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At Her Rightful Place

An ice queen arms dealer hires a new bodyguard with a troubled past




I.

VIVECA

The woman standing in my office is well-built, and the arm with the rolled-up sleeve is admirably thick, clean; no tattoos. I'll have to train her to wear clothes properly—I find this look sloppy, and her future contains bespoke suits more expensive than her salary, if she earns my regard enough to reach the point of negotiating employment.

Her name is Yves, which is of course an alias: she is neither French nor a man, but I don't begrudge and I'm not going to correct. The French are not real people, in any case, and their language and names are to be bastardized or remixed as one pleases (good pastries; their one redeeming grace).

The first thing that comes out of her mouth is, "I didn't expect you to have an office."

I tilt my chair back slightly. We are both sheened in sunlight: I arrange my desk to my advantage, to limn myself in morning's gold or evening's bronze. Backlit so that my face is difficult to see. Less theatrics, more a matter of control. "Did you want to meet me in a dark bar?"

Her smile is faint, thin-lipped by nature. Likely she cannot help looking a little sardonic no matter her actual mood—she has that kind of face. "No, Ms. Hua. This place is beautiful, if a little Nordic. Wintry."

She means all the glass, the approximations of snowdrift and glacier that are terribly out of place in Hong Kong. But one creates the landscape one wishes to inhabit. "Tell me about your background. And do sit down, please. No point keeping you on your feet."

Yves has a trick of shifting the chair—a thing that resembles a carved iceberg, and is not much more comfortable—so that it makes next to no noise against the marble. "All in my files. But you'd want to hear it from me."

"Yes." The way she moves interests me. It goes deeper than your usual ex-military sort, and I like what I can't immediately categorize.

"I fought in Alaska at age twelve, in the Russo-American War." Her shoulders rise and fall. "There weren't quite enough adults to go around by then."

Too many taken by the plague and the civil wars, which had eaten their way across North America and left it ripe pickings for the Russians. My mother did good business back then; so much demand for everything, so much lucre for her offshore accounts. I prop my chin on my hand, examining the lines of Yves' stance. Relaxed, for all that I know she needs the job: there is a wake of what passes for recommendation letters in our line of work, stiff and proper, but too numerous. Bodyguards are long-term. They have to be trained to adapt to each client's team, and what they learn in the tenure is thick with trade secrets: the client's routes and supply chains, alliances, regular buyers. It's a wonder we don't have them assassinated after they leave us, considering. "I don't usually hire former child soldiers."

"It's a uniquely unappealing part of my resume." A pause. "Or rather, I don't want to work for people to whom it is a point of attraction."

"You sound difficult."

"My track record speaks for itself. People make certain assumptions about my background, about the kind of tool I'm likely to be."

It would have been the easiest thing in the world for Yves to omit the truth of her early life: it is not as if there exists any sort of registry for former child soldiers, the entire point is that they're untracked, unrecorded—unpersoned ghosts, to be discarded without a trace; the casualty rate is not precisely low, since most of them are sent untrained into the thick of conflict zones. Idly I wonder if there is a child soldier school, somewhere, to improve the efficiency and minimize the squandering of resources. "Come meet my lieutenant. Then we can decide."




YVES

The affectations first: seated, in silhouette, back to the sunlight. Good positional advantage, for both negotiation and defense. Commands but does not reciprocate; dictates from a position of strength.

A snowy scene on the animated glass, climate control too cold. Ice motif in the furniture. Projects an image of undisturbed tranquility. Hard, cold. Austere. Low temperature keeps meetings short.

The woman herself, less important. Smaller than I am, weaker. But wealth is more powerful yet; she buys people like me as her armor. A sidearm mounted under the desk anyways. In this, she’ll have been practical—large caliber, armor piercing.

So: a client, and unremarkable at that. But they like to hear something in my voice that makes them unique and special. After all, respect is the only thing their money and power can't consistently buy. So I open with “I didn't expect you to have an office."

On its face, it’s an unbelievable statement—as if I am some backwater yokel come to the big city, or that my former employers only met in barren wastes and isolated compounds. But it isn’t a full lie, either. Many of my employers have preferred their palatial estates or secure bunkers. And I like to think there’s a certain… honesty… about this setting, a backhanded acknowledgement of the violence dictated from staid boardrooms.

She leans back in her chair, evaluating me. I take it as a good sign. I work well with observant employers. I’ve rolled the sleeve up on my shirt. It’s a small thing, an intentional blemish. If she thinks it’s unprofessional, I’ll know something about her; if she notices the lack of tattoos or tell-tale signs of substance abuse, then I’ll know even more about her.

Dilatory conversation follows, a few hollow sentences. She invites me to sit and tell her more of my background. As I move, her gaze intensifies; for a moment, I feel the sting of assessment, the banal inhumanity that comes from measurement and evaluation. It’s a feeling I am familiar with, and one I have had to strangle to excel in my line of work. The self-destructive impulse to take a swing at a superior, to betray a client, to take back some shred of control or dignity—that’s how you die. In the end, it’s better to be dehumanized by a look than a bullet. I’ve taken my past and made it a marketable skill set, and it stands to reason that the goods will be weighed.

Still. She is very observant.

"I fought in Alaska at age twelve, in the Russo-American War.” This is the crux of the matter, and what she really wants to know about. It isn’t as if I can tell her the truth, the ignominy that it wasn’t a thing that I did so much as it was a thing that happened to me. I shrug. "There weren't quite enough adults to go around by then." It’s an affected nonchalance, a blind to hide my counter-observation of her.

"I don't usually hire former child soldiers," she says, and there is a bite there: it is important to her that I know there are certain actions she finds more or less detestable, certain lines that she’ll bend and only unwillingly cross. The type that has some esoteric rules of behavior, then, or an ass-backward code of honor.

Alright, that’ll be extra.

But we’re still talking about me, technically. "It's a uniquely unappealing part of my resume." I pause, and then make eye contact. There’s a bite to my voice now, too; I also have a point I want to make. "Or rather, I don't want to work for people to whom it is a point of attraction."

There is a moment of tension as we hold each other’s gaze. Her eyes are bitter ice, and I can feel my body fight a need to shiver.

And then she sighs, announcing the end to whatever tête-à-tête we are having. "You sound difficult."

"My track record speaks for itself. People make certain assumptions about my background, about the kind of tool I'm likely to be."

She looks me over a final time, and I can see her coming to a preliminary judgement about how, precisely, she can use me. She smiles, and I realize it is the coldest, hardest surface in her office. "Come meet my lieutenant. Then we can decide."




VIVECA

Lieutenant is a misleading title to apply to Fahriye, seeing that what I have is too small to be a private army, but it's her old title in her military and she's fond of it. Her name is delicate; she herself is not. Yves isn't short, a little under one hundred eighty, but Fahriye is easily a head taller and a good deal broader.

I've sent them both off to a bar not because I believe alcohol will loosen Yves' tongue, but because Fahriye insists that her intuition works best under influence. So far she has not been wrong, and she never drinks to excess. Plus, a bar provides Fahriye with opportunities for crucial demonstrations—whether Yves knows how to case a location, how to watch for exits and entries, how to map perimeters. In a couple hours she will report back whether Yves is a good fit, longer if she talks the woman into a quick tryst. Fahriye's tastes range widely.

In their absence I take to the most banal part of my work, handling communications through lines encrypted within a millimeter of their lives, managing such logistics as can be performed remotely. The sales and purchase of arms used to be strikingly public, between imperial and client states, between corporate interests. Civilians accepted them so readily. In those days my professional forebears would be carefully pruned, disappeared, because they didn't answer to defense contractor conglomerates—not due to moral compass, but because they were proud to the point of stupidity. America's breaking shifted much, fundamentally altering the status quo forever, eradicating overnight certain large-scale companies and supply chains that served the empire. In this vacuum, independent dealers—like myself and my mother before me—arose. The Russians pursue monopoly less aggressively, and they like to play us off against each other.

(I have, also, a brother. He is more interested in narcotics. Occasionally we meet up in person to discuss which of us does more harm to the world. He agrees, at least, that I leave more lasting impact: literal craters and ruins. My hands are clean, I like to say without any seriousness, but they are not particularly. Supplying guns or shooting someone in the face, you have blood under your fingernails just the same.)

Later I head ten floors down to a favorite bakery that does the best char siu sou this side of Hong Kong. To anyone I appear no different from an ordinary office worker, a little more polished and a little more expensive if one knows what to look for: the cut of my tailoring, the black opal mounted on my ring that costs more than many diamonds. People unused to wealth understand its signifiers to be in gold and designer brands, in fast cars and enormous mansions. True wealth, though, is about the purchase of absolute privacy and absolute security. It is not about being under headlines, having your face plastered on billboards as you attend charity galas. Those are the trappings, the costumes. True power is in the lack of consequences even as you engage in the most heinous deeds.

Fahriye returns with Yves. That is answer enough: if she'd found Yves below her standards, the new recruit would have been politely turned out to the streets.

"These are still warm." I gesture at my char siu sou, now plated. "Care for some? And Yves, you're hired."

My lieutenant eats with gusto—she has a big appetite, essentially twenty-four hours a day, and we share favorites in food. Yves eats with more restraint, out of politeness. I wonder what kind of food she prefers or if, like most people of her background, she eats whatever is put in front of her and which fulfills her caloric needs.

I brief Yves on my schedule for the next day. No further; new recruits are to be treated as potential spies and given limited access to information, to everything. "And," I add, "I want you to be my detail for tomorrow's business dinner."

Yves looks at me. Her hair is dyed an interesting shade—asphalt distantly lit by brushfire. "Viveca Hua doesn't have a reputation for being trusting. If you don't mind me saying."

"I don't mind, and not to worry; I don't trust you. My other personnel will be in the restaurant. Call this a field test." I nod to Fahriye. "She'll take you for your fitting."

For the first time since Yves arrived, I see real emotion in her face—something close to terror pinching the corners of her eyes. "Fitting for what?"

"Your suit. My bodyguards are supposed to dress well."




YVES

Fahriye is a big woman: big size, big laugh, big appetite. She’s a full head and shoulder taller than me, and her reach is similarly outsized. Judging by her scars, she’s got a hard edge of experience on me, too; if it came to an all-out brawl between us, I’d put my good money on her.

But she’s neither a bodyguard nor an enforcer, which means her real skills, and her real danger, is what’s behind her dark green eyes and constantly crooked grin. Brains and brawn; I’d like to think I know the type. And I know for a fact that Hua has no children and no living relatives, save for a brother who has his own sordid business. I wonder if Hua is grooming Fahriye to inherit her empire, like she did from her own late mother, or if she plans to burn it all down with her death. As the woman applying for the job to keep her alive, it’d be nice to know.

The “lieutenant” takes me to a dive bar, one of the dark and dingy places where the only thing more dangerous than the patrons is the health code violations. We take a sticky booth and, over a beer, she does her own version of Hua’s interrogation. She’s boisterous, but she drinks far less than her temperament indicates, and she watches me watching the place. I oblige and narrate: two men in the back, surreptitiously guarding the door to the kitchen, another on the bar. Probably arms traffickers, small time compared to Hua; subcontractors of a subcontractor, I wager. I’ve worked with the type.

We’re also decidedly unwelcome, a point that comes to a head when four more men come through the door and begin to approach our table.

“Well, I think that’s enough of that,” Fahriye says with a grin and stands, stretching like a massive feline. “So are you in or are you out?”

Brass knuckles, billy club carried underhand, hidden; packing heat, but not their first choice. Violence, but not total war.

I shrug. “This won’t be the first time I’ve been evaluated in a pit fight,” I say, and it sounds far more bitter than I intend it.

Fahriye flashes me a knowing, almost conspiratorial look as she reaches down for her beer and finishes it in a single massive swig. “Oh, and one more thing,” she adds, right before picking up our table and hurling it into our assailants. “Don’t get hit in the face. No visible bruises—the boss demands a little decorum.”

We tear the place apart after that. It’s almost perfunctory, clear that this was something between a walkabout and a working dinner for Fahriye; I suspect she let some lesser officer of the organization off for the night so she could stretch her legs with the new girl.

And I guess I pass, even if I do take a love tap on the chin; before I know it, I am again sitting across the table from one Viveca Hua, Fahriye unceremoniously eating some sort of stuffed pastry—kolaches?—beside me.

Hua summarizes tomorrow’s itinerary. No further knowledge for me, until I’ve earned it; a modest concession to operational security. I approve.

"And," she concludes, "I want you to be my detail for tomorrow's business dinner."

Now this is unexpected, and far too soon. I make a show of narrowing my eyes. "Viveca Hua doesn't have a reputation for being trusting. If you don't mind me saying."

"I don't mind, and not to worry; I don't trust you. My other personnel will be in the restaurant.” A ghost of a smile crosses her lips. “Call this a field test."

Then she nods toward Fahriye. "She'll take you for your fitting."

I start. I don’t mean to, and of all the things to get under my skin, I didn’t expect it to be this pedestrian instruction. But you can’t always control a fear response, and all the tests of the past day have primed me for this reaction: for a moment, I am struck by an impression of me as some sort of trained hound, being evaluated for a collar of cold iron and burning ice, measuring tape around my neck like a garrote. 

"Fitting for what?" I manage.

She sees me flinch, and her ghost of a smile becomes very hard, very corporeal. "Your suit. My bodyguards are supposed to dress well."




II.

VIVECA

When Yves reports to me the next afternoon, she's properly clothed: a dress shirt in warm, pale gold, the jacket and trousers in burgundy so deep it nearly disappears into black. She does not look entirely comfortable in it, but she'll adjust in time. What is important is that she looks like a fine commodity and, even more crucially, a commodity that belongs to Viveca Hua.

(Fahriye, on occasion, points out that my sense of ownership toward human beings in my employ is indicative of the sort of issues one normally takes to a therapist. I have told her, also on occasion, that it is actually quite healthy considering my work. How else do you engage in this sort of profession if you don’t treat people as objects? But she insists I hide a heart of gold within my carapace exterior because I don’t totally use my personnel as cannon fodder. It is not an assessment with which my brother, who does know me exceedingly well, would agree. He would say—as would I—that it is about efficiency. I do not require therapists. They’ll absolutely violate patient confidentiality to leak your sessions to rival suppliers.)

“I don’t want to say that I can’t breathe,” Yves says on our way to the appointed restaurant. “But—”

“It’s a suit, not a corset.” Having said that, corsets are less constricting than most people think. “Undo the top button, you’ll feel better.”

In the driver seat, Fahriye chuckles. She knows well my vice for women’s collarbones.

The restaurant is three floors underground; the kind of people I have business meals with have a great aversion to high floors with panoramic windows, since those are begging for a sniper to put a few rounds in your head, and also the heads of your bodyguards, family (should any be present; my brother and I together make prime targets—two birds and so forth; we have to watch out for explosives), and trade partners.

We authenticate our invitation into the restaurant through specialized phones. The servers wear bulletproof vests under their livery.

Two of my other personnel are already there, discreetly stationed, both pretending to be themselves diners. My table is in its own private room, though then again most of the restaurant is private rooms.

Ariadne Torres has preceded me. She is arch when she says, "You're six minutes late."

"Apologies." I gesture in no particular direction. "Traffic's terrible this time of the day. How have you been?"

We talk shop: I have just delivered a shipment to the border between America and Canada, where they kill each other for freshwater. She has just come from Britain, a land torn by famine and political schism—children starving in flooded streets, squatters in mud-streaked brick ruins, produce rotting in farms; that country has never been able to recover after its loss of colonial riches. Ariadne asks if I plan to do business in or with Russia. I don't: insufficient contacts and familiarity, too many toes I could accidentally step on. But she insists it's lucrative.

The food is simple, plates of char siu and roast soy duck, bowls of rice. Fine dining is for when you can appreciate it, not when an assassination attempt might impend any moment. Both of us eat in a rush, the speed of office workers at a food court. The business component of the meal—we're swapping contracts due to a logistical issue, namely that one of Ariadne's informants has gone missing and she's spooked—takes no more than fifteen minutes.

Which is just as well, since eight minutes after that, the door bursts open and Yves tackles me to the ground. The noise of gunfire ensues, lagging as usual behind the actual bullets. It is loud, but it is also banal—the kind of noise I've been inured to since I was ten, my mother having been more partial to the field than I am (but I am a supplier of a different era; so much can be done remotely these days, and while I still deliver a few shipments myself in warzones, I do it to make a point rather than because it is necessary).

Decoding the cacophony is a specialized skill of mine. I can tell who's been hit, how many times, deciphering the cries and the sounds of impact—bodies toppling furniture, the clicks of guns emptying. It isn't an assassination attempt but a suicide attack. Someone is angry and vengeful; I try to recall what Ariadne has been up to recently and then decide that it doesn't really matter. I watch, from a considerable distance, as she thuds onto the cold marble. So much for our friendly acquaintanceship. It is a shame. You make so few friends, or even friendly rivals, in this line of work. Everyone is so cutthroat, so focused on profit. It makes them tedious.

"This is nice," I say aloud, still under Yves. She has the kind of body I expect her to have, all tight muscles and hard strength. "I do love a woman on top of me."

She gets up, her gun drawn, though it is already over. "Seriously?"

I push myself upright. "What, you want me to take something this routine as a deathly event? I wasn't even the target."

The killer is on the floor too, barely recognizable as human, more a practice target with realistic gore. Ariadne herself has just the one wound, but it is precisely placed above her eyes: no chance of her getting up again. Her bodyguards are distraught, mostly because this will mar their record forever. No one wants to hire failures. Fahriye's voice in my earpiece: "All clear."

I get to my feet, stretching. I've been told I look feline doing that, the appearance of a creature without a care in the world. Fahriye and two of her subordinates have taken positions at the ruined door. My lieutenant is tearing into the restaurant's security, multilingual, using a few profanities I didn't even know existed; Turkish is a creative language.

A little blood has gotten on my shoes. I scuff them sadly against the floor, to little effect. "I'm moving hotels today. Fahriye will tell you where, and the room number too."

Yves stares at me. "Seriously?" she says a second time in almost as many minutes.

"You didn't get to shoot anybody. All that unspent adrenaline has to go somewhere and it's a perfectly lovely outlet." I widen my eyes at her, affecting a debutante's coquetry, an artifact of a different century. "Why, you must have been asked to a woman's hotel room before."

"Pardon me," she says, her voice even and deliberate, "but I didn't sign on to be that."

"Obviously, and I'm not paying you for that sort of arrangement either—your wages would wipe out half my profits then. Join me at the hotel if you want; take the evening off to tend to your own matters if you don't. I won't take it personally." I spread my hands. "I have other options."

She inhales deeply—visibly seizing control of herself—and then winces, as if the scent of my skin or my perfume has offended her. "I'm not doing that."

"Suit yourself." One of the buttons on my blouse has popped loose in the scuffle. "Help me do this up, will you?"

"You can—"

"Touching my clothing isn't going to harm your chastity, I promise."

Yves snorts, low in her throat. She complies, pulling the silk together, pushing the button back in place. Her thumb brushes my throat and rests there a few seconds longer than necessary. Then her hand falls away. "See you tomorrow, Ms. Hua."




YVES

The fitting goes well enough: a gold dress shirt, jacket and pants of black-maroon. The cut and color are not to my liking, and I’m a working girl at heart; I prefer a combat harness and fatigues over business formal. But there are two types of clients—those who want their security detail to be invisible, and those who flaunt their safety and protection—and Hua bivouacs in a very aesthetic corner of the latter camp.

So I am dressed up like a conspicuous ornament and cast in the role of the kept woman, seen but not heard by my lady’s side. The metaphor holds up in other ways, too. Concubines exercise a specific power in a specific context, exchanging access to their bodies for a type of authority. When the time comes, I will throw Hua to the ground, bruise her black, break a rib—and she will thank me for it. All that is asked from me is access to my body: my limbs to shove and grab and hold, my chest to envelope, everything that I am and will be reduced to a coefficient of friction, my heart become the viscera that slows a deadly shot.

Less romantically: I’m disposable beef, and I find it unseemly that I must dress pretty and attend pageants before being led to the slaughter. And Hua is self-aware enough to know she likes the pageantry; it adds a possessive, cruel element to her humor and to her gaze. 

Dinner is with another arms dealer, Ariadne Torres; know her from before. Service is in something approximating a bunker; underground, no windows, controlled access through heavy doors. Two of Hua’s are already inside, women pretending at having a relationship. I wonder if that also describes my client; it would be nice to anticipate the potential outcomes. Private room, one door. Torres doesn’t read as having animosity, but the best ones don’t. Food is barbeque and roast fowl; smells nice.

Conversation, fast eating; work, not pleasure. The door opens, interrupting—gun.

The analysis is always fast, a never-ending stream of observations and conclusions; in contrast, the moment of action is timeless and indelible. I have no fondness for Hua, or Torres, or even myself, possessed of no need to remember or memorialize. But the need to act precisely and perfectly in the face of your and your client’s mortality? It has a way of staying with you. The momentum of my impact into Hua, how I wrap around her as I carry us both to the floor, Torres’ shocked expression as a rose of scarlet blooms from her brow—these moments I will remember until I die, a daguerreotype that joins my album of all the other near-misses, all the other moments that were almost the last.

From here, time will again flow normally. I will keep Hua covered—there is no glory in standing too soon and being perforated by your own side—while I listen to the sound of gunfire, ascertaining who is where and who has died. Then I will rise and kill, as necessary, to preserve the life of my client.

That is what is supposed to happen.

Instead, time does not right itself, and I find myself staring into Hua’s eyes for one unending moment. They are a rich brown, I finally realize—but here they glow warm, almost amber, as they catch the light; poised, like the room’s marble. Her expression is contemplative and soft, its piercing bite momentarily held in abeyance; I realize she is tracking the gunshots, too.

"This is nice," I hear her say. "I do love a woman on top of me."

But what I feel are our two heartbeats, perfectly synced: still and slow despite the bloodshed around us.

And then I wrench myself back to reality, stand as I pull my gun. It’s already over, but I had to do something to break the spell.

“Seriously?" I ask, letting a touch of disgust mask my discombobulation.

"What, you want me to take something this routine as a deathly event? I wasn't even the target." She stands and stretches, as if awakening from a catnap, and then carries on, unperturbed by the blood at her feet. "I'm moving hotels today. Fahriye will tell you where, and the room number too."

I stare at her, and this time I am gripped not by the absurdity of the situation, but by a real anger; I am being solicited. I center myself listening to Fahriye tear into the restaurant’s security, her brutal invectives having the cadence and familiarity of battlefield cant. When I do finally speak, I’m proud that I keep my response to an uncreative reprise of "Seriously?”

"You didn't get to shoot anybody. All that unspent adrenaline has to go somewhere and it's a perfectly lovely outlet." She sounds almost bored, as if describing some immutable law of the universe, the most reasonable cause-and-effect one can imagine. And then she widens her eyes and affects an inviting, naive drawl. "Why, you must have been asked to a woman's hotel room before."

"Pardon me." I find my words betray a precision and carefulness I no longer feel within my thudding heart. "But I didn't sign on to be that."

"Obviously, and I'm not paying you for that sort of arrangement either—your wages would wipe out half my profits then.” What is she implying? Is she complimenting me? “Join me at the hotel if you want; take the evening off to tend to your own matters if you don't. I won't take it personally. I have other options."

Even with her nonchalance and her casual out—and I believe that she would not retaliate, that she does not assume a control over my body that I have not already deeded away—I am still struck by the suddenness of her proposal.

I try to clear my head with a deep breath, and too late realize that I am pulling in the stuff of this place—the smell of gunpowder and blood, food going cold; the odor of a meal ruined, mixing with the scent of my employer, her warm skin and subtle perfume. I am sucking down the very thoughts that I am trying to expel from my body. I grimace at my own foolishness. "I'm not doing that."

"Suit yourself." She gestures to her blouse’s top button, undone in the melee. "Help me do this up, will you?"

"You can—"

"Touching my clothing isn't going to harm your chastity, I promise."

This is about control, of course, about asking me to demonstrate where, precisely, I draw the line. I snort and opt to maintain the status quo, pulling the folds of her shirt close while I gently slide expectant button through waiting slit. I go so far as to affirm my dissent with a final, "See you tomorrow, Ms. Hua.”

And yet my traitor fingers rest for a moment along her throat, my thumb finding the steady, unhurried beat of her heart. By the time my hand drops free, it feels as if the woman has seen me flinch a second time.




III.

YVES

We escort Hua to her new hotel, Fahriye and I. “Get on out of here,” she tells me, voice low, while our employer pretends not to hear. When she sees how my jaw sets, the lieutenant pulls me aside, falling out as the rest of the security detail ascends with Hua in an elevator.

“You heard the boss. You’ve got rest of the night off—and you fucking earned it, kid. First day on the job and you saved her life.” She must see how my face hardens; her voice drops from boisterous to remarkably sincere. “Ah. I see. Look, I’m not going to tell you who to sleep with or who not. What I will say is that the thing you’re worried about? It won’t matter here. Sleep with her or not, she’ll treat you the exact same either way.”

Like something she owns, I think, barely able to hold the words back; the adrenaline from the shooting has left me taut, less able to control my emotions. My expression must slip regardless, because Fahriye nails me with a pointed look. I’m giving you an out here, she’s as good as telling me. You don’t have to go anywhere you don’t want to.

And then she’s back to her magnanimous persona, a to-go container materializing in her hand. “I asked ‘em to box up the char siu,” she says, and laughs like a hyena. “What were they going to do, tell me no?” She shoves the food against my chest. “The things which men greatly desire are comprehended in meat, drink, and sexual pleasure. Go get yourself fucked up, Yves. Just remember—” She pantomimes as she steps away. “—not the face. Boss only likes the bites she leaves.”

I make my way back to the hotel we stayed at the night before, where my things are still. It is as nice and luxurious as the hotel I just left; Mistress Hua demands only the finest things. I work in an industry divided between professionals who build of stone and desire permanence, and those who would make of their life one long migration, a different bedroom each night. I have fought in enough cratered edifices, slept under enough stars, that I know the folly of the first, feel in my bones the impermanence of all things. But the hotel as an institution, as a waypoint and liminal space, has its own oppressive sameness, more immutable than reality itself. I could stay here for the night—eat this place’s delicacies, enjoy its unrivaled vistas, sleep with one of the unmatched women who prowl its bars—all bespoke experiences that I could have at the next hotel, and the next, and the next.

Once, I would have craved this kind of certainty. Instead, I strip down to my undershirt, change into jeans, shove Hua’s burgundy and gold into my satchel. Pack the hotel’s tiny toiletries, steal a towel—old habits are oppressive, too, but there is a dark joy in that weight—and I’m out the door, leather jacket on.

Then it’s just me and the road, the throbbing power of my bike under me, a screaming engine between my legs and the evening wind in my hair. I take the highway into the hills over the city and lose myself in asphalt and elevation.

The promised oblivion does not come. Hua is right. The stress of the day stays with me, bunching between my shoulders and grinding down my teeth. It isn’t that I like the killing, though I will someday need to grapple with the skill and ease with which I take life, I want to think that I am not so broken or so evil, so deluded, that I consider what I do art, and I do not delight in how violence has molded me, clay of blood under fingers of bone.

But still, there is a gnawing hunger for catharsis—a scream, a fuck, a thunderclap to release the storm that builds within me. I take each winding turn with a speed and precision that should border on mortifying, faster and faster, running from thought, from body and soul, from the pressure of existence and being.

This job. The intimacy of a jealous mistress and a sin-eater both, absorbing the mortal wound into myself. I know the stuff of those I serve, take into me their routines, protect them from their foibles. Death of my ego for their pride, death of my body for their safety. I am not so romantic as to think life is priceless, but… 

I pull off at an overlook, dig into this lukewarm barbeque Fahriye gave me, these scraps from a dead woman’s table. It’s tasty, I guess. Probably would have liked a Coke to wash it down, that lasting export of my ruined home. The empire is dead, but its cloying sweetness, the burn of its carbonation—that stays with you, eats at the calcium of your bones and the enamel of your teeth, until the illness is a part of you, forever.

I may be thoughtless in the calories I put into my body. I accept the dehumanization of the looks, the thousand little papercuts of the soul. But there is within me a thing growing, a destructive need for dignity and control, a desire that grips at me and shakes me from my slumber, a gnawing need to—

Words escape me. That which I need to be, I do not yet know. I cannot find it on any map.

Below, I see the lights of the city. The air is muggy and the wind has died, heavy with promise of a storm still unseen. I sweat under my jacket, but do not move to take it off. The discomfort of wearing it, the vulnerability of being known; that balance stays with me, in all things.

My jacket. Her ties. Her collar. Armor, tool, possession. I have been all three, will be all three again. And yet—

This is at the crux of my roiling thoughts. I have worked for others, taken their poison into myself, become strong with it. But this woman is grotesque in a singular way, possessive, and to stand beside her is to run your hand along a smooth surface of ice, to feel the heat of all that you are bleed into a barren stillness that drinks and drinks but does not melt.

But when she looks at me, I feel known. I feel desired. I feel like I have value, that maybe there is some part of me worth more than blood and bone, a hidden part yet uncharted.

Mistress Hua demands only the finest things, and on her wall of ornaments, she has set a place to mount me, carved out for me alone a place by her side. She wants me, of this I am certain. 

And I am so fucked up that instead of running, I need to know why.




VIVECA

Yves’ knock on my door does not come as a surprise. It is not that I believe I am irresistible (my wealth is, but not in this context and not to her in particular); rather it is that there's a brittleness to Yves that I have observed, and that my assessment—she requires catharsis after unfinished violence—has proven correct.

The floor is high, though I've drawn the curtains shut; again, one never knows, and even glass meant to be bulletproof does not always bear up under certain calibers of ammunition. The suite is like any other pricey suite in a five-star property, and when Yves steps in I can see that she is unimpressed by the bas reliefs, the statuettes, the upholstery with its expensive trims. Her regard for them is cool, indifferent. Insult to injury, she's put aside the tailored suit in favor of a leather jacket. Black, plain.

"Do come in," I say, able to be gracious in ultimate victory. Let her wear her leather. "You've had dinner? The room service here is decent."

"No, thank you. I just had a few questions I wanted to ask you in a private setting."

I grin at her, full-toothed. "Ah yes, and it can't wait for my office tomorrow. It must be absolutely pressing. Go on."

She stays standing even as I've seated myself in one of the plush sofas. Her gaze sweeps me over, looking perhaps for any hint of a gun on my person. "Why are you in this line of work? With the kind of money you have, you can do virtually anything else."

"That applies to you, too." Much less money, but sufficient to live comfortably if she's saved up. But I already know why she would pursue no other profession: with her background, she'd fight the rest of her days to take control of her early years, to express that she wields primacy through combat and that the Russo-American War left no stains on a child. I cross my legs, aware that my skirt rides up, that the silk stockings flatter my calves and thighs well. "Even if I'd wanted to do anything else, I have a certain inheritance. My mother was a supplier. Her enemies weren't going to leave her children alone."

"The money could have allowed you to disappear. Gone into witness protection. Something."

At that I laugh—I can't help it. She is hilarious. "You know it doesn't work like that. But I'll answer your question, since I'm dedicated to my profession for reasons other than necessity. My mother, Elizaveta Hua, died when I was young. You may have heard of her. She was under sixty then, which is young for normal people and ancient for an arm dealer's life expectancy. Another trader, Cecilie Kristiansen, betrayed her to a state organization and had her taken out. I've thought about that a lot."

"Revenge," guesses Yves.

"In technical terms. In philosophical terms, I resent her showing me that my mother wasn't all-powerful; that she was still vulnerable to state institutions." My brother once said that it is perfectly normal for our mother to have died—relatively—young, offering an unsolicited insight that it's not really about her but about me. It was the one time I felt tempted to violence toward my own sibling. A terrible idea, naturally; he has better snipers than I do. "I'm not going anywhere until Kristiansen is well and truly over, six feet under, ashes in the wind, whatever imagery you like."

Yves' frown, which has been present since she stepped into this suite, deepens. I should tell her it is a bad habit that will age her face quickly, but I suppose she too expects to die very young. Under forty, maybe. "So you want to be in this long enough to terminate your mother's murderer, but you have next to no self-preservation instinct. Or you wouldn't have let me in here. I don't really understand."

"Women like me are not made to be understood, Yves, we're made for other things."

Her eyes dart to the top of my dress, which doesn't bare much more than throat and shoulders—I am not desperate—and her cheeks color very faintly, the first sign I've beheld that what runs in her arteries is not reptile's blood. "Why did you really hire me?"

"One of my bodyguards got shot. There was a vacancy. Or," I add, "you could come closer and get the real answer."

For half a minute, I think she's going to turn around and exit the suite. Then she closes the distance, not quite looming over me but nearly. Her shadow falls across me, blotting out the room's illumination: in this position she has all the power. Physically she is by far the stronger of us—it'd be easy for her, were she an assassin sent by one of my enemies, to complete the deed. "I'm not doing this. I don't fuck my employers."

"I already told you: it's not part of our contact. If I want to pay for sex, I pick escorts who are not trained to perform mass homicide. I haven't survived this long by chasing my own death, have I?" My hand alights, bird-soft, on her hard thigh. "Bend down, Yves."

She does. It is always fascinating, to succeed in seducing someone who's so much a challenge: the insides of her mind, the coiled guts and wet humors, are for the most part opaque to me. But there are ways to turn a person's brittleness to your advantage. There are ways to invite with a touch, a look, a provocation.

I kiss my fingertips. I bring them to her mouth. It is an adolescent gesture, my plum lipstick smearing on her pale mouth; she freezes, and then her breath quickens.

"You don't own people," she says, her voice thick.

"Don't I? Take the rest from me."

Our first true contact is all teeth. She grazes and bites like she means to prove that she is the hunter and I the hare, and her grip on my shoulder is near-bruising. Her fingers tug at my dress—I half anticipate her to rip it clean off, but she remains this side of decorous, or else it is poverty's habit that stops her from shredding pricey satin.

We make our way to the bed: lust-led or not, we're both adult enough to know beds are more practical than the sofa, or worse, the floor. On the sheets I unbuckle her belt, slide off her trousers and briefs, and soon have my mouth between her legs. The taste of her is clean and the heat of her is lush; I delve deep, tongue and fingers both.

She must have been keyed up, more libidinous than she lets on. It doesn't take long before she convulses, her feet kicking against the mattress, though she herself is almost silent. I disentangle from her, mouth and chin drenched, and smirk down at her.

Yves doesn't let me stay smug for long. She seizes me and pushes me into the sheets, pinning me down with her weight—she must have at least fifteen kilos on me, and most of them muscle. Again she kisses me, as hard as before, and when she descends to my breasts it is the same: more teeth than tongue. She rucks up my skirt, makes a noise in her throat when she finds the silk under that soaked. That is quickly made scarce. Her fingers glide inside me, effortless, long and blunt. A callused thumb on my clitoris.

I like rutting. There is a sort of purity to it that other vices lack. Drugs remove you from your body; fucking is the opposite—it is all body, all sensation. The character of your partner is beside the point, as long as they're skilled at ensuring mutual satisfaction. But the thrill of having someone like Yves adds to it, too. My hips jerk against her. My back arches off the linens. I come into her hand, my cunt gripping her fingers.

We separate. There is no pretense at intimacy: she lies on her back a couple handspans from me, reestablishing the distance.

She wipes sweat from where it's gathered above her mouth. "When did you learn I used to work for Kristiansen?"

"Before you came to my office. It doesn't appear on your records, but it's not hard to find out. What, do I look stupid?"

Silence, for a moment. "And that's why you signed me on, and also why you took me to bed. Because you think this will make me tell you her secrets."

This time I bray, completely unladylike. "Really? You think I need you to know about Iron Cecilie? Please. I've had spies in her ranks for years. Her business partners talk. I'm sorry to report, but you have no intelligence value to me whatsoever."

"Then why?"

"Why did you leave Cecilie?"

Yves turns her face to me halfway, her large brown eyes reflecting the fixtures so that they look—momentarily—almost amber. Bestial. "You tell me. You bragged of your spies."

"I'd have thought you would hate for me to narrate your life for you." I think of catching her hand, of nibbling on her fingers, but set aside the urge. Bonding impulses don't become either of us. "Cecilie was training you to become her second-in-command. Held you up like her prize horse. Arguably you were one of her most, if not the most, valuable personnel. Correct so far?"

Her mouth purses. She says nothing.

"But you had an… organizational issue. The other person she'd kept as her second for a decade, you don't get along with him. Tristan Philipe, is that right? Though I understand he has pretty bloody nicknames of his own. In the end you told Cecilie, it was Tristan or you. She insisted she needed both. You insisted otherwise and quit."

"Tristan," Yves begins, nearly spitting the name. "He's a sadist completely. He can't run anything well—he just impresses and intimidates with his kill count, that's all. Without Cecilie he'd have run the entire operation into the ground. I wasn't going to stay around for that."

"And I'm sure you and he had personal enmity."

Her eyes drift shut. When they open again, they're sharp and clear. "You signed me on because it pleases you to possess something Cecilie valued greatly."

I flash her a glimpse of my teeth. "I love people who pay attention."

"You're quite unwell, you know that?"

"In our profession, is there such a thing as a person who's perfectly well? Each of us is sick in our own way, the difference is in what we do with it."

"I'm much saner than you are." Yves lets out a sigh. "If I'm exercising that sanity, I'd be handing you my resignation right now."

My eyes are drawn to her nipples, still hard beneath her shirt. The jacket's long gone, probably flung across the sofa, though I don't recall either myself or her discarding it. "And are you?"

"Not yet." Her hand slides across the distance between us and closes around my thigh, as if she too means to lay claim: that I may own her, but I will be owned in return. "I'm staying around, to see whether you burn yourself up before you get to Cecilie. Until either outcome arrives, I promise to serve you to the best of my ability."

"Good." I move until I trap her hand between my thighs. "People who fascinate each other, sick or not, work together the best. Welcome onboard, Yves."


In That Place of Gold

A prospective client is drawn to the luster of violence




I.

VIVECA

The chime of clinking glasses. Chandeliers overhead. Too many important people in one place: I pick out faces, match them to names, imagine as I do the method of their demise. Snipers are good, there being so many places in this banquet hall for them to hide. Poison’s the other obvious one, and every immaculately uniformed waiter could be a contractor sighting down their target. The reception could at any moment turn into an abattoir.

We have chosen as decent a spot as we can, my bodyguards and I, an alcove that presents little visibility to sharpshooters. I nurse my glass of lemon water⁠—at these events are when I least want to get even mildly inebriated, for all that I trust Fahriye and Yves to keep me safe. The former is happily sipping her red wine. Already she’s hailing a waiter to bring her more.

“Why are we attending a party?” This from Yves, blunt. She has drunk and set aside her glass of passionfruit juice, grimacing at the sourness.

“I could have sworn I was the employer here,” I murmur, though without rancor. The leash I have on Yves is a long one, and sometimes it’s interesting to see what the hound will spontaneously do. “Do you see that girl in the turquoise dress and the pearl earrings? That’s the Chief Executive’s daughter. He wants to hire my bodyguards out to protect her⁠—she just came back from her undergraduate studies, in… Switzerland?”

Yves makes a visible effort to control her expression. “You’re rich enough not to bother.”

She has lived in such a harsh world, and is nevertheless naive in matters beyond her specific experiences. “Didn’t Iron Cecilie make nice with local politicians? So must I. Besides, the pay is good and the task is simple. The Chief Executive of Hong Kong thinks I’ll get right along with his girl, presumably because we’re both women. He’d like us to help her… reconnect with her heritage after getting westernized for so long. We take her on ferries and cruises. Shopping. Whatever. Nothing strenuous. Consider it a break, Yves.”

“I’ll be guarding both you and her.”

I glance at Fahriye. She’s trying not to laugh. “You’ll be guarding me,” I say, airily. “The daughter’s a non-factor. What is she going to need defending from, chipping her nails? Lieutenant, what’s her name again?”

“You know her name perfectly well, boss.” A low chuckle. “Maria Ying.”

“Oh, one of the boring names.” I’d chosen Viveca partly so my Mandarin name won’t be butchered by international clients—they do find Hua Xinyu unbelievably difficult to pronounce—and because Swedish names are more interesting than your Maria, your Melody, your Rachel. Such commonplace ones, and so dull. “We’ll introduce ourselves to her tomorrow. Contract is good for two weeks, to be extended if the Chief Executive or Maria herself feels she needs longer. Easiest money in the world.”

Yves offers no further opinion for a few minutes. Then, “She doesn’t look comfortable.”

That Maria does not. I watch her put up a facade, the trained grace of a daughter born to privilege and opulence (who am I to cast stones), polite and talkative and saying all the right things to those circling her and currying favors. A princess for the modern age. But there’s something pinched about her expression, an edge to the way she moves. She is frightened of something. Her father? A person in the reception? The party atmosphere? We’ll find out either way, tomorrow. For now I enjoy the perfectly good dim sum, the delicate finger food, and finally the desserts: durian pancake, egg tarts, tiny cups of mango pudding. I’m not here in any serious capacity, and the most anyone does is mistake me for somebody’s secretary⁠—I have come in business formal; cocktail wear gets in the way.

We leave the banquet hall at an hour of our choosing⁠—the perk of not being known, of having no fame at all in polite society⁠—and at the door to my hotel room, I pull Fahriye down to my face and kiss her full on the mouth. She starts, surprised, not having expected this even if it’s hardly the first time we’ve done such things. Fahriye tastes of red wine and the few slices of fruits she speared off my plate.

Behind her, Yves stiffens. Her mouth goes thin. Something ignites in her eyes that I cannot yet read.

A reaction, then, as I anticipated. What remains to be seen is what kind; what it will transmute into. I am about to learn so, so much more about my newest purchase.

♦

Through the door, which clicks sedately shut, the smart-lock activating. I shake my hair free from its pinning; I drape my jacket on the back of a chair. “Pretty boring,” I say, “as state functions go. I didn’t spot even one supplier in the crowd. The Chief Executive must keep those to less public showings. What do you think? You must’ve attended this sort of thing before.”

Yves remains near the chair, not touching my jacket, not touching anything. The set of her shoulders is hard. “I didn’t know you slept with Fahriye.” Too, she does not say aloud; it is heard all the same.

I give her a smile, my best work at innocence. “Why wouldn't I? I’ve known her for years. I trust her. She is very attractive, you must have noticed. It’d be peculiar if I didn’t take her to bed.”

She stays where she is, unmoving, hardly breathing. Yves is beautiful in tension, the strength of something metal and industrial coiled toward the point at which it must release, must damage. Her lips part. Nothing emerges.

“Listen,” I go on in the same breezy tone, “you cannot possibly expect me to be monogamous. Really monogamy is so… backward, don’t you think?”

Her inhalation is audible. Air through teeth. “You would mind if I sleep with anyone else.”

Because she belongs to me. “On the contrary, if you’d like to flirt with Fahriye, be my guest. She’s nice to you. You like her as a person. Why not?”

“That’s not how I⁠—”

I change the nature of my smile, smoothing my hand down my skirt. “Take this off me, Yves.”

She could refuse. She could turn away. The point is that she always has a choice; the other point is that every time she always gives in. And so she comes, her hand hovering and then finding the zipper. Holds the waistline, pulls the zipper down, a whisper of fabric and metal teeth. Soon I’m freed from the skirt, down to stockings and underwear. I step out of the circle of fabric and for a moment I let her look; I let her breathe in all that I am, all that I offer.

“I’ll fuck you tonight,” she begins.

“Both gracious and aggressive. I like it.”

“If you⁠—” Her own voice seems to clog in her throat, entrenching like seeds swallowed down too fast. “If you tell me what I have to do so you’d only sleep with me.”

This I both did and did not expect. “You get along with Fahriye.” Perfectly and incredibly: my lieutenant can charm anyone, but I didn’t expect Yves to have attached to her like a needy lamprey, attentive to Fahriye’s every word and gesture.

“That’s not the point.” All of Yves is stiff. “Forget I said anything.”

In such moments you see a person’s lever clearly. Pulling it becomes a matter of exact mathematics, exact pressure calculated. You can break someone. You can heal them, too. I do neither. Instead I take her hand, leading her⁠—she stays mute⁠—to the bedroom. How many times will we repeat this act, I wonder, bring about confrontation. To the near-boil, at which point I decide, steer, take hold.

“Kneel,” I say when I reach the bed, and she does. I wrap my silk-clad thighs around her shoulders, not quite locking her in place; close. I kiss her, feather-touch, on the brow. “What do you think you’d have to do exactly?”

Yves doesn’t answer. Then, “I wasn’t thinking.”

Which is, perhaps, how she instinctively approaches the subject of me. It is not that I’m a goddess come down to earth⁠—I clean up well, I polish myself to a burnished sheen, the same as anyone⁠—but that deep down Yves wants to be owned; she wants to be used. It grants her something, I suspect, like peace. And now I have shown her it is not exclusive, that the place I’ve etched her name on is not unique. She must react, respond; a need to reply that matches her hunger for catharsis. 

I could goad her on⁠—I could peel her open and watch her bleed. Easiest in the world.

My fingers glide across her cheeks, her jawline, feeling the fine hairs. She is inert, not responding, her breathing not even picking up. Her pulse under my fingers is steadier than I would have thought. Yves is so good at controlling her reactions in some ways, utterly poor in others.

“Fine,” I say. “I’m taking you to bed exclusively.”

Her trance breaks. Her gaze snaps up to meet mine; her pulse, now, begins to throb and hum. Like the engine of the bikes she likes so much. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“What about your lieutenant?” Not using her name, to create distance.

I begin unbuttoning Yves’ shirt. My thumb fits so nicely into her collarbone. “You’re the one who asked, Yves. It looks like you are going to be the one who has to take it up with her, doesn’t it?”




II.

YVES

Each time I’ve fucked Hua, I come away feeling⁠—not worse, not better; I come away feeling subtly changed, or subtly unsettled. The sex is good; she has given me a crash course in what it’s like to give and receive real foreplay, to enjoy the act as if you have all the time in the world instead of hurried fumblings in the dark or the stinking dim between rapid deployments. That part is fine. But each occasion⁠—three, now⁠—she seems to have drunk down something of mine that I can’t get back. 

Hua and Fahriye have taken pains to drive home, over and over, that it doesn’t matter if I turn Hua down; that it would not affect the terms of my employment⁠—I’m the armor between Hua and that which wants her dead, either way. I have the choice of never going near her bed ever again.

And yet I keep going back. I’ve tried to be cynical. If I’m being paid to guard her body, why shouldn’t I get to enjoy it too? What’s wrong with taking pleasure from her? But it’s a veneer and I can’t even keep it up long enough to convince myself. Something is wrong with me. I know what it is, too: Hua has such confidence in her mastery over people, and she has a vast array of picks. It must mean something that she wants me in particular, that I’m a puzzle she wants to solve and possess. It must signify that she’s looked inside me and seen something worthy of her regard and lust. She doesn’t sleep with all her bodyguards. It’s either expensive escorts or me or, as I’ve learned, Fahriye.

Fahriye, who is carefully leaving me alone today as we ride the elevator to meet Maria Ying. I cannot quite meet her eyes. Has Hua already told her? Probably. What must she have said to her lieutenant⁠—Sort it out among yourselves? Either negligence or provocation. Maybe she wants to watch her dogs fight.

The elevator dings. We’re ushered into a boardroom. Nice furniture, but all I can see is security issues. Too much window, only one exit, no security other than us. But that’s what we have been hired for. The Chief Executive of Hong Kong is not present: it is just the daughter.

Maria Ying, in business casual now, sits looking out at a view of the Victoria Harbor. She starts, too sharply, when we come in. “Ms. Hua.” She looks at Fahriye, then me, waiting to be introduced. 

Hua nods at her lieutenant, then at me. “Fahriye. Yves. I hear you graduated with a degree in international relations?”

The girl meets Hua’s eyes and says in a small, tight voice, “I’m afraid for my life.”

To her credit, Hua does not immediately sneer and dismiss. Instead her expression smooths into that of a professional. “You’ll have to be more specific, Ms. Ying.”

“Back in Zurich, I… had a boyfriend. He’s the son of their Minister of Foreign Affairs. I dumped him after some things he did crossed the line, and he didn’t take it too well. Luckily I was about to graduate anyway, so I booked the first flight home. But he followed me here.”

“Your father is aware?”

“Pierre⁠—my ex⁠—has diplomatic immunity.” Maria’s voice turns acrimonious. “My father thinks he’ll get bored and go away after a few days. Which is why he hired you.”

“Without telling me about this little detail,” Hua says, bland. “One that completely changes the nature of the assignment.”

“You can turn around and walk out. I know that.”

Hua glances at me, once, and smirks. “I want your father to owe me a favor, Ms. Ying. You’re a good one, so thank you for dropping yourself into my lap. Tell me about this Pierre. The more information we’ve got to work with, the safer we’ll be able to keep you.”

♦

The picture of Pierre given by Ms. Ying suggests that he is almost a caricature of his demographics. Cocksure, loud, a lot of extracurriculars. Red flags early on that Maria ignored because she wanted to believe⁠—and he was so glamorous, she insists, whatever else other women might have whispered. And plenty of young men are foolish in their youth. Maria could have fixed him.

Though Hua has good control of her expression, I can read growing contempt in the bend of her mouth. She’s diplomatic enough not to outright say, Really, Ms. Ying? Are you twenty or are you fourteen? Naturally she does not sympathize⁠—she’s been raised to wield power all her life; abusive stalker exes are not on the menu, and in any case she’d just have had them shot. Or put the bullet through their throats herself. Or strangled them and then torn out their entrails with her bare hands. I don’t put anything past Hua.

“Would you like him assassinated?” Hua asks, finally.

Maria recoils. “What? No. That’s not even⁠—that’s not even remotely on the table. It’d cause an international incident!”

My employer laughs. “It can be blamed on anything. Italian mafia. Russian special forces. He’s important, he is a target in his own right. Maybe his father crossed corporate interests, maybe it’ll be a hostage situation. You never know, and it doesn’t take a lot to spin up the right set of motives. But as you like, Ms. Ying. How long do you expect he’ll stay in Hong Kong?”

“Two weeks, at least. He texts me every day. Every time I block a number or an account, he makes a new one.” The girl makes a face, trying not to fold and make herself small. “He threatens to publish compromising photos, and my father really can’t weather that kind of bad publicity.”

“He can publish those from the comforts of his Zurich home,” Hua points out, relentless.

“I can’t ask someone to murder him.”

“It’s true. Your father didn’t pay me enough for a hit.” She nods at me. “Take both of them with you. They’ll trail you at a distance, so your nuisance doesn’t catch on. No tactical or special training on his part, correct?”

“None. Switzerland doesn’t have a draft anymore. Pierre hates anything that involves discipline.”

We follow Maria Ying in one of Hua’s cars, tracking the young woman's location on the GPS. It feels odd to be away from Hua after shadowing her this long, of being next to her nearly skin to skin. It should come as a relief; it fails to. This fact comes to me as a sort of remote terror, to know that I’ve become this accustomed to her, this attached. 

“Hey, kid,” Fahriye says, “got a question for you.”

My gut seizes, unreasonably. What’s she going to do, shoot me? She is driving. “Go ahead.”

“Do you like yourself much?”

It is a thought that does not apply. I keep surviving because that’s what I have been built for. I fulfill my function. “What kind of question is that?”

“The pointed kind.” Her tone turns to amusement. “You don’t seem to enjoy much of anything. You should try sometime. And about this thing with Viveca⁠—”

“She told you.” Embarrassment claws at my throat. I feel the sudden need to open the door and leap out of the running car.

“I don’t take it personally. Fucking the boss is fun, but it’s not my life’s work. Protecting her is.” A pause as Fahriye navigates a highway. “I’m not going to lie and suggest she’s good for you or vice versa. Honestly, Viveca’s not completely sane, but who is? But you’re also not going to quit, so you could try making the best of it instead of whatever self-purgatory you’re doing.”

“I’m not…”

“You really don’t need to take her seriously, as far as this goes.” She raises an eyebrow without taking her eyes off the road. “Though the problem is that you take everything very seriously. She doesn’t.”

My hand clenches. I loosen it, with effort. “I know she doesn’t take me seriously.”

“Actually, she might. It’s probably why she sent you to me, to improve your communication skills.” At my expression, she chuckles. “Did you think she was setting you up for a fight with me? Some gladiatorial combat shit? She and I know each other too well for that.”

I stare at the street ahead. When that yields no revelation, I turn my eyes to the skyscrapers rushing by. Every single one hosts hundreds of lives, in apartment units or offices. Every single one could turn to rubble in an instant, if this was America. But such things are not supposed to happen here in civilized Hong Kong: this is the real world, and the country of my nativity a fever dream. “How did you meet her?”

“I worked for Elizaveta. She inherited me.”

Hua’s mother. “That must have really cemented her sense that she can own people.”

Fahriye grins, a flash of perfect teeth. “I signed on with Elizaveta very young. I met Viveca when she was a gawky teen.”

The idea Viveca has ever been an adolescent is the kind that short-circuits. I might as well have been told she hatched from an egg. “What was she like?”

“Pretty cute. Very eager to prove herself, hero-worshiped her mom. The same as any girl that age.”

Except most girls that age, or any age, don’t have gunrunners for a parent. “I think you’re whitewashing her.”

Fahriye half-shrugs. “I am. But she’s not going to change, none of us are. We have a job to do, though.”

Following Maria around a Tsim Sha Tsui mall is not arduous; she’s determined to live as normally as she can, and all we need to do is to stay far enough that it’s not obvious we’re with her. She swatches and purchases makeup. She buys Godiva chocolates (another import of my homeland: strange how this and many others survive while the country has not in any meaningful way, logos outlasting empire). To all appearances, she is having a lovely enough time.

It’s only when she sits down at a bistro that trouble begins. A man⁠—Pierre⁠—approaches her table while she’s studying the menu. She doesn’t see him coming but when she does, she nearly bolts out of her seat; something he says makes her stay put. Too far for me to hear either way. He’s about my height and athletic, but not in any way that makes me rate him as a threat. College sports. A few hours at the gym. 

Several quick strides bring me to her table. If Fahriye objects, I don't stay to listen.

So many solutions present themselves. The one limiting factor is that this is a very public place. I place my hand on Pierre’s arm, exerting the slightest pressure. “Is there a problem, Maria? Do you know him?”

Her panicked eyes meet mine. “I don’t know him.”

“Liar,” he snaps. “Listen, I don’t know who or what you are, but she’s my girlfriend⁠—”

A public place, I remind myself. Anyone in the crowd could call the police, record it on video and post it to a thousand sites. It would be a spectacular failure in my duties to Mistress Hua. Little by little I increase the pressure. The point is to show my strength and demonstrate that I am not beholden to the social contract. “I don’t think so. From my perspective it doesn’t look like she wants anything to do with you.”

The Swiss man tries to snatch his arm back. He fails to. “Do you know who I am?”

His vocabulary is so limited. I squeeze again, hard enough to bruise, then let go. “You can show your consulate your arm. See if they’re impressed enough to do something about it.”

A long moment during which he stares at me, baring his teeth. But he makes no move to call the police. He wrenches himself out of my reach⁠—though I’m quick enough to chase if it comes to that⁠—and turns on his heels, stalking away.

“Sit with me,” says Maria, barely audible. “Please.”

I do, if only because she looks like she might start hyperventilating. It has been so long since I’ve been around normal civilian women⁠—there’s Hua, there’s her allies, there’s her bodyguards, none of whom really count as normal. Maria’s order of grapefruit tea arrives and she gulps it down. I sit in silence: it’s not as if I know what kind of conversation a girl like her expects. Local politics? I don’t keep up. Designer brands? I can barely name two. Celebrity gossip?

Maria sets down her tea. “Say something. It’s going to make me feel less⁠—less…”

“You know he’s not going to stop unless someone wrings his neck.” I pause. “I hope the tea’s good.”

She opens her mouth. Shuts it. “You’re the worst conversationalist I’ve ever met.”

Despite myself, heat crawls up my neck. “I wasn’t hired for my conversation, Ms. Ying.”

Her hand closes on the table’s edge. It loosens with difficulty as a server comes over, bringing her order. Some kind of translucent noodle; smells tasty. Maria takes a few forkfuls and gives up. “I wish I’d never met him.”

“He doesn’t appear to be in possession of many redeeming graces.”

She blinks. Almost laughs. “You talk like someone who reads a lot.”

I don’t. At least not real, proper books. Most of my early years were spent illiterate and even now I still can’t manage the kind of literature Maria or Hua would respect. Child soldiers need to follow instructions, not read volumes of elevated prose. “So what is your plan for him?”

“I could have my father talk to his.”

“And is that going to work?” Too late I realize it sounds sarcastic. I genuinely don’t know⁠—it is an earnest question.

“No.” She presses her hand to her eyes. “God.”

“I could take care of him.” We, rather. The outcome Hua was pushing for anyways.

“How can you promise that so easily? Killing someone isn’t a game.”

To my employer, it is. Or, not exactly: life is not precious to Hua, and the concept of empathy probably repulses her. People die every day, she might tell Maria Ying, and some even deserve it. “Yes or no,” I say. “It’s not really something you can go halfway on, Ms. Ying.”

“You can’t just frighten him off?” Her expression turns hopeful.

“Sure. That’d involve breaking his entire ribcage. At that point we might as well finish the job.” I have had long experience with men of this character: you have to be final.

Maria is quiet for a time. She gives her dish another try and then pushes it away. “It won’t be traced back to my father.”

“Obviously not. Ms. Hua is… invested in that not happening.” And in securing the Chief Executive’s favor.

Her hand clenches around the fork. “I’ll be in your debt for the rest of my life.”

♦

Finding out which hotel Pierre’s staying at isn’t hard. Fahriye takes one look at his social media and locates him down to the floor. His operational security is in the dirt, no thought or precaution at all.

Fahriye gives one of her subordinates⁠—a lithe woman with the features of a fox⁠—instructions, including a little pill to spike his drink with. The rest of it looks effortless. The subordinate ambushes him at a bar, all sashaying grace and seduction, and slips the pill into the liquor the second his gaze strays elsewhere.

“He’ll lie down in his room,” Fahriye says. “Not going to get up, though. The autopsy will just find a lot of alcohol in his system.”

“I thought this was going to be more… brutal.” I sip my own water in our corner of the bar. On my part I never let my glass out of my sight.

“More satisfying, you mean?” She chuckles. “Sometimes you have to go with efficient. I’ll have someone check on him later to make sure he doesn’t miraculously persist. Let’s make ourselves scarce.”

“I’ll do it,” I say. A pointless gesture, an unnecessary risk to examine the corpse myself. But I hate the man, viscerally.


Our car’s parked several buildings away; no hotel valet will ever remember seeing it here. I drive this time. For a few minutes Fahriye offers no conversation. Then both our earpieces hum, signaling that Viveca’s calling. Her voice comes through with perfect clarity⁠—she doesn’t stint on equipment. “Maria Ying has a request,” says Viveca.

“Bit late, boss. We just finished the deed.”

“Not that. She asked if she could hire Yves for a full month.” Viveca sounds amused. “In other words, she’s asking you out, Yves. Interested?”

All of me tenses. I don’t let it distract me from the road. “No.”

“Why not? You could try dating a normal woman once, see how that goes. You might enjoy it.”

Next to me, Fahriye makes a face. I pull over into a parking lot, kill the engine, and fold my hands in my lap so I won’t hit something. “I am in no way interested.” I make my voice deliberate, one syllable at a time. I can’t even explain my own reaction, why it is so visceral and…

“Leave it, boss.”

A pause. Then, “As you like.” Hua sounds almost chastised. The call cuts.

For a time Fahriye watches me, her eyes almost dissecting my response. It makes me coil up tighter. “Your thing with Viveca,” she begins.

“I know.” That it is like poison in my system. That she’s done something to me I can’t extract myself from. That I have been foolish enough to remain with her even as I know this, and that despite my self-awareness I’ll return to her bed all the same.

“Let me finish the sentence. Viveca needs you. She’s playing for keeps.”

“She just tried to whore me out!” This comes out louder than I intended.

“She knew you’d say no.” Fahriye’s voice is calm. “Her sense of humor can be terrible. Doesn’t make what she’s doing to you right, though. You can be firm with her.”

My breath serrates my mouth. “I don’t…”

“Want to communicate with her, because that exposes you.”

I turn to stare out the window. She’s correct: talking to Hua feels like baring my soft underbelly. Informing her of my vulnerabilities just means she’ll use them against me next time. Or at least that’s what it feels like, that what we have is in a constant state of struggle, a perpetual skirmish.

“Viveca has problems,” Fahriye goes on. “That’s what draws you to each other. You just want to make each other bleed. But you can do that safely.”

Several responses occur to me. I select, “What the fuck does that even mean?”

“Oh, you know. Practice emotional first aid. Something like that. Or try shoving her into a wall and see how it goes.”

“That’s insane.”

“Don’t knock it until you try it.” Her tone is breezy. “Want me to drive?” 

I let her take the wheel. For the rest of the drive I keep my thoughts to myself. To her I must look like a sullen teen.

But what am I afraid of? That Hua would fire me? That she’d have me shot on the way out? She will do none of those, of this I’m fairly sure. Materially I’m in good shape and can survive unemployment for a while if she casts me out; shitty apartment or not⁠—a rat’s den really⁠—it’s still the lap of luxury compared to America. What do I have to lose, after all.

Fahriye leaves to handle the potential consequences of the Swiss’ death. I report to Hua alone. She nods, satisfied, barely looking up from her papers. “You did very well getting Maria Ying to order a hit,” she says. “That’ll make things so much easier with her father. As blackmail material on him too, if it comes to that.”

I stare at the top of Hua’s head. It’s sleek as the coat of a seal. Her haircare must be excellent. Every aspect of her receives total polish. “Look at me when you’re talking to me, Ms. Hua.”

She doesn’t. A faint smile crooks her lips. “Or what, Yves?”

My pulse speeds. What beats under my skin is dangerously close to violence. There’s no one else here. Hua has taken no measures to protect herself against me when I could be the deadliest threat of all. It is intentional. It is a demonstration of the power she wields over me. I step forward, close my hand around her chin, force her to look up at me. Her expression barely shifts. Insouciant, indifferent. Removed, I think, from the rest of us. The chair scrapes as I push it against the wall, trapping her in it.

“I want⁠—”

“Oh, Yves, I know what you want.” Her smile widens. “But you receive it best when you’re on your knees, don’t you think? Let us not pretend.”

My fingers move down, slowly, to her throat. Once more I find her heartbeat hasn’t accelerated at all, as if she doesn’t see any of this as real. And then I realize that is the crux of what Fahriye calls her problems. It’s not preternatural calm, not exactly. That thought somehow bleeds the anger from me, the need to do more than feel her pulse. At the core of Viveca Hua there’s something as fundamentally wrong as I am.

“If you want to keep me,” I growl, “then you’re going to stop all these games. Pin me down like a moth under glass. Taxidermize me and mount me on a wall. Those are what keeping me means, not telling me I should try sleeping with Fahriye or with some politician’s daughter or any of the rest.”

“Well, if I agree to all of that, you’re not going to go ahead and do whatever it is you’re thinking of doing to me. How about a deal? If you do the thing to my satisfaction, I’ll keep you as I’ve never kept anyone; I’ll mark you in every way.”

“I’m not doing this,” I say before I lower my face and bite her throat. Deep, hard. She goes rigid under me; the sound she makes is guttural. I’m usually careful with her clothes⁠—this time I yank so hard that the buttons pop free. As I make my way down, my lungs filling with her scent, I feel like a ravening wolf that’s found prey to mutilate. Her skin tastes like a feast.

I’m rough with her skirt, and rougher with my fingers inside her, except she’s so wet it doesn’t really matter. Her feet kick at the floor, the heels loud against the granite. Her hands seize my shoulders, nails digging in⁠—those are going to leave marks but for the moment I hardly feel it. I do drop to my knees. It’s tricky to get at her breasts otherwise.

She rarely makes sound in coitus. This time as she convulses, she has to clasp her hand over her mouth; what I do hear is breathy and strained and I find myself wanting to hear it again and again, without her hand in the way. Maybe that’s what she chases, to have me because I’m as deeply unwell as she is, meeting in the middle with our individual wrongness.

“All right,” she says, panting. “You’ve earned your collar and leash.”

I remain where I am, drawing into myself the fragrances of her. I imagine them germinating inside me, to flower into the chains that’ll bind me to her for the rest of my days. Stupidly I put my head in her lap and something very like contentment washes over me. What she has said should frighten me, should send me fleeing.

But it’s everything I’ve ever wanted to hear. 




III.

VIVECA

Fahriye is in the private gym. I find her bench-pressing an incredible amount and stand by to watch. Her sweat smells enticing, bright and clean. In a moment she stops, gets up, and wipes herself off⁠—the towel is near-instantly sodden. Her eyes catch sight of the dressing at my neck and her brows shoot up. “Sorted out the thing with Yves?”

I spread my hands. “To mutual satisfaction.” The bites had to be disinfected, just in case, though she wisely didn’t break skin. They will hurt for a good long while, and I’m going to need to wear high-collared blouses or jewelry to hide it. 

She pulls off her sports bra and picks up a second towel to wipe between and under her breasts. There are more scars on her than on Yves, and I found them fascinating when Fahriye first slept with me⁠—was my first altogether, at my request. “The girl’s a valuable asset," she says. "Saved your life first day on the job, got Maria Ying to say what you wanted her to say.”

“I’m not in disagreement.” Though she’s getting at something.

“You have to treat her better. The two of you have this game where you goad each other⁠—you goading her more than the other way around⁠—but everyone has a breaking point. Yves is a loyal young woman.”

“We have sorted it out.” More defensive than I’d like to be. Fahriye’s known me too long.

“Keep it under control, then.” Her face softens just a touch. “You’re going to need to replace me someday, and Yves was one of Iron Cecilie’s lieutenants. As good a candidate as you’re going to get.”

All of me has turned to ice. “You don’t need replacing, Fahriye.”

“Getting on in years, my girl.”

“You’re not even fifty⁠—”

“Closing in on the occupational life expectancy.” The smile she gives me is almost jaunty. “I stay in shape. I don’t intend to expire any time soon. But one day I’m going to be the wall between you and a grenade or a bullet or some other fatal thing. I’ll die happy⁠—Elizaveta entrusted you to me⁠—but I’d like you to live past that point too. So I’m going to make sure Yves wants to stick around.”

I draw a long, hard breath. “As long as you’re on my payroll, you’re staying alive. Learn to use other people as your human shields. Recruit a few expendable idiots.”

“Aye, aye, boss. A dozen of those coming right up.” Fahriye pats the space on the bench next to her.

I sit. I let her wrap her arms around me, slick with sweat or not. It’ll ruin my shirt; I can buy five hundred more. “You,” I say into her chest, “are staying with me for a very long time.”

“A woman tries her best.” She musses my hair. “But do your part, okay?”

“Fine.” I press my entire body against her, let her sweat soak into my skin. “As long as you do yours.”

♦

It’d be a long time before I reach the point of epiphany⁠—which Fahriye has always tried to make me understand⁠—that my drive to possess people has everything to do with the way my mother died. That epiphany will come at a price. It will be, almost, more than I can bear.

But that, as they say, is another story for another time. 

In the bed, Yves tosses in her sleep. When I look down at her, I concede that Fahriye is right⁠—I’m not going to get another candidate, in the cold hard truth of it, to succeed Fahriye. Lightly I stroke down Yves’ shoulder, feel the knots of accrued tension there, and in the next few minutes she settles deeper into rest. I like to imagine she is dreaming; I like to imagine they are dreams of me. That’s what it means for her to be kept, what it means for her to be mine. No gods before me, and no idols either.

For now I have what I have, and even someone like me can experience a sort of peace, if only for a while. 


Interlude: A Copse of Tall Pines




Maria holds on to the number for two days before she calls. When she finally does, the phone doesn’t ring; it takes her a moment to realize that the receiver has immediately picked up.

“Ah,” she says, fumbling through her embarrassment. “Ms. Fahriye—I mean, Ms. Budak gave me this phone number. I don’t know…” There’s a noise on the other end, and she takes it as an excuse to trail off.

Finally: “And?” Even through the phone’s distortion, Maria immediately recognizes the timbre of voice and its distinctive, annoyed growl.

“Ms. Yves! This is Maria Ying. We—you handled a problem for me, a little while back. I wanted to hire you again.”

A pause. “Ms. Ying, I’m not a private contractor and I’m not an escort. I—”

“I need to learn how to use a gun,” Maria blurts out, interrupting.

Another long pause. “I’ll be there in an hour.”

♦

She hears the motorcycle long before she sees it, a rolling thunder that trickles through the pines surrounding the chief executive’s estate. It pauses for a moment, idling at the gate, and then a final roar brings the bodyguard to her front steps.

It’s not the svelte bike that Maria expected Yves to drive, but a pragmatic machine of heavy shocks and muddied black finish, more military surplus than crotch rocket. She’s also surprised to see the bodyguard is not wearing her usual suit and tie, but a leather jacket over a faded shirt announcing a local wrestling promotion. Not that she’s particularly complaining—“Hong Kong Wrestling League - Winter Fever” has never looked so good as it does stretched across Yves’ shoulders—but the entire ensemble is rougher than Maria expected, more utilitarian.

But then Yves pulls off her helmet and shakes out her hair, and Maria catches herself from stumbling the rest of the way down the mansion’s steps, a familiar blush staining her cheeks. Yves doesn’t notice as she looks over the terrain. “These woods should be fine,” she announces to herself as much as to Maria, “assuming you’ve told security that we’re firing a gun on the grounds.” She turns to Maria next, a cursory glance that makes the younger woman shiver. Then a weary sigh. “Well, go tell them. And change into hiking boots and something you won’t mind smelling like gunpowder.”

By the time Maria returns, Yves has unclipped a hard plastic case from the back of the motorcycle. There’s also a topographic map of the island spread out on the motorcycle’s seat, a beaten thing of worn folds and grease pencil marks; Maria thinks she recognizes the roll of hills surrounding her home. “This way,” Yves announces, and guides them into the woods.

They walk for several minutes, looking for a specific place Yves apparently believes exists. The shaded forest is cool, but the humidity is high and the trees block the breeze; Maria distracts herself from the discomfort by watching how her guide moves through the foliage, precise and surefooted despite the uneven terrain. She wonders what Yves looked like in her natural element, back in America—did she stalk through the woods on an estate like Maria’s, the heir to one of the continent’s aristocratic preserves? Her hair, like concrete illuminated by flame—did she hail from one of its collapsed urban centers, drowned in violence and starvation? Maria deliberates asking, wonders if Yves will answer truthfully or not at all, finally settles on silence. The not knowing means every interpretation is possible, the past Yves of her mind always arriving in precisely the attire Maria needs.

They emerge into a small clearing, a relatively flat depression that rises on the far side. “We’ll shoot into the hill,” Yves explains, kneeling over the case she’s opened on the ground—a gun case, it’s now obvious; Maria chides herself for her obliviousness.

She’s still distracted when Yves reaches out and gently takes her by the elbow, a light hold gently above the joint. Maria flinches away from the unexpected touch with a yelp, the trees echoing with the memory of caresses past.

“Ms. Ying,” Yves repeats, voice carefully bleached of emotion, “is someone still hurting you?”

Maria smiles and laughs off her start, and all is well and she never again knows fear. Except what really happens is she shakes like a leaf overhead, cracks like a twig underfoot. “He’s dead, right?” she croaks. “Pierre’s really dead? You killed him?!”

Something flashes behind Yves’ eyes. She nods once. “I checked the body myself.”

Insufficient. Panic and bile spill out of Maria’s mouth, a sickness that gets worse and not better. “You’re lying!” She starts at a shout and rises to a scream. “You wouldn’t—he paid you, didn’t he? You wouldn’t just kill him. He’s the son of a diplomat. He knows people! He’s, he’s… oh god.” She freezes with the horror of realization: she’s been led out into the woods by a killer with a gun. Pierre knows what she tried to do, he’s going to have her executed right here. “Oh god, I’m sorry, I won’t tell anyone. Don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me—”

Yves locks eyes with Maria as she steps back, hands slowly rising, as surely as if there were a weapon trained on her. Her heel finds the case, gun still inside, and she kicks it back, far out of reach.

And then she closes her eyes. “He had a birthmark, under his left nipple—brown splotch, the size of a thumbnail. Silver ring on his right pinkie. Skin aging too fast; no fake tans, no sunscreen. Cologne that smelled… cloying, too sweet. Like kiwi. Masked the smell of his putrid alcohol sweat.” She opens her eyes and again holds Maria’s gaze. “I told you. I checked the body myself.”

Maria’s first thought is not relief but further horror: Yves is sleeping with him! How else could she know these details? And then even her terror-addled mind realizes there are some possibilities that are utterly improbable. She latches onto this fact like a woman drowning, struggles out of her panic with rasping, exhausted breaths.

Yves droops and then sits on the ground, covered in the dappled light at the edge of the clearing; Maria is cognizant of how the bodyguard is shrinking into shadow, bequeathing to her space and control. “This isn’t your first time doing this,” Maria suggests.

“I’ve seen a lot of people in combat,” Yves replies, noncommittal. “I’ve seen a lot of people in things like combat.” Maria follows suit and sits, still removed from Yves by a good distance. “Anyways, I don’t think we’re shooting today.”

“I want to learn how to protect myself,” Maria replies, clenching her jaw. She needs this, and she is not used to being told no.

“That’s part of it, sure.” A touch of emotion stains Yves’ placid words. “But this is about closure and control. You need to know, unequivocally, that your abuser will never touch you again. And I can tell you that, but you don’t know how to feel it. So instead, you want to feel powerful, prepared for when he returns.”

Maria doesn’t reply. She has nothing to say; none of this speaks to her experience.

They sit in silence a while longer. Eventually, Yves stands and packs up the gun, then extends a hand to Maria. She hands off the case, too, allowing Maria to carry it back through the woods.

Yves doesn’t speak again until they’re at her motorcycle. “You don’t have a choice in what you remember, Ms. Ying. It’s not weakness. But there are ways you can train yourself to… not live in the past. A hobby is a start. Maybe not guns, Ms. Ying—” and here, she takes the case back “—but something that lets you manipulate the world around you, or exert yourself. But in my experience, that’s not sufficient.”

Yves pulls out her worn map, finds a shredded corner and tears off a piece; with her grease pencil she writes out a number. “I know someone you can talk to.”

Maria recoils. “I’m not a—” What? She doesn’t know how this sentence should end. A charity case? A victim? A survivor? She isn’t those things; she doesn’t want to be those things. To name herself that is to make herself that. She can’t. She won’t.

“She’s a combat vet with PTSD. It’s not the same trauma, but it’s a cousin. You could talk with her, discreetly.” Yves doesn’t withdraw her hand until Maria takes the number.

“Why… why are you helping me?” Maria asks. “You don’t even like me.”

“I have two answers for you, Ms. Ying. Both are equally true.” Yves pulls her helmet back off to look at the woman directly. “You’re an asset to my employer. The daughter of Hong Kong’s Chief Executive put a hit out on the son of a powerful diplomat, and Viveca Hua delivered. Someday, you’ll deliver. This is the way of things.”

“Blackmail, then.”

“An investment. And investments are useless to Ms. Hua if they collapse under a little fear or guilt.”

Maria knew this, instinctively. She knew asking for Pierre’s death would have consequences, that she was mortgaging a part of her future for a better now. It was worth it, but it still hurts to hear reality spoken of so easily, even if it is with Yves’ understated artistry. “And the second?”

“You’re a veteran of a war you didn’t ask to be part of.” The motorcycle thunders to life. “When you’re ready to talk about that with someone who understands—call the number.”

Maria watches Yves roar off down the road, fast and fearless and free, and she feels anger. And then she looks at the scrap of map in her hand, looks at it again, and that anger becomes dizzying vertigo. She tries to laugh, an ugly choking thing that metastasizes into a sob, a shaking convulsion that drags her to the ground and brings the help running.

Fahriye and Yves have each given her the same number.


The Happiest Place on Earth

The past is never really dead




I.

YVES

Hua travels frequently, and my living arrangements flow naturally from that fact. I move about the world by her side, stay in her hotels, occasionally stay in her hotel rooms. A regular person—a mechanic or a waitress, a civilian, someone who trades in life and not death—would delight in the sights, appreciate the absence of bills or commutes, luxuriate in the trappings of wealth. Or so I have been told. That mentality is alien to me, like watching a man silently gesticulate through a pane of glass, the thing he so cares about grotesque in its silence.

Here are the things I care about: I have food that meets my caloric needs. I have access to clean water when I turn the tap. My clothes keep me warm in the cold. There is a roof over my head. My needs are direct and circumscribed, my ambitions narrow and realistic. I do not ask for more, because I know there can always be less.

It is this knowledge that stops me from adding “I want to feel safe” to the list of my desires. I will never feel safe, I don’t believe, neither in my personhood nor in my living arrangements. These are the wages of sin, the scars of a life at war. Eat, hydrate, work, sleep. Prepare, always prepare, for the thing that comes next. Life as the momentary, transitory triumph over death—life, but at a cost. You carry the traumas of your past within you even as you outgrow them; your bark hardens and your trunk expands, but the rings of the bitter winter stay in your wood, twisting what grows next until every spring feels ephemeral and only the cold is real.

A few months back, Fahriye asked me if I liked myself. And the answer, immediate, was that it wasn’t relevant; I survive, and survival is agnostic to all other metrics. But I’m beginning to think I don’t like that answer. Maybe it isn't healthy, to see a flower bloom and understand it as only the passing conceit of a barren branch. This way of thinking, it isn’t enough. There is a need growing within me, inchoate and raw, pulling at the straight lines of my limited horizons; its name I do not yet know, but I am charting its borders.

I am trying to read more. I’m bad at it. I go to the library and check out children’s books, trace the names of tree rings and crab shells, as if any one of them might be the magic spell that unlocks the mystery within me. The library staff is polite, if intimidated by the brooding butch carrying the stack of books on clouds and rainforests. But I know, in my heart, that they see me as I see them: something grotesque and alien, struggling in the silence of her own misery.

♦

My employer has taken three weeks off to see her brother—an airship ride over the Arctic, I think, some sort of prestige tour of the refreezing ice caps. Normally, I would be fully steeped in the minutiae of the trip, but this will be something of a vacation for Fahriye and I, too. Her brother’s security is frightening in its depth; even his identity is secret to all but a handful of people. He may be a real shit of a person—I have an aversion to the drug trade that borders on the murderous—but his love and loyalty are unimpeachable. Hua is undoubtedly safer with him than in her day-to-day life with us, so after we escort her to the airfield, Fahriye and I can both relax for a few days.

I take the time to organize my flat, a place of my own for when I am alone. It is a sullen little thing, a basement conversion. But the cinderblock walls make me feel more secure than wood and plaster, and the building has a rooftop garden with a view of the ocean. One of the tenants manages a little plot of grass up there, high above the rest of the city, the most miraculous thing. The rent is too high, of course, and the super too demanding, but—reading in the sun, green life around me, listening to the building’s families play and gossip? It’s perfect, I think, more perfect than a kid who fought at Anchorage deserves.

Fahriye calls me two days into our vacation. “There’s a square dance competition at that Little America place I keep telling you about—you want to come with? I think I got a shot at winning it this time.”

“You… dance? Square dance?” Fuck, I’m from America and don’t know a single person who square dances. But who can predict what regional mannerisms get picked up and taken into the diaspora. Things I have learned today: there’s a square dance competition in Hong Kong, and Fahriye wants to win it.

“Look, there are a lot of women there in flannel and jeans. The barkeep is from Duluth and I think she’s your type; you could bond over killing Canucks or something. I’ll make an introduction. It’s also the only place in the city that makes a passable hamburger-and-fries.”

“I’ve never had a real hamburger.” I don’t mean to reveal anything about myself, but Fahriye is so frank and I am disarmed.

An affected gasp. “Then you can’t say no. I’ll meet you tonight, at that cafe with the caramel milk Viveca likes—yeah, the one with the barista that gave her number to both of us. I’ll see you there at seven. We’ll walk over together.”

I had been reading about flowers, as if colored petals would be the metaphor that made it all fit. But I’m distracted now, excited, filled with the unparalleled sense of contentment that only comes from being included in something very dumb. I switch books and prepare.

And I am not disappointed. “Flannel and jeans” should have tipped me off, but I’m still shocked when I see what Fahriye is wearing. She looks like a parody of an American cowboy, the type of larger-than-life caricature that exists only in Westerns or pornography. She also looks fantastic—rolled sleeves, tight denim, and an unbuttoned shirt showing off more of her skin and muscle than I’ve seen in the months we’ve worked together.

I maintain my passive stare—would like to, to admire this look a bit longer—but the woman will not shut up and leave me to my covert gawking. Her tone is still dry, and to an unacquainted bystander she would appear laconic. For Fahriye, though, she might as well as by chattering and giggling like a schoolgirl.

“It’s pretty fucked up,” she’s saying. “Square dance didn’t really exist as a thing until Henry Ford decided he wanted to patronize a more ‘traditional’ style of dance, all to combat the pernicious effects of ‘Jewish’ jazz. Fuckin’ racist, just made the thing out of whole cloth.” I laugh; I cannot imagine a more American story.

I am saying as much when three men step out in front of us. “Oh look,” Fahriye says, too disdainful to see anything more than an annoyance in this intrusion, “it’s those guys from your entrance interview.” The bar we wrecked together; two-bit weapons traders. I recognize them.

What I don’t recognize is the baseball bat that swings from behind.

II.

VIVECA

The Arctic is frustratingly dull, an endless and soul-crushing monotony of white. My brother is agreeable enough company and the escorts he has brought along are agreeable in other, more flexible ways. But after a day or two, I find myself missing my women.

My women. The phrase rolls around my head like a koan, impossible to expel. I must be getting old.

I tip my forehead against the gondola’s plexiglass windows and let the chill seep into my skin. It does not center me; I feel only cold on top of being bored and… empty. What I crave is the heat of their bodies, not the barren certainty of this ice. To admit this feels like weakness, like a growing dependence. But isn't that the point of the cold, too—not just to freeze, to steal, to harden, but to contrast? To admire the discomfort from a distance, wrapped in the warm of a lover; to look out on a dreary world shorn of life and know you possess its only color.

This is pointless rumination, the devil's plaything of idle thought. I pull out my phone and call Fahriye, just to break the monotony. I scheduled this vacation so I wouldn’t have to listen to her yammer about square dancing again, for the dozenth year in a row; this one time, however, I will tolerate her bragging about victory. She’ll have definitely roped Yves into going, too, the poor bastard. (Yves probably liked it, in spite and not because of her childhood.)

No one picks up, which is impossible. I call again, and this time it goes straight to her voicemail. 

On a hunch, I visit the social media for the dive she was dancing at; the competition was last night, and none of Fahriye’s regular pseudonyms finished in the running. No photos of her or Yves, either. A tickle of concern itches under my skin.

I call Yves next; again no answer. The ancillary support staff third; no one has heard from either of them in a day.

Something has happened; I feel it with the same dread certainty one might feel at the first tremor of an earthquake, or a mother’s final phone call.

Well.

I was bored with the vacation anyway.




YVES

We’re tied to chairs. Construction tarps of semitransparent plastic, enclosing a floor of concrete. Very distant, the sound of traffic; inner city construction site.

They’ve been working us over for hours now. The first torturer is inexperienced and unimaginative, a novice at inflicting pain. Everything about this operation reads as juvenile and incredibly lucky—buffoons avenging a weakened market share, accidentally striking true. It’s all the more worrisome for this fact. These guys aren’t on anyone’s radar, aren’t on the list of usual suspects for kidnapping officers of Hong Kong’s premiere merchant of death, aren’t interested in making demands. They’ll have accidentally mauled us to death by the time anyone figures out where we are.

The second torturer that comes through the tarps, he’s the real deal—rolls up his sleeves and levels Fahriye in one blow, the chair tipping over and smashing her to the floor. He sits her back up, and Fahriye takes the opportunity to spit blood in his face. “Fucking amateur,” she mocks, furious at their collective incompetence. “This is why you bolt the fucking chair to the fucking floor.”

Our assailant looks like he’s going to knock her over again, then thinks better of it and marches back out through the tarps.

“You don’t have to do this,” I hiss. She’s been drawing attention to herself the whole time, keeping their eyes and fists on her rather than me. 

“Kid,” she says, voice cold and humorless. But under her steely words is a wet rattle, a gasping mix of blood and air; she is hurt. “When you get out of this, you tell Viveca that I’m sorry.”

The man returns a moment later, carrying an industrial nail gun, the kind that can fire a slug the size of your thumb into six inches of concrete. With a smirk, he kneels and puts the tip against Fahriye’s ankle—

I don’t remember moving. What I remember is fury, a boundless rage at the juxtaposition of Fahriye’s going to a square dance competition and Fahriye’s going to have her foot maimed. And the stark contrast of it, the cruelty—

They really should have bolted our chairs to the floor.

I lunge into the kneeling man. I’m still bound to the chair, arms and legs. But I’m bigger and I’m angrier, and most importantly I understand the stakes. In a pit fight, victory doesn’t go to the strongest or the most able. It goes to the dog that commits the fastest, the one that wants to breathe the most, the one that will break and bleed and tear off a part of itself so it has a chance to feel that pain again. When you grab a knife by the blade, you’ll get cut, no way around it—that it’s better to lose all the fingers on your hand than take the knife to the heart is a truth most people simply cannot instinctively grasp.

We go down, me on top, and I rip into his throat with my teeth; there’s blood, but not the rich burst of flavor that would indicate a wound to the carotid artery. Press the advantage: a series of headbutts, as best I can manage at this angle, enough to keep him panicked, stop him from gaining his wits and rolling me off.

My shoulder slips and slots into the space under his jaw, and I crush down with all my weight. False hope; it’s still not enough. With a yell, I break a thumb, rip most of the skin on my hand when I pull it free of the ropes. The nail gun is right there, right fucking there, and I fumble for it, bloody fingers and twisted digit closing around the trigger. He’s recovering and—

And then it’s over: me pulling myself up to the pain, and him bolted to the goddamn floor.

It’s not over. That my body wants it to be will be the lie that gets both Fahriye and me killed. I push through the adrenaline and fumble with the ropes at my feet; by the time the first kidnapper returns, I can stand, improvised weapon in hand. The chair bends around him first, and then he bends around the chair.

The new corpse has a knife on it, which makes dealing with Fahriye’s bonds much easier. A gun, too; I give this to her, to cover us as she rests heavily against me, arm and chest draped over my shoulder blades. I pause only to check pockets—the IDs of our attackers and a wad of cash, no keys. It’s a flat concrete expanse beyond, all rebar and cement. We stumble, then find our pace, working together to hold each other up. I’m getting cold and one of my legs isn’t working like it should. More damage than I am aware of, and will stay unaware of; there’s simply no time to tourniquet or bandage right now.

We’re almost on the street when a shout goes up, and the staccato of gunfire begins to chase us. Too late, too late—a hapless taxi is right here, and the two of us tumble into the back seat. I hold the driver’s gaze as I shove the dead man’s money into her hand. She looks us over, sees the goons behind giving chase on foot, and floors it.

She stays mute the whole drive, wordlessly delivering us to the hotel where Hua has left a suite of rooms rented for the weeks; it’s the best, safest place I can think of on the fly. I memorize the name on the driver’s placard, too; our employer will want to reward her for the skill, maybe hire her for her discretion.

We’re almost in the clear now—one last awkward carry across the hotel’s foyer, an elevator ascent. Bloody fingers on the security code at the door, and—

—Viveca Hua is standing in the hotel suite flanked by a dozen staff, maps and social media profiles and CCTV camera feeds thrown up all over the room. Two faces are prominent, mine and Fahriye’s; our employer has come home early and set up a command post to find her missing bodyguards.

Who just walked in the door.

We all stare at each other for a moment, processing that we are seeing. The only noises are the background whisper of comm equipment and the drip of our blood onto the room’s priceless marble.

“Well,” Fahriye speaks up. “You should see the other guys.”




III.

YVES

It’s two weeks later, and Fahriye and I are finally at her Little America restaurant. My burger is half eaten, and I can’t bring myself to finish the rest; with the heat out of it, it’s a putrefying mass of bread and undercooked ground beef. Fahriye’s wearing a shirt that reads ALWAYS ROB INSURED BANKS and listlessly picking at the label on a bottle of imported beer. The walls are covered in a mishmash of pre-Fall memorabilia, all fake—photos edited to be black and white, worn maps that don’t quite get the borders right. The staff is too loud.

It’s an authentic experience, I’ll give it that.

Hua took one look at us and—after wiping out every last member of the gang that beat us half to death—declared she was returning to finish her vacation with her brother. That sounds cold, but Fahriye and I thanked her, then slept for three days straight. We were too tired to play along with her supposed indifference; we know she’s giving us the time to heal. It’s fucked up to be with someone who shows concern by leaving, who masks care with disdain, but I want to believe she can be kind when she chooses.

Or maybe she really does think so little of us. And I doubt that I’m really with her. Maybe she’s just miffed that someone touched her art collection and so chopped off the hands of all the would-be thieves.

It occurs to me that I could ask Fahriye about Hua—what she’s really like, what partners she’s had, if I’m unique among her collection. But that feels like cheating, like I’m skipping to the end of the book or failing a test of faith.

And honestly? Viveca Hua isn’t the woman I’m thinking about right now.

“I owe you an apology,” Fahriye says, taking a swig of her beer.

“Oh?” She’s not looked at me since, and I’ve not looked at her. Two weeks we have danced, this thing between us unresolved—ears sharp and eyes down while we measure the tempo and watch the footwork, piece together the other’s next step.

“I invited you out under false pretenses.” She chuckles something like a sigh, sad and soft, too serious to be humor. “Square dance requires a partner.”

I bark, caught off guard by the absurdity of the perceived slight. “It was a competition, Fahriye! I’d have gotten my revenge immediately when I tanked our score.”

But I intuit what she is trying to say, more generally—that she tried to force a familiarity that might not be there, that from that effort and that assumption spun a whole day of woe and pain. And my gregariousness is the best way I can show I don’t blame her.

They’re calling dancers out to the floor; soon, there will be women playing at cowboys, jumping to the shouted moves of the caller. Circle left, do si do, roll away to half sashay. But we stay splayed where we have fallen, tasteless leftovers and warming beer keeping the time, waiting.

“I didn’t tell Viveca,” she finally says.

“Tell her what?” My voice catches.

“About the…” She gestures, vague, avoids motioning toward throat or head or any part of the body that might be a synecdoche for the brutality I inflicted. “About what you did. About how you did it. She would have…”

Hua would have liked it. She would have delighted in hearing about how her dog went to the park and mauled another. And she would have thought she understood, in the same way a trainer conflates prediction with true knowledge.

“But the terror of a mortal fight is for dogs alone to know,” I say, waxing poetic. Fahriye looks puzzled. I laugh. “Fahriye, my friend. The night is young, and I’m trying to learn new tricks.” I pull myself to my feet—I’m still limping from where the nail gun tore through my thigh—and extend a bandaged hand. “It’s you and me, and beginners’ night on the dance floor.”

“You’re certain about this.” A question, a statement—straight to the heart of the matter, not even pretending at being coy.

I flash my teeth. “I promise I only bite the bad ones.”

♦

She asks me again, later that night. 

We’re at my place, the tiny grass plot of the rooftop garden under my back and the humid night air above our heads. I’m fumbling at her pants, and she with my shirt; with our wounds we are as teenagers, pulling at cloth and flesh with uncertain, ginger touches.

And as she leans above me, hair slick and sweat dripping from her skin to mine, she asks again, “You’re certain about this?”

My instinct is to snarl, to rebuke her for this doubt, to turn the question on her. But I appreciate her for this tenderness, so rarely shown me. I loop my unbroken hand around the dog tag at her neck and tug her down into another kiss, our rough lips finding their match.

She doesn’t pull away after that. She drags my shirt up over my head and holds it there, my arms pinned with it, then uses that closeness as an excuse to kiss me, again and again, first on the neck and then lower. Her expression doesn’t change when she sees my scars, the pieces of me that are missing, nor does she dote on them; to be loved by another soldier is simplicity itself.

Her other hand presses against the front of my jeans, a promise that makes me gasp and mewl. A moment later, she delivers without making me beg. 

I want to bite her for this. I want to crush her shoulder in my jaw, muffle my moans with her flesh, pour everything that I am into her. But I don’t. I lean my head back and cry out into the night, my fingers curling into the grass, my heels digging deep. I am destroying this garden, I know—but at this moment, the dead soil blooms and life exists, and I am safe in the coming spring.

♦

I return the book to my local library, late enough that I feel compelled to go to the front desk to pay my modest fine. The clerk adjusts her glasses to get a better look at me and then, with a loud smile, eagerly waives the penalty.

The other librarians crowd around, inquisitive; apparently, rushing into the library and breathlessly asking for a book on foreign dance moves has a way of endearing you to the staff. “How was the date?” one of the old ladies asks. Another is too polite to mention my broken thumb, but obliquely suggests healing therapies. “Did you win?” demands a third, face of worn hickory pulling back to reveal a wolfish grin. 

I don’t have the heart to tell them the truth. It was a pleasant evening, I lie—the company excellent, the dancing fun, and though we didn’t place, it was thanks to their help that I learned the names of all the dance moves. They laugh, an illicit noise that echoes through the foyer and into my chest. My face hurts; it takes me a moment to realize I am smiling. And then I realize I didn’t really lie at all.


Gunmetal Orchid

A bouquet of bullets for an old friend




I.

VIVECA

It's not often that I do my own wetwork. This is what you hire people for: to absorb bullets and ill luck, to be splattered on and stink in your place. Money purchases many things, but those are some of the truest proof of its might—and its cruelty. 

But I intend to remain clean throughout, to walk out of this as though nothing has happened: the man I’ve come for is already on the floor, paralyzed. My sister Olesya supplies the most useful drugs, and as satisfying as it would be to come in with guns blazing, I’m no fool.

Tenth-floor apartment, ordinary as you please, though more spacious than most. Not even properly secure—I got in with just a forged keycard, no special authentication or even biometrics—but then this man is retired, insofar as you can retire from this business. Something or another always comes after you, and in his case I am it. Even the decor is ordinary, plush cream and IKEA furniture. Potted succulents abide by the window, one budding little pink flowers; pretty—I should get some for my office to brighten things up, but they don’t fit with the arctic theme.

The man himself: white, late fifties, Caucasian-ruddy. A nose that broke and didn’t set right, tattooed arms. Nondescript in the sense of movie extras, a cliche in the sense of how he wears and bears himself. His legs twitch. The paralytic robs him of most motor control but not his ability to talk. It is incredible what can be customized in the labs my sister owns.

I sit in one of the forgettable Swedish chairs, keeping my gun trained on him. Complacency’s no good for anyone. “I’m not going to take up too much of your time.” I keep my voice pleasant. First you reason; threats and applications of pain are for later, and only if strictly necessary. “Iron Cecilie has gone into hiding. You know where she is.”

He licks his lips. They must be dry. “Never heard that name.” An odd accent, nearly impossible to understand at first; New Zealander, perhaps.

Leaning back, I sigh. I make it gentle, the exhalation of a disappointed elder. “We don’t need to do that. The sooner I get my answer, the sooner I get out of here and leave you to your life. I understand you have a son in preschool? You have him over every other week.”

There, the panic kindling in his eyes. Find a person’s most prized treasures and he’ll do what you need without bloodletting, without threats of degloving the skin from his hands, of prying off his nails and teeth one by one. “Why would I know where Cecilie is, of all people?”

Progress. “Because you’re an old friend of Tristan Philipe’s and he is reliably very stupid; probably he let it slip as an off-hand remark. If I were Cecilie, I’d have had him shot years ago.”

“Are you going to harm my son?” A fractional pause. “My ex-wife?”

She comes a distant second, clearly. So many men fail to treat women right. “If you answer my question, then I won’t lay a finger on either of them. Not me personally, not my people. I promise. I have a reputation, and I won part of it by keeping my word.” I don’t elaborate on how I won the rest. Bragging’s gauche.

One of his feet convulses in its sock. “I don’t know where Cecilie is.”

My intelligence is rarely wrong. “Do you not?”

“Not exactly. From what Tristan said it could be Jakarta or Shenzhen.” He swallows audibly. “But him, I know he’s in Singapore.”

“Philipe rarely leaves her general vicinity.” And he’s not the one I want, even if the bastard did have a part in my mother’s demise, among other offenses. But I haven’t gotten where I am by snipping off the limbs instead of the head. 

“Iron Cecilie is expanding.”

I wait a few seconds, but no elaboration ensues. “Small place, Singapore.” An island too: nowhere to run. The same is true of Hong Kong, though less confined.

“He’s there to make deals.” The man sips at the air. “More than that I wasn’t told.”

Philipe, I am piecing together, was bragging to his friend that he’s coming up in the world—more so than usual, heading off a new division in Cecilie’s business empire. Better than nothing. Yanking out Philipe’s guts and sending the results to Iron Cecilie would be an amusing little gesture.

I stand. I holster the gun. Relief watches through his blotched features, up until the precise moment I take out the syringe. Pre-filled, not the best practice, but I’m short on time and ceremony. I uncap the needle and roll back one of his sleeves.

His voice is short and breathy. “But you said—”

“That I wasn’t going to harm your child or ex-wife. Don’t worry, it’s sodium thiopental, at a lethal concentration. You’ll be comatose in less than a minute.”

The man tries to struggle, with little success; a reason why I kept the conversation brief—the paralytic wasn’t going to last forever. “Please,” he is saying, “at least a gun—”

I push the needle into his deltoid muscle and press down the syringe. Not my preferred method: too clinical, grim in its own way that a bullet isn’t—I instinctively understand why he pleaded for the latter. An injection is more dehumanizing; the killer is spared the consequences of butchery, of the spectacle of cerebral matter erupting from the skull. You don’t have to confront the evidence that inside your body pumps the same organs, and so confront your own mortality. It is less personal, less punitive. I wonder if state executioners feel anything about it, or whether the profession requires built-in sociopathy. The fluid travels from needle into flesh, and when it’s empty I withdraw and wait. There’s something to be said for the neatness of it. Even a silenced gun would be too loud and the neighbors would hear. A knife produces an incredible amount of mess and I couldn’t exactly bring a roll of tarp.

Forty-six seconds later, he’s down for the count; a little longer and he’ll be down for good. I keep an eye on my watch, draw the gun again in case. 

Five minutes into the wait, the door bursts open. I calmly lift my gun, train it at whoever is interrupting.

Which turns out to be my bodyguard Yves.

She lowers her sidearm when she sees that I am alone and whole rather than a smear of gore on the wall. Her eyes meet mine. “Why did you come here on your own? You didn’t tell me. You didn’t tell Fahriye.”

I put my hand to my chest and widen my eyes, all maidenly surprise. “Why, Yves, I didn’t know you cared.”

Her jaw tenses. “You’re my employer. I prefer to continue being paid and having health insurance.”

“Public healthcare here is very good, you know.” I gesture at the body on the floor. “Give me a diagnosis.”

She kneels and sets her gun on the carpet, then removes her glove and presses her fingertip to the man’s neck. “Weak pulse, not gone yet. What did you do to him?”

“Barbiturates.”

Yves rocks back on her heels. Her expression, already a geometry of taut lines, hardens into statuary. “Well. The method suits you.” It is not a compliment.

I prop my chin on my hand. “Yves, it’s an apartment on a floor with at least a dozen other occupied units. Did you expect me to shoot him in the face? This is the cleanest and, what’s more, the most humane way. See? He’s going to pass without feeling a thing. Least painful way to go that exists.”

“And what did he do to you?”

Asked as though people like me don’t end lives all the time for arbitrary reasons or none at all. Plenty of dealers think they’re triad bosses; they mark their territory with viscera simply because they can, a show of might. But such choices have consequences, and they’re stupid ones. “What if I tell you I did it for you?” I modulate my voice just so, curve my lips into a serpent’s temptation.

Something in her bends toward me as a tide must yield to the lunar pull. Each time she fights it, and each time she loses. “I doubt it.” Her voice is a growl; she stops herself from physically canting in my direction. “I’ve never seen this man in my life.”

“He knew where Tristan Philipe is and generously shared the information with me.”

Abruptly Yves stands. She doesn’t leave the gun on the ground, instinctively picking it up with her as though it’s part of her hand. “You’re not going to just up and take him out. That’s not how you—”

I brush my hair away, gathering it at my nape. It exposes my throat. Instantly her eyes follow. “I’ll be doing something else, yes. Shall we get going? It’s not respectful to be talking over a corpse.” I hold out my hand.

She takes it and brings me to my feet, every centimeter the knight. Then she lets go, as though touching me too long might infect her with a lethal pathology, or as though it might enthrall her for good and the next time she’ll not be able to snatch her hand away fast enough.

♦

A private lounge on a floor that I’ve leased for various personal uses. I have an office but, though I’m often in it, being stationary and predictable is a formula for an early death. My mother raised me better than that. I’ve made this place something of a contrast to my office, ornamenting it in warm greens, in jungle shades. Potted ferns in spotted gold and red, in striped peridot and emerald. Once Yves asked if the decor is really my choice; she seems to find the difference unsettling. What I haven’t told her is that these are the theme and the flora my mother would have chosen.

(Only Fahriye knows I grew up in suites and secure units that looked not too unlike these. I plan to keep it that way.)

Fahriye is mixing drinks. Mojitos with the most trace amounts of alcohol, meaning it’s for me rather than for her. For Yves too, if the latter can relax long enough to ingest; she is standing at attention, ramrod-straight, in the far corner. Her gaze is icy and remote, acknowledging nothing in the room save the prospect of potential threats. Good in a bodyguard, terrible for interpersonal communication.

“I spoke to my sister,” I begin. “She has got business interests in Singapore, where Tristan Philipe’s stepping on her toes—he got the bright idea he could dabble in narcotics for extra revenue. Olesya was wondering where that was coming from, so she appreciated the heads up.”

“Olesya?” This from Yves, surprised out of her silence. “I thought you had just the one sibling—”

“Yes,” I say, a little sharply. “My older sister.”

Yves blinks. I can see her grasping at the information and transmuting it into cohesion in real time. Perplexity, then she comprehends.

“And then you’ll let Olesya deal with the issue,” Fahriye says mildly as she brings the drinks over.

I take one. Sip. “Before Iron Cecilie went into hiding, she wiped out all my spies in her ranks. Probably got a few loyal personnel of her own too; word’s that her paranoia had reached a peak, and she did piss off the Russians. Laying low is the right choice. Philipe’s her weakest link, though.”

In her corner, Yves purses her mouth into a thin, iron seam. Philipe’s name never fails to sour her mood, and she’s an open book.

“So.” Fahriye sits down by me. Once I’d have been incensed—bodyguards stand or kneel—but it’s been a long time since I was a teenager. “You’re going to do something sensible, like sending an anonymous tip to the SVR or the FSB.”

“It’d be satisfying,” I admit, given how she chose the same coward’s way to end my mother. “But I want more. We’re flying to Singapore the day after tomorrow.”

“To do what exactly?” This from Yves, whip-snap.

“Should you be taking that tone?” I bat my eyelashes at her. “Are you still angry I did my own dirty work for once?”

She inhales. Her glance meets Fahriye’s. A certain understanding passes between them and Yves stands down. It’s a peculiar, particular undercurrent I’ve noticed recently, a closeness that did not exist before, along with Yves turning stilted and odd when both of them are in my presence. Fahriye is Fahriye (though she’s stopped calling Yves "kid"; interesting), whereas my handsome American hound wears her wants and vexations on her sleeve.

“Fahriye, get one of your undercover experts.” I lift the glass to toast her. “Someone whose face Philipe hasn’t seen before and whom he’ll underestimate.”

She absorbs the thought. “Ah.”

“Exactly.” I clap my hands. “Tomorrow’s going to be a busy day. A lot of packing, a lot of briefing. I’m staying here until we fly. Why don’t both of you be my detail for the night? So you can be sure I’m not going to run off on my own again.”

The tension, again. I can nearly reach out, pluck it, hear it thrum. See where it vibrates against Yves and Fahriye; watch who twitches or flinches. Though the answer to that I already know.

“I’ll take the guest room,” Fahriye says, expression perfectly neutral. 

I smirk at her. “Are you sure? The master bed’s big enough for three. Maybe I’m feeling especially vulnerable since we’re about to embark on a delicate mission, one that’ll see us to a new chapter in our lives.”

“You’re feeling no such thing, boss.” Her voice stays mild. “I’ll handle the reconnaissance. Two or three of my girls will be good for the job, but we can’t overegg the operation.”

“Excellent. I trust you’ll pick the best of the best.”

She leaves us to each other. Yves relaxes a fraction once she’s gone and I can almost read what she’s thinking: that her secret—their secret—is safe, for now. Really the best way would have been to ask Fahriye directly, but she wouldn’t want to feel as if she’s selling out Yves. Asking Yves would be disastrous, it’s like handling a live grenade. The truth is that my views on exclusivity are specific. Fahriye pursuing flings in a bar presents no issue: she doesn’t attach easily, and those encounters are disposable. Yves is so monogamous she’s nearly a monk. Them pursuing each other, even if just the once, is a different beast.

The idea draws me. Yves is mine to keep, and I mean to make that permanent; she is, as Fahriye has advised me, the sole candidate I have for a second lieutenant—someone I can trust that much, someone who’ll serve me until the end of her days and never think of seeking another harbor. To have her be infatuated with Fahriye, that is another bond she’ll find difficult to extricate from.

And if I can wrap the threads of them both around me, well: all the more efficient.

I shed my clothes. In the corner of my eye I catch Yves trying not to look and failing. I wonder what she would be like as a woman more in tune with her appetites, less inclined to self-denial. “Why don’t you join me in the shower?” I say, slipping off my bra, well aware of the effect my bared breasts have on her. “It’ll save time.”

“We aren’t in a hurry. It’s not even ten.” Her voice is controlled.

“You must’ve taken communal showers before.” American barracks are not exactly five-star accommodations. “Why would this be different?”

Yves’ mouth opens. Closes. “It is not the same.”

Because this is an intimacy too far, something she means to share with—what? A life partner, someone to whom she has a gentler relationship, even if it might not be everything she wants since what she wants is what I give. Perhaps she would have showered with Fahriye; may already have. 

“Suit yourself,” I murmur and slide off my underwear. Stand there a moment, turned in profile to her, because she cannot help looking, cannot help taking in the whole of me. I can see her nearly take a step toward me, reach out, seize the open invitation. To lose herself one more time, even as she tells herself it will be the last occasion she indulges.

But she masters her hungers and remains where she is. It demands visible effort; a little salve to my pride.

I take my time—the night is young—and think through my options in Singapore. Short notice, but the game’s all about the balance of speed and tactics. Time-sensitive, too; Philipe’s not going to remain in Singapore forever, and who knows where his next destination will be. By the time I’m applying skincare, I have a fair idea of how this will go.

For a few minutes I linger before the mirror. In it, I am alone. The days where I’d glimpse Mother out of the corner of my eye or reflected in glass, where I’d hear her voice, are well behind me. The hollow place is filling out. All wounds scar over, eventually.

Silk-robed, I return to the bedroom to find Yves looking at a locket attached to her wrist chain. She doesn’t wear a watch, and I’ve seen this accessory on her before; it looks the sort that belongs better around the neck, but of course that provides an assailant an easy hold. To my surprise, she doesn’t cover it up when she sees me looking, even preempting my question with, “It’s a reliquary.”

“Of whom?”

“Several people.” She shrugs and slides the piece out of view. “You can fit a lot in when most of it is ground bones and ash. Can’t open it, though.”

Or it’d all crumble and disperse. The dead could be her fellow child soldiers, from decades back. She would have shoveled earth onto her share of mass graves—the fact of it is that Yves is not difficult to understand, not a complex engine at all, her wounds and faults easy to decode and grasp and wield.

“Get clean,” I say. “We’re both going to get a good night’s sleep.”

I’m well settled in bed by the time she emerges in a loose shirt and briefs. She ensconces herself in the wingback chair, her gun placed on the adjacent table, her elbows on the armrests and her knees wide. An attitude of confrontation, of defending the space she occupies by habit. We watch each other until I break the impasse: “You’re not going to sleep in that chair, are you? I don’t want my bodyguard to have a crick in her neck all day.”

“I’ll join you when I’m getting sleepy. It’s good practice to stand guard as long as I can.”

“As you like.” I shift in the sheets, letting them slide off to expose a shoulder. “Good night, Yves.”




YVES

I watch as she drifts off to sleep. Her breathing becomes slow and regular, and she relaxes into the bed with a peace her waking moments never bring.

I hate myself for it, but this is the Hua I love most, if love can be said to come into this thing between us. No biting remarks, no cold venom; no conquest, no surrender—the quiet of a battlefield alive with new growth, perhaps. I must imagine her happy, this version of her that is Viveca to me.

Neither sleep nor peace comes to me. There is a niggling in my head about our upcoming assignment, a splinter in my eye that I just can’t see. It all follows: Cecilie has always wanted to expand, and Philipe is her right-hand man. But something about this feels off—too easy, too obvious.

I typically like the lack of windows in this bedroom—I rest easier, knowing a sniper will not claim my charge as she sleeps—but tonight I find the solid walls oppressive. I want a vista to organize my thoughts, an old affect from my time with Cecilie: the conceit of seeing it all, watching how the lights and the lines come together to form a whole. The brute who can think, Cecilie called me once, as if a propensity for personal violence would typically preclude the higher faculties. I proved otherwise, or so I thought; in the end, she always did favor her weak right hand over her bloody left.

Quietly I stand and pull the slipped sheet over Viveca’s shoulder. She sighs and murmurs something incoherent, an almost sing-song lilt. I resist the urge to squeeze in beside her, wrap my arms around her while she mutters and moans through the night. I settle instead for a kiss on the cheek; sleep is still elusive.

In the guest room, I find Fahriye diligently toiling away. There’s an opened weapons case on the bed, a sleek SMG in parts. But she’s distracted herself; the gun is forgotten while she mulls a tablet, probably the personnel assignments for this coming job.

Her brow is creased in thought, but she smiles when she looks up at me, a little conspiratorial smirk. I raise my hands, palms out—I don’t want to talk about it. She nods once. On the subject of Hua, we have come to read each other very well: I am riled easily, we both now know, and Fahriye does not delight in jerking my chain.

“Fine now; probably fitful later,” I add; it is perfectly normal for the hounds to fret over their mistress’ health. Then I pull up a chair and sit beside her. “I don’t like this, Fahriye.”

She puts her tablet down and turns to focus on me. “You think they’re playing us?”

I rock my head back and forth, noncommittal. “Tristan always was a walking, talking opsec disaster; it’d be just like him to brag over drinks about his big new assignment.” That part makes sense to me. “I just think Cecilie is smarter than this.”

Fahriye leans over and gently kisses my temple. “You are very cute when you worry.”

I groan. “I’m being serious!”

“I know. And I agree with you.” She nods to the tablet on her desk. “I’m triple checking the assignments because I agree with you. But you’re still cute when you worry.”

I sigh and stand. “You’re incorrigible. I’m going up to the roof for some fresh air.”

She takes my hand before I can turn away. I see now a shade of worry on her face. “If something happens—” she starts.

“The priority is Hua. It’s always Hua.” I force a smile. “You might be cute, too, but I am a professional.”




VIVECA

An uneventful arrival at the Changi Airport, save for a bomb threat (swiftly defused), a poisoning attempt (I am spared by rarely eating onboard—someone successfully tampered with the dehydrated seaweed in the pantry), and a minor weather delay. All fairly usual: I didn’t have much to complain about. Olesya’s security turns up on the runway to reinforce my team. Overkill, but I do appreciate her concern. She’s become both easier and harder to get along with recently, more interested in my personal affairs than she has ever been. Still, Mother always wanted two daughters. She would have been pleased—Elizaveta Hua gets what she wants, every time.

We go through the routine of settling into our accommodation, a chain hotel in which Olesya holds a minor stake. It’d have been nice to stay at the Marina Bay Sands, but that place is an architectural death trap. Step into the extremely high-ceilinged lobby and assassins get approximately five thousand hiding places from which to shoot you dead, and nearly as many CCTV blind spots. So instead we’re staying at a lesser waterfront property. Gorgeous views, except in the suite that’s been reserved for my exclusive use: it is windowless and does not appear in the floor plan.

Fahriye and Yves unpack. I consult my itinerary and say, “Olesya recommended two diners nearby—do the two of you prefer Italian or Malay?”

Yves looks up at me, startled. “What?”

It is the first time, I suppose, that I’ve asked Yves her food preferences. “Olesya’s staff will be covering us. You can sit down and have a nice meal for a change. Fahriye?”

“Malay,” she says without hesitation.

“I don’t have a preference,” Yves says, which may well be true: I’ve never seen her get picky with food. She consumes in the way of someone interested only in sustaining her body, not in the way of someone interested in texture or flavor or, heavens forbid, culinary distinction. I might as well get around to teaching her proper appreciation for it—high time she lives like a civilized woman.

We adjourn to the Malay diner, located within walking distance—as much as I prefer armored vehicles, they’re not very feasible here, but we keep to cover. The place is tucked into a corner between two buildings, a little obscured compared to its trendier, waterfront-facing neighbors, and has its own entrance.

Olesya’s people are already there, situated at a corner booth pretending to be a family—cousins giggling over someone’s wedding—and we’re pointed to a table screened by potted plants. My phone connects to the diner’s cameras once we’re in range; one points to the door and another covers part of the street outside. A normal-looking establishment, but very specific provisions have been made.

I order for us: nasi lemak, roti and several curries to go with it, a huge portion of satay—my women do need their protein—and mee rebus. Yves stays stiffly on her feet, a few paces away from the table, the bodyguard’s distance.

“Sit at the table, Yves.” I gesture at the unoccupied wicker chair.

“This way I can see the whole of the restaurant.”

Sighing, I hold up my phone for her to see. “So can I. Sit down.”

She prepares to argue—what if the power goes off, the signal gets lost, the cameras destroyed—but after a few seconds, she sits down, thin-lipped.

“You’re very attractive when you brood,” I say, “but you should save the seduction for a setting more private.”

Yves meets my eyes and for a moment I think she’s going to snap a retort, get riled up. Instead she laughs. I’ve never seen her do that before. Despite myself, the novelty of it is compelling; the way it changes her entire face, the sound of it so unlike her habitual growl. A glimpse into a different permutation of her, one that might laugh often and brightly.

“Boss,” Fahriye says, “they want to know what you’d like for drinks.”

I have been staring at Yves. Embarrassment warms the back of my neck, but I parlay that into letting the waiter know I’ll have mango soda. The other two choose plain water.

The food arrives. The portions are generous, the flavors excellent. If Yves finds them unfamiliar, she doesn’t let that deter her; she tears into her roti and satay as if she’s a wolf and they are tender meat still dewed in their own gore. It is a sight. Maybe she’s decided to try seducing me in public.

It’s been so long since I sat at a table like this, sharing meals with those I trust. Business meals have a different tenor and everyone eats from their own plate; nor are clients or fellow suppliers trustworthy. There’s Olesya, but she and I are rarely in one place, and after Mother passed we never—something was severed, and having only two seats or keeping a third empty leaves neither of us in the mood to enjoy food. It’s become our habit to stay apart.

There was a long stretch of time when I would only eat in Fahriye’s company, and then only at her strong urging, one bite at a time, each grain of rice going down like sand. I try not to think about that period in my life, when grief cleaved me open and emptied me out. But it feels strange to be sitting at a table of three again. I imagine Olesya here. Four, and perhaps it’d almost feel like being whole.

Something of my private melancholy must show, because when we leave the restaurant Fahriye offers me her elbow. I loved that as a girl: it was courtly and it made me feel special, like a little queen. Though girlhood is far behind, I take her arm. She’s ambidextrous—this will not impede her needing to draw—and Olesya’s staff are good at what they do.

To my surprise, Yves offers her arm too. She does it wordlessly and without looking at me. The faintest color on her cheeks that cannot be explained by the sun, since we’ve kept to the shade.

“Well,” I say, trying to regain control, “this is a rare treat, I’m not going to say no.” And then I take her elbow so that both of them bracket me, two knights performing chivalry for their liege lady.

♦

In the hotel room I view reports from one of Fahriye’s girls. She calls herself Chang’er this month and goes through aliases faster than I go through shoes; last month she was Irene, and the month before that Morrakot. She’s lucky that she excels at her skill set.

“Chang’er has found Philipe,” I say, nodding at the red pin on the laptop screen. “A compound in Little India. She’ll stay on-site to keep an eye on it. Olesya is sending her snipers.”

“And?” Yves’ tone is that of a dog anticipating that its next command will be kill. She does have a bone to pick with Tristan Philipe in particular.

Which is why I’m not sending her.

“You’re staying with me.” My voice is remote, as if I’m handing out routine assignments. “Both of us will coordinate the surveillance and reinforcements. Fahriye will lead the fire team.”

A moment during which I wait for Yves to object, to lodge her complaint describing the grudge she has against her former colleague, to declare her unending bloodthirst for him. And I can see it in her expression, that she wants to be there, to be the hand that deals the killing blow—making it as painful as possible for him, or as spectacularly brutal if she must opt for speed over style.

Then Yves draws her gun. She does it meticulously, to show that she has not abruptly lost her mind, and slides the weapon across the table to Fahriye. It is of simple make, worn with use but well maintained—like its owner, a loyal piece of materiel. It has probably been her sidearm since America. “Use this to kill him.” 

My lieutenant crooks a smile and takes the pistol. “Done.”

I seize Fahriye’s wrist. It’s not a gesture of aggression in sheer physical strength—I can no more crush her metacarpals than a child can—but it makes her pause, give me her full attention. “If you die,” I tell her, “I’ll find a way to trap your ghost so you never get any peace. No afterlife, no reincarnation.”

It’s not that she is religious; this is about emotional impact. Her gaze turns grave and the smile fades. “All right, boss. That’s a promise.”




II.

YVES

It’s a bright little building in a bright little part of town, all gaudy colors and cracked plaster. Olesya’s snipers have been watching it for hours by the time Fahriye and her team begin to infiltrate the area, slipping in among the vendors and homeless to position themselves for the assault.

Between the spotters and the drones we have on station, we can see the compound from every conceivable angle, in every spectrum. But it’s a fake sort of power, this knowledge. My desire for a high point from which to observe the battlefield is just a conceit. In reality, war is in the details, the grit, the unobservable. Too many soldiers see night vision or heat vision, and they stop using their own eyes.

Despite knowing I am where I need to be, I still wish I was down there with Fahriye and the team.

Hua watches coolly from the back of the operations room, but I have worked for her long enough to read the pinch of her lips, the tightness of her clipped words. Like me, she wants Fahriye back safe—and, like me, she wants Philipe dead. The latter surprises me; she has never indicated she has a personal animosity toward him like I do. Perhaps she simply wants to see her nemesis lose her most powerful piece, but my intuition tells me it is something more.

“Breach on my mark,” Fahriye announces, the fire team lining up along the compound’s most accessible wall. “Five, four, th—”

All hell breaks loose.

The wall explodes outward, ragdolling half the team into the air and across the cobblestones. We are, evidently, expected.

I watch as impassively as I can, knowing that these men and women are fighting a few blocks from here—and that my job is to stand apart, to guard, to observe as they fight and die. This was my role under Iron Cecilie, and if Fahriye has her way, this will be my role again—my future as advisor, not brawler. What a terrible weight to shoulder.

The comms are an angry chatter of wounded soldiers, and then an angry chatter of guns. “He’s on the move.” Fahriye’s voice cuts through the noise, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

And she’s right. Even as his security detachment returns fire from the compound—weaker and weaker by the moment, as Olesya’s snipers do their bloody work—Philipe is bolting away, across the rooftops of Little India.

He has no idea where we are encamped, I realize with a grim smile—his route of escape is drawing him closer to my and Hua’s current position.

“Ms. Hua—” I begin, at the same moment she says, “Yves, cut him off.”

This is, in its own way, a break with the promise I made to Fahriye—the priority should always be Hua’s protection. But I do as instructed and move toward the door.

“Wait,” she says, and I think she has reservations. “Take this with you, since you gave yours away.” She extends to me her own sidearm—small in my hand, and all the more beautiful for it.




VIVECA

On the screens arrayed in my suite, I watch the chase.

They are fast, my hounds, and before them Philipe is as swine fleeing the world’s hungriest wolves. He climbs and stumbles across rooftops. Fahriye and Yves chase as fleet as if they’re running on flat ground. The snipers notify me that both Philipe and my guards are out of their range, but this will be over soon.

My phone rings. It is the number I give out to clients, nearly public-facing. Caller unknown. 

“Hello, Viveca.”

I’d recognize the voice anywhere, though its timbre has borne up poorly under stress and the passage of time. She’s taken up cigarettes to calm her nerves. I pray it destroys her lungs in tumorous agony. “Cecilie. It’s been a while. You sound old.” Sixty-five; by rights she should long be in the ground.

Her cackle is uncannily like a cartoon witch’s. “That’s right, little girl. I outlived Elizaveta by decades.”

Fury rises in me, instant and volcanic. Hard-won discipline keeps my voice pleasant. “Because you were a coward, Cecilie. Cockroaches outlive most things, too. It pleases me not to be the daughter of something that scuttles among the filth. By the way, have you checked on Tristan recently?”

On the screen: Fahriye and Yves have caught up with the man in question. Yves is the one who puts the bullet in his head, no ceremony. He convulses. He dies beneath a foreign sky, his long body draping the tiles of some unfortunate tenement in orange and pink; his gore will add to its paintwork soon. Street shoppers below have scattered in all directions.

“Tristan?” Cecilie continues to sound good-natured. “I’ve been wanting to get rid of him—he’s made too many mistakes, got too ambitious. My thanks for rendering him no longer my problem. I hear you took in my other lieutenant, though. The war-brute. Not that Yves is entirely uncontrollable. Why, she even took my suggestion to seek employment with you.”

My stomach roils from hot to cold. Except no: this is an obvious ploy to poison us, to plant doubt. “I’m afraid that if you sent her as an assassin, your placement has failed miserably.”

Cecilie chortles. “For a daughter of Elizaveta’s, you think so small. Assassins must be fast. Get in, do the deed, get out. Yves is no good as a killer in the dark; too blunt an instrument, too… sadistic. Have you noticed how savage she is?” When I don’t respond, she goes on. “Or rather, that’s been a draw for you, hasn’t it. Did you really think I would let a lieutenant of mine walk away? Naturally betting on you being human was a long shot, but I do know you, Viveca. Like mother, like daughter. The house of Hua has always been soft.”

“Please. That’s one of the most idiotic things I’ve ever heard.” That she has sent me Yves to, what, fall in love with so she would be able to hurt me. On instinct my gaze twitches to the laptop screen. One of our drones has been shot down; still plenty of coverage. Police have been called, but they've been bribed to be lackadaisical today. “I’d love to keep chatting, Cecilie, but I’m busy. Hope the SVR doesn’t get you.” Because I will be the one to pulverize her underfoot.

“Not so fast, Viveca. Watch.”

A roof tile at Yves’ feet cracks. She and Fahriye crouch in unison, but there’s hardly any cover where they are. The ambush happens so quickly; Cecilie’s men appear as if from thin air, surrounding my guards. The first exchange of fire sees a bullet grazing Fahriye—nothing fatal, but the brightness of her blood in the sun is stark, sudden.

“Now,” Cecilie says, still in that grandmotherly voice, warm and syrupy, “which of your lieutenants would you like to depart to the next world first? I will let you pick.”

My mouth thickens. But I don’t freeze—that is how you die, how you get your women killed. I send terse instructions to two of my teams, one stationed in Berlin and the other in Paris. Time is of the essence, but the Berlin team is on-site already and the target’s security is thin: my luck prevails. “I have a counterproposal, Cecilie.”

“You’re in no position to bargain, little girl. And you don’t have anything I want—” She breaks off.

A rictus pulls my mouth taut. “You’ve got a phone call. Take it; might be the last you heard from them.”

Silence during which she takes that call. Hears the voice. She rattles off a profanity in Norwegian.

“You’re a family woman,” I tell her. “So many siblings, so many nieces and nephews, and how you dote on them all. It’s hysterical you think my mother was soft, Cecilie, or that I am. Here you are with just innumerable potential hostages. Oh, you’ve tried to hide them, make them anonymous. But you’ve visited your extended family. You send them Christmas gifts.”

“You fucking wouldn’t. They’re children. Rosalie’s ten.”

My braying must sound manic. “Cecilie, Cecilie. Before Tristan Philipe signed on with you, he had me kidnapped when I was, oh, eleven? Said he was going to drown me like a rat. It left an impression. Which of your nieces or nephews would you like to depart to the next world first? I’ll let you pick.”

On my screen, Cecilie’s soldiers have given pause on her order, though their guns are still trained on my guards. Then she says, “You’re bluffing. And your seconds, they’re nearly out of ammo.”

I check on the team in Paris. Target secured. I imagine that little Rosalie is blubbering into the phone, begging her aunt to save her. “Your lines must be busy. Care to check one of your secure inboxes? You might want an update on how your nephew Theodore is doing.”

She hisses. I take a grim comfort in the knowledge that, to her, the floor beneath her feet has suddenly disappeared and she has found herself standing on a cliff’s edge.

“Let me see, little Rosalie was having her birthday party—sorry for ruining the cake—and little Theodore was coming back from his… violin lesson? Is he good at it, Cecilie? Do you have his parents send you footage of his recitals?” My smile grows grotesque. I make sure she can hear it in my voice. “Be a shame to snip a prodigy short, but children die for less every day, don’t you think? Their misfortune to be related to a cockroach.”

Onscreen, one of Cecilie’s men fires off a shot. It hits a window not so far from Yves. Glass cracks and falls, soundless to my ears.

“You cannot replace your lieutenants,” Cecilie says. The saccharine tone is finally gone. “More children can be made.”

By now my throat is parched. We cannot be at this stalemate forever; Fahriye is bleeding and the snipers need time to change positions. “Oh, all right, if you insist.” I send the Berlin team a command.

I can hear the scream from the line between Cecilie and Rosalie. Speakerphone, I assume. My team would be relaying the camera feed to Cecilie too, so she can see Rosalie weeping. Unhurt, but the same cannot be said of her father; his arm would be shattered in two or three places. To the police it will, later, appear like a home invasion. Smash and grab.

“I have it on good authority,” I say, airy, “that watching your parents broken in front of you has formative effects on a child. But if you prefer injuries more somatic, I can have Nephew Theodore’s fingers snapped too.”

Half a minute ticks by. My eyes are riveted to the view of Yves on her knees, a gun in hand that she must have appropriated from Philipe’s corpse. Ready to make her last stand.

And then Cecilie’s men retreat.

“Fuck you,” Iron Cecilie snarls. “One day, I’ll break you for this.”

Relief bubbles in my throat. It spills out into harsh, full-throated laughter. “Have fun trying, Cecilie. Remember, if you hold nothing close, then you have nothing to lose.”




III.
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We make it back to the hotel room covered in grime and blood. Philipe is dead and we are alive—it’s a victory snatched from the jaws of defeat. We’re drunk with relief; Hua will probably inform us of what black magic she wove to save her loyal hounds, but for now Fahriye and I are treating it like a miracle.

“Honey, we’re home!” I sing through the door, and sure enough, Hua is waiting for us.

No, not Hua this time—Viveca, a version of her that I might come to love: graceful, imperious, magnanimous in her victory. I see a final piece of tension uncoil from her throat, and I kiss her right then, marring the elegance of her makeup with a smudge of soot and gunpowder when I hold her face. “How’d you do it?!”

And then I jerk back reflexively, suddenly aware of my impropriety. But she keeps her coy little smirk. “Aggressive negotiations. Cecilie wanted you both dead, so I threatened assets that she cared about more. She blinked first. Though she did,” Viveca adds, “have this funny little theory that she sent you to me as a distraction.”

I’m still too elated to even be bothered. “Tell you what. You join me in bed this time, and I’ll show you just how distracting I can be.”

It’s an idle boast; I’m asleep before I hit the sheets.




VIVECA

For a moment I stare at Yves’ collapsed form. In for a penny, in for a pound; I climb in and wrap myself around her. She’s sleeping like a baby and I nearly giggle at the thought. Her wiry frame feels good against me, both my protector and a woman I must in turn protect.

Fahriye drops heavily onto the mattress, her hard heft at my back. They’re both filthy, not that I care. In a low voice she says, “Did you do it?”

Did I hurt the children, she means. My lieutenant knows many secrets my American second does not. “Not at all. The bluff worked.” Niece Rosalie will need counseling, but don’t we all.

Her exhalation is weary. “Good. Nobody raised you to be a child killer.”

When I was eleven, I learned that adults valued children’s lives much less than they professed to. I’ve carried that lesson with me. I would have murdered both Rosalie and Theodore if Cecilie hadn’t yielded. But none of this I let Fahriye know. She cherishes children; she has principles. I am a monster—she is not.

“What do you think about Cecilie saying she purposefully sent me Yves?”

My lieutenant makes a noise. “So what if she did? You’re fond of her. She is fond of you. Iron Cecilie’s schemes are irrelevant. Enjoy each other. I sure am going to.”

Soon she too has fallen asleep. I listen to her breathing and Yves’. Tristan Philipe is dead. Cecilie Kristiansen has slunk away like a beaten bitch with the Russians close on her heels. More than that, my women have returned to me whole, sustaining no more than bruises and lacerations. I have triumphed; we have triumphed.

And I like being between the two of them. I could get used to it; I want to wake up to this every morning, bracketed by their warmth and strength. We could have a long time together, decade upon decade. I doze off on this concept; it buoys me with its radiance.

When I wake again, it feels as if no time has passed at all. The room’s clock tells me it has been an hour and a half. I reach for my phone: outstanding messages from Olesya, routine reports, and status updates from the teams in Berlin and Paris. The children have been let go, and my staff have eluded the police. I will need to make arrangements around that, later. Favors to trade and call in. Then I’ll need to tighten my security, manage the rest of the teams shadowing Cecilie’s relatives.

My seconds continue to rest, long limbs sprawled in exhaustion, Fahriye snoring. I breathe in their smells and on the tang of blood I see a vision of them lying this way on that Little India roof, their fronts a canvas drenched in red, brain matter puddling around their skulls.

It is so complete, so vivid, that it shocks me back into reality. Today we broke the back of defeat and extracted victory from its guts, but that will not last. Another lumbering goliath will come. Next time, one of us will be swallowed whole.

Without waking them, I pull myself free. The fantasy of having this—of having them as my forever walls—fades. I have been lulled too long. I will not wake to this every morning, nor fall asleep to this every night. There will not be decades—that I had as long as I did with my mother was a miracle. That Olesya remains alive is another one.

Our fortunes will not always prevail. One day, I will be the death of both Fahriye and Yves. They’ll fall protecting me, or they’ll fall on an assignment I’ve given them.

I leave the bed and stand alone, averting my face. If you hold nothing close, then you have nothing to lose. I have nearly forgotten that lesson.


Interlude: The Daughters of the House of Hua




VIVECA

A call, early morning my time, late night hers. I know who it is right away—only three people have this particular number, and two of them are asleep in the other room. The bed is emptier without either of them, but the dread that sits in the pit of my stomach is lighter too. You always weigh the risk and benefit in this business; the trade-off is acceptable.

(Why did I not remember the lesson when I told it to Cecilie?)

I put on a robe, turn on the projector and the home theater screen. It lets me take these calls in the comfort of my bed, preferable by far to hunching over a laptop or a phone. Being on home turf affords me a few luxuries.

My sister appears on the screen, larger than life, in an off-shoulder couture dress that appears to have been woven from strands of gold and triangular emeralds, layered over cream silk. Gorgeous, expensive, and very her. “Good morning, Viveca.”

It strikes me, now, how much she resembles our mother. I myself have never much looked like Elizaveta Hua: I’m too small-boned, my hair a touch too wavy and my jawline unconventional. We have never found out or cared to discover the identities of the sperm donor and surrogate; whether we even have the same set is just as irrelevant. We are her daughters—that’s the only factor which signifies.

But still. She looks much more like Mother than I ever will. 

“Good evening, Olesya.” I sip from a bottle I keep at my nightstand. The essentials, there—a gun, ammunition, a knife, a flashlight. A burglar who gets this far would believe me the most utilitarian sort of inhabitant. “To what do I owe the honor?”

Her laugh is rich, like myrrh. She’s in a good mood. Probably she’s just come away from one or several of her lovers—she has quite the harem, and of late has doted on them more than ever. “You always say that. It’s normal for family to check in. Settling in well after your trip?”

“In one piece, as you can see.”

“And both your seconds?”

“Recovering.” I have not actually told her much about Yves, but her staff has worked with mine in Singapore and elsewhere enough for them to tell what’s going on—was going on—and report back to her. “Fahriye sends her thanks.”

“The lieutenant has my highest regard. As far as our inheritance went, that’s the one thing I wanted to quibble with—that you received her.”

I set the bottle down. “You never mentioned that.” Fahriye was assigned to be my personal guard so long ago.

Olesya spreads her hands. “You needed her more than I did, and I never mentioned a lot of things.”

Which is fair enough, and true. If I’m honest about it, I know that Olesya has done much for me, sacrificing even the position of being Mother’s heir apparent on my fifteenth birthday. Somehow she never did resent that particular, and professes in any case to find narcotics more intriguing. “Good to have Tristan Philipe out of your hair?”

“He was an irritant. May the worms savor him.” Her hand sweeps through the air. A ring glitters on the index finger. Fronds of potted plant undulate behind her, an ambience of jungle green; we honor Mother separately and quietly. “But unimportant, now, though I appreciate the pest control. Let’s talk about you.”

“I just told you I’m in one piece.”

“I don’t mean your physical health. I’m aware that is fine.” One of her snakes winds its way into her lap. She keeps several—another nod to Mother’s style if not literal historicity; Elizaveta Hua kept only human pets. “Listen, Viveca. When she passed, I put a lot of myself away so I could keep moving. It kept me alive, but eventually that wasn’t enough. Do you understand?”

I could tell her that I’m in touch with my gender and sexuality, have always been; equally I know that is not what she’s getting at. “I’m not seeing a therapist, older sister.”

“I am afraid,” she says slowly, which is impossible because Olesya no more confesses to fear than I do, “of losing my women. I’m as afraid of that as you are. But pushing them away isn’t the solution. Refusing to enjoy them while you can isn’t the answer. You and me, we’ll die violently one day—the people we love too, because they signed up for this. Not much we can do about that except getting out of the business, and neither of us is going to. So take it one day at a time. Go kiss them. Hold them in your arms. Let them know you actually like them as people and let them know that consistently.”

It would feel good, viciously good, to snap at her; to say something that will cut her right open—Mother made me the heir, not you—but I throttle back the urge. “You must have planted very good spies in my organization.”

Olesya snorts. “I’ve seen how you acted when Fahriye nearly lost an arm, what, three years ago? You do the same thing every time. I need only my eyes to tell that you’re alone in your bed, and it hasn’t been recently vacated by anybody.”

The problem with family is that they know precisely how to get under your skin. “I don’t pester you about your personal life.”

“That, little sister, is because my personal life is perfect.”

“And if you keep harping on mine, I’m cutting this call.”

She shakes her head, the theatrically long-suffering older sister, but she does change the subject. Apparently Chang’er impressed her in Singapore; could she borrow the girl for a month? I say yes, in exchange for one of Olesya’s sharpshooters. I have outstanding ones; hers are best-in-class and greatly coveted. We reach a deal. Olesya makes more small talk and soon the call concludes, but I know she’ll be back at the topic again in little time. Technology is a mistake. In a different era she’d have needed a carrier pigeon or a courier on horseback to reach me by letter, and I would be burdened by her insights much less frequently.

But perhaps she has a point, insofar as the emptiness of my bed goes. Skin hunger gets to me the same it does anyone else. Certainly I maintain my bodily needs in other ways, so why not this one too. I message the agency I favor, on the rare occasion I’m in this mood. Their employees are attractive, clean, and prompt. None have ever turned out to be an assassin either.

In the guest room I find Fahriye has dozed off, her head awkwardly propped on Yves’ shoulder. The sight arrests me. I already knew, but to bear witness—

Well. Fahriye deserves to be happy. They have each other, don’t they.

Yves is awake. She looks up at me from her phone, and her features soften—to see me in a robe worn for comfort rather than to seduce; to see my hair mussed from sleep and my face unadorned by cosmetics. I understand the look; I know what it means to her. I can chart a path in which this thing between us could come to luminous fruition. I could join them on the divan. Perhaps let them bring me back to bed, laughing, and we would warm one another.

That is not what I am doing.

“Yves,” I say, my voice clipped, “I’m expecting a visitor. She will be here in an hour. I’ve sent you her photo. Let the detail know to check her for weapons, then you and Fahriye are dismissed for the day.”

Yves blinks, looks down at her phone. There she will find a woman with a build not too unlike her own, cropped hair, blunt features; the sort of thing I prefer, and which I enjoy both in Fahriye and Yves. I watch her expression shift as she understands.

It’s a cold comfort, and it’s exactly what I want. Become as ice and no one can take anything from you. Regard the world at a distance and the gate of yourself will shut, impenetrable. In remoteness I will finally become the fortress I have always wanted to be. None of them matter to me; none of them can possibly matter to me ever again.


A Funny Thing Happened on the Way to the Christmas Party

Set out a place for those that cannot join




YVES

It’s Christmas Eve, and Viveca Hua is cold.

“Assignments,” she says, as she has for a month now, a terseness that borders on open hostility. Fahriye and I share a look and sit.

It’s never as cold in Hong Kong as it got in Alaska or British Columbia; even with the climate upheaval, the latitudes ensure Hong Kong has a mild winter that Nome does not. But ever since we returned from Singapore, the seasons have turned, and Viveca has chilled with them. Her voice now stings like a winter gale; Fahriye turns her shoulder into it, but I am cut to the quick each time.

“Fahriye, there’s a patisserie in Sai Ying Pun,” she barks, face down, dispassionately examining files on her desk. “It’s a flashpoint for some new syndicate in town, Yanks trying to make a name for themselves. I don’t intend to cede a damn thing to any American—” a touch on the nose, that “—so stake it out until they make their move, then deal with them.” Fahriye nods, grave.

“And you.” Her attention pivots to me without looking up; I straighten, the return of old military habits. The echo of that former life is louder than I would like; this change in Viveca has seen my position become something less of a bodyguard and more of an organizational second, similar to my work under Cecilie. I’m good at it—I have the eye for organization and logistics, and it is, I think, the job Fahriye ultimately wants me to succeed her in—but it lacks the intimacy of being at Viveca’s side; she has, in fact, turned both Fahriye and I out for weeks now. “VIP escort mission, to be handled personally.”

A reasonable use of my skill set, but I balk when I see the name. “Viveca, I’ve told you, I have no—”

Her head snaps up at this. “Maria Ying needs an escort. You’ll damn well do it. And it’s Ms. Hua to you. Oh,” she says as we stand to leave, “and don’t bother calling or coming in tomorrow. I’ll manage well enough with the current bodyguards.”

♦

“What the fuck?” I say to Fahriye, and not for the first time.

We’re gearing up for the day’s festivities, strapping on body armor and checking concealed weapons. There’s a charge in the air, a touch of expectation; holidays like this are never good for operations. Too many people, too much traffic, too much everything. And, if I’m being frank, I just don’t have the mental focus I need to actually be a bodyguard right now.

Fahriye sighs. “Viveca…” she starts, slowly. I wave her off. I didn’t expect a real answer; I know that she is torn between her loyalty to our employer and her friendship with me. Whatever explanation she could provide of Hua’s psyche would feel like a betrayal of trust decades old.

And it’s not as if this is rocket science. “I know, I know. First our swing dance outing, then Singapore. She doesn’t handle the threat of loss very well.”

“She’ll get better,” Fahriye says, then adds, softer, “she always does.”

I look up from my weapons check. “But that’s the problem, Fahriye. I won’t. I need something like stability. This isn’t it. This isn’t healthy.” I thought we had been building something, the two of us—the three of us, really. Something warm, growing out of that first chilly reception. But...

Fahriye snorts, derisive. “And you got into this line of work for health?” She immediately looks chagrined. She takes care, inordinate care, to show both Hua and I respect, especially when emotional vulnerability is on the line. I love her for that, I guess. But she’s being run ragged by this thing, too. And despite her apparent certainty that we’ll return to some sort of normality, I think she has her doubts.

“Fuck this,” I say, gathering up the last of my equipment. “Fuck all of this.” I can feel a plan forming, inchoate and stupid. “We don’t have to put up with this.”

Fahriye twists to glare at me like I’ve given voice to mutiny. I shake my head. “No, not like that. You’re going to some bakery, right? Get something nice… a pie? Tarts?” I realize that, for all I have seen Hua eat, I don’t know what she actually likes. “I’ll pick up some real food when I’m done with Maria. We’ll come back here and…”

I trail off. Now that it’s out there, the plan sounds not just stupid but insane. What are we going to do, force Hua—Viveca—to be happy?

Fahriye shrugs. “This… this isn’t going to go well.”

“Fahriye, my friend. Nothing in my life has ever gone well.” What else can I tell her? But I need a resolution, one way or another, that damnable craving for catharsis. “Look. If it goes poorly, you and I can bugger off and eat tarts and watch… do people still watch Die Hard?”

She snorts. “That is not a Christmas movie.”

♦

“You look particularly glum today, Ms. Yves,” my charge needles.

“Ms. Ying, you can just call me Yves.”

She hears my emphasis on the honorific and sticks her tongue out. I sigh.

As the daughter of Hong Kong’s Chief Executive—and, increasingly, his heir apparent—Maria Ying is one of Hua’s long-term projects, a slowly cultivated asset of great promise. And routinely, it falls to me to be the gardener who dirties her hands with the cultivation. Maria is aware of this, is too smart to be ignorant of it, and she takes advantage of the situation to gain the less savory access and influence a future leader of Hong Kong might need. Ever since the untimely death of her former boyfriend, Maria has grown into herself, become more certain in herself and her ability; I think Hua has taken a shine to her, might even consider her a protégé—or rival—in time.

She’s also a young woman in her early twenties who studied abroad and has no friends at home, and who is still healing from the trauma of a physically and emotionally abusive relationship. These qualities manifests in her habit of making perfunctory requests for my protection services; I will routinely arrive to ominously glower behind her during a fraught meal, or serve as her valet during a political conference, or fill an audience chair during a piano recital. (She is very skilled. Her father was not present; she and I went out for ice cream afterward.) Today, she needs an escort through Causeway Bay for last-minute Christmas shopping.

In my line of work, this is something approximating friendship.

“You didn’t answer my question, Yves.”

She stops to look at a dress; I surveil the crowd and do not respond until we are moving again. “Fahriye doesn’t think Die Hard is a Christmas movie,” I offer; it’s adjacent to the truth, and funny enough that it’ll placate her.

“What’s a die hard?” Maria asks.

“I will assassinate you myself,” I grumble through gritted teeth. “My country no longer has a functioning power grid, and I’ve seen the movie! We’re even close to the same age! What do they teach you in school these days, woman?”

We step into a fancy grocer filled with bottles of alcohol and imported treats. The shelves are festooned in brands I dimly recognize; the delicacies of my home, rarer and rarer by the day, have become a signifier of wealth if not taste.

Maria is looking at the chocolates when my phone rings. It’s Fahriye. “I need your help.”

“You sound winded,” I say, half distracted; something is happening at the front of the store. “You doing okay?”

“Just working through some stuff. This patisserie that I’m staking out, there was this guy with a machete—”

“Sorry, call you back.” I grab Maria and drape myself over her just as a man at the front of the store fires a handgun into the air and begins to scream in English.

There’s a backroom I spied when we entered the store; I steer us toward it, veer off at the last moment when more men—carrying guns, wearing masks of red-white-and-blue bandanas and 7-3-3 patches on their shoulders—step out from it onto the floor.

We’ve blundered into something alright. The goods that line the walls of this place dim in comparison to my home’s true exports—its extremism, its intolerance, its love of violence and inequality. The central government is gone, but the poisoned earth still bears fruit; the rest of the world must now live with a constant background noise of quasi-nationalistic criminal organizations and sectarian movements, brotherhoods of temporarily embarrassed Americans using hate and death to take back their God-given power and wealth. In this case, it’s quite literal: they’re wearing the cross of the Christian Dominionist League.

There’s four of them that I’ve seen. The main man is at the till, shouting some mixture of sermon and demand; another is breaking imported bottles, the others are lording over a row of kneeling, blubbering employees and customers.

I shove Maria into the smallest place I can find, behind a shelving unit in a corner; we’ve trained enough for her to know she needs to stay quiet, keep herself small, and move if the situation changes. I pull off my jacket for good measure and cover her with it—it has a kevlar lining that affords far more protection than the blouse and skirt she’s wearing.

“Please,” she says very softly, “if you can help it, don’t kill any of them.”

“What? Why?” I whisper back. “They’re Americans.”

“It’s Christmas Eve! No killing on Christmas Eve!” She is very emphatic on this point. A moment later she adds, “Wait, aren’t you American, too?”

“Yeah.” I roll up my sleeves. “But I hated it.”

The men on the crying customers, first. I maneuver between the aisles, stay crouched until I come up right behind them. Would have been easier to shoot them. Grab the back of the head of the one on the left, carry him down into the floor, face first; low, use my momentum to sweep the legs out from the other. Break his face, too.

The wine iconoclast next. Even easier: give him what he wants, run him through another tower of glass and aged grape juice.

The demagogue last. Easiest: I walk up and punch him.

In the quiet that follows, my phone goes off a second time. “Fahriye, what’s going on?”

“I need you to post bail. I shot a guy and the cops—”

I’m half-listening. “Maria, you can—” I shout over the phone, turning back toward the corner I left her in.

“Don’t move!” a man screams. He is hiding behind Maria, gun to her head.

Ah. There were five. How very sloppy of me.

“Sorry, call you back.”

“Throw down your gun, now!” he yells, the panic rising in his voice. Maria is wide-eyed, but she’s watching me, expectant. She’s come far, trained the fear away; it’s a weird thing to say, but I’m proud of her.

I do not smile, do not show my teeth; I raise my arms above my head and make a noise the predator respects. “The blood of Christ be with you, brother.”

The man starts, clearly not expecting his mother tongue in this place of heathens. He quickly recovers, angry now. “I will fucking kill this woman! Drop your gun, now!”

“Your patch—Jeremiah 7:33. ‘And their carcasses will become food for the birds and the wild animals, and there will be no one to frighten them away,’” I quote precisely, quietly. “What’s your name, brother?”

“Bartholomew,” he says, shaky.

“Bartholomew. Like the apostle. Bartholomew, I am going to reach for my holster, pull out my gun, and drop it to the floor. Is that okay?” He nods, and I move slowly, as unthreatening as possible.

“You… you serve in the army of Christ, too?” He is confused by this apparent revelation, bewildered.

“I fought with the League in Anchorage, against the feds.” I smile now, tired and calculated; to serve the Son of God is a joyous task, but hard, a long road than many stumble on. “And then the Russians. And then the Canadians.”

“You’re… you’re young.” It’s not clear to me if he understands the implication of his comment; men like him often don’t. But my laurels are prestigious; faith aside, through works alone I must outrank this man in the League, even years after I escaped their tender embrace.

“Christ has preserved me,” I provide, without clarification. “Now, Bartholomew. It is the eve of our Lord’s birth, and I want everyone to leave here alive. Can you help me do that?” He nods.

“The woman you’re holding hostage, her name is Sister Mary.” Well, close enough. “She is a woman of great virtue, who has helped me in the dark times while I have been away from Jerusalem. I don’t want you to throw down you sword, but could you point it toward me, brother, instead of her?”

Bartholomew considers, hesitates, then trains the gun on me.

“Finally,” Maria mutters, grabbing the man’s extended arm even as she lowers and rolls her back into his chest; it gives her the leverage she needs to pull him up and over her in one dramatic swing. He lands flat on his back; Maria twists the arm, and the gun falls right into her hand.

“I did it!” she beams, elated.

“Secure the body,” I gently chide.

“Oh, right.” She looks the dazed man over, considers, and shoots him in the knee. “Eh, he’ll live. Now, can we please get back to shopping?”

Out on the walkway, she shivers, then hurls into the gutter. “Just how much of that bullshit was true, Yves?” she groans, pale faced.

“Not a word of it,” I reply, a dark anger settling over me for a moment. “Not a damn word.”

And then I remember: “Ah, fuck! Fahriye called. Can you help get her out of jail?”

♦

I come through the suite door with arms full of food and a bootleg copy of Die Hard. It’s probably just an AVI file burned onto a CD, but I wanted to feel like I was getting a present for someone.

Hua stares at me, hard and cold—hateful, if I’m being honest. The recounting of my outing with Maria dies on my lips.

“Well, I got you the char siu from our first date,” I say, trying to marshal some strength in the face of her withering gaze. I smile a little as I repeat an old joke from Fahriye, one she told on that same first outing: “They don’t do takeout, but… what were they going to do, tell me no?”

I plate some and set it in front of her; old instincts mean I bring a fork and steak knife to the table, and I have to return to the kitchen for chopsticks. “Fahriye was supposed to be here with pastries,” I call back, “but she’s a little delayed. Apparently stopped a machete attack or something. Cops held her for questioning, but nothing the young Maria Ying couldn’t fix.”

“Then you should go work for her,” she hisses. The food goes untouched.

I fall into the chair nearest her. I’m not welcome, obviously, but she has also set the table for three. To be at war with oneself is an unpleasant experience. “She’s not you, Ms. Hua. And she’s a bit… rich for me. Did you know my father was a garbage collector?”

She glares back at me.

“I don’t remember much, obviously,” I continue, undaunted. “My parents would have died when I was… ten or eleven? He was a garbage collector, and my mom was a teacher. They were good people. I loved them. I do love them. I—”

“I don’t care,” Hua interrupts.

This hurts me more than it ought. She knows it, too; watches my jaw strain, watches as I glance away. This isn’t going to go well, Fahriye warned.

But I cannot be stopped; I am possessed of a need to share, whatever the outcome might be. “I wanted to grow up to be like him. When everything started to go to hell, people trusted him, remembered him from his routes. He was kind and affable, and always knew the right thing to say. Until—” I think of Bartholemew and his ilk, and I feel a bottomless fury. "Until one day some men came to our little community and said we owed a tithe of manpower, and when my dad said the wrong thing they lined my family up against a wall and took me anyway.”

“How sad for you,” she says, the blandest disinterest I have ever heard her muster.

I shrug. “It’s not a unique story, especially not in America. But it’s my story, Ms. Hua. I built of myself a fortress after that—more than a fortress, really. A bastion implies defense, but I’ve grown quite good at taking life. But walls…” I pause, struggling to articulate myself. “Walls are meant to be built around something, and in that hollow space inside, I’ve had nothing for a long, long time.”

“And you’re going to say you have found me, and you’ve built your walls around me, and now you just wish I loved you back in the same way.”

“No, Viveca. I’m saying I found myself.”

She laughs, a single harsh report. “I’m glad the mutt from America has had time for self-reflection.”

I sigh and stand. “You’re nasty when you get like this, Ms. Hua. Like me, you’ve also built walls, but you’re much better at hurting people than I.”

“You should leave now,” she says, “and if this environment is so painful for you, you should consider very much if you want to come back after the holiday.”

“I wasn’t talking about hurting me. I was talking about Fahriye.”

Hua goes very, very still. “Excuse me?” she asks, voice suddenly strained.

“You’re not an untranslatable stele, Ms. Hua. I know you’ve suffered loss. You must have cared deeply for your mother. I know you fear feeling that pain again. So you turn yourself to unlovable ice, push away the very things you are afraid of losing. Maybe you’re trying to save them. It’s… romantic, in its own way. But if you keep to this path, you’ll succeed in driving me out; I finally have a sense of what I’m worth, and it isn’t this.”

She has gripped her cutlery so tight her knuckles have gone white.

“But Fahriye? She really has built her whole life around you, in a way that is almost impossible to fathom. She loves you, and in your fear you reciprocate with… whatever the fuck this is.” I gesture to her empty table, still set for the people she has thrown out. “And the best I can hope for you is that your funeral is unattended, because the one woman who would stand vigil will die before you—”

Hua screams and leaps at me, faster and with more agility than I have ever known she could muster. I resist the immediate urge to defend myself, to swing back or to protect my face, and so we both go down.

She lands on top of me, knife against my throat, face of stone, unreadable and implacable. “You don’t get to talk about my family or Fahriye,” she says; her words are tight, strangled by a fury mortals were not meant to know. “You won’t ever talk about us again. And I don’t care, I don’t fucking care, about your past or your life or you.”

It occurs to me that this is the mirror of the first time I saved her life; the floor is even covered in the same char siu. But where I once pinned her down and put my body between her and mortal peril, she now sits atop me, pushing steel into my skin. 

“I’m going to take this knife off your throat, and then you will stand up and walk out that door and I will never see you again. Do you understand me?!”

On that first day, I was struck by how in sync the beat of our hearts were, so calm in the face of death.

“Tell me you understand me,” she repeats. I have never seen her cry, and she doesn’t now. But her voice cracks—like kindling, like bone, like ice. “Please tell me you understand me.”

Gone now is my heart’s steady rhythm; it beats ragged and fast, a broken thing that cannot keep time. And I cannot feel Viveca’s pulse; we have come so far to know each other less.

But I am proud of the life I have begun to make for myself. It has taken me this long to find my place, and I will not be turned out from it so easily. She begs me to understand her; I must try one last time.

I lift my head toward hers. She does not move, neither head nor hand nor knife, and the steel slides across, then into, my skin; it’s too sharp to feel the pain yet, but there will be blood. I rise, pulling myself onto the blade, slow and inexorable, cutting myself open to close this final distance. I stop only when a hair’s breadth separates us.

“Against my better judgement, Viveca Hua, I think I might love you,” I say, and I kiss her.




VIVECA

In Yves’ and Fahriye’s absence, I busy myself making ma lai go. It’s not a complicated procedure—throw things in the mixer, wait, add more ingredients. Sift the flour, fold that into the batter and let it rest, prepare the steamer. Not a Christmas item, but it was what Mother made for us, year in and year out. She made time for birthdays, Christmas, New Year both Lunar and Gregorian; if she couldn’t, she would apologize and make up for it with extravagant treats, a magical trip to someplace we’d never seen before. The renewing Amazon rainforest. The Dead Sea. The site of a volcanic eruption, covered in black glass.

Occasionally I wonder if Olesya tries to make this too. We talk around the loss, for the most part. In this matter we are delicate with each other, stepping around the possibility that we may puncture a fragile membrane and cause an apocalyptic flood. And so we contain, hold tight, focus on the present. The logistics of a supply chain, the check-and-balance of our personnel, anything at all but addressing our common wound.

The ma lai go is done. A few minutes of letting it cool and I cut out a slice. Each year I alter the recipe a little, comparing and contrasting all the variants of it I can find online. Each year, it never tastes like what Mother made. I’ve tried everything: adding coffee, replacing the vanilla extract with butterscotch or hazelnut or whatever else. This time too—it is serviceable, it tastes like ma lai go you can get at any restaurant, but it isn’t the same.

I put down my fork. I push away the plate. Stupidly I set out the table for three, but of course I’ve already cast out my—what remains of my—I try not to think about that. Sometimes I wonder whether this is why Elizaveta Hua had the two of us, not just to succeed her but so that she would not be alone on Christmas Eve. Solitude metastasizes. 

When the apartment door swings, I nearly jump out of my skin.

I have been stupid. I didn’t change the door code. I didn’t tell my security to keep Yves out. Were she to turn on me now, I would—

She comes through carrying takeout boxes and a DVD sitting on top of the heap. I stare as she enters the kitchen and plates the char siu rice. Badly, not that you could possibly make takeout look good. Then she brings it to the table and starts telling me of her evening.

At Maria Ying’s name, I snap, “Then you should go work for her.” It sounds petulant even to my own ears. Maria is not my rival or equal in any way and yet this is what comes out.

“She’s not you, Ms. Hua. And she’s a bit… rich for me. Did you know my father was a garbage collector?”

As if I am not myself rich, and was not born into opulence; if this is her effort to find common ground it is beneath contempt. She goes on telling me about her life, about her family, and any other time I would have listened. I would have been curious. Not now, and I tell her as much: “How sad for you.”

“It’s not a unique story, especially not in America. But it’s my story, Ms. Hua. I built of myself a fortress after that—more than a fortress, really. A bastion implies defense, but I’ve grown quite good at taking life. But walls…” A pause as she reaches for something, the magic words that will make me listen, that will return things between us to how they were. “Walls are meant to be built around something, and in that hollow space inside, I’ve had nothing for a long, long time.”

I want to tell her, You nauseate me. Everything coming out of your mouth repulses me. Whoever found you in America should have left you there to rot. “And you’re going to say you have found me, and you’ve built your walls around me, and now you just wish I loved you back in the same way.”

“No, Viveca. I’m saying I found myself.”

I laugh. I sneer. “I’m glad the mutt from America has had time for self-reflection.”

Yves sighs. She vacates her seat: good. The first sign that I am winning and her resolve is sinking in defeat, that she is going to turn around and slink back out that door. 

Except she doesn’t. Her voice remains infuriatingly reasonable, as if she’s talking to an unruly child she must lecture back into good behavior. “You’re nasty when you get like this, Ms. Hua. Like me, you’ve also built walls, but you’re much better at hurting people than I.” 

I intend to show her just how much better. “You should leave now, and if this environment is so painful for you, you should consider very much if you want to come back after the holiday.”

“I wasn’t talking about hurting me. I was talking about Fahriye.”

All of me turns frigid. I sit up in my chair. “Excuse me?”

“You’re not an untranslatable stele, Ms. Hua. I know you’ve suffered loss. You must have cared deeply for your mother. I know you fear feeling that pain again. So you turn yourself to unlovable ice, push away the very things you are afraid of losing. Maybe you’re trying to save them. It’s… romantic, in its own way. But if you keep to this path, you’ll succeed in driving me out; I finally have a sense of what I’m worth, and it isn’t this.”

My throat closes. My pulse spikes. I try to regulate my breathing, to little avail. I have never lost control before; I will not lose it now. More than anything control is what Mother taught us, that through it we can triumph not only against the world but against our baser impulses, against the neurochemistry that seeks to twist us against higher reason.

“But Fahriye? She really has built her whole life around you, in a way that is almost impossible to fathom. She loves you, and in your fear you reciprocate with… whatever the fuck this is.” Yves motions at the table as though the place settings there signify. “And the best I can hope for you is that your funeral is unattended, because the one woman who would stand vigil will die before you—”

I spring at her. We tumble together, my knife against the yielding flesh of her throat. Even Yves is not invulnerable; the carotid opens just the same whoever you are, whatever the circumstances that have shaped you. She is not struggling—she is not trying to dislodge me or to defend herself, and this crystallizes my fury into a thing absolute. “You don’t get to talk about my family or Fahriye. You won’t ever talk about us again. And I don’t care, I don’t fucking care, about your past or your life or you.”

She doesn’t answer; she just lies there as if she is willing to let me cut her, as if she’s ready to prove the point—whatever it fucking is—with her blood. I gather my breath and what’s left of my self-discipline and snarl, “I’m going to take this knife off your throat, and then you will stand up and walk out that door and I will never see you again. Do you understand me?!”

Yves’ expression is the strangest I’ve ever seen. It is as though she is seeing something else, something that is not there, a divine revelation visible to her alone. This is the face of a monk on the cusp of enlightenment.

“Tell me you understand me.” I hate the way my voice has cracked. I hate that she’s able to do this to me. I hate that this hound I’ve taken in has brought me low. Maybe Cecilie succeeded, has sent to me a toxin I cannot purge from my system. “Please tell me you understand me.”

She does not do that. Instead she pushes herself up, heedless of the edge biting into her, until I can feel her breath on my skin. “Against my better judgement, Viveca Hua,” she says, “I think I might love you.”

And she kisses me.

At first this angers me even more; how dare she speak of love, to me of all people. But her mouth on mine paralyzes, as though I’ve been stabbed with a syringe full of Olesya’s wares. Trickle by trickle my adrenaline ebbs. Centimeter by centimeter I can feel myself loosen, the rage draining away. What stays behind is something very like shame.

I draw my breath against her coarse lips. The coppery tang of blood fills my lungs. “Yves, you—”

A noise of something thudding heavy to the floor. Fahriye is back and she has her gun out, trained on Yves because that must be what it looks like: that I goaded Yves until finally she snapped and attacked me, and I am defending myself with a kitchen knife. 

“Get away from her.” Her voice is blanched of all feeling. “Yves.”

Quickly I get off Yves, who remains flat on her back, blood seeping onto the parquetry. For half a second I wonder what’d happen, really happen, if Fahriye had returned a minute sooner while I was in the grip of berserk fury. Enough to order my lieutenant to shoot my guard, her own lover and all-but-designated successor.

A part of me thinks, yes, Fahriye would have done it, and Yves would have let her. The apartment would fill with the fact, indelible forever on the ferns I’ve kept to remember my mother, and I would have been alone in the ruins of them, the ruins of my own monstrosity.

That severs the last thread of my composure. I fling the knife at the floor and put my face in my hands and stand there, breathing hard, trying not to collapse to my knees. My weakness has already been exposed, the raw hurting parts of me stripped bare and held up to the light. I will not expose myself further. “Fahriye, put away the gun. She didn’t threaten me. Give her first aid; I’m going to take a bath.”

I flee the scene of my own crime. Numbly I run the whirlpool tub and then I strip, staring at myself, at the few scars I have, at the imperfections in the skin that are natural to anyone. Nearly I expect to see Elizaveta Hua in the mirror, hovering behind me, an unforgiving ghost. But I’m on my own, the way I have been since—

Fahriye has followed me. She says, “Yves is wrapping up her neck. Seems shallow enough; won’t need medical attention.”

My breathing is as loud as a rabid beast’s. I stare at the tub—it’s already filled. A blessing of expensive appliances. I climb in. The water’s just hot enough and not a degree more, thanks to temperature presets. Fahriye kneels by the tub and combs through my hair with her fingers, gently massaging my scalp. I don’t tell her to get out. I haven’t had her tend to me like this for a long time, because usually I don’t need it; I don’t need calming down. And while I can purchase the experience of being pampered—women much poorer than I am buy spa days all the time—Fahriye’s hands are more than that: they are the experience of being cared about.

I draw up my knees. “Aren’t you upset with me, Lieutenant?”

“I’m used to it.” Her thumb rubs across my nape. Some of the tension coiling in my stomach unknots. “You love people as they come to you, not as you’d like them to become.”

My laugh is hitched. “Some things aren’t meant to be loved, Fahriye.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. The day Elizaveta assigned me to you was the happiest of my life.”

“Liar.”

She chuckles. “Okay. The happiest day of my life was when I watched my first niece being born. But being assigned to you came close.”

I hunch further into the water. She rarely speaks of her family, and if I was a better person I might have released her from my service so she can go be their sister, their aunt. I could never make myself do it: Fahriye was Mother’s final gift to me. And do I not need her more than they, who have one another, who lead their gentle ordinary lives? Does Fahriye not need this work because like Yves, something in it calls to her—to have power, to be able to make the world bleed? Except I’ve never sensed in Fahriye what I know beats within Yves’ heart. My lieutenant doesn’t have that specific instinct. She has worked for Elizaveta Hua and then for me, and that means her hands have not been clean for decades. But the core of her, it’s a thing of starry warmth. She gives and gives, and still I take more.

“Viveca.” She strokes the top of my head. “You can cry it out. You should.”

“You know I don’t do that.” I’ve gotten so used to burying the impulse that I can’t anymore, not really. As a little girl I cried so easily; Olesya teased me for it until Mother made her stop. Crying was perfectly healthy, she said, then put a fresh box of tissues in my lap.

Conditioned air rushes into the bathroom, bringing with it Yves. Her jacket is gone and the top buttons of her shirt are undone to accommodate the gauze around her neck. Neatly dressed; I expect she’s had to take care of her own injuries for most of her life, absent competent field medics. She stands there a moment, looking at us, as though she’s not sure whether she should walk back out.

“How is it?” Fahriye says without looking up, still concentrating on my hair.

“Fine. Just a scratch.” She steps over, crouching beside the tub. Her eyes follow the lines of my throat, to the suds-covered shadows between my breasts. Eventually her gaze turns to my face. “Apologies, Ms. Hua.”

Almost I snort. I don’t know if this is some play to get me to apologize. “For what?”

“I don’t usually kiss women who don’t want me to.” Her voice is completely even, no inflection.

I last surprised her by being faster than she expected; this time I move more carefully, my hand reaching to cup the back of her skull. When she doesn’t resist, I bring her close and then I bring my lips to hers. It’s not the deepest or fiercest—I have to keep from wetting the gauze around her throat—but when I let go, she looks so baffled that Fahriye tries not to laugh.

This prompts Yves to turn and kiss her full on the mouth.

A sight I’ve contemplated before, but to see it in the flesh is like being speared by a lightning bolt. They are handsome, both my hounds, gentle-rough with each other: savage creatures who cage their natural instincts so that for a time they may meet each other on grounds that do not demand mortality’s confrontation. I watch and it is as if all previous instances of my arousal were somnambulant, and now my libido stirs in full for the first time—a limbic roar that overtakes all of me. 

When they part, my mouth has parched with want. “Take me to bed.”

I stand and they towel me off, and when I step out from the tub they each take my hand. There was a moment of precipice where I believed they might push me out, exile me from the walls they’re building with one another; as they lead me to the bedroom, I become sure that those walls include me, and my body settles into the warmth of desire.

In bed, and I pull them down with me. The world is turning to frost outside, but the heat of two bodies is more than bulwark against winter. Fahriye kisses and caresses in the way of a familiar lover reunited; Yves touches and bites with the hunger of a newer one. Both have been with me before, but this arrangement is new to everybody, a fine and novel first. I have never taken more than one partner to bed—too much opsec risk—and perhaps neither of them has either. We savor it; they savor me. I do not have to worry either of them would threaten me or truss me up, hold me hostage against my sister. I can sink into this, be absorbed entirely, be devoured between them both.

I surface from their embrace to say, “Yves, open the bottom drawer in the nightstand. That’s for you.”

She does, and raises both eyebrows when she emerges with the strap-on in hand. “Well.”

Suppressing a smirk, I help her put it on—Fahriye distracts her by cupping her breasts, teasing the tips of them to pebbled peaks. Yves makes little sounds in the back of her throat.

Then I turn my attention to Fahriye. First I touch her slowly, as though I’m an untried girl and her musculature is the greatest wonder the world’s ever produced. Which it is. I stroke it, fingertips and fingernails, before bringing my mouth to bear. I show her hard stomach my appreciation, lavishing every ridge and plane with lips and tongue: my pillar, our pillar.

Fahriye has a particular scent and flavor to her, and though I’ve sampled it before, I don’t drink it direct from the source enough. I like to think of her as a liquor, sharp and rich and very good, chased with the faintest bitterness.

Yves is gripping my hips, sliding a pillow under my stomach at a gesture or mouthed instruction from Fahriye. I part my legs for her. She eases the silicone into me, and soon she learns the trick of handling it—a quick study, as always. We establish a tempo, me between Fahriye’s thighs and Yves between mine.

We don’t climax at the same time, but even as I arch and dig my nails into Fahriye’s thighs, I keep my focus on the swell of nerves in my mouth, sucking until she shudders and clenches down on my fingers.

Yves pulls out of me; I pillow my head on Fahriye’s lap, grinning up at her. It has been some time since we were last in bed, me and my lieutenant. She cradles my face, callused thumb stroking my jaw. "I do love your mouth, Viveca."

"You better, Fahriye."

Holding Fahriye’s gaze, Yves leans over to find my lips and lick Fahriye’s taste off me. Says, almost grudgingly, “I’ve never seen the two of you like this.”

“I should hope not.” I smirk at her. “We don’t make sex tapes.”

“Like anyone uses tapes anymore—” She quiets as both of us push her into the mattress, and this time we attend to her, bringing out of her both growls and gasps. She muffles her sounds with my flesh, biting into my forearm as she thrashes under Fahriye’s touch.

It is only after we are truly done, lying entangled and our skin scented with each other's, that I finally say, “I’m sorry.”

Yves, voice dry: “You will have to be more specific.”

A flash of irritation—I have offered an apology, does that not suffice? Yet for all my foibles, I have never been less than self-aware. I have always grasped perfectly the ways in which I am wrong, in which I am unwell, in which I am brittle. “For hurting both of you.” For my monstrosity, but that sounds melodramatic spoken aloud. “Not just the knife but the rest. The pushing you two away. The way I should have treated you better from the start. The way I should’ve been… more mature about all of this.”

After a moment, Yves murmurs, “Wow.”

Fahriye chuckles and gives my brow a little peck. “I’m proud of you, boss.”

I inhale, trying not to make a face. “Fahriye. Seriously.”

“I’ve already forgiven you,” my lieutenant says gently, “but you knew I would, and I’m not the one you hurt the most.”

None of their limbs have moved off me; their arms are flung across my body, a loose embrace that includes each other, but most of all puts me at the center. It’s a little like being held by two boulders. I take this as a sign even as Yves stares up at the ceiling rather than at either of us. She shuts her eyes and sighs. “All right, Ms. Hua... Viveca. I’m letting it go too. Just no knives again—”

“Except in bed,” I concede. “Don’t worry, I’m quite safe with them in that context.”

She gives me a sharp look. “I didn’t mean—do people even do that—god. Look, we’ll talk the knives out later. Meantime you have to watch American films with me. Christmas ones.”

Fahriye groans. “Not Die Hard.”

I have no idea what that is. “Done. I’ll watch whatever you like.”

♦

We begin a new day.

My staff wheels potted plants into the office: ferns and cacti. I like the thorns of the latter, the way they look deceptively delicate. One of the succulents is the flowering sort; there will be color in this place before long. It’s true that if you hold nothing close, then you have nothing to lose, but to go through life empty-handed—to neither hold nor be held—is a grim and hollow thing.

I tried that for so long.

Yves and Fahriye enter together, the former holding a tablet, the latter on a phone call with an aide of Olesya’s. What happened in Singapore is going to have consequences, and for better or worse their authorities know exactly who was involved. At that scale, it becomes harder to cover our tracks. Still, my sister and I are united. When the daughters of Elizaveta Hua move in tandem, the world holds its breath. 

I stand to receive my women, making each of them bend so I may kiss them one by one. They are weapons, but they soften at my touch and look, and I adore that about them. What we have begun building will take work yet; I have tendered my apologies, but there’s still damage to repair and amends to make, to Yves most of all.

They sit. I gesture at the char siu sou I bought from the bakery earlier, now neatly plated. “Help yourselves. I hate to start the day on an empty stomach.”

Yves’ smile is faint. A reminder of her first day here. “You still owe me a proper Christmas dinner.”

“I’ve booked a table. It’s time I get you to try fine dining; how do you feel about abalone?”

She looks at Fahriye. “I don’t know what that is.”

“Mollusk,” Fahriye says helpfully. “Pretty tasty with the right sauce.”

One day we will fall, together or apart. It’s impossible to insure completely against that, much as I try, even as I move the earth and sky to rain hell on those who would do us harm. Someone will pierce our defenses; a stray bullet or shrapnel will prove greater than our armor. The world is a lethal place, and our line of work doubly so.

But I will not go to my death without memories of them clutched tight in my grip. I will not go to my death remembering only that which is acrimonious.

I reach over to hold their hands—they startle but don’t protest—and bring their knuckles to my lips. The one constant of tomorrow is change. Today we are here, together, arming ourselves to confront what is coming next.

Today, we are in our rightful places.


Coda: The Beginning




VIVECA

It’s a beautiful evening, the sunset pink over a sea of blue and a beach of gold. We’re in a tropical paradise somewhere—my guards didn’t tell me the destination, as if letting me in on the itinerary posed an operational security risk. Stupidly, I agreed to their stunt. How foolish; the possibility exists that, after all this time, they have tired of me and will dump my body in an unmarked grave and live together in the tropics.

And then I laugh. I realize in that moment that I no longer believe this possible, that the boundary of the futures I can countenance has shrunk to exclude a world where Fahriye and Yves are not loyal, where they would ever wish or inflict harm upon me. But it goes even deeper than that: I can no longer imagine a world where they do not love me, and me them.

Of course, I can still find something to grouse about. “You could have picked somewhere colder, Yves. You know how I detest the… sweat.”

She’s standing beside me in our beachside cabana. “That’s not precisely what you said last night, Ms. Hua.”

Fahriye emerges from the beach below, balancing fresh mojitos for all of us. “And you always pick cold places, ma’am.” She turns and, in a stage whisper to Yves, says, “I think she likes to force us together for warmth.”

They’re in a funny mood today, Ms. Hua-ing here, ma’am-ing me there, playacting at being sensitive of my supposedly bruised feelings. I’m aware of how my past behavior makes fertile ground for these jokes; I want to grab them both and apologize and say Everything is fine, I am wonderful.

But I have been off, preoccupied with a thought that I cannot exorcise.

I play at being clumsy and spill the drink all across my swim top. “Oh shoot,” I say. “Ms. Budak, could you get me another?” Fahriye is already up, jaunting down the beach; I’m a little disappointed in how well her stupid Hawaiian shirt hides her musculature.

Yves raises an eyebrow in doubt. “I saw you tip that onto yourself.”

“Well, I wanted to ask you something, just the two of us. It’s honestly something I should have asked you during your entrance interview.” As if anything said so long ago still has pertinence to what we have built since. “Why didn’t you get out after Cecilie?”

Yves shrugs, an infuriatingly laconic mannerism she has picked up from Fahriye. “You didn’t ask me then because it was self-evident: there’s something inside of me that hears the siren’s call of violence and cannot turn away.” She smiles. “Someday, I’ll be lured onto the rocks, but in the meantime…”

She sips her mojito, then turns to face me. “And why haven’t you gotten out? You know Fahriye and I would follow you unto death—or worse, into a cafe, or a yarn store, or some artisanal bakery.”

She has a smile on her face and a joke in her voice, but it’s a damn good question. For how far I have come, I still fear the loss of my women. Of Olesya, too; for someone who so easily traffics in death, I readily lose my composure when I think of its hand karmically returning to me.

“To songs we find captivating,” I answer, and we tap our glasses. A moment later I continue, "Well, if you’re going to be sticking around, I'm getting quite tired of referring to you as ‘Yves’ on all our documents; no surname messes with data entry. I think it's time you took the name Hua."

“The answer is yes,” Yves says, immediate.

"Excuse me?" I ask, gripped by a sense of vertigo.

“This is how you ask me to marry you, right?"

Fahriye takes this precise moment to return and let out a long whistle.

“I-I didn’t mean…” I begin, caught flat-footed. “That’s not—Fahriye already has a surname! And the bookkeeping, it—”

A mask of faux seriousness falls across Yves’ face. “Fahriye, I think Viveca is suffering from heat stroke—look at how red her face is.”

Fahriye’s voice comes from behind, matching Yves’ humor. “Terrible, just terrible. We need to cool her down immediately.”

I feel the sharp burn of an ice cube on my shoulder and suck in a gasp. “That’s—that’s not necessary, I don’t—”

“And she was so clumsy with her drink!” Yves’ mouth finds my collarbone, sucks up the imagined remnants of my mojito, gently grazes the bone with her teeth.

Fahriye closes in from behind; I can feel the Hawaiian shirt is gone, her unadulterated strength against my bare flesh. She leans to kiss my neck, then lower—her teeth find the tied string of my bikini and pull the knot loose.

“And look at you, Fahriye!” Yves continues in exasperation. “Mojito spilled across your lips, too!” 

I feel them move in to each other, kissing over my shoulder as I am pinned between. I groan and grip at what I can find—Yves’ arm, Fahriye’s thigh, I claw into both like a woman possessed.

Fahriye tosses me to the bed. It reminds me of her strength even as it makes me feel like I am nothing; I gasp anew. They descend on me then, my two hounds, covering me in kisses and nibbles. I squirm and shudder, and they do their best to immobilize me with their size and heft—Yves on my arms and chest, and Fahriye my legs—Fahriye, who pins my thighs in place and begins to work her way up, closer and closer to my slit.

Yves leans in to plant a kiss on my cheek, then whispers in my ear, “Of course, Viveca—yes, now and always.” Then she loops her legs on either side of my head, lowers herself until her cunt rubs along my chin.

The old me would see in my devotion an innervating weakness. A part of me still wants to think that way, still believes that I am strongest alone. But the lion's share of me knows the truth—that I am happy and that I should drink deeply, for as long as possible, because all joy is fleeting.

And yet, despite all odds, here we still are—at the beginning of something and not the end.


Interview with the Authors

Conducted by Emily as part of pre-release events




Emily: Welcome, Maria, it’s such a great honor to be interviewing the best author the world has ever seen! 

Maria Ying is of course the joint pseudonym of Devi Lacroix and Benjanun Sriduangkaew, and I will be interviewing them on their first collaborative writing project: The Gunrunner and Her Hound!

Why don’t we start with what must be the most burning question on every reader’s mind: how is it possible that a story you both wrote ended up with a character as relaxed and emotionally stable as Fahriye?

Benjanun: Most of my characters are well-adjusted, actually… But: Fahriye wasn’t meant to have a big role, and she’s more of Devi’s character. We came to the tacit agreement that with Viveca and Yves so tumultuous, someone has to be the mortar that holds it all together. I like to think Fahriye occasionally stops and goes “Hang on, am I exclusively attracted to messed up younger women?!” though.

Devi: “How did we end up with a wholesome person like Fahriye as a main character?”—well, don’t tell Benjanun, but I wanted Fahriye/Viveca/Yves to be a polycule from the get-go, and I diligently worked toward making it happen. Benjanun swears this wasn’t her original intention, that she conceived of the story solely as Viveca/Yves, and that it was I who brought sin into the Garden of Eden by wanting Viveca to be smooshed between two butches. To which I reply: then you should have given us an on-page three-way in Machine’s Last Testament, Sriduangkaew! 

Anyways, this is a serious story of serious lesbians doing serious things, particularly each other, very seriously.

Benjanun: One of my driving concerns with the project was, is Viveca too awful? She’s probably one of the most horrible women I’ve ever written! My original intention was that she doesn’t have any trauma (seriously, Emily) and is just this chaos gremlin figure who torments Yves with her irresistible sex appeal and bad behavior. I joked that Fahriye thinks Viveca is adorable but Yves initially believes she’s the most evil succubus to walk this Earth. Devi—was it tricky to write Yves to believably not walk away from Viveca after she’s up to her second or third “let’s goad the American dog!” sessions?

Devi: Okay, driving concerns first, then your question. When I write a story, I see it as a series of chain links that each have to connect and make sense. And you say—Devi, all stories are like this! To which I would reply—well, all successful stories are like this. There are always stories where stuff just doesn’t make sense: characters behave erratically, the plot jumps tracks in the last act, the worldbuilding is too obsessive or too light. So I’m always trying to stress test the connections of each part: does this follow logically, or emotionally, or with enough foreshadowing? Does it echo with a previous idea? Does it build toward some larger meaning?

So in my mind, writing Yves as staying with Viveca wasn’t so much tricky as it was a puzzle that needed to be solved. We knew the outcome we wanted—Yves couldn’t just look at Viveca and say “damn, you live like this?” and walk out the door. She needed to have a reason to stay. Less poetically, she needed to be fucked up in a way that was narratively and emotionally complementary to how Viveca is fucked up—and also one that was satisfying for the reader! In that context, Yves driving up into the hills overlooking Hong Kong wasn’t just Yves ruminating about her past and her future—it was also the moment the story says “reader, this scene establishes Yves’ self-destructive motivation to stay in this toxic relationship. Either you’ll buy into the conceit or you won’t, but this is our narrative argument.”

Devi: You’ve written far more than I, and the vast majority of your stories are science fiction. But in our shared Maria Ying author blurb, you draw special attention to how our collaboration is a way to challenge us to write without speculative elements, in a more contemporary setting. Why was this important for you to try? And second: what do you feel was ultimately gained in trading away speculative sci-fi macguffins? If anything! Perhaps you curse every day that Fahriye isn’t a cyborg.

Benjanun: I’ve written near-future sci-fi before, and I find the closer to contemporary the setting is, the more immediately you can tackle themes that interest you. Viveca’s world is very different from ours—the balance of geopolitical power, the direction of climate change—and it’s in those divergences that you can speculate on the “what if?” without needing to introduce cybernetics as metaphors. So this is still speculative! But I wanted to see what it’d be like to write without the familiar trappings of glowing eyes and immortal trickster AIs.

Most protagonists of contemporary genre fiction are written to be relatable in their averageness, their next-door everyday concerns. Viveca isn’t relatable in absolute terms, but I like to think readers might enjoy her perspective and her disregard for social conventions. She is a Chinese lesbian in a world where she is in no way subaltern, and that’s both a power fantasy (white people get Batman and Iron Man so I will not apologize) and a setup to position her as very corrupt, quite amoral, without making it too ugly: the populations she exploits are, in real life, the populations that benefit from imperial exploitation. Tony Stark trades in the Middle East; Viveca trades in the ruins of North America and the United Kingdom.

Initially I joked that I couldn’t write Yves with any sort of interiority because she’s American, but Devi, you brought a lot of insight into her character, to how a former child soldier might feel about her broken homeland. It’s tremendously compelling; could you tell me a bit more about her meditation on empire and lost culture?

Devi: Just as we were starting this collaboration, you joked that it should be considered post-colonial fiction, to which I replied that the true title of the series was “Can The 'Subaltern' Sell Guns?: A Reply to O'Hanlon and Washbrook.”

Jokes aside, Yves isn’t a post-colonial character. She doesn’t get to wear that term, and I don’t get to crown myself with such false laurels. I am white, I am from the imperial core; there are some experiences I will never know and never be able to capture, should never try to capture. But Yves is a post-imperial character, if I can be allowed to be so cute—written consciously so, by someone who lives in the decaying imperial core and is watching its injustices and dysfunctions multiply daily. 

In this regard, Yves is the most honest character I’ve ever written! When I write of the poison of empire being like soda, decaying the calcium of your bones and ruining your teeth; when I write of my country’s chief export being extremism and suffering—these are not the product of some alternate present, they are the here and now. Yves just looks sexy while she does it.

Devi: A softball question next: what was the most absurd or extravagant thing you wanted to write for this series that you didn’t have an opportunity to include? For instance, I always like how you talk about makeup and presentation—I think a scene describing Viveca’s morning routine would have been incredible, a great extended metaphor for armor and deception… and also probably out there, even for this id-heavy, shitpost-driven story. (Also, I’m a transgal with only a little makeup experience—I could have taken notes!)

Benjanun: I wanted to write more cuddling! Specifically more of Viveca and Yves cuddling before the turning point in their relationship so they can have the “oh no, I feel soft and tender toward her” moment. Oddly enough I didn’t think of Viveca’s makeup a great deal, since she strikes me as someone who generally dresses like an office worker but expensive; her makeup would be similarly understated (neutral eyeshadows, mascara and eyeliner, barely-there-but-perfect foundation). There’s a character in our next project whose narration will involve more personal care, though.

Devi: You’re just pandering to your collaborator now.

Emily: That is the secret to a good collaboration, isn’t it? In fact, Devi, why don’t you tell me in what ways you’ve pandered to Benjanun in the parts you’ve written?

And, you know, also in general what kind of difficulties you’ve run into in this collaboration and how you overcame them? It’s the first collaboration for both of you, I understand.

Devi: There’s a lot of biting and a lot of hound imagery, and one of the collaboration’s leitmotifs is the balance between going feral and being restrained. Also, there’s some knife stuff that fans of And Shall Machines Surrender are going to dig. All of that is Maximum Sriduangkaew Pandering!

Benjanun: A very funny thing happened when Devi marked out a passage I wrote as uncanny, such that if she were a reader she would’ve assumed she wrote it—I consider this a success in chameleoning her style and character voice. It’s not seamless; long-time readers will be able to tell our authorial specificities apart. But it amuses me that there may be segments where it’s a bit difficult to distinguish. It helps that our thematic interests align a great deal; even our sci-fi shares common ground.

Devi: In one of the Viveca passages I wrote, I removed some of the commas—commas I thought were necessary, but which I knew Benjanun wouldn’t have included. For me, this was the hardest part of the collaboration; commas are sacrosanct.

And you’re right, Bee—long-time fans can probably tell that you predominantly wrote Viveca and I wrote Yves, but they might not be able to tell which times we switched it up. Furthermore, the great strength of this collaboration is that we got to cheat: the differences in our writing styles typically translated into different characterizations!

Benjanun: Devi’s very easy to collaborate with. We brainstorm in Discord, pretzel the story structure around, bounce ideas off each other until we can agree on the ultimate outcome of the overall arc or each individual “episode”; it’s super fun and something I’d recommend everyone try at least once. Plus, the format we’ve chosen—connected short stories rather than normal chapters—let us get away with a lot.

Devi: I cannot overstate how critical the art of late-night Discord shitposting was for this collaboration. The vast majority of our story was sketched out in meme-worthy bits of dialogue. And let me tell you—that is a fantastically productive way to frame creation, especially characters. Find the pithy joke that rings true for a character, and then take the core of that back into your serious story.

Benjanun was supportive throughout—despite the great disparity in our experience, she treated me like an equal, took seriously the collaborative nature of the project. I’ll always treasure it.

Also, she tolerated that I bullet-pointed the different timelines that would spiral out from each of the main characters dying.

Emily: Oh, you have to tell us about those! And also how much she hated them! Well, maybe she can tell me that herself? 

Benjanun: Devi came up with three timelines where respectively Fahriye dies (and the glue that holds Viveca and Yves together dissolves, but so does the restraint; both the survivors become feral in vengeance); where Yves dies (the survivors continue quietly shattered), and where Viveca dies (two possibilities: Yves succeeds Viveca and Fahriye sees Yves as Viveca’s final gift to her, or Viveca’s death messes both of them up so bad Fahriye and Yves go separate ways and Yves becomes a complete monster in the criminal underworld). 

We pulled a few punches regarding bodily harm—the life expectancy of the trio is, realistically, not the best. But there’s a narrow possibility that all three live a long time and enjoy a full life together, and that’s the possibility I want to put on paper.

Devi: I maintain that the last variant is the most compelling, because it’s actually just the overarching narrative of Cowboy Bebop.

And yeah, I wholeheartedly agree with Benjanun here—a character dying is “compelling,” but that’s not the possibility I want canonized on paper, either. Fahriye goes dancing, a copy of Die Hard is acquired—these are the fantasies this collaboration is built on, these impractically happy and fulfilling ends. Main character death, we leave to fanworks.

Benjanun: I want to touch on Fahriye’s character a bit. We wrote her as chill, nice, nurturing but the actuality is that she’s an organizational second to an arms-dealer and used to be an enforcer for another one. She doesn’t have her own POV, but what do you think it’d have been like—her self-perception, her moral event horizon?

Emily: Yes, that’s a good point, I could argue she’s the most fucked up character in the bunch, remaining so serene and unperturbed in a life that by all accounts should leave anyone as fucked up as Viveca and Yves are.

I’ve written fanfiction where a younger Fahriye is a POV character so I have thought about this, though I didn’t dive too deep into it because I didn’t want to contradict any plans you might have for her—now that you’ve finished the book and I know she never becomes a POV character, I might take a shot at it another time—I basically assumed she cares a lot about Viveca but does not care about the lives of people who don’t personally concern her. That already at that younger age she’d fully gone through the whole process of becoming desensitized to violence—probably in the military before she signed up with Elizaveta.

In that regard she’s very similar to Ovuha from Machine’s Last Testament, who is serene and caring and nurturing but also casually thinks about ending lives, even of people who helped her. You’ve hinted that the three main characters of The Gunrunner and Her Hound could be seen as remakes of the main characters of Machine’s Last Testament.

But I assume the question was for Devi, who has stepped out for a moment so before she can answer I get to take my revenge…

Benjanun, this is your chance to air Devi’s dirty author laundry! Tell us the juicy stuff! Does she leave her commas littering all over the place? Does she eat all the snacks during your brainstorming sessions?

Benjanun: Well, the idea was we’d sell this book to fund her and my boba tea habits. That’s the dirty author laundry! We had a few continuity issues (but that’s on both of us) due to the project’s nature being spontaneous (“Rightful” was going to be a one-shot), so what appears in the ebook may have a few minor differences to the serialized text: oops. Also, Yves’s leather jacket and bike are a Devi thing.

Emily: Boba tea! Mmm, a delicious secret indeed! 

Devi: I am always here to talk about Fahriye. She’s very compelling! And I think readers agree. At the time of this interview, only two of the five stories have been released, and in that little time, Fahriye has already established herself as a heartthrob! Every piece of fanfic features her! And I wonder if part of her charm is that she isn’t a POV character—that she comes as she is presented, no deeper reveal of trauma or woe. That she is both honest and homogenous, a solid foundation of a woman.

But she’s not a blank canvas either, you know? Benjanun, I think the way we’ve written her gives a good sense of what she is like: competent, with an eye for detail; a dry sense of humor and an even keel; a deep empathy and compassion for the women in her life. In a lot of respects, she—and not Yves or Viveca—is the least realistic character in the story, with the fewest foibles. And sometimes that’s what you want in a character.

As for her self-perception: I think she’s fundamentally a family woman, and she sees Viveca and Yves as part of that family. I think she’s an atheist, and she deals with the weight of constant, imminent death by believing she will live on in the family she leaves behind. She knows she’s gone through her allotted time on this earth, and every new day is an unasked-for joy; she sees herself as a steward and a friend who, in whatever little time remains, should help those she loves. And I think she lives with the violence she inflicts by keeping it to acceptable targets, avoiding unnecessary cruelty, and trying to possess a modicum of honor or civility.

Whether this makes her a hypocrite is for the reader to decide; she’s also an extremely able logistician who easily takes life, all in service of the very noble cause of “we should sell more guns to more rich people, and also maybe to the poor people, so they both shoot each other more.”

Emily: Excellently described, I think “family woman” is the perfect way to characterize her from what I got out of reading her.

You’ve talked a lot about how you developed these characters together through constant interplay, and something I’ve been curious about in that regard myself because I thought I noticed this while reading. Is it true that Yves’ whole love of collars came about because first Benjanun described her being scared of something, then Devi decided what scared her was the idea of a collar, then Benjanun decided “yes! She has a thing with collars now!”?

And Benjanun, you mentioned Viveca originally had no trauma at all! Was the way she ended up with it a similar process? 

Benjanun: Correct! Devi went with the collar imagery and I ran away with it (though in the end Yves never gets to wear a literal collar; shame), plus it fits with the whole hound thing. Viveca’s dead mother is a throwaway line in “Rightful” and I didn’t think of it having lasting impact. But it became a topic in our collaborative exchanges, and I figured that if this was going to go beyond a single story, Viveca needed to be humanized—an explanation for why she acts the way she does, and which would eventually open up a path for Yves to understand her (rather than just run away because of how badly Viveca treats her!). Yves also suffered many losses in her life—we mention mass graves—so despite everything, she does sympathize. Viveca as a pitiless succubus is fun, but for a true story arc there needs to be something more. 

Emily: Sounds like you had as much fun writing this as we’ll do reading it!

Devi, anything you’d like to add? And is there any of Benjanun’s dirty author laundry you would like to share with us? Does she hog all the good emotional catharsis scenes? Does she threaten you with her red glowing eye when you get too carried away with suggestions about Fahriye betraying them only to end up mortally wounded and becoming a cyborg?

Devi: Well, take the collar thing—I think it is a good example of our collaborative style. From the beginning, Benjanun framed Viveca as someone who wants to possess; in contrast, Yves warred with her own desire to be possessed. So when I wrote Yves’ scenes in “Rightful,” it felt right to take her being outfitted by Viveca and turn that into a perceived threat of being shackled—of being collared. But even if that specific detail was mine, it was part of a wider narrative thrust, shared by both of us, to write Yves as cagey and bestial. That informs how Yves growls and threatens in “Gold”, it informs how Yves wields violence in “Happiest”, and it’s a throughline that goes all the way to the end of the series. And when you build it out further, and explore why Viveca needs to possess things—how it’s a coping mechanism, an attempt to manage a grief that she’s never truly processed or acknowledged—then you really start cooking with emotional gasoline.

The biggest secret I have to share is that at the end of the day, both of us like our happy endings. Hard as it is to believe, we don’t traumatize our characters for the sake of it! But you need contrast and change. You need to have a wound for healing to begin; you need to feel pain to appreciate the balm. And in the aftermath, you have a good scar and an interesting story—and Benjanun and I are both enamored with scars as a metaphor, and we’re both storytellers by trade, so it works out grand.

Emily: Very well put, a happy ending is that much more powerful when the characters have come a long way to get there! Well, you heard it here, folks, despite the darkness of the characters and the themes, both authors are big softies at heart. But we all knew that already, didn’t we?

I’m sure we could talk about character development and writing processes for ages, but I think we covered most of the juicy bits that your readers will love to hear about. Unless there’s anything you’d still like to ask each other, I think I should like to thank you both very much for the privilege of this marvelous and very insightful interview!

Benjanun: We’ve taken up enough of your time—thank you for doing this with us, Emily!

Devi: This was very fun—thank you for giving us this opportunity! Hopefully we get a chance to do it again, after our next collaboration…
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