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      “I’m not here to make trouble. I just have a few questions.”

      The figure freezes, silhouetted against the dim light of the hall. The office is dark, though if you’ve been sitting and waiting in that same dark, eyes adjusting as the evening light faded, it’s easy to see the fear etched into the face of the old man standing in the doorway.

      The old man’s breath quickens, shallow at the top of his lungs. He’s thinking about whether to call security. Whether the voice is lying. Why the voice sounds so familiar.

      It’s a few seconds before his breath deepens, control found again. He clears his throat. “May I turn the lights on, Mr. Juric?” he asks.

      “Please,” Manu says. “Make yourself at home.”

      A mildly amused laugh. “I think I shall.”

      The door closes, the lights bloom, and Alliance Deputy Chief of Mission Marquez ó Lauris is illuminated in the doorway to his own office in the Alliance embassy, a combination of annoyance and intrigue on his features. He crosses to his desk and hitches a hip onto the corner rather than settling in the imposing leather chair behind it. Steam twists gently from the mug of tea in his hands.

      Manu has taken up residence on one of the stately armchairs by the bookshelf — one ankle over the opposite knee, his suit jacket unbuttoned, although his shoulder holster is covered. He doesn’t miss ó Lauris’s glance at where the weapon would be, though. He’s been imagining that this chair is where ó Lauris settles with a cigar for a late night of reading, or to puzzle out thorny issues of interplanetary policy. As the deputy chief of mission to the Alliance ambassador on New Sarjun, ó Lauris must have plenty to puzzle.

      Hopefully some of the chair’s problem-solving charm will rub off on Manu Juric, deputy chief of Jaantzen.

      “I didn’t realize we knew each other well enough for casual drop-ins, Mr. Juric.”

      “I didn’t think you’d want me on the visitors’ log.”

      Ó Lauris takes a sip of his tea, steam kissing his glasses opaque a moment as he watches Manu over the rim of the mug. “Quite,” he says finally.

      The last time they met, it was in the back room of a seedy bar, Manu relying on ó Lauris’s curiosity to draw him out to a meeting with Willem Jaantzen’s right-hand man. Tonight, Manu doesn’t have time for games.

      Ó Lauris isn’t the kind of man to waste time complaining that there were other options for meeting, or asking how Manu got in. Since he hasn’t yet called security, ó Lauris has probably decided Manu won’t kill him, and Manu’s banking on not being thrown out until the man’s curiosity has been satisfied. In fact, the way he’s watching Manu, seems like he’s more amused by a hiccough in his evening’s schedule than angry at the intrusion.

      Which means he probably has no idea that his government just declared war on the notorious Willem Jaantzen.

      “I wanted to pick your brain,” says Manu. “Run by you a hypothetical problem we might have.”

      Ó Lauris inclines his head. “A problem your employer has? Or?”

      Manu touches a finger to his chest, tilts it to include ó Lauris. And, with a What the hell! smile, circles it to include the whole damn city. “We.”

      At this, the mild interest in ó Lauris’s expression slips to serious. Good. Because what Manu’s dealing with is about to get disconcertingly international.

      “Indulge me a minute,” Manu says. “What’s the protocol when an undercover Alliance action against a private citizen in a non-Alliance country goes wrong?”

      Ó Lauris considers him carefully, then sets his tea aside. “I saw the news about your employer’s place of business. Another ‘unfortunate incident of violence by a local crew.’” He’s parroting the phrasing; it’s clear he doesn’t believe that version of the story. “Is everything all right?”

      “Nah, man,” says Manu. “I’m burying friends tomorrow.” He sets both feet firmly on the floor, hiding his wince, watching ó Lauris. The old man has no idea what Manu’s about to say; the way his torso leans forward, he’s almost off-balance in his desire for inside information. If ó Lauris knew the Alliance was behind the events of last night, he would be on guard. There’d be no way his fight-or-flight response would let him stand so vulnerably.

      “An unfortunate and unprovoked attack by a local crew,” Manu says. “But what if they’d had help? What if that ‘attack’ was actually a covert Alliance mission, and the agent got caught?” His smile is sharp. “Hypothetically.”

      Ó Lauris’s expression becomes professionally glass, but it takes him a few beats to properly react; this was not what he was expecting to hear. “And you have proof?” He straightens, hand clawed on his knee for support. “You have a prisoner?”

      Manu lifts an eyebrow.

      “Are they being treated well?”

      “Course, man.” Manu holds out his hands — We’re still friends. “For the purposes of our hypothetical, let’s assume we’re not dealing with monsters. Just businesspeople trying to make a living without getting shot up by foreign spies.”

      Ó Lauris is still. “Mr. Juric, I can assure you that the Alliance doesn’t perform operations on foreign soil. That would be in breach of the Eyes of Durga Treaty.”

      “Oh, I know that. Which is why we’re having a friendly conversation.” Manu shakes his head in mock disapproval. “Imagine the international scandal this would be if something like that had actually happened. I’m sure your side would be coming up with a plan to react in that case.”

      Ó Lauris clears his throat. “If they had proof of life.”

      “And how do they get that.”

      No answer from the old man; he doesn’t know or he’s not saying. Manu and Starla went over the Alliance operative’s armor and Gia went over her body last night — if she has a transmitter, it’s been shut down. Not to mention the room she’s being held in is signal-blocked. That should keep her handlers in limbo, enough not to come in guns blazing. With all the effort they went through to embed her with Acheta’s crew, they’re not going to tip their hands on a rescue mission for an agent they don’t know is alive or dead.

      Manu knows enough from Oriol about the Alliance’s attitude towards its operatives. Unless it becomes a scandal, they probably won’t risk much on her.

      Only thing is, she was supposed to come back to roost with the case in tow. The Alliance may not come for her, but they’ll definitely come for it. The question is how soon, and what Manu can do to stall them.

      “Well,” says Manu, “in this hypothetical, let’s assume the operative is still alive and being treated very fairly given the body count they left behind. And that their captors have pretty damning evidence.”

      He reaches into his suit pocket and ó Lauris flinches. But Manu’s not reaching for a weapon. He produces a small holoprojector, small enough to nestle in his palm. He tosses it to ó Lauris, who presses the button with a dark expression.

      He’s probably expecting a threat: an Alliance operative blindfolded and bound with a gun to her head. The clip he views instead isn’t long, just long enough to show vid from the stairwell where the Alliance woman’s face is clearly visible as she shoots two guards point-blank — they have their hands up, weapons on the ground. The footage cuts to the hallway of floor twelve. The woman’s dragging Toshiyo with her when she spins and shoots Elian in the stomach.

      “The kid she shot in that last clip was an unarmed medical student,” says Manu. “Not a great look for the Alliance. Especially considering the man she’s with.”

      Ó Lauris sighs deeply. “That was Levi Acheta?”

      “Only one of the most notorious criminals in Bulari’s underground.”

      “Who has seen this?”

      “No one, yet.” Manu leans elbows on knees. “I don’t know what the standard Alliance special ops response would be in this case, but maybe it would be better to think about a diplomatic option. Particularly since the civilian target is pretty well-connected with people in New Sarjun’s government. Oh — and since our governments are on the brink of negotiating a new trade deal.” Manu shakes his head. “Terrible timing, yeah? Something like this could get out of hand so fast.”

      Ó Lauris nods slowly. He’s gotten the message: Tell whoever’s in charge of black ops on this planet that there will be dire consequences to pulling additional shit. Now it’s time to figure out what Manu and ó Lauris can actually do about it.

      “I hope you appreciate the respect I did you by coming to you directly,” Manu says. He’d already suspected that ó Lauris isn’t much involved in whatever illegal tactical operations the Alliance has underway on New Sarjun — but he is in charge of administering the embassy under a parade of rotating ambassadors, and has been for two decades. The ambassadors and the black ops handlers may come and go, but ó Lauris is invested in this country. He’s a man whose sole purpose is fixing things. Just like Manu.

      “I do appreciate the gesture, Mr. Juric. And I will maintain absolute discretion. What’s your next step?” Ó Lauris smiles. “Hypothetically.”

      “You’ll know.” Manu stands, straightens his cuffs, doesn’t button his suit jacket. “Right now I just need a message sent. And to know there’s someone in your government willing to work with us instead of just sending in the dogs.”

      “Consider it done,” ó Lauris says. “In the interest of interplanetary peace.”

      “Thank you.” Manu holds out his right hand to shake, ignoring the screaming pain in his bicep where Toshiyo’s hell-beast tore into him last night. The arm should be in a sling, but that’s not the way you make a proper impression on a fellow.

      Ó Lauris stands to meet him, his grip firm. Polite. His hand is warm and dry.

      “Do you have just a moment more, Mr. Juric?” he asks as he releases the handshake. He’s feeling more in control of the situation now, Manu can tell, the edge smoothed from his amused Arquellian drawl. “I have a question for you.”

      “Ask away.” Manu doesn’t like ó Lauris feeling more in control. He keeps his shoulders relaxed, his gun hand loose.

      “I’ve been hearing rumors over the last few days.” The hint of a smile. “That a certain former mayor is alive? And — and this is what has me lingering at work when I should be heading home — that she may have rejoined her old crew?”

      He knows about Thala Coeur, he’s just waiting to hear Manu confirm it. And, what the hell. It’ll be common knowledge soon enough.

      “I’ve heard that, too,” Manu says.

      “When last we spoke, you came to ask me what we did to contain Thala Coeur when she sought asylum at the embassy. Did you know she was alive at that time?”

      Voices pass in the hall, the click of heels rising and fading, a woman’s laughter. Ó Lauris doesn’t break Manu’s gaze.

      Manu lets a smile tug at his lips. “I’ll answer that question honestly if you do.”

      An intrigued arch of ó Lauris’s eyebrow. “Agreed.”

      “Yes, I did.” Manu lifts his chin. “Your turn.”

      A breath, ó Lauris considering his answer. “No,” he finally says. And the follow-up question he wants to ask is plain in his face, but he’ll never say the words: Should I have?

      Manu watches him wonder if the Alliance was involved in Coeur’s “death” and then revival. If the problem of Thala Coeur and the attack on Willem Jaantzen are, in fact, linked.

      Watches seeds of doubt grow as ó Lauris wonders just how his own government is undermining his peace efforts, right under his nose.

      Good.

      “Life is cyclical, isn’t it?” Ó Lauris picks up his tea once more, sipping contemplatively. “You think you’ve dealt with a problem, only to find it back on your doorstep.”

      “Do you think she has a grudge against you?”

      Ó Lauris smiles faintly. “One can assume.”

      “Take a few days and ask some questions,” Manu says. “Find out why your government might attack a private New Sarjunian citizen, and who else knew that Thala Coeur was alive. And let the appropriate people know what kind of shitshow they’ll have on their hands if they go after the man again. I’ll be in touch to set up a meeting, and we can sort this out like adults. Have a good night, Deputy Chief.”

      “Good night, Mr. Juric. Please convey my sincere condolences to your employer on the tragic loss of life, and let him know I have the best interests of international relations at heart.”

      Manu nods solemnly at that and lets himself out the door. Ó Lauris may honestly regret what happened last night, but Manu doubts that sentiment applies to the rest of his colleagues. He’s still walking through a den of snakes.

      This late, the hallways of the Alliance embassy are nearly empty. Manu leaves through the front doors — no one bothers to challenge you once you’ve gotten in, and the few people still milling about aren’t likely to recognize him. Somebody’ll check the security vids eventually, though. They’ll wonder how he got in, marvel at how casually he strolled back out.

      Manu’s found that nothing helps a negotiation along quite so well as your enemy knowing just how close you can get to them.

      Outside, the baking desert evening is finally starting to cool off as a slight breeze picks up, the air velvety against Manu’s skin. It’s the sort of night he usually loves, a night meant for sitting lazy in cafes, like the one across the street, where lanterns are strung above cafe tables, waiters pour wine, the kitchen fills the air with the scents of fresh-baked bread and garlic and bitter orange. The government district comes alive in the evenings, a safe place for tourists and the sort of Arquellians who style themselves expats rather than immigrants to sample the evening cafes without worrying they’ll get mugged or have to rub elbows with a dirty local.

      In the still night, Manu catches snatches of different accents and languages, mostly from Indiran countries, though there are plenty of tourists from throughout New Sarjun come to visit the big city of Bulari, too.

      He pauses a moment on the embassy’s steps; the first of New Sarjun’s moons is rising full just down the street, perfectly framed in the gap between buildings, a deep burnished gold in the faint dust haze of the horizon.

      Others have stopped to stare at it, too, others who are leaving the embassy at the end of the day, or stopping on the wide marble steps to enjoy their takeout meals or tie their children’s shoes or rest their bones with a cigarette. It’s such a captivating sight that, for a moment, it feels like the entirety of Bulari must be appreciating the beauty of the rising moon. It’s stunning, both the vision and the sudden vertiginous feeling that everyone else in this city is enraptured by the same glorious celestial object.

      Manu isn’t looking back at the embassy, but even if he had been, he wouldn’t’ve had warning.

      The bomb had been ticking away for the better part of the day. Timed for the hour, not the transcendent distraction of the rising moon, the blast rips through the embassy’s facade, thundering through glass and cracking marble, sending bodies tumbling down the steps like windblown leaves. Across the road, the cafe’s windows shatter, patrons scrambling for cover.

      In the wake of the explosion, an eerie stillness descends. Full minutes tick agonizingly by before bystanders begin to trust that they are safe, shocked onlookers slowly emerge, a few unbelieving moments more before emergency calls are made, before anyone who thinks they might be able to help approaches to see which — if any — of the unmoving bodies on the stairs can possibly be saved.

      Through gently raining ash and shifting dust, the shattered facade of the Alliance embassy gapes like a maw.
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      Calanthe Yang’s husband, Alex, is a phenomenal cook, but tonight everything Willem Jaantzen eats tastes like dust.

      When he accepted the invitation, he’d assumed it would only be Calanthe’s immediate family and her mother, Julieta. But Calanthe invited her brother and his wife, and her two young sons add the distractive equivalent of another five adults.

      Then Jaantzen invited Phaera D, which seemed like a good idea this morning, but now has him on edge. It’s been almost two decades since he’s brought a woman to dinner with Julieta’s family, and having Phaera beside him is digging up old memories.

      Tae’d had a quiet grace, where Phaera has a sharp, self-possessed confidence, and the steel at Tae’s core was buried far deeper than Phaera’s. And, of course, Tae’s exasperation with him had manifested itself in muttered prayers instead of profanities.

      But for all she’s dancing around the edges of his memory tonight, Tae’s not here.

      She would’ve adored Calanthe’s boys.

      Enough.

      Phaera’s currently entertaining the boys with a magic trick. The older has caught on to the ruse and is trying to copy her with his own napkin while the younger stares at them both with equal parts astonishment and frustration. Phaera’s laughter is cool, fresh rain.

      He catches himself watching her — not the napkin vanishing through her fingers, but the secret smile in her eyes — and looks up with a start to meet Julieta Yang’s amused gaze.

      Alex is already making motions towards clearing dinner. Calanthe’s brother, Liatris, stands to help him. When Calanthe starts to lever herself to her feet, Phaera waves her back down.

      “I’ve got this, Callie,” she says — Do people call this formidable Yang daughter Callie? She doesn’t seem to mind it from Phaera. — and begins gathering plates, stacking them gracefully up her arm with an expert hand. She catches Jaantzen watching and winks. A flush creeps up his neck, hidden beneath his dark skin.

      Julieta lays her warm, dry hand over his. “Willem, will you indulge an old lady with a walk before dessert?”

      “Of course.”

      Jaantzen helps Julieta from her chair, patient as her hand claws on his arm, though he’s never seen her fumble like this. He shares a look with Calanthe over her mother’s head and gets a grim smile in response. It’s as though she’s aged a decade in the past week, since her youngest daughter betrayed them all to the Dawn.

      Calanthe and Alex live in an elegant, hilly neighborhood near the University of Bulari, and although there’s a lovely view out over the city from the front room of their home, their backyard feels like another world. Acacia and figs arch overhead, all hemmed in by high stone walls in a garden landscaped lushly with native plants and a few of Julieta’s strange hybrids. The only illumination is witch lights suspended in the foliage and the glow of the rising moon.

      The night is warm and still, troubled only by the faint rustling of birds settling in for the night and the sound of their steps on the paved path. Julieta keeps hold of Jaantzen’s arm, fingers tight.

      “What is it, Willem?” she says after a moment of silence; something coos softly in the branches above them. “You’ve been looking like you want to take me aside all night.”

      He breathes deep. “I have a complicated favor to ask you,” he says. “But it’s difficult to know where to start.”

      She knows about the attack on Cobalt Tower, of course — the entire planet does by now. She also knows he’s propped Thala Coeur back up into power. What she doesn’t know is that the attack was prompted by the Alliance, or about the impossible creature everyone else seems willing to kill to get their hands on.

      Jaantzen knows how to rebuild and how to revenge. He thinks he understands, finally, how to deal with Coeur. But the Alliance? The creature? These aren’t problems he can take care of the old-fashioned way. He needs advice from an old friend.

      “The shipment you asked us to destroy last week,” Jaantzen says. “We didn’t.”

      Julieta sighs, but doesn’t seem surprised. “I wondered.”

      “We destroyed the warehouse and everything inside, except for two things: Ximena Nayar, and the case Coeur was sending to her.”

      Julieta stills, frowning at him. “Ximena.”

      “Aster called Ximena. She meant her to be in that warehouse when Starla destroyed it.”

      Julieta takes a sharp breath. “I can’t imagine my Aster with blood on her hands,” she says after a moment, but it’s not denial. It’s grief.

      “The blood’s there,” Jaantzen says quietly. Aster Yang may not have succeeded in killing Ximena to cover her tracks that day, and she may not have let fly the bullet that killed Ximena in the end. But she brought the wolf Bennion Zacharia into her mother’s house, and Ximena is dead because of it.

      “What was in that case you were supposed to destroy, Willem?” Julieta asks.

      He glances at her sidelong. Her dark eyes catch the witch lights.

      “Zacharia believed the case held the same serum he was using to create his supersoldiers,” Jaantzen says. “Levi Acheta believed that, too.”

      Her fingers smooth absently over his arm. Somewhere in the distance beyond the still serenity of the garden comes the whine of emergency sirens.

      “Zacharia and Levi believed,” she says. “Surely you’ve opened it to see for yourself.”

      “Ximena found out that the Alliance was terraforming the desert around Redrock,” he says, and she tilts her head, waiting patiently for him to tie this back in. “She and Coeur believed the cases held a serum that would allow anyone to do the same. Coeur was going to use it herself.”

      Julieta laughs, amused. “Thala wanted to get into farming? I would’ve thought she’d be much more interested in the part where it turns humans into killing machines.”

      “I think she likes that, too. But she’s wise enough now to understand which is the more lucrative business opportunity.”

      “And is it? A good business opportunity?”

      A few weeks ago, Jaantzen wouldn’t have known. But now he’s paying attention to notices of food shortages and reading the editorials arguing for and against the trade agreement New Sarjun is currently negotiating with the Alliance. Lowering the tariffs against imported Alliance food could potentially lower prices and make food more available. Or it could ruin New Sarjun’s already struggling agricultural industry.

      Whether the agreement goes through or not, it’s the perfect time to get into the business with a competitive technological advantage.

      “Thala and I are speaking with the Demosgas.”

      That earns him a long, cool look.

      “Willem. Is that wise.”

      “We’ve come to an understanding.” It doesn’t even seem strange to say anymore. “And I’d rather have her kept busy where I can see her than left to her own devices.”

      “Tae would have wanted you to move on,” Julieta says finally, with a significant glance back at the house; she’s not just talking about moving on from his vendetta with Coeur. “So you’ll go into farming alongside refrigerators and security systems. Your businesses are mind-numbingly boring.”

      “And profitable. We can’t all make our fortunes smuggling furs and antiques, Julieta.”

      She smiles. In the semidarkness, the deepest lines of her face are carved into slashes winging from her nose, cut between her eyebrows. He barely recognizes her.

      “What’s inside the case isn’t as important as who wants the case,” Jaantzen says.

      “Zacharia,” says Julieta. “Levi. Thala, the Demosgas.”

      “The Alliance.”

      Julieta sucks a sharp breath through her teeth.

      “Sit with me, Willem,” she says, leading him to a marble bench beneath a clear spot in the canopy, any potentially visible stars washed from the sky by the brightness of the first moon. “Tell me.”

      “Acheta had an Alliance agent with him last night. We think that’s how he knew about the case.”

      “Is the agent still alive?”

      “Yes.”

      Julieta sighs. “I don’t know if that’s better. I’m sorry I involved you in this.”

      “Coeur involved us both.” He lets that sit a moment before he shifts to face her. “And I come to my favor. I don’t feel safe in Cobalt Tower. I need certain things to be moved somewhere safe. Discreetly.”

      “What exactly are we talking about, Willem.”

      That is the question, isn’t it?

      He’s been debating whether to involve Julieta, even before the attack last night that made it clear the creature needs to be out from under his roof. Since the beginning, their relationship has been one of carefully balanced half-truths, of the knowledge that they can trust each other as friends while keeping their secrets as needed.

      This is not a secret he’s ready to share.

      “Some medical equipment. Supplies. Things I’d rather the Alliance not find if they decide to attack again.” They’ll be moving the Alliance agent, of course. But he and his team can handle that.

      “Where?”

      “Outside of the city. I’m still deciding.”

      Julieta squeezes his arm. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “I’ll have Toshiyo get in touch with specifications.”

      “Yes, of course. I wish you’d come to me immediately, Willem. What are you going to do about the Alliance agent?”

      “That’s under control.”

      “You should have killed her when you first found her and made it look like Acheta did it. But we’re beyond that, aren’t we?” Julieta waves a hand. “I’m sure you’re bolstering your defenses, but speak with Calanthe about your legal rights against the Alliance.” She takes an abrupt breath, perhaps at the thought of bringing another child into the same tricky business that devoured her youngest daughter.

      “Have you spoken with Geum-ja about any of this?” Julieta asks.

      The thought has crossed his mind. Chief Justice Geum-ja Leone has useful connections within both New Sarjun’s government and the Alliance. Dealing with international intrigue may not be in her job description, but she wouldn’t miss an opportunity to be at the center of something so momentous.

      Jaantzen trusts Leone to make connections, to broker business deals. Trusts her enough to walk into her home unarmed and eat at her table. But to give her this kind of leverage over him?

      Jaantzen shakes his head. “I’m not sure I can trust her.”

      Julieta tilts her head back and closes her eyes a moment, the witch lights softening the lines of her face and making her for a moment appear the formidable woman he’d met all those years ago.

      “Geum-ja is angry with you, Willem,” she says finally, opening her eyes once more. “She wasn’t pleased with the way you took initiative on getting rid of Levi, and she’s extremely unhappy that Thala is back in Bulari. Tread carefully.”

      “I appreciate any advice you can give.”

      “Act fast and trust no one.”

      “I think we’ve bought a bit of time.” Manu had messaged him near the end of dinner that things were taken care of for the moment.

      “Be careful, Willem. And put your pride aside and learn.” Julieta’s gaze becomes steel. “If you don’t, she’ll eat you alive.”

      “Gramma!”

      “Here, sweetheart,” Julieta calls back, and Calanthe’s oldest, Julian, comes barreling down the path to throw himself face-first into her lap.

      “Careful with your grandma, Jules,” Jaantzen says, but Julieta just laughs and strokes the boy’s back.

      “It’s time for dessert!” Julian launches himself from his grandmother’s lap as quickly as he landed, then grabs Julieta’s hand in his pudgy fingers and pulls her to her feet. Jaantzen reaches to steady her — the boy is going to pull her off-balance, send her careening to fracture against the stones.

      “I’m not made of glass, Willem,” Julieta says with an amused smile.

      Jaantzen doesn’t let go of her arm. “Humor me,” he says, and she pats a papery hand over his.

      Julian races ahead to the door. “I found Gramma and Uncle Lillem,” he calls. “It’s time for dessert!”

      No one answers.

      “Momma?” Julian calls.

      Adrenaline spikes through Jaantzen’s chest; he leaves Julieta braced against the doorway, is through the dining room to the kitchen with his hand on his gun in a breath — though he doesn’t draw it, not with the boy here.

      And he doesn’t need to.

      Everyone is in the kitchen, safe, and transfixed by the news feed on the kitchen table. Phaera looks up when he bursts in and shakes her head in warning — she sees what he’s reaching for — then detaches herself from the group. She smooths her palms down his arms; she’s standing so close he can smell the almond and citrus of her cologne, feel her warmth through the fabric of his suit.

      “Everything’s fine, we should have answered,” she murmurs.

      His heart is still pumping adrenaline. “I overreacted.” He buttons his suit jacket closed once more, fingers stiff.

      “You didn’t.” He can’t read the look she’s giving him, but she squeezes his elbow as she slips past him. “Julieta, we’re in the kitchen,” she calls.

      Jaantzen joins the others gathered around the news feed. Smoke and wreckage and the gaping broken facade of a building — he’s seen that too often these past few days. But it’s not Phaera’s Lorelei or his Cobalt Tower. With the state the building is in, it takes him time to recognize those marble steps, now dotted with blanket-covered bodies.

      The Alliance embassy.

      Six dead, a reporter is saying, more injured, though the blast didn’t go deep into the building, and it was mostly empty after hours. A terrorist attack, and the reporter is speculating on some of the usual suspects when the feed cuts to a clip of Deputy Chief of Mission Marquez ó Lauris, who’s refusing to guess at a culprit until they have more information.

      The reporters move on from the wreckage and begin throwing out theories as to how this will affect the trade deal negotiations. Alex swipes the feed away.

      Julieta has joined them by now, and the look she gives Jaantzen says they’re thinking the exact same thing: After the Alliance attacked him last night, he’ll be at the top of the suspects list.

      “We should go,” says Jaantzen.

      On another night that point would be contested — stay for dessert, for a cigar, for a nightcap — but tonight the earlier sense of festivity has been overtaken by dread. In a few moments the pleasantries have been exchanged and Jaantzen and Phaera are enclosed by silence in the back of Jaantzen’s new Dulciana JX.

      The silence lingers as the driver, Raim, pulls away from the curb. Light from passing buildings flickers through the windows to skim Phaera’s pale cheek.

      On the drive over, he’d kept things light. Last night she saw him at his worst — he’d nearly killed Acheta’s lieutenant when he saw the bruises on Phaera’s arm — yet today she has been kind, gracious. The playfulness of her earlier flirtations with him has faded, though, been replaced by a touch of wariness. Or perhaps it’s only a preoccupation that has nothing to do with him.

      After all.

      She called him this morning, didn’t she? Came to Calanthe’s with him?

      Is sitting here with her arm brushing against his, even though she has plenty of space?

      “Are you all right?” she asks finally, breaking the silence.

      “Fine.” Jaantzen clears his throat. “You?”

      She laughs sadly and leans back, the black tips of her magenta bob feathering over her shoulders.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      Jaantzen frowns at her. “For?”

      “I know what you did yesterday, getting rid of Acheta. I know that wasn’t just for me, but thank you. For all of us.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. I did let Blackheart back into the wild.”

      “I was . . .” She laughs again, turns her face to the front of the spinner; streetlamps flash the outline of her profile. “I didn’t know what was going to happen. I thought, Acheta won’t kill me if I go to him. Probably. At least not until he gets his money, but maybe he would have. And Sjel might have killed Jae, or Sina, or . . . The threats he was making — ”

      “Acheta’s gone.”

      “I thought, if I get in that spinner, I may never come back. And it might not do a damn thing to save the people who work for me. I thought, even if I had paid him, he’d just want me to pay him again and again, and eventually I won’t have what he wants and he’ll kill me anyway. And everyone else I love.”

      “Acheta’s gone,” Jaantzen says again, more firmly.

      She finally turns to meet his gaze. “I know. I just can’t shake the feeling that I should have done something different.”

      “You did fine.”

      She doesn’t answer; he doesn’t know if she believes him. “What did Acheta want at the tower?”

      “What did Oriol tell you?”

      A muscle twitches in her cheek. She’s trying to decide if he’s going to lie to her.

      “He said Acheta and some of his crew broke in and shot the place up, and they didn’t get beyond the lobby,” she says finally, and Jaantzen relaxes. Good to know Oriol’s holding to the public story, even if he’s now officially on Phaera’s payroll. “Acheta knew you weren’t there, so I assume he was looking for something else.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he says out of habit, and her eyes flash. “I mean, it does. But it’s gotten complicated. What I can tell you is that Acheta was working with the Alliance, whether he knew it or not.”

      “The Alliance.” She takes a sharp breath. “Does it have anything to do with the bombing tonight?”

      Jaantzen can’t think of how it would, but that doesn’t mean a damned thing. “Not that I’m aware of.”

      She’s silent, and after a few long breaths she slips her hand into his. It’s such an unexpectedly comfortable gesture that he stares at their hands a moment, pale and dark, unsure how to respond.

      “Let me know how I can help,” Phaera says finally.

      “Just stay safe. Is Oriol working out?”

      “I tried to give him the night off, but he’s doing some sort of training thing with my security staff. Thank you for letting him go, he’s a gem.”

      “Oriol’s never been mine to let go.” Jaantzen’s beginning to recognize the buildings around them with a sinking feeling; they’re just blocks from Phaera’s apartment. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you more.”

      He expects an argument, a lecture, but Phaera merely straightens in her seat.

      “I don’t expect you to spill all your secrets to me,” she says with a tired smile. The spinner has come to a stop in front of her building. “And I’m not giving you the keys to my vault anytime soon. At least literally, I mean.” Phaera winks, lashes light as a butterfly’s wing against her cheek. “Metaphorically speaking, I don’t suppose you’d like to come up for a nightcap?”

      Jaantzen’s mouth opens, shuts again. Phaera laughs.

      “Good night, Jaantzen.” She squeezes his hand and begins to let go; he keeps his fingers tangled tight in hers. An intrigued tilt of her head — she wasn’t expecting that — and he lets the forward pull of her gravity draw him towards her. Her lips part, she’s inexplicably not pulling back, and for a tantalizing moment he tastes only the whiskey on her breath.

      He closes the distance for the briefest, gentlest of kisses; it lasts three slow heartbeats before her fingernails scrape along his jawline and she presses in, her lips so hungry and sweet his throat aches. Then her fingers trail down his lapel, over his thigh, and she’s gone, the driver, Raim, holding the door open for her.

      “Good night?” she says again, making it a question this time, the arch of her eyebrow an invitation.

      It takes every screaming fiber of his being to give her the answer he must. “Good night, Phaera.”

      He can’t read Phaera’s smile as she steps away. “I’ll call you,” she says. The apartment guard greets her, and with a glance over her shoulder she disappears inside.
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      The cuff around Starla’s wrist is going off, vibrating in sharp bursts that drag her from her sleep. She fumbles at it until it stops, then reaches for her comm, heart pounding. Small paws knead her shoulder, annoyed at the disturbance.

      It’s early and she’s exhausted. She spent the first half of the night shutting down panic attacks, until she finally drank two of the lagers Manu left in her fridge last week and drifted into uneasy sleep.

      In her dreams the alien kept turning mundane situations into nightmares. She’d turn from the grocery store counter or from rehydrating dinner to find it flapping towards her, claws outstretched. The little bastard even managed to ruin a dream about Professor Sam Amrith by shredding him to bits in front of her before Starla’s subconscious had had a chance to get properly inappropriate.

      She thumbs on her comm. She’s missed five messages from Oriol, which explains why the last part of her dream was just the creature taking her wrist in its fangs and shaking her.

      The messages get increasingly anxious, asking if she’s heard from Manu, until finally:

      Is Manu there?

      He wasn’t there when she went to bed. But she slips her legs out from under a cat — Mango, by the coarseness of her fur — and pads out into the hallway to see if Manu let himself in in the middle of the night.

      There’s just enough ambient glow from the city that she can make her way down the hallway without turning on the lights. She does a double take at the two glinting beer bottles on the counter before she remembers she left them there herself.

      Which means he should be at home with Oriol, or at work with Jaantzen, and either way, Oriol shouldn’t be messaging her. The low, thrumming panic that has plagued her all night rekindles in her chest.

      When she turns on the living room lights, she thinks, she’s going to find Manu sprawled on her couch in his shirtsleeves, one arm flung over his eyes to block out the light of the city, nose twitching in his sleep as Pepper’s tail flicks back and forth across it.

      She turns on the lights.

      Her apartment is empty.

      No and I haven’t heard from him, she types. What’s going on?

      She doesn’t wait for Oriol to answer. Adrenaline has pushed all sleepiness from her mind. She checks the levels on the cats’ feeder, pulls on clothes, and splashes water over her face, raking damp fingers and a palmful of product through her hair in an attempt to mitigate the fact that she went to bed with it wet. Lens inserted into her eye. A swipe of mascara, because it’s been a rough week and she looks like it, then she’s out the door with a protein bar in one hand and her comm in the other.

      It buzzes and she triple-blinks her lens on.

      He didn’t come home last night. Not answering messages. No one knows where he is.

      Heading to the tower.

      She palms her moto out of its dock and the engine purrs to life.
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      Toshiyo is awake already, or she never went to sleep — Starla would believe either one. She’s crosslegged on a chair in the fourth-floor conference room, a bowl of oatmeal and fruit untouched at one elbow, a coffee carafe empty at the other. Starla watches her a moment from the door. An algorithm is running on the conference table in front of her, flipping through images, sorting them into piles. The faces of brown- and black-skinned men slip from the queue next to her and appear in front of Toshiyo. Everyone else vanishes.

      They’re images of death, Starla realizes with a lurch, every single one a morgue shot or crime scene photo. Toshiyo’s paging through them with an impassive expression: dozens of battered, bloody faces, and none of them Manu’s.

      Starla hesitates in the doorway before she realizes what she’s doing: studying Toshiyo for some sign that she’s about to fall apart. But, “Tae never treated me like I was made of glass,” Toshiyo had told Starla. “And neither do you.”

      Everyone else may treat Toshiyo like she’ll break at any moment, but Starla’s not about to start just because an Alliance agent stalked Toshiyo through the dark of her own home two nights ago and nearly put a bullet in her head. Starla knocks on the doorway and Toshiyo blinks at her wearily. A live edge of energy hums behind her bloodshot eyes.

      “From the morgue,” Toshiyo signs, her normally rapid-fire fingerspelling sluggish. Maybe it’s the bandages around her forearms and left hand, maybe it’s lack of sleep, or — her pupils are enormous — maybe it’s something she’s taking. “I already went through . . .” Toshiyo’s fingers still as a new face appears on her screen. Her lips part in fear.

      Starla leans over her shoulder. The face has Manu’s cheekbones, his lips, the line of his jaw, though most of the top half of the head is either missing or blackened from some explosion. Starla reaches past Toshiyo’s frozen shoulder to call up the identifying information: weight (too heavy), height (too short), what he was wearing (a delivery driver’s jumpsuit), how he died (his truck colliding with a maglev train).

      Starla swipes the horrifying image away. “It’s not him,” she signs to Toshiyo. “Where else have you looked?” Because surely she hadn’t started with the morgues.

      “Police records. Hospitals and clinics,” Toshiyo says aloud, her words crawling across the bottom of Starla’s lens. “But most don’t list their unidentifieds right away, and the police might not have put him in the system if they arrested him.”

      Of course, those are only the public places that Manu might have disappeared to. Blackheart, what’s left of the Dry Creek crew, some upstart crew who thought they were being clever — anyone with a grudge could have taken him.

      The desk in front of Toshiyo blinks to let her know her parade of dead men has finished, and would she like to run the search again?

      “I have an AI checking surveillance footage all over the city, but it hasn’t turned up anything yet,” Toshiyo says.

      “Does Jaantzen know?”

      Toshiyo doesn’t answer, just turns her attention past Starla to the door. Oriol’s arrived. He doesn’t look like he slept, either.

      “I don’t think he’s in the morgue, and he’s not in a hospital or in jail that I can tell,” Toshiyo says.

      Oriol collapses into the chair on Toshiyo’s other side and begins to swipe through her discarded files, pausing, ashen, at the one who looks so much like Manu.

      “It’s not him,” Toshiyo says. She exits the program and the desk goes blank, Oriol’s hands hovering over the spot where the face of the too-familiar-looking dead man had been. “He’s not any of those, I checked.” She turns to Starla. “Jaantzen knows,” she signs; Starla had almost forgotten she’d asked the question. “He’s upstairs making calls.”

      Starla nods and stands. “Keep looking,” she signs to Toshiyo, then jerks her chin at the door for Oriol to follow her.

      “Where was he last?” she asks Oriol in the lift.

      “He said he had a meeting.” Oriol begins the sentence in USL, but gives up by the end in his distraction. His words scroll along the bottom of her lens. “I was out late at the Lorelei, and he never came home. He’s not answering messages. Do you know who he was meeting?”

      Starla shakes her head. She wants to tell him things will be fine, but he looks like hell and they’d both know she was lying. She has no way of knowing how things will turn out.

      She just brushes a hand down his arm instead, squeezing his muscled forearm in a way she hopes is comforting; he doesn’t react to the touch.

      The lift opens in Jaantzen’s penthouse suite, where Starla’s godfather is sitting at his conference table, speaking with someone Starla doesn’t recognize. Starla doesn’t catch the last of the conversation as he signs off and turns to them. He rises to greet them.

      “Oriol — ”

      “Where the fuck did he go last night?” Oriol asks Jaantzen, and Starla straightens at Oriol’s words on her lens. She can’t tell by his expression if it’s venom, exhaustion, or fear.

      His tone must be aggressive, by the sharp look Jaantzen gives him. “Have a seat,” Jaantzen says evenly.

      Oriol doesn’t move. “You sent him to meet with someone,” he says. “Who.”

      “We needed to deliver a message to the Alliance. Manu was taking care of it.” A muscle tightens in Jaantzen’s jaw. “That’s what we know.”

      Oriol’s expression darkens. “You sent him to talk to the Alliance?”

      “I didn’t send him anywhere, he was doing his job. Sit down.”

      “He was at the embassy last night? When the bomb went off?”

      A flash of pain crosses Jaantzen’s face. “I don’t know. Oriol, sit down.”

      Jaantzen hasn’t moved, but Oriol flinches back as though shaking him off. Starla’s not used to this Oriol: that furious angle to his easygoing shoulders, that muscle tight in his normally smiling jaw, those tendons roping in his forearms as his hands close to fists.

      That fire burning in his eyes.

      It occurs to her that it’s not anger at Jaantzen in particular, just another facet of the fear, the worry. Still, Starla puts a hand on his arm before he does anything stupid. He flicks her an irritated glare; the ease with which he breaks her grip is casual, professional.

      “We’re all trying to find him,” she signs; she’s purposefully at the edge of his vision, where he’ll have to break his death glare on Jaantzen to understand her. A muscle twitches his cheek and he turns.

      “What,” he snaps.

      “We’re all trying to find him,” she signs again. “Sit down. Let’s think this through.”

      She’s not sure he’ll listen to her any more than he did Jaantzen, but he finally stalks past Jaantzen into the living room, though he doesn’t sit, just stands there with fingers clawed into the back of the couch nearest the kitchen. Starla spells “Coeur” behind his back with a raised eyebrow to Jaantzen.

      “I spoke with Coeur,” Jaantzen signs, but he’s speaking aloud, too, and Oriol whips back around. “She put out a search.”

      “Is she searching her own torture chambers?” Oriol asks.

      “No.” Jaantzen’s flaring nostrils are the first sign of his frustration. He crosses back to the conference table and taps to open a channel. “Toshiyo, I need you here.”

      “He’s met with the Alliance deputy chief before,” Starla signs to Jaantzen. “Have you called him?”

      “I haven’t gotten through to ó Lauris,” Jaantzen says and signs, hands precise as he concentrates on two languages at once. “I’ve been trying him all morning. He won’t take my calls.”

      “I’ll go.”

      “Oriol, I don’t think that’s a good — ”

      “I’m a fucking decorated Alliance war hero.” Oriol’s lips are barely moving, his jaw clenched so tight. “I’m still an Arquellian citizen. I can get a meeting with my ambassador. If he was at the embassy — ”

      “We don’t know he was at the embassy,” Jaantzen says.

      “You don’t know?”

      Jaantzen’s gone still; Starla can feel the tension crackling in the air between the two men.

      “Oriol,” Jaantzen says. “I don’t have a tracker on him.”

      Oriol’s good leg has shifted back a few inches — the stance seems reflexive to Starla, not intentional — but his fists are balled and Starla can’t tell if he’s waiting for an excuse to snap or preparing to defend himself. Jaantzen looks like he’s planning out his next steps across broken glass. Starla moves closer, ready to step in again if she can. And ready to fight Oriol if she has to.

      But Jaantzen just lifts his hands. “We’re wasting time. Go to the embassy and see if you can get ó Lauris to talk to you,” he says and signs. His gaze flickers to meet Starla’s and she nods. “Take Starla, and be careful.”

      “Not to step in whatever you’re negotiating?” Oriol growls. “Whatever’s so goddamn important that — ”

      “No,” Jaantzen says, expression hard. “Be careful, Mr. Sina. For Manu’s sake. For your sake.”

      And Oriol’s jaw sets. The way his shoulders straighten, that upward flick of his chin: He’s accepting an order. Maybe it’s a reflex, maybe he’s getting himself back under control. But Starla relaxes.

      The lights flicker as the lift arrives with Toshiyo. Oriol squeezes her shoulder as he and Starla take her place, and she studies them both, obviously scenting the lingering air of violence in the room.

      She doesn’t ask.

      “What did you need, boss?” Toshiyo asks.

      “Show me what you’ve found so far,” Jaantzen says, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck.

      Toshiyo nods and slumps into a chair at his conference table
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