrusts the tray of empties at the kid, who shoves his comm back in his pocket barely in time to catch it. She snatches Sumilang’s glass back off the tray before the kid slinks away in resignation. “It’s chipped,” she says in explanation. “Go.”

      The busser — like all the catering staff — is wearing a pair of silver antimicrobial gloves. Lasadi is, too, but hers have been given an upgrade: a special coating Jay managed to procure from a friend, which he’s reassured her will definitely, definitely work.

      Here goes nothing.

      Lasadi cups her right hand around Sumilang’s martini glass, trying to mimic his grip and careful not to smudge the existing fingerprints. The faint flicker of a status bar pops up on her lens to tell her it’s working, but she’s not getting the full array of data Jay is back on the Nanshe.

      “What do you see?” she asks Jay.

      “I’d run Kamiya’s Kitchen.”

      Voices from down the hall — a bartender and a cocktailer, bitching about some aristocrat in a blue jacket. Lasadi melts into a supply closet as they round the corner. She’s got a cover story for if she gets caught lingering out here, of course, but she’s not getting caught.

      Not now, not ever.

      “Jay?” she whispers.

      “I’d run Kamiya’s Kitchen,” Jay says again. “Open up right next door, give you a run for your money.”

      “The glove, Jay.”

      “Throttle down, it’s loading.” He makes that clicking sound he always does with his tongue when he’s thinking. “I’d serve barbecue like my grandma used to make.”

      “You’ve never made me barbecue,” Lasadi says.

      “I’ve made it for Chiara,” Jay points out. “You never come over when I invite you. And the Nanshe doesn’t have a proper kitchen.”

      Neither did the barracks of the Coruscan Liberation Army where they met, Lasadi supposes. Whether in the CLA or in their time on the run since the independence effort went up in flames, what she’s known of Jay’s cooking has been fast and utilitarian. Calories in to support calories out. Lasadi’d assumed that meant Jay was as uninterested as she is when it comes to domestic matters, but apparently he cooks for his girlfriend.

      “I won’t believe it until I taste it,” Lasadi says. The voices have faded; the hallway’s empty once more.

      “Shift your grip,” Jay orders. “Okay. Again.”

      “Is it loading?”

      “What you should do is, you should talk Nico into some better kitchen gear on the Nanshe,” Jay says. “After this job — ”

      “Jay.”

      “Sorry.”

      He clicks his tongue again in the silence, and Lasadi scans the hall. She doesn’t own the Nanshe, Nico Garnet does. And “after this job” is not something she wants to think about, not if Jay’s decided he no longer wants to work for Nico. This is Jay’s last job, he’s told her. He’s got a girl, he wants to settle down. Hell, even in his job-banter fantasies he’s talking about opening side-by-side restaurants.

      And Lasadi?

      Has no fucking clue what’s next.

      She shoves away the thought. Just enjoy working this last job with Jay, figure out what comes next after.

      “Glove’s ready,” Jay says.

      Lasadi takes a sharp breath of relief and glances at the silver glove, but she doesn’t see any difference. “How do I know it’s working?”

      “You’ll know when lasers don’t shoot out of the base of the plinth and kneecap you.”

      “Very reassuring.”

      “Trust me, Las,” Jay says. She can hear him typing. “This is good tech. I mean, I’m not — ”

      “You’re not a hacker, I know.” They’ve had this conversation a dozen times, about bringing in new blood. They’ll need a few more people to complete the rest of this job, but Lasadi has put off looking. Maybe she can find someone decent once they get back to Ironfall, someone she won’t hate working with — someone not like the stony mercenaries Nico Garnet normally assigns to jobs that require a few more bodies. Garnet’s mercs are always competent, but soulless. And having them around always ends up reminding her of how good it used to be, back in the CLA, working with a group of people who believed in the same cause you did, and had your back no matter what.

      Now Jay’s the one person in this entire universe she trusts. He’s had her back through the worst days of her life and beyond — and everyone else she used to trust is either dead or out of her reach.

      “Plus,” Jay continues. “I doubt you’ll get kneecapped. Your reflexes are too good.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Not good enough to run the gauntlet you’ll need to if you trip the security, though,” he says, cheerful. “Sumilang hired almost every private security guard in Artemis and Dima for this event. So get moving, and — DON’T!”

      Lasadi freezes with her right fingertips millimeters from the handle of the supply closet door. “What is it?” she hisses.

      “Don’t touch anything else with that hand.”

      Lasadi snatches her hand back. “I thought the prints were set after the program ran.”

      “Nanites are shifty bastards and I don’t want to take any chances. So don’t mox them up by touching anything until you get back to the museum hall. Go, gogo.”

      “Sumilang?” she asks Jay.

      “At the bar.”

      Which means the Arquellian asshole investor is probably there with him. Good. Las opens the supply closet with her left hand, then drops the martini glass in a nearby recycler chute, shoulders loosening and heart rate picking up in delicious anticipation. After the last few hours playing the role of catering staff, she’s finally getting to the good part.

      “Heya. Sweetheart.”

      Lasadi stiffens at the sound of the head chef’s voice behind her.

      “Deep breaths, Las,” Jay murmurs in her ear. “Deep breaths.”

      Lasadi has never been one for keeping her feelings off her face, but she’s practicing the finer art of acting lately, since more of these jobs seem to require it. She musters a patient smile as she turns to find the head chef looming in the doorway to the kitchen. The table beside the door is laden with food that needs to be run out to the party.

      “Yeah?” She’s trying for cheerful.

      “I don’t know where you servers all hide when I need you,” the chef grumbles, jabbing a silver-gloved finger at a tray of puff pastry tartlets. “Take that out to the terrace, then.”

      “Knee-capping lasers,” Jay hisses in her ear.

      “I’m going on break,” Lasadi tries. She curls her right hand protectively into a loose fist, harboring nightmares of smudging the shifty bastard nanites out of their new Parr Sumilang’s fingerprint configuration. “But I can send someone back.”

      The head chef’s cheeks flare even redder. “The nerve on you — there’s no such thing as break,” he scoffs. “Take the tray or I’ll have security dump you out and you can forget about pay, can’t you. The help you get these days.” He’s working himself into a roar; it’s echoing down the hall. “People used to work, and now they expect handouts, to be paid for standing around smoking goddamned moss instead of doing the fucking jobs I hired them for.”

      He curls a lip at Lasadi. “Get on now, would you.”

      “Okay, okay.” Lasadi reaches for the tray. “I got it.”

      “What you need to get is a work ethic,” the chef growls. He starts to stalk back into the kitchen, then stops in the doorway as though thinking better of it and glares at her until she actually moves towards the tray.

      “Lasers,” Jay says.

      “I know,” she mutters. She manages to cradle the tray, awkward, using the side of her right hand to scoot the tray onto her left. The head chef shoots her one last disgusted look before finally turning his wrath back on the kitchen staff; still, Lasadi waits until she’s turned the corner into the museum hall before ditching the tray. A long table has been set up on one side of the hall — maybe Sumilang thought they’d bring the party in here among his weird obsessive collection at some point and would need refreshments. If anyone asks, Las can claim that’s what she’s doing here with the tray of puff pastries.

      For now, though, the coast is clear.

      Finally.

      Las cuts through the faux-marble plinths, attention on her objective — and feet slowing of their own accord as she passes the mixla Sumilang and that Arquellian bastard were making fun of. She frowns at it, annoyed at herself for pausing but curious nonetheless.

      It’s much smaller than the one her grandmother has set up in her kitchen, and a completely different stone and carving style, but the sight of it unseals a store of memories from home. The scent of lavender tea in the morning; Grandma sharing her cup with the mixla, pouring the hot liquid into a thimble-sized bowl with a prayer. The perfume of roses at new year; the shrine covered in petals and Lasadi’s hands bleach-rough from scrubbing the house clean. Crumbs of cake and precious coffee beans set out on ancestors’ birthdays. A smear of blood from her little brother’s first lost tooth — Lasadi had yelled at him to wash it off first but Grandma had said the mixla wouldn’t mind.

      And, of course, the silver necklace she’d left on the altar when she left home against her grandmother’s wishes to join the liberation movement.

      Sumilang had called the mixla superstition, but it’s more than that. Her grandmother was a Coruscan senator, and the most rational person Las knew.

      Knows.

      Her grandmother’s still alive, of course. It’s Lasadi who’s technically dead — or worse. Her family had held banishing on hearing of her death; Anton told her. Her grandmother, her sister, her brother, her cousins — they’d ensured her name will go unspoken and her memory unshared because of the things she was responsible for in the war. No one is leaving offerings at Grandma’s shrine for Lasadi’s memory. She might as well have never existed.

      “Las.”

      She blinks the memories aside, clears her head with a sharp shake. “I’m on it.”

      She scans the room once more to make sure she’s still alone, then stops in front of the plinth that holds the obsidian totem. She tries not to think of kneecapping lasers, a hand’s span away from her shins, as she slowly settles her hand on the bioscanner.

      “This better work,” she mutters.

      “Trust me.”

      “You know I do.”

      Yet when the bioscanner pulses red three times under her silver-gloved fingertips, each pulse spikes Lasadi’s adrenaline through the roof.

      She smudged the fingerprints, she thinks.

      She didn’t get a good enough grip on the martini glass.

      Jay’s hacker set them up to fail.

      Nico set them up to fail.

      “Is that normal?” she hisses; Jay clicks his tongue. That’s an I don’t know.

      Her muscles tense, ready to leap back from the plinth — and she freezes.

      Behind her, someone clears their throat.

      “So.” The elongated vowel holds an unmistakable Arquellian drawl; Lasadi spins to meet those familiar dark eyes, light catching in the gold flecks of his irises like a warning. The mask the Arquellian asshole wore for Sumilang is gone entirely, and the way his gaze bores through her sets every fiber of her being on fire.

      Danger.
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      The woman with the blond braid has dropped the service industry facade, but she doesn’t seem worried at being caught red-handed in theft. There’s a sort of feral grace in the way she tensed at his voice; she holds herself like a fighter. Something tells him she’ll struggle almost to the death before accepting captivity — and that she’s done it before.

      Her gaze rakes down his body, evaluating; the calculating glint in her smoky brown eyes tells Raj she’s no stranger to getting herself out of a tricky situation.

      Oh. And that she’ll write him off as collateral damage in a heartbeat.

      She definitely isn’t a member of the catering team. Raj likes being right more when it doesn’t mean a major kink in his plans.

      “Stay back,” she hisses. Her fingertips are on the plinth’s control panel, her hand clad in one of those shimmering silver antimicrobial gloves all the catering staff are wearing. “You’ll get us both killed.”

      Raj freezes.

      “Lasers,” the woman says in explanation. She waves her free hand at the base of the plinth. “They’ll kneecap us both if I screw this up.”

      “I knew you weren’t a caterer,” Raj says.

      “And I knew you weren’t an investor,” she answers. The bioscanner under her fingertips shifts from threatening red to a soothing green, pulses green a second time, then stays that way. A faint click sounds from the control panel and the forcefield around the obsidian totem dissolves with a sigh. The woman’s shoulders loosen imperceptibly. “But you didn’t turn me in to Sumilang.”

      “It wouldn’t have been polite.”

      “Polite? It’d fit perfect with the asshole Arquellian act.” She tilts her chin to study him. “Unless it’s not an act.”

      And at that he places her accent: Corusca.

      Ah. Could be another problem.

      Indira’s moon is the newest member of the Indiran Alliance, which includes Arquelle. Only Arquelle is a founding member — and perhaps a touch aggressive when it comes to bringing new countries into the fold. Corusca’s citizens had been split on joining, and Arquelle had pushed, coercing an unpopular decision through the Senate. Frustrations in Corusca led to an Alliance occupation, which led to a viciously effective insurgency, which led to a retaliatory “peace” effort. Which led to Raj’s first command post.

      Tensions had spread on both sides, until the deaths of seven hundred and twelve souls aboard a neutral New Manilan medical transport poured fuel on the flames. The resulting Battle of Tannis had been disastrous for everyone involved — but far, far worse for Coruscans.

      “Let’s talk this through,” Raj says.

      “Nothing to talk about,” the Coruscan woman says. “You walk back out of this room and I won’t tell Sumilang about your grift. We both get what we want.”

      “One problem,” says Raj. He may feel bad about the war, but he’s got a job to do. He lifts his chin to the obsidian totem behind her. “I’m here for that.”

      She blinks in surprise, but her hesitation doesn’t last long. A flash of decision in her eyes; he tries to move before she does, but she’s too quick. She ducks his arm, snatching the totem as she pivots, an elbow to his ribs as she whirls past.

      Raj muffles a groan at the burst of pain in his side, bites back a curse as he lunges after her, acutely aware of the slightest sounds of their scuffle. The party outside the museum hall is loud, but not loud enough.

      He catches her arm and spins her off her footing; she nearly drops the totem, but as he lunges for it, she tightens her grip once more and swings it at his head. He ducks, just in time. The breeze it makes passing over his head sets his hair on end.

      She wasn’t expecting to miss, and she put a touch too much force into the swing. Just enough that Raj can use her momentum to push her off her footing. She pivots at the last second to avoid hitting another golden plinth — this one topped with a saint’s altar — and Raj tackles her before she can take off running again.

      They roll to the floor, barely missing the tray of puff pastries she’d left on the table against the wall, Raj cushioning their fall to keep from making too much noise. She’s wiry, but he’s stronger, and he’s gaining the upper hand. He catches her wrist above her head when she tries to swing the totem at him again, frees the electric barb from his belt with his other hand, and jams it against her temple.

      She goes still, chest heaving with breath. Every muscle in her body is tense; he can feel her taut strength pressed against his own. She smells like vetiver, with heady undertones of sweet caramel and brush fire.

      Focus, Raj.

      “I think I win,” Raj says.

      In response, the woman ghosts him a smile and glances down. When he tries to follow her gaze, the cold point of a blade pricks below his chin. The corner of her mouth curls up.

      “Try it,” she says.

      The electric barb won’t kill her, but if he discharges it into her temple it could do some gnarly things to her wiring. Course, he won’t get far at all if she bites that blade into his jugular. He’s not interested in leaving any bodies behind on this job, but he’s pretty sure she doesn’t have that same hang-up — especially about an Arquellian. Either way, she’s faster than him. Even if he was willing to pull the trigger, she could slit his throat before the jolt knocked her cold.

      She’s watching him make his decision, a hint of amusement on her lips. Like she’s already solved this particular puzzle and she’s waiting for him to catch on.

      Her lips part as though she’s about to speak, then she glances up, eyelashes sweeping wide.

      He hears it, too: voices heading towards them.

      Raj acts before he can second-guess himself, rolling them both out of sight under the hem of the tablecloth. He keeps his grip on her wrist, the electric barb against her temple. He can still feel the edge of her blade against his throat — only now their positions are reversed and she’s straddling his chest.

      The woman gives a startled laugh, then presses her lips shut tight and holds as still as he, waiting for the scuffing heels and muttered complaints of the caterers to pass by. Her professional mask has melted into something more playful, and he revises her age downwards. She can’t be any older than him, despite the experienced way she carries herself.

      “What’s your name?” Raj whispers when the caterers have passed. One of the woman’s eyebrows lift, but she doesn’t move the knife from his throat. “I’m Raj.”

      “Hi, Raj. I know you’re not going to pull that trigger.”

      “And you’re not going to slit my throat.”

      “I’m not?”

      “You’ve got a buyer for this thing?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Mine pays top dollar. Tell you what. We work together to get out of this and I’ll make sure you get your share. Fifty-fifty.”

      “I kill you, I get one hundred percent.”

      “You don’t know how good my buyer’s rates can be. What’s your name?”

      The woman snorts a laugh and moves without warning, rolling off him and out from under the table, disappearing in a rustle of tablecloth.

      Raj hisses out a curse and scrambles out after her, but the woman’s halfway across the hall by the time he gets to his feet. And — how the hell? — she stole his electric barb.

      She glances back to gauge her lead, and that’s why she doesn’t notice him: the burly wall of a security guard stepping around the corner. She runs smack into the guard’s chest and the big man’s hands close around her shoulders like vise grips.

      And there’s that animal desperation flashing over her face once more — the wild fear of the trap, the feral instinct to fight her way out even if it kills her.

      “Hey, I’m so sorry,” Raj calls. He lets his voice slur, lets his asshole Arquellian drawl lengthen, puts a wobble in his step as he catches up to the woman and the guard. “I wasn’t trying to upset you, I completely misread the sitsh — the situation.” He straightens his tie and shines chagrin at the security guard before turning back to the woman. “I’m an idiot. I’m sorry.”

      The fear in her eyes drains away as she realizes his charade; a mask of faux fury slips into its place. She shrugs her arm free from the security guard and slaps Raj across the face.

      “Shit, woman.” Raj massages his jaw and stares at her in unfeigned surprise.

      “I have to get back to work,” she announces haughtily. She jabs a finger at Raj’s chest. “And you’re cut off.” She pins the security guard with her glare; he flinches back out of reflex. “He’s cut off.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the security guard says, stepping out of her way.

      “Wait,” Raj calls to her retreating back. The security guard’s subtle shift in stance says the big man isn’t going to let Raj go after her. “What’s your name?”

      She’s not going to tell him, he knows that. But it’s one last reminder he’s the reason neither of them got caught, and all she’s leaving him with is a stinging cheek and empty pockets. The woman glances over her shoulder. Her face is angled away from the security guard, her hand is not — even so, the wink and the rude gesture are a perfectly matched set.

      “Looks like your party’s over, sir,” the security guard tells him.

      Raj clenches his jaw in frustration. He has to get that totem. He has to get outside and figure out where she’ll go — maybe he can go back to the hacker he bought tonight’s identity from, ask for help with the security footage, track her down before she disappears for good.

      He keeps his shoulders loose and grins sheepishly at the guard. “Sorry about that, man,” he says.

      “I’ll call you a ride,” the security guard says. “What’s your name?”

      Raj opens his mouth to spit out his alias, but he’s too slow. “Silv⁠— ”

      “Raj Demetriou,” says a voice behind him.

      Ice pours down Raj’s spine and he turns slowly to come face-to-face with Parr Sumilang and three of the biggest guards he’s ever seen. Sumilang’s cheeks are still flushed, but now the heat of the vodxx is joined by fury. He lifts a finger, jabbing it at Raj’s chest.

      “Artemis City security is on their way,” he says to Raj. “And it seems you’ve developed a reputation. I think they’ll be very happy to get their hands on you.”
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      She’s home free. She can feel it in her bones, the moment in every job when the dubious variables click into place and the forever-branching uncertainties resolve into a single, well-lit path. The obsidian totem is secured, she hasn’t been made, and the olds have gifted her a distraction on a golden platter. Now she just has to head through the kitchen, down the service stairs, and out the back — leaving the caterer’s jacket in a bin and letting loose her braid. From there it’s one block to the tram station where she’ll disappear in the crowds. Final stop: the Nanshe and home.

      Only one thing.

      “Don’t you even think about it, Las,” Jay mutters in her ear.

      The Arquellian asshole, Raj — he’s moxed, his cover’s blown. It’s not her fault, and it’s definitely not her responsibility. Just like him unsnarling her mess with the security guard wasn’t his responsibility.

      He could have turned her in, but instead he was about to let her walk away with the goods. Maybe it was part self-preservation — she could have taken him down with her. But she senses something deeper. Raj, whoever he is, doesn’t entirely belong in this world of backstabbing criminals Lasadi has grown accustomed to.

      Doesn’t mean you have to catch the flak for him.

      After all, she’s learned better, hasn’t she? After the disaster at the end of the war, well. If she’s learned anything in the past three years, it’s that Jay’s the only one she can trust. After Anton —

      And you’re going to keep letting Anton define you?

      Olds be damned. Lasadi takes a sharp, annoyed breath and melts into an alcove where she can watch the scene play out.

      “Las!”

      “I’m thinking.”

      Three years ago, she wouldn’t have had to think. Old Lasadi would have gone with her gut, gone out on a limb for the charismatic stranger in a heartbeat, given him the benefit of the doubt. Old Lasadi still believed in the innate goodness of people.

      Walk away, Las.

      She stays welded to the spot.

      Sumilang’s cheeks are red with drink and anger, but the glassiness in his eyes is all top-shelf vodxx; he’s been downing martinis all evening. He stretches up to his full height — though it’s hardly impressive when surrounded by burly mercs — and jabs a finger at Raj’s chest.

      “Your cover is blown, Demetriou,” Sumilang slurs. “You got your false identity from a hacker who owes me, and he sent me a warning. Search him.”

      The security guard who’d caught Lasadi digs his meaty fingers into Raj’s biceps, holding him still while one of the others pats him down. They won’t find the totem, and apparently Raj wasn’t carrying another weapon besides the electric barb Las stole, because the guard steps back empty handed.

      “He’s clean,” the guard says, puzzled.

      “Because I’m not a thief,” says Raj. He brushes off the security guard’s grip and lifts his chin to Sumilang. “You’re right, I’m not who I said I was, and I apologize for the ruse. But an antiquities thief who is wanted by the Alliance has taken refuge in Artemis City, and my mission is to apprehend him. I’ve been building trust with your local lowlifes as part of my investigation, which is where I met your hacker. I thought using his services would help build trust and ingratiate me further into the criminal community.”

      Sumilang frowns at him. “You’re a — ”

      “I’m a special agent with the Indiran Alliance.”

      “Bullshit,” says Sumilang, but he sounds uncertain. A savvy businessman like him wouldn’t want to risk the wrath of the Alliance, if it turns out he’s wrong.

      Lasadi drums her fingers against her thigh. Maybe this guy will manage to talk his way out of the situation after all. Of course, if he does, it’s another sign that he’s a silver-tongued grifter and she should set a course far clear of him.

      “You heard him,” Jay says in her ear. “He’s Alliance. Get out of there, Las.”

      “Hold on.”

      There’s a chance he’s actually telling the truth. Lasadi hasn’t heard of Alliance special agents operating out in Durga’s Belt, this far away from Indira. But the Alliance did get stronger when it crushed the insurgence on Corusca, and this man does have an air of military training.

      “Let me tell you what,” Raj is saying. “I’ll give my supervisor a call. She’ll be more than thrilled to have your help on this case, Mr. Sumilang. This could lead to some very good connections with Alliance corporations.”

      Sumilang nods unconsciously along with Raj, the new piece of information sifting slow through his mind and searching for a place to stick. “Why don’t you call her,” he says after a moment. “We can head back to my office, and — ”

      Sumilang’s gaze shifts past Raj to the museum hall, where the plinth that used to hold the totem is empty. His cheeks blaze, frantic.

      “Where’s the totem?”

      Raj holds up his hands. “As I said, the thief I’ve been — ”

      “You’re a spy,” Sumilang snarls. “Which corp do you work for?”

      “I’m an Indiran Alliance special agent, Mr. Sumilang. I don’t work for a corp.”

      “I don’t care who you say you are. You’re not on Indira, Mr. Demetriou. And you’re about to find out how we deal with corporate espionage in the Pearls.”

      A pair of guards clamp their hands on Raj’s shoulders.

      “I don’t know anything about corporate espionage,” Raj says; the faintest note of desperation has crept into his voice. “An antiquities thief — ”

      “There are far more valuable antiquities in this museum,” says Sumilang. “And only one reason you would have stolen that particular totem.” He waves a hand at the guards. “Take him.”

      “Jay,” Lasadi whispers. “I need some friends.”

      “You’re wasting a perfect exit plan on an Arquellian,” Jay grumbles.

      “I owe you.”

      “Yeah you do.” He sighs. “Demon army’s good to go when you are.”

      Lasadi fishes a ten-sided silver Devilier die out of her pocket and taps the sequence to arm it, then counts to three and rolls it down the hallway. The sound of it striking the faux-marble floors can’t be heard above the scuffle of Raj’s futile struggle against the guards.

      The die comes to a rest at the toe of Sumilang’s gold dress boot. Lasadi drums her fingers against the wall, silently counting. Alliance special agent, Arquellian investor, Pearls grifter lowlife? Whoever this guy is, Lasadi’s about to find out what he’s made of.

      The hallway erupts — voices echoing off the walls, the sound of bullets ricocheting overhead. A full, 360-degree immersive auditory experience designed to cause maximum chaos and confusion.

      It’s immediately clear which of the guards have actual military training and which took the bar-brawler path to their career in private security. Sumilang cries out as two of his more levelheaded guards get him to cover; the other two are swinging their guns wild, too shocked to go for decent cover or secure their boss.

      And Raj Demetriou reacts like he’s been here before.

      He breaks free of the one security guard who’s still halfway holding him and pivots away, decking the guy across the face and sprinting down the hall towards Lasadi. Good instinct, but the security guards on the main floor are going to be running this way to check on the noise. He’ll run straight into a swarm of them if he continues.

      “Hey!” she barks from her alcove, and he slows; he doesn’t seem surprised to see her. “Follow me.”

      She darts past him, leading him down the side hallway and back into the kitchen, where the sounds of “gunfire” are fainter and the staff are more confused than frightened.

      “What’s going on out there?” roars the head chef.

      Lasadi rolls her eyes. “These people can’t hold their liquor,” she says. She pushes past him, fingertips dipping into his jacket pocket to close around his keycard. “I’m going to grab the mop.”

      No one stops them until they’re at the staff entrance, where the guard in the loading dock has obviously been alerted to the chaos inside. He straightens, pulling out his stun carbine and shouting a warning.

      “They’re in the kitchen!” Raj yells at him. “Go!”

      The security guard’s head swivels between Lasadi and Raj and the shouts following them out the door; he scowls as he decides he’s been tricked, but Raj had bought them enough time to cross the loading dock without the guard firing on them.

      Lasadi dives for one of the refrigerated delivery pods emblazoned with the catering company’s logo, throwing herself in the driver’s seat. Raj doesn’t wait for an invitation to pull himself into the passenger seat beside her. She jams the head chef’s keycard into the dashboard and grinds the little pod into gear.

      An energy blast from the security guard’s carbine ripples over the insulated body of the pod as she slams her way through the security grate and skids into Artemis City’s transit channels.

      “Locking in,” the little pod chirps.

      Lasadi jabs at the override button to keep the steering manual and swerves through oncoming traffic to take a surprise left into a crosschannel. She overrides the pod’s lock-in request once more — it sounds a bit more peevish this time — and wrenches the controls sharp to the right, straightening out the fishtail at the last second to dock perfectly in a station out front of a nightclub. A sea of neon hands flashes eerie above the club’s entrance.

      Raj is clinging white-knuckled to the door handle. “Thanks,” he says.

      “No problem.” Lasadi kicks open the driver’s side door. “You’re on your own from here. Pod’s too noticeable.”

      She tosses her caterer’s jacket on the seat, then sets out at a pace designed to get her out of the area quick without attracting attention.

      “Nice driving,” Raj says over her shoulder.

      She glances back; he’s keeping up. “I’m not a bad pilot, either.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “None of your business.”

      “My way off Artemis is compromised. I assume you’re not staying here.”

      Lasadi hesitates; Jay clears his throat in her ear.

      “You’re not bringing an Alliance agent on this ship,” Jay says.

      “He’s not an agent,” Lasadi mutters, turning her back on Raj. “And it’s not your ship.”

      “It’s not yours either,” Jay points out. “And if he is Alliance? Nico’s going to blow a gasket.”

      That does give her pause. “He could be playing a line,” she says. “And either way he saved my ass back there.”

      “He was just covering his own,” Jay points out.

      Las checks over her shoulder, but Raj doesn’t seem to be listening to her. “Fire up the engines,” she says to Jay. She turns back to Raj. “Come on.”

      They’re not far from the docks by transit tube, and as Lasadi wordlessly changes up her appearance, so does Raj. Tying his shoulder-length black hair back under a hat, donning a pair of gold-tinted glasses he’d had hidden away somewhere. Shirt untucked and clever jacket turned inside out to go from evening wear to street style, he lounges in his seat with a simple bangle on his wrist his sole piece of jewelry. The look is as good on him as the aristocratic gentleman one was.

      The corner of his mouth tugs into a smile when he notices her attention; Lasadi turns away to stare out the window with heat flaring in her cheeks. You’re on a job, Las, not picking up a toy for the night.

      She can still smell his cologne on her from their fight, and her body blazes with memory. As though she can still feel his weight. She tells herself it’s old scars acting up. Jay would tell her it’s pent-up frustration and she needs a good night out on the town, and he’d probably be right. After the crush of family in her grandmother’s home, then the chaos of the CLA barracks, Lasadi’s grown accustomed to solitude. But besides the doctors that pieced her back together after the Battle of Tannis, no one has touched her in three years. It’s clouding her judgement.

      Sure, he’s charming. Playful, when they tussled in the museum hall; precise and practiced with his movements. He’s smart, he keeps making her laugh. But he’s Arquellian — or is he? She’s seen a half-dozen faces of Raj Demetriou in the past thirty minutes, and the only thing she knows for certain is he’s a smooth liar.

      Slow certainty dawns on her: She’s letting another grifter blind her. First Anton, now this Arquellian — her grandmother’s words echo in her head: “Think with your brain, not with your heart, Lala. That’s what it’s there for.” She hasn’t slipped up once in three years. Until today, when she threw her mission out the window and endangered Jay by going back for an Arquellian with a captivating smile.

      When she meets Raj’s gaze again she’s got her emotions under control. He’s nice to look at, sure. He kept her out of enemy sights, and she repaid the debt. When he smiles, she returns it — and tells herself she feels nothing.

      No one bothers them through dock security, and Las breathes easier when the Nanshe is in sight, cargo ramp lowered for them.

      Jay’s got one shoulder propped in the cargo bay door, waiting for them. He greets Lasadi with a jerk of his chin, but he steps out to block Raj’s path as soon as she’s past him. His rifle kicks up, aimed square at Raj’s chest.

      “Got some questions for you first, man.”
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      Raj lifts his hands, going still with one foot on the cargo ramp, the other on the dock.

      The man standing beside his mystery rescuer is skinny but strong, the lean, hard muscles of his bare brown arms tensed as he aims the rifle, a shock of black hair falling over his eye as he aims down the sight. He’s dressed like a cross between a ship’s mechanic and a backup dancer from your kid’s favorite new kafusa group, wearing frayed work trousers slung low over his hips and a band promo tee with the sleeves and neckband cut out. Silver spike studs jut from his ears; his fingernails are caked black with grease.

      And he’s definitely not a fan of Raj.

      The mechanic narrows his dark eyes. “Accent’s fake, right?” he asks Raj. “Tell me it’s fake.”

      His lilt’s Coruscan, like the woman’s, but with a harder, working-class edge. Raj glances between the pair, trying to judge the threat. She doesn’t seem concerned — either for her own safety or for Raj’s. There’s a chance she led him here as a trap, but it’s a weird route to go. If she wanted him gone she could’ve let Sumilang’s guards beat him to death. Dragging him here for her buddy to shoot him in the middle of the docks is a little personal.

      That war between Corusca and the Alliance went down bad, though. Some people hold grudges in unusual ways.

      Raj could lie. He’s always been good with accents, ever since he was a kid. He could go pure Ironfall, or Teguçan patois. He could fake a Coruscan lilt like these two, so good even the natives wouldn’t second-guess him.

      He can be anyone he wants to be, that’s the blessing and the curse.

      The woman is watching him impassively; the mechanic’s finger tightens on the trigger.

      “It’s real,” Raj says. “I’m Arquellian born and raised.”

      The pair share a look. The mechanic’s says, I told you so.

      “Tell me at least you were lying to Sumilang about being an Alliance agent.”

      “I’m not an Alliance agent, just a drifter living in Ironfall for the moment.” A muscle twitches in the woman’s cheek; she’s searching for the lie, and the shrewdness in her eyes tells him she’ll find it. “I was an officer in the Arquellian navy,” Raj says. “Long time ago.”

      That doesn’t make the mechanic lower his rifle, but Raj didn’t expect it to.

      “You fight against Corusca?” the mechanic asks, and Raj swallows. If he tells the truth to this question, there’s a good chance he dies with a bullet in his chest in the middle of Artemis City’s docks. But this woman came back for him. She risked her life; he’s not going to repay her with lies. Raj clears his throat, the word Yes on the tip of his tongue.

      “Let him in, Jay,” the woman says, before Raj can speak. “We don’t have time for this.”

      The mechanic — Jay — doesn’t lower his rifle, so Raj doesn’t move either. “It’s fine,” Raj says. “I’ll go.”

      “I offered you a ride and I’m giving you one,” she says. She turns her back on them both, disappearing into the cargo bay. “Come on,” she calls back. “Both of you.”

      Jay lowers his rifle, keeps his scowl in place; Raj takes a deep breath.

      Maybe she didn’t let Raj answer because she’s impatient to get going. Maybe she’s already made her decision to help and she doesn’t want to hear the thing that’ll make her regret it. Maybe she can see the truth on his face and is planning on sending him out an airlock once they’ve left Artemis City.

      Maybe getting on this ship with a pair of Coruscans is an incredibly bad plan, but staying in Artemis City with a blown cover and no ride off is a worse one.

      Raj takes slow steps up the cargo ramp, giving the mechanic a smile the other man doesn’t return. “I appreciate the ride,” Raj says. Jay ignores him, slipping the safety on and slinging the rifle over one muscled shoulder. He turns to punch buttons on the control panel, keeping one eye on Raj as he walks by.

      The ship’s a boxy cargo hauler, a Mapalad Lowboy similar to one Vash and Gracie have junked out on their asteroid; he has a vague memory of Vash waxing rhapsodic about how reliable the model is. The name Nanshe was emblazoned on the hull.

      “Where do you want me?” he asks Jay.

      Jay sighs. “Where do you want the Arquellian,” he asks over the comms. His lips press together in annoyance while he waits for a response, then he jerks his chin at the ladder. “Las says bridge. Don’t touch anything.”

      “Thanks,” Raj calls at the other man’s back as he stalks past him to the engine room.

      Raj hasn’t been inside Vash and Gracie’s decrepit Lowboy, but this one has a pretty standard scrapper layout, with a belly full of cargo bay that doubles as auxiliary living area during the long-haul runs. Crew cabins and galley are on the upper deck, with the bridge at the top. The Coruscan woman is strapped into the pilot’s chair; she spares him the briefest glance before going back to her checklist.

      Normally he’d offer to help, but right now seems like keeping a low profile is the way to go if he doesn’t want to ruin his tenuous welcome. Besides, these two are old pros at this, rapid-fire commands and checklists back and forth from the bridge to the engine room until finally they break away from the Artemis City docks with a gut-churning lurch and shoot out into the black.

      Raj waits until the ship’s on autopilot before he interrupts.

      “Big ship for a crew of two,” he says. It’s strikingly clean, too, at least the bit he’s seen. No sign they’ve got any attachment to it beyond a place to crash between jobs.

      The woman spins her chair, tilting her chin as she studies him. She ditched the severe braid on the transit tube, and now her dusky blond hair is back in a loose ponytail, strands of it floating around her face. Her pale skin is ghostly in the blue lights of the dash, her eyes hard, and he can’t tell if it’s the lighting or the fact that he revealed he was an Arquellian officer that extinguished the vibrant flame of soul he’d seen back in Sumilang’s mansion.

      Raj fights the urge to crack a joke, to excuse himself, to come up with a story to get away from that searching gaze.

      Growing up, his parents had seen only the child they’d wanted to see, and he’d shaped himself as best he could to fit that mold. He’d followed the same path his father had, wearing the right mask every step of the way: the model student at the naval academy, the promising young officer moving up the ranks, the eager new captain ready to earn his stripes in glorious battle and finally win the respect of his father, the admiral.

      Then his life had been smashed to pieces and he’d been swept out to sea. He’d washed up in the Pearls with a whole new set of masks to wear: hardened criminal, wisecracking grifter, carefree thief. In all his life, no one’s ever looked at him as clearly as this woman is studying him now.

      Well, no one but Ruby — and his once business partner has washed her hands of him. There’s a reason Raj keeps the mask on tight.

      Whatever this woman sees, though, she doesn’t call Jay to haul him out the airlock. Instead, she pulls the totem out of her jacket and releases it from her fingertips, letting it spin gently in front of her.

      “You were telling the truth to Sumilang, weren’t you?” she asks. “You don’t work for a corp. You have no idea what you were trying to steal.”

      Raj can’t help the surprised laugh. This wasn’t where he was expecting the conversation to go.

      “Art history may not be my area of expertise, but I do my research,” he says. “It’s a sacred object from the Tisare cult, believed to be around two centuries old, found about thirty years ago in an excavation of the cult’s last known settlement on asteroid N49-B1008. Obsidian and leather of an unknown origin. Scholars believe the carving is supposed to depict a heron or an ibis — which is a bit unusual for a cult based around the concept
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