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      Years before the events of Double Edged, a young orphan named Willem Jaantzen is just getting his feet underneath him.

      A tricky job is starting to go south — and it only gets worse when Jaantzen comes face-to-face with the most notorious space pirates in the Durga System: Raj and Lasadi Dusai.
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            PROLOGUE

          

          ORIOL

        

      

    

    
      Busting up a casino has never been at the top of Oriol Sina’s bucket list, but here he is, standing in the middle of the Dorothy Queen dressed for trouble in a suit he’d much rather be admiring on another man.

      From the outside, the Dorothy Queen looks like a golden top orbiting New Sarjun, glittering levels faceted like a cut stone surrounding a tapering spindle. On the inside, it’s one hundred and fifty levels of gaudily themed hotels, overpriced restaurants, dubious recreation spaces, and raucous gambling. You don’t get on the Dorothy Queen without a work permit, a vendor license, or a bank account large enough to turn the Demosga family’s eyes vivid green with greed. And the first two won’t get you on the casino floor unless you’re young and look good in a dress.

      Oriol is neither, and his bank account is definitely lacking. What he does have is a contract with a woman who’s got far more secrets than he prefers in an employer.

      Pays well, though.

      Oriol drums his fingers against the sensitive pressure plates of his thigh, stretches calves both real and manufactured, scans the casino floor. He’ll be glad to leave. He can see the fun if there’s a paycheck in it, but damned if he’d spend actual cash on the pleasure of visiting the Dorothy Queen again.

      Jobs he usually takes these days, they’re the low-intrigue, high-pay type that help him afford the ever-increasing bills for his aging mech prosthetics. Which means he spends most of his days knocking back whiskey with working folk and fighting the occasional scrapper, not fending off insistent waitstaff and pretending rich people have a sense of humor. But Oriol’s a professional. He can manage any gig so long as there’s a definite end date with a return ticket to New Sarjun attached, and in two days’ time he’ll be home and working his tan back up.

      He loses another ten New Sarjunian marks of his employer’s money at Devilier before he finally gets the message from the woman who’s code-named Frog:

      “Target’s here. By the alien, I’m going in.”

      Her voice is routed through the scrambler they’re all using, flat and distorted in Oriol’s earpiece. The words crawl across the bottom of his vision as well. He’s running an ops lens, which he hates. The disorienting overlay flashing in his peripheral reminds him too much of the darker work he did in Alliance special ops, those days when anyone back in the home office could jack in and take whatever they want from him: vital stats, sensory inputs, fears, dreams. He’s been batting away low-level flashbacks tonight, flashbacks reminding him why he should stick to his rule of taking only tech-free jobs, jobs that rely on instinct and training alone.

      But right now he’s got a voice in his ear and a glowing lattice of lines across his vision, and at least the flat voice in his ear isn’t the nameless ops tech who was his most constant companion in the Alliance — for the morning wake-up call, for the evening check-in, in the bathroom, in those rare times he had a spare moment to visit someone else’s bed.

      There’s no feeling in the world like the inability to unplug from your masters. And none quite like the joy he felt waking up in the hospital with no leg and realizing he was too damaged to go back in, that he would be decommissioned with enough salary and savings to buy out his own indenture and do whatever the hell he’d always wanted to.

      Turns out, what he wants to do is crime for money. It pays well, you get to see the universe, and you meet the most fascinating array of people. Like Frog and Rabbit, his co-heisters. Like their boss, the woman in the white suit. Like that man over there by the “alien.”

      The alien Frog was referring to is an oversized blinking sign advertising a drinks bar. It’s a cartoonish imagining of what aliens would look like if they existed: gangly and green-skinned, with an array of lumpy appendages and tentacles sprouting from its head. Stereotypical, of course — the Demosga family has no imagination Oriol’s heard of, except for famously in the secret-level chambers where they take cheats and thieves. No, this creature’s something out of a horror vid with the copyrights filed off.

      Or not. Who’s going to sue someone like Aiax Demosga for copyright infringement?

      The target’s hovering at a low-roller’s table like he’s deciding whether or not to throw out some coin. He’s tall, with a paunch born of beer and worry and thinning, nutrient-poor hair. He’s got the wide-eyed look of a first-timer to the Dorothy Queen and the cheap suit of someone who’s been told to dress his best even though it’s still levels below what the rest of these rich asses throw out as too threadbare for work clothes. Even if Oriol didn’t know why the man was here, it would be clear he doesn’t belong in this crowd.

      Oriol blinks three times to mark him, and a floating star appears above the lanky man’s head. It tracks him without delay even as he decides against the low-baller’s table, gawks at the alien, and weaves through the crowd to the cashier. Oriol can see the star out of the corner of his eye as he scans the room for Aiax Demosga’s security guards, each marked with a red exclamation point like he’s in a goddamn video game.

      Never again with a job that requires an ops lens.

      Frog’s neon-blue exclamation point, superimposed above her sleek bun of silver hair, passes by the target’s star; even watching for the drop, Oriol doesn’t see her pause.

      “Package is away,” she says. “I confirm he’s got the ring.”

      “Copy package away,” says mission control. “Starting clock now.”

      A clock appears in the corner of Oriol’s vision, counting up. The three-minute mark is the time when the drug Frog slipped into the target’s drink should take effect.

      It’s go time for Oriol.

      Oriol places another losing bet on Devilier, sighs with unfeigned remorse — he would’ve welcomed a few more marks in his pocket — then tosses his last few chips to the dealer and twines his way through the glittering crowd, following the star.

      “I see him,” Oriol murmurs. “Rabbit take the Gold entrance; Frog take Platinum.”

      They call him Tiger. The code names were assigned by the bosses; Oriol doesn’t ask if it’s not going to get in the way of his work. He sees his teammates begin to move through the crowd. They’re already coded into the tracker overlay, Frog in the blue and Rabbit marked by an exclamation point in sizzling green.

      The graphics may be cheesy, but damn, this ops lens is the good tech. Almost Alliance military grade. Oriol’s dying to know who’s backing the lady in the white suit, but he doesn’t make it a habit to ask where his employers get their funds. He didn’t when he took the Alliance’s offer of food and family as a kid, and he isn’t going to start now.

      The target’s star bobs towards the cashier, then abruptly changes direction, making a straight shot towards the bathrooms.

      The clock reads 03:07.

      Oriol feels his body get loose and ready for action; it’s a feeling better than any drug.

      “On it,” he murmurs.
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        * * *

      

      The lady in the white suit had found Oriol on his shore leave on Maribi Station, just off the back of a security job that had been disappointingly uneventful. No space pirate battles, no lasers, no explosions — and no hazard pay. His former crewmates had been off drinking away their earnings; he’d gone for tune-ups to his prosthetic leg. He and it both were getting on in life, requiring a little more maintenance and a little less partying than in years past.

      The job came across his comm while the fake leg doctor had him plugged into a diagnostics harness: Wanted, security for a short trip to the Dorothy Queen. Excellent pay.

      His thumb — hovering a moment over reply — hit Send on the message without a second thought when the diagnosis came in. The biomechanical interface at his hip joint would need to be completely replaced in the next six months.

      With that on the horizon, Oriol could use a little extra cash before he headed home. And the Dorothy Queen is on the way back to New Sarjun.

      He’d met his new boss: an olive-skinned woman in a simple white suit with three stars pinned to the lapel and smooth black hair bound tight in a bun. The man and woman flanking her wore gray suits, no stars. She’d introduced herself as Sister Kalia; she’d not introduced them at all.

      They needed a simple job done — a criminal job, she was careful to warn him, with the plainspoken concern of someone who’d never hired a mercenary before and didn’t want to offend him.

      They wouldn’t be robbing the casino itself, she said — probably for the best, given that the stakes for robbing a Demosga casino, including in the Dorothy Queen, the Lucky’s Double, or the Little Brother, were a visit to Aiax Demosga’s private family jail.

      No, his job would merely be to intercept a critical item before the carrier had a chance to complete its sale.

      “So you’re with the OIC?” Oriol asked, and got a cool look. “NMLF? The Coda?” Three strikes, but he wasn’t surprised. Sister Kalia and her friends didn’t look like they were working with one of the many anti-Alliance resistance groups; they looked well-fed and even more well-funded.

      His next guess was going to be that they were corporate spies, until a chime sounded softly through the room and Sister Kalia informed him they’d finish the conversation later; now was time for prayer. He was welcome to join them if he liked, she said, with one perfectly plucked eyebrow raised in question.

      He’d declined.

      “Your soul burns pure,” she said as he turned away. “It wouldn’t hurt you to spend some time refueling the flame before it begins to sputter.”

      He stopped with one hand above the palm lock, turned back to look at her, intrigued despite himself. “What do you mean?”

      “Your true human soul. We’ll need all the bright ones when it comes time to pass the test.”

      “I’m good at tests,” Oriol answered, but the intensity of her smile had churned his gut like poison.
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        * * *

      

      Oriol props the target as comfortably as possible in the bathroom supply closet, then slips the ring off a pudgy finger and into a lead-lined zippered pocket in his suit vest. He riffles through the man’s pockets for anything that seems valuable.

      “Sorry,” he mutters, but this will play so much better if it looks like a basic robbery. After all, who would steal such a chintzy ring?

      There’s not much, just the man’s scant winnings and a black plastic ID badge; turns out the target’s some breed of bioengineer working for an Arquellian agricorp. Agricultural tech can be worth its weight in gold on arid New Sarjun, out in Durga’s Belt, and even on fertile-yet-crowded Indira. And the Demosga family still makes a good portion of its fortune from food production, so it makes sense that he’d be trying to make a deal here.

      Not the sexiest intel Oriol’s ever stolen, but it’s probably worth good money to the right buyer.

      “I’ve got it,” he murmurs as he shuts the door to the supply closet. Hopefully the target’ll wake up with only a headache, plus lighter a few New Sarjunian marks. “Heading back to base.”

      “Copy.”

      His job had been to take care of the target somewhere private and let Sister Kalia’s tech team handle the surveillance monitors, but he’s having trouble walking calm. Any moment now one of Demosga’s goons is going to land a meaty hand on his shoulder and the whole game will be over. But he coaches his posture into relaxation, tosses out smiles and congratulations and winks as he crosses the casino floor, then leans casually against the gold-plated wall of the elevator while it whisks him to level ninety-seven.

      Level ninety-seven is one of the full-floor suites, no worries about your neighbors down the hall wondering why so many people are coming and going from a single room. In another time, Oriol would’ve taken the time to appreciate the room’s luxe amenities. But this job hasn’t given them much time to explore — and they’re not about to linger now that they’ve got the goods.

      He can smell the blood and ozone the instant the elevator’s doors slide open.

      A pistol whines, warming to the palm of its owner.

      “Out of the elevator,” commands a voice.

      It — and the plasma pistol — belong to a pale-skinned man Oriol’s never seen before. He’s not simply a new addition to the crew, Oriol notes. Sister Kalia’s two gray suits are both dead, and she’s bound in a chair beside the bed, gagged. Her white suit jacket blooms deep red.

      Another armed stranger is sitting at Sister Kalia’s ops desk, monitoring the feeds from his, Rabbit’s, and Frog’s ops lenses.

      Fucking ops lenses.

      “Rabbit, Frog, come on home,” the woman says into her headset, her voice echoing flatly in Oriol’s ear. The same scrambler that was meant to keep Sister Kalia’s team’s identity obscured hid the fact that they were being fed direction from an unfamiliar voice.

      A third stranger, another man, is sitting on the bed beside Sister Kalia. Tanned complexion, shaved head, eyes blue as ice. An old scar bisects his cheek, twisting his lips down as he smiles.

      “You thought you could beat the Dawn to this, Kalia?” says the blue-eyed man. He watches her as though expecting her to speak. Sister Kalia’s eyes go wide, then her eyelids flutter back down. The red stain on her suit is spreading. She’s not long for this plane if she doesn’t get medical care in a minute or two.

      “I’ll take the ring, please,” the man says.

      Oriol’s mind is racing. They didn’t kill him right off the bat; they may not be planning on it — or maybe they just don’t want to risk firing a plasma pistol on this ship. Looks like the gray suits were both done with knives.

      Oriol holds up his hands, but the man with the pistol’s not going to get close enough to him to pat him down.

      The man gestures with his gun. “Get it. Slow.”

      “I got no part in this, man,” Oriol says. Sister Kalia’s eyelids flicker open at that. “I give somebody the ring, I get a payday. That’s what I’m here for.”

      But Oriol can see in the gunman’s eyes that he’s not doing deals with mercenaries. Whatever Sister Kalia and this new band of miscreants both want, it’s not just about greed. There’s something deep-seated and calculating in the terrible gaze the gunman turns on Oriol.

      Oriol is split seconds from reacting when the elevator door opens once more with a stream of profanity. The man with the plasma pistol spins and shoots, burning a hole in Rabbit’s chest.

      Oriol may be paid like a merc, but he still fights like an Alliance special ops soldier. He pivots and kicks, the blow from his prosthetic foot snapping the shooter’s wrist and sending the gun flying. A second kick breaks the man’s sternum, and he collapses, blood in his mouth and gasping for breath.

      The desk operator flings herself at him. Oriol snatches his karambit from its sheath at his groin, blocks her left arm with his right as she tries to get a clear shot, twists to hook the curved blade into the meat above her elbow and bring her screaming to her knees, releases to slash the abdomen. A prosthetic knee to her chin and the woman’s head snaps back. She slumps to the ground.

      “Drop the knife.”

      Behind him, Frog has scooped up the pistol, and she’s got it aimed squarely at his head. He doesn’t even have to turn to know: her feed is still running to the ops desk and he can see the back of his head just beyond the sights.

      He’s got another view, too. Rabbit lying in the elevator, the doors trying repeatedly to shut on his body, his dead eyes rolled up to see Frog with her military-styled silver bun, her mercenary’s muscles, her double-crosser’s right arm straight and sure.

      “You can have the ring,” he says. “I really don’t care.”

      “Drop the knife,” she says again.

      He loosens his grip on the karambit, letting it dangle by its ring around his index finger.

      The man with the ice-blue eyes is watching him. Sister Kalia is watching him, eyes open and aware, with the peaceful calm of a woman who’s accepted the warm silk of death winding around her body. She meets his gaze and hers sharpens suddenly, ferocious. Her chin dips — decision made — and Sister Kalia lets out a low, guttural keen, her body racked and shivering.

      In the feeds, Oriol sees the exact moment Frog’s attention wavers to Sister Kalia. The moment the sights of the pistol sway off-center.

      He pivots to the left and steps into her outstretched arm, bringing the karambit in his right hand under and up, slashing the curved hook back down again past ear and neck and shoulder and clean in a spray of her blood. She’s already tripping forward, and he uses the rest of her momentum to fling her at the blue-eyed man standing by Sister Kalia’s body.

      Oriol leaps over Rabbit’s body and pushes him out of the elevator; the doors finally sigh closed. He slams his hand on the panel; he doesn’t care where it opens so long as it’s not on level ninety-seven with Frog, the blue-eyed man, and far too many bodies.

      He pinches the lens out of his eye between two fingers, crushes it to a sizzle of smoke.

      He’s got no clue what’s on this ring, but one thing’s for sure. It’d better not be tips for growing soybeans.
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        * * *

      

      For such a svelte casino, its escape pods are shit. Oriol must’ve blacked out in the rocky reentry, because he wakes with a start, gasping for breath and choking on what air he finds. Hot, arid atmosphere sears his sinuses with the sharp bite of pollution, the odor of hundreds of millions of humans crammed together in a volatile brew.

      Oriol laughs with relief, breathes deep once more.

      He hopes wherever Sister Kalia’s religion has taken her is peaceful. But him? He’ll take New Sarjun, thank you very much.

      No feeling in the universe is quite like coming home to the city of Bulari.
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      The air is fresher out towards the hills, yet Julieta Yang’s estate is as far from Bulari’s city limits as Willem Jaantzen ever cares to go.

      The streets widen here, historically to allow massive crawlers out to the southwestern mines and heavy-laden magtrucks back into the city, though now they’re breezy boulevards, paved to keep down the dust and lined with public art in lieu of trees. A few low scrubs thrust spiked branches into the heat of the day, a few silver-needle fern cacti fan their spines in a pale blur outside his window.

      They’re not late, but Starla Dusai’s pushing the spinner, a glossy black Dulciana JX, into top speeds to take advantage of the open road. His goddaughter’s gleeful velocity isn’t doing a thing to calm his already-taut nerves.

      Julieta’s message specified no crew, no weapons. As though he would ever come armed to meet his old friend. Julieta Yang — thief, smuggler, blackmailer extraordinaire — might have her share of enemies, but she has nothing to fear from him. And so her request nags at him, like a distant alarm he can hear only when he turns his head the right way.

      Starla’s going to tear right past the turn onto the private country road that leads to Julieta’s estate. Jaantzen lifts a hand to point it out, but she’s already slowing, maneuvering the spinner into a fast, smooth turn that shifts Jaantzen’s weight against the door. She’s smiling.

      “We have plenty of time,” he says, and if her lens transcribes that, she doesn’t respond. He takes a deep breath; it doesn’t soothe him.

      Julieta’s estate is surrounded by stone walls topped with elegant metal spikes and edged with a particularly vicious variety of sword palm she bred herself. The result is a low-tech throwback look he knows is augmented by cutting-edge defenses. He helped install those defenses himself, but he’s under no illusions that he knows all Julieta’s secrets.

      The Dulciana is scanned at the gate — pale blue light washing over them in a flash. He expected that, but the following flicker of green isn’t a standard part of the biometric entry package his security company, Admant, installed here years ago. He glances at Starla, who’s craning her neck to find the source. She spots it before him, jerks her chin at a low-profile box affixed to the top of the gate. “Scans for gentech mods,” she signs as the heavy wrought-iron gate slides out of view. “I read about those, first time seeing.”

      “Those scanners. Do we carry them?”

      Starla shakes her head and types something into the gauntlet on her left arm. A note to herself, probably. Admant Security will be carrying gentech scanners by this time next week, but Jaantzen isn’t interested in that right now.

      Why would Julieta be scanning for gentech mods? And who had she gotten the equipment from?

      Accept incoming message? blinks across the windshield.

      Starla presses the Accept button on the spinner’s dashboard, and an overlay map pops up on the windshield, a pulsing green dot marking one of the outbuildings in the complex. Julieta’s greenhouse. Starla waves the map away and drops the spinner back into gear.

      Julieta’s transformed her little pocket of the suburbs into an oasis, practically a bioreserve; this is as lush as it gets on this desert planet.

      Jaantzen hates it. The dusty gray and silver-blue foliage could be hiding anything, and the constant shiver of wind through dry leaves is an unsettling undercurrent of static that drowns out his thoughts. Not to mention the klik-klik-krrriiit of whatever insects call Julieta’s wonderland home.

      Give him the sharp angles and predictable lines of downtown Bulari any day.

      Starla slides the spinner into a dock in front of the greenhouse. They’re not alone here: a pair of well-muscled guards, a man and a woman, armed to the teeth, stand on either side of the greenhouse door. Private security team? Or new employees? If she’s hiring out her security, Jaantzen wishes she would consult him. She doesn’t have to hire his company, but he has people he could recommend.

      Plus, he’d like to know who’s walking around with muscles and guns this close to one of his oldest friends.

      The two guards straighten as he approaches the door, shoulders back to assert their claim to the territory, but their gazes aren’t on him. Jaantzen glances back. Starla’s a pace behind him, measuring up the pair like she’d like to put those muscles to the test.

      She’s lanky and tough, and taller than the guards due to a youth spent in low-G. Black combat fatigues and bleached hair, razored in the back and spiked in the front. The contact lens over her right eye goes mirror-finish for a second, then glimmers as she scrolls through information. Probably scanning the pair for stats.

      She catches Jaantzen’s glance and arcs a sharp eyebrow: What?

      Youth. It’s a powerful drug.

      “We’re here to see Ms. Yang,” he says to the pair of stony faces.

      But before he gets an answer: “Mr. Jaantzen,” says a familiar voice from behind them. “I’m very glad you’re here.” He turns to find Aster, Julieta’s youngest daughter. Thick black hair cut short now, sweeping down and forward in a sharp wedge to brush her shoulders. In her smart business suit she looks so much like her mother did when Jaantzen first met her thirty years ago that he almost does a double take.

      The security guards step aside and Aster palms them through the door. Jaantzen feels the crackle of a forcefield against his skin as he passes through, and his comm beeps to alert him that he’s entering a dead zone. It won’t work here without joining an encrypted private network — which of course he won’t do. The last thing he needs is Julieta’s people combing through his communications.

      She’s always been careful, but this is verging on paranoia. Jaantzen sits with the feeling, puzzling through it. The message about not bringing crew or weapons. The extra security check at the gate. The muscle at the door, the comm dead zone.

      “My mother is with her plants,” Aster says. The door shuts behind them with a gentle click; the air in the greenhouse’s antechamber is a pleasantly cool relief from New Sarjun’s constant dry heat. Aster turns to Starla. “Would you like some coffee while we wait?”

      Starla nods with a too-bright smile; she’s never liked Aster, but a decade since growing out of her angsty teenage years, she’s gotten decent at feigning politeness, if she doesn’t have to do it often. And she does love coffee.

      “Be nice,” Jaantzen signs. Starla winks.

      Aster leads Starla to the sitting room in a clatter of clicking dress heels and scuffing combat boots. Jaantzen pushes open the greenhouse door. The humidity hits him full force when he steps inside; his skin drinks it up. Julieta calls it her secret for looking so young, a need for humidity imprinted in her genes. She was born on New Sarjun, but her family comes from New Manila, a country on the lush planet of Indira. She likes to say she remembers the ocean, ancestral memories layered like watercolors onto willing brain cells.

      If her external bioreserve of desert plants is unnerving, Jaantzen finds Julieta’s greenhouse downright claustrophobic. Pink-streaked palm fronds brush his shoulder, droplets soaking into the fabric of his suit jacket. He steps gingerly over a trailing vine resplendent with buttery blossoms; the petals flinch shut at the closeness of his dress shoe. “Julieta?” he calls.

      “Back here,” comes her voice, though “back here” could be anywhere in this humid maze.

      He finds her picking dead leaves off a vine, little wispy husks clenched in her equally papery fist. The plant itself is lush and happy, deep green and vivid purple leaves trailing in a magnificent cascade. Her tables are filled with orchids: spidery white clusters, fuchsia starbursts, fat and showy yellow kings. He knows better than to touch.

      One in particular catches his eye with its series of thumb-sized blackish-purple blooms spiraling around a central spike. A blood-red stamen quivers in each tiny throat.

      “You’ve added to your collection,” he says, and Julieta turns. He’s not prepared for how old she looks. He’s suddenly aware that he’s towering over her, and he settles gingerly on a nearby stool.

      “I have.” Julieta says, and he notes that the strength in her voice when they’ve spoken lately hasn’t been a product of voice correction — it’s got every ounce of power and authority he’s used to. “It’s a type of Aerides, a new breed I’m developing.”

      “It’s very . . .” Beautiful isn’t the word; unsettling might be a better one. Each bloom grimaces and yawns like a greedy predator. “Interesting,” he finishes.

      But Julieta waves a hand. “You don’t have to start feigning interest in my plants now, Willem,” she says. “I’ve known you far too long for that. And I’m — ”

      “Too old for small talk,” he finishes for her. “I know.”

      But she doesn’t jump to the point, not like she usually does. Since he’s known her, since back when her hair was glossy black and her gait was sure, she’s never been one for polite conversation, for bloated filler words. Her hands haven’t stilled, but her fingers are combing aimlessly through the vine as though she’s stalling. Or as though she hasn’t yet figured out how to say what she needs to.

      Jaantzen is struck by an unsettling realization: Julieta Yang is at a loss for words.

      “What is it?” Jaantzen asks.

      The crisp, involuntary whisper of paper-dead leaves in a tightening fist. Julieta plucks a healthy leaf from the vine and adds it to her refuse pile without noticing. “Thala’s dead.”

      The room’s suddenly too hot. Or too cold. Whichever it is, Jaantzen’s hyperaware of the blood surging in his cheeks, though Julieta may not see it beneath his dark skin. Her hands are completely still now; she’s watching for his reaction.

      But Jaantzen isn’t sure what that reaction is, let alone what she hopes it will be. That hollowness in the pit of his stomach could be relief, or a shell that will fill with rage. And underlying it all, a deep, quiet clench of old grief never healed.

      Thala Coeur — Blackheart — is dead.

      “How?” he asks.

      “Bullet to the back of the head.”

      A twinge of satisfaction, now.

      “Who?”

      There’s a faint, familiar click overhead, and around them misters whisper to life, covering Julieta’s plants with velvety dew. She releases her handful of dead leaves to a wastebasket on the floor, brushes fragments from her palm. She’s stalling again, and Jaantzen frowns at her. Surely not Julieta. She must be the only person in the city who didn’t have a personal feud with Thala Coeur.

      “You didn’t — ” he starts.

      “I wanted to ask if it was you,” she says.

      Jaantzen laughs, surprised, and Julieta’s gaze cuts him sharp. Her thin lips quirk into a frown. “People are saying it was you.”

      “What people? Street crews? The police? Justice Leone?”

      “My people are hearing it on the street,” Julieta says, and Jaantzen relaxes a fraction.

      “Don’t I wish I could take credit,” he says. “But I made a promise.”

      “Promises are broken every day,” she says mildly.

      “Not mine.”

      “Even after Tae? The children?”

      It’s unnecessary to say, and it still hurts, just like she must have known it would, even after all this time.

      Time is such a fluid thing, isn’t it? Reach back fifteen years to try to remember the name of a favorite restaurant, or the details of a particular job pulled, and all you’ll grasp is smoke that dissipates more and more every time your fingers pass through it. But behind that smoke some fires still burn with furious heat. Moments like the last time he held his wife and children, like the concussion of the bomb that destroyed his spinner, with them inside, while he waved goodbye from the curb, the concussion still echoing through his chest like a drum. Fifteen years or fifty, those are the memories that will never fade.

      But Jaantzen no longer gets trapped by them, not like he once did. And that’s what Julieta’s testing for, that involuntary petrification, that rage response he no longer allows to blind him. Jaantzen realizes suddenly the sharp pain in his jaw is his teeth ground tight. He forces himself to relax.

      “That was a long time ago.” Jaantzen says. “Coeur’s been off-planet for almost a decade.”

      Over fifteen years ago, when Coeur had cheated her way to the position of mayor of Bulari and Jaantzen was just beginning his most recent reincarnation as the type of man who made deals with signatures instead of bullets, it was well-known that there was bad blood between them. It was a selling point, in fact, to Julieta’s influential friends when she convinced them to enlist his help in getting Coeur exiled from New Sarjun for good — once it became clear her transition to politics was becoming a disaster for the rest of the city.

      Turns out you can only double-cross so many people before your enemies finally band together against you.

      Julieta’s still watching him. “Was it you?” she asks again.

      “No, Julieta. It wasn’t me.”

      “That’s too bad.”

      Jaantzen shrugs. He’d thought he made his peace years ago, but now he can’t shake the nagging voice saying that it should have been him. To hell with the promises he made to Coeur’s sister in exchange for Starla’s life, to hell with what his wife would have wanted, to hell with being a good role model for his goddaughter, and to hell with the empire he’s built.

      Life on the streets may be far behind him, but there’s still a scared, scrappy boy inside who’d rather fight with his fists than his mind.

      Jaantzen locks that thought back into the darkness it came from.

      “That’s too bad,” Julieta repeats. “Because if it was you, you’d have an easier time with the dust storm her death is going to stir up.”

      Coeur had been in exile for over a decade, but that hadn’t kept her from running her operations on New Sarjun through her lieutenants and continuing some of her business partnerships with other families. The death of any family head without a proper plan in place holds the potential for chaos, but Coeur’s crew is already divided. Peace in the Bulari underworld is a delicate balance, and someone’s put a bullet in one of its major linchpins.

      “Naali can’t hold them,” Jaantzen says. Level-headed Naali Hinoja is the natural successor, but she doesn’t have the iron grip and silver-tongued charm her boss had. “Half the Blackheart crew only follow her because Coeur’s told them to.”

      “So they’ll follow Levi?” Julieta makes a little sound of scorn. Levi Acheta, Hinoja’s lieutenant, is the sort of old-school boss Coeur had been in her youth, eschewing alliances in favor of turf wars, preferring easy drug money to long-term business investments.

      “I’ll talk to Naali,” Jaantzen says. “She’ll see reason.”

      “I was hoping you’d say that. This could be a good move for you. If I can help . . .”

      “I should have killed Coeur back then,” Jaantzen says. “You shouldn’t have stopped me.”

      “But then you and Starla would both be dead” is what Julieta normally answers. This time she only takes a sharp breath and picks up a pair of pruning shears, turning to regard a fat-leafed jadau. Her hands are steady as she slices off a finger-sized branch at its base.

      “I had another reason for asking you here,” she says, voice brusque. “A job.”

      “Yes?”

      “I had a bad delivery get through my people. I need the shipment eliminated.”

      Jaantzen relaxes a bit at that. Despite the rented security guards at her
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