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One: The Ugly American




DALLAS

The scent of exhaust and salt—the sea reaches even the runway, brining the air—and then back to sweat, mine and others’, as I’m shoved face-first into the truck. Armored, likely. The world remains black; no one has yet decided to pull off the bag around my head. I breathe in my own smells and theirs. Shoe polish, leather, rank sweat—no one emanates roses after a flight from the Pacific States to Singapore, doubly so when they flew in the hold of a cargo plane.

It seems no time at all before the sack is finally yanked off. It seems forever. My skin burns from the rough material scraping along. Someone moves to take off the blindfold. Someone else simultaneously cuffs my hands to the chair. Seat’s bolted in place. My bad luck, not that I’d try anything: too many guns pointed at me, I can tell without looking.

I squint into the harsh halogen—being blindfolded for eight hours will do that. The air conditioning is icy. Someone speaks: “Please leave us. I’ll handle her.”

Her voice is like a glacier’s edge.

The noise of boots against linoleum, then the door thudding shut. We’re still in the airport, but it must be some secret place, kept away from the eyes of commercial passengers, of tourists. There is no noise at all from the outside, no announcements, no anything. Completely soundproof. I could scream myself hoarse and all it’d get me is being pistol-whipped.

Little by little detail clarifies. The room: featureless, windowless, near-unfurnished except for my chair and hers. The woman: makeup that has been skillfully applied so it appears as though she’s wearing none, a clean line of throat that disappears into a creaseless shirt, no jewelry and no piercings. She is young, her clothes so prim she looks more like an office clerk than an intelligence officer, but then that is the point. “Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul,” she says, an unnecessary introduction—it’s not as if I need to know—but perhaps she takes pleasure in the fact that I cannot possibly pronounce her surname.

Her chair is elevated, to drive home the balance of power between us. I grin up at her with a swollen mouth. “A pleasure. Dallas Seidel.”

“I am aware.” She looks me over. What she sees fails to impress. It’s a toss-up whether her disdain has to do with me being a criminal or with me being American. When a foreigner looks at me, they see not a person but a country: I represent not myself and my own foibles but the sins of empire, the great excesses of it that have gouged scars into the tissue of the world. “I requested you specifically.”

I tongue a place in my gums that still hurts; about hour six of the flight, one of my guards punched me out of boredom. “I’m flattered.”

Yuwada sneers. It really is a waste of a face so pretty. “Don’t be, Dallas. I think very little of you. In fact, I don’t even think of you as human—you’re a louse in the hair of the body politic. But I have a very specific job for a woman of your questionable talents, and you’re in no position to refuse.” She stands, snaps on latex gloves as though I am too disgusting to touch with her bare hands. Around me she steps, and with a click unlocks my cuffs. I don’t have time to appreciate the freedom, because she leans close and asks, “Have you heard of the Huas?”

I must have shown a reaction: an indrawn breath, a twitch in my jaw. Vertigo grips me. “Yes.”

Her laugh grazes my nape. It should be warm, but the temperature in here is so frigid it doesn’t register. "You're going to help me kill them."

♦

San Francisco. Three years past.

The Huas have this attack dog. A real beast of a woman, one who shares my nationality but no loyalty to the continent: once of the Christian Dominionist League, now collared in service to Hong Kong’s worst. Her name is Yves Hua, taking on her mistresses’ pedigree, no doubt wearing it like a badge of honor when all it means is that she’s owned. It is impossible for me to forget her face, her name, and what she is capable of.

I wasn’t there at the time. I returned to a bar wet with gore, piled high with bodies and spent bullets. It wasn’t until I got picked up by the police—later, even, not until I was convicted and in prison—that I would learn the Huas were responsible. I didn’t find out which Hua ordered it, the gunrunner or the narcotics empress, but the distinction doesn’t matter: Yves Hua traveled far from home to wipe out my gang for a reason no greater, no more personal, than securing a market share on her mistresses’ behalf.

The core of me isn’t sentimental. I grew up on the streets. I was recruited because I was a good fixer, and I served a purpose, same as any job. There was affection there, regard, occasionally respect. There were women I’d taken to bed and who admired my body if not my soul. I'm not maudlin that I miss them, but—

Our turf wars at least had rationale, guided by grudges as much as profit motive. Hatred was humanizing. But to the Huas, it was just business.

I tried to make do in the ruins of my once-life, but it didn’t last. Everyone I knew was dead, and I lived in fear of whoever butchered my gang coming back for me. They never did, and once I learned who the Huas were, I understood why—the hit was finished, the supply chain locked in, the San Francisco police too cowed to impede such a powerful, international organization as the Hua syndicate.

And it was a mutually beneficial relationship, between the cops and the criminals. Apparently, the police decided that since the Huas had done most of their work for them, they could dust up the loose ends like me. Maybe the commissioner needed to prove himself. Mass arrests happened, raids in places that were merely guilty by association. Countless lives were upended overnight—a bunch of band-aids on surface scratches, a blind eye to the corpse riven with cancer.

And now, like then, I’ve been left alone in a featureless room, given a cursory examination to make sure I have no concussion or any other lasting damage, then painkillers. A duffle bag at my feet that contains all my earthly possessions (worn clothes, prescriptions, a few keepsakes), local currency, a laptop, and two phones. Richest I’ve been in years. Yuwada said, half-seriously, that if she could she would chip me like a dog. But there’s no need for that, is there? Her smile was slow, poisonous. We’re united by a common cause.

My cover story: that I am an immigrant, like so many others, fled from the ruin of what was once glorious. The inspector has prepared accommodation for me in Americatown—the district with the highest crime rate in Singapore—and will arrange an incident that’ll bring me to the attention of a Hua recruiter.

On my feet, I stretch, testing muscles that went numb during the cramped flight. Some bruises, no lasting damage. More or less fine altogether. I didn’t even lose the tooth.

The public areas of Changi Airport look ridiculously lustrous. Not one but five indoor gardens, long stretches of green with massive water features. Everything is polished, manicured within an inch of its life; even the tourists dress well. Everything smells clean. San Francisco is one of the more intact towns in America, but it’s nothing like this. Standing under the sweeping glass and steel, it’s easy to buy wholesale into the idea—that my homeland is a barren ruin, and this is a bastion of civilization. That this is where real humans abide.

The taxi driver looks askance—I’ve obviously been hit in the face—and when I tell him I need to get to an address in Americatown, he says he’ll drop me several blocks away. I don’t argue. The driver seat is on the right, a disorienting thought.

Despite Americatown’s reputation, I find that I don’t have to wade through mounded corpses and crime scenes to reach the high-walled tenement that will serve as my home away from home. Hell, there’s even a busker performing a horrible rendition of Bruce Springsteen, for the tourists that brave the supposed danger to take a photo and gawk at the refugees. Flags of the homeland proliferate. I stop to buy lunch from a taco truck.

My rented room isn't terrible. Not large, not small; no evidence of bedbugs; clean sheets. The blandest decor imaginable, anonymous in its lack of personality. There are probably tourists staying in the same building even, cheap or slumming. Compared to where I have spent the past several years, it’s downright palatial.

I examine my equipment next. The first phone is fully charged, normal-looking enough, not a device customized for the use of state intelligence; the other one will be the more sensitive device, with real encryption. I flip through the money and look up the local costs of living. Well, I really am wealthy—with the accommodation paid for, I should be able to eat well for a month.

An indifferent laptop—the workhorse sort, impact-resistant and heavily cased. I turn it on and input the password Yuwada gave me. Desktop’s bare except for a few files. I open them, eating carefully as I browse. Dossiers on the Huas. First the younger sibling—Viveca, the public-facing arms dealer. The profile is replete with photos from CCTVs and public outings where she looks as ordinary as any civilian; apparently she has had children kidnapped and murdered in cold blood, and she was involved in an all-out crossfire right here in Singapore a few years ago.

Of the elder Hua sister, Oleysa, information is much thinner. No photos at all. Word is that she is seizing Singapore’s underworld, that her security is absolute, and that most of her underlings don’t even know what she looks like. Yuwada said she is our first target, and it will be her part of the cartel that I am infiltrating.

Another dossier: the lapdog, Yves Hua.

I put down the taco, appetite curdled. Rationally, I know that she’s just a hound acting on the command of her mistresses, that she would never have even known we existed otherwise. Less rationally, I want to wrap my hands around her neck and break it; I want to shatter her face against the concrete; I want her loved ones to walk-in on the carnage I found, and know a fraction of my anger and pain.

There is lots of conjecture about her movements—why she left North America, which arms dealers she has worked for, why she has now thrown her lot in with Huas. A lengthy digression into her religious background, some analyst really leaning into his racist thesis that Anglo-Christians are predisposed to violence. Finally, there is footage of Yves Hua executing a Caucasian man on a Little India rooftop in broad daylight. Untouchable, even here in civilized Singapore.

A cold comfort comes to me. I think back to Yuwada’s expression and voice when she spoke of the Huas. I knew then that in her I have, not a friend, but at least a kindred spirit. She hates the Huas as much as I do, and she’ll scorch the earth itself to get at them.

Perhaps it’s principle; perhaps it’s personal, a minion of the Huas having hurt someone she cared about. I don’t care; it’s personal for me, and that’s motivation enough. Yuwada is an ally of convenience, if that. Let her look down on me and mine; it’ll be my hands stained red with Hua blood.

I finish the taco. Wasting food will just leave you hungry later.

♦

A diner, situated in the inner warrens of Americatown. Dimly lit, a jukebox in one corner, the menu full of familiar items: bacon and waffles, chicken-fried steak, sandwiches, apple pie. Grease in the air, mixing with cheap beer; someone has strung up some black-and-orange bats for Halloween. It’s just like home, really. There even are photos of my country, pre-Fall—famous landmarks, now debris; beautiful vistas, now rubble.

Do all empires look the same in wreckage? I thought about this a lot in my prison cell. From within its gray walls, the outside world might as well not have changed; prison is a microcosm unto itself. In that regard, the things that made America what it was are still alive, still with us, violent and unchanging substrate beneath a glittering facade. Empire, then, as a polite veneer; rip that off and the bones and mucus below are the same whatever the continent, whichever the culture. It is this knowledge—that everything is violence, that no law or government is sacrosanct, that death is political and any life can be taken—which fortifies me in my impossible war against the Huas.

One-third of the tables are occupied by Americans of every ethnicity: it’s not one of those segregated establishments, a small relief. The once-powerful often double down on the racism and jingoism, pack it into their luggage and carry it with them, let it burn in their hearts even as they are obligated to make a home in a dark and foreign place. I remember Yuwada’s sneer and can’t feel angry about it; before it all fell apart, we Americans worked hard to earn the reputation we have.

Regardless, I’ve never had a good time with white supremacists, for all that I’d nominally fit in. But I fit in here, too, without appealing to racism; what unites these diners and me is the fact that we all look tough, that none of us are dressed well, that everyone is a construction worker or janitor or line cook—those jobs which are available to refugees whose credentials and degrees, if any, have no meaning on this island with its spotless streets, its forest of skyscrapers.

If you’re lucky—belong to the right ethnicity, have the right kind of skin and face—you can apply for heritage repatriation. I had no such luck, though I hear a few Chinese-Americans have assimilated into the mainland that way. Most people lack such options, are impeded by a lack of linguistic fluency or cultural connection; we may have perfected discrimination in the States, but racism is endemic.

And so the refugees come to Americatown here, a Little America elsewhere, diasporic pockets springing up around the world: grotesque and filthy, like pale earthworms struggling out of the soil after a rain. But it is life. You must give it that much.

I order a Coke and an apple pie. The waitress is freckled and plump, a woman who I expect has an East Asian parent but who doesn’t quite make the grade for heritage repatriation. Strange how the world upends, how this or that set of features becomes an advantage—or otherwise—with the shift of who is ascendant, who has been brought low.

The pie arrives piping hot; probably came out of a box, but I’m not going to complain. I eat slowly and set the Coke aside. You don’t want to go into a brawl with a too-full stomach.

Yuwada’s arrangement happens when I’m halfway through the pie.

Two cops in their navy blues—such a hateful color, wherever you go. Their movements feel almost choreographed, or maybe it’s that it is so routine, the constant of relations between police and underclass. Their chosen victim—and therefore a minion of the Huas—is an old man, Latino I think, who is texting on his phone and sipping his orange juice. It’s perfectly chosen. Even if I weren’t party to this play, there’s something about the elderly that invites instant sympathy. You immediately imagine for them a life long and gently lived, grandchildren they dote on, sitting at their feet to hear stories. Reality may be otherwise, but the surface appearance is key.

They push him around. They upset the glass; it falls and spills, drenching the old man’s lap. I wait a few seconds and discover no one’s going to step up. Same as ever.

I stride over, tap one of the cops on the shoulder. “Excuse me. What’s this man done?”

He glares. “This is a police matter.”

“I’m just curious. He’s my coworker’s uncle, and—”

The cop takes a swing. Whether it’s part of Yuwada’s script or he’s doing it because he can, who knows. Either way I dodge and throw my full cup of Coke in his face, carried over for this express purpose; street techniques aren’t about playing fair. He splutters and spits as ice cubes trail down his face and I drive my elbow into his partner’s gut.

I grab the old man. We make a run for it.

The police give chase, but not far and not with any real ferocity. By the time we’re two blocks away, we’re safe.

The old man is less winded than I expected. He gathers his breath before turning to me. “Now why exactly did you do that, young lady?”

I haven’t been addressed like that for a long time. His accent signals he’s not actually my countryman at all. British, maybe, the moneyed pronunciation of news anchors. “I’m no saint, but two cops beating up an old man is hard to swallow.”

He makes a rattling laugh. “And what if I’d been a suspect for some awful crime? The murder of a little child, an arson, a home invasion?”

“Then you would be that, I guess. I’d still have done what I set out to do. Can’t read minds.” I let my accent take over, thickening my vowels, not what you show immigration officers. Not that I had to pass through any customs, but even with Inspector Thammarangkul I kept my English crisper, nicer than my natural pronunciation.

“They’ll remember your face, you know.”

I shrug. “Hell, plenty of women look like me. You think they can tell us apart? I’ll just keep away from public places for a few days.”

Again the laugh. It makes me worry for his lungs. “You do that.” He pulls out a cigarette next, generously offers one to me. “You have any work lined up here?”

I flinch away. “Thank you, but I don’t smoke anymore. And I’m newly arrived—looking for some work that keeps me out of public places.”

He gives me a knowing smile before he turns away. “Smart lass. Never use your own product. It helps when you work in the shade.”

It only occurs to me much later on that he never actually thanked me. But the next evening, I receive a delivery at my door: a whole crate of Coke and a cream envelope on top. Inside it is a message in neat handwriting that includes an address in Chinatown, and the message, Meridian wants to see you.




MERIDIAN

Through the window blinds I watch her cross the courtyard, this primitive method of surveillance, as though I’m a young girl awaiting my suitor, heart in my throat. I never had that experience myself; some things exist only in fiction.

I let go of the slats. The glass is tinted in any case, the clouded view it provides not particularly telling. But I’ve watched her since she landed, and I’ve seen enough now—she does not move like she is in possession of a firearm. It narrows down the angles of attack, if any should occur.

She enters the building, and now the CCTV shows me how she moves. The shifting geometry of her body is fascinatingly supple; it makes me think of an acrobat, though I doubt she has any such training. Scraggly and lean in the way of a woman who doesn’t always eat three meals a day, yet there’s strength under her rumpled clothes, maintained despite the deprivation to which she’s been subjected—muscle and sinew grown lean and strong from the practical workouts of the imprisoned. I imagine what she would look like in things that better fit, a nice coat or jacket, long boots. Not the most practical wear for Singapore, but I do like colder climes.

The door rings. I open it. We are, I discover, nearly of a height.

She doesn’t immediately cross the threshold. Her gaze is past me, searching for immediate signs of threat—whether I am alone; whether there are others here, armed and ready to hurt. “You’re Meridian.”

“The one and only. Please, take off your shoes and come in. The corridor’s no place for a chat.”

After a few more seconds, she does. At once I can tell that she is taking in my apartment, gauging from it my place in the world. And that place is very comfortable—my unit is larger than the average in Singapore, generous in dimensions, decorated by colorful candles, brassware, vases filled with birds-of-paradise. Crystal lamps. Her gaze pauses at the bookshelf but quickly moves on. Not the sort to divine a person’s character by what they read, then; good—bookshelves are like makeup, ephemeral and artifice.

“Make yourself comfortable.” I gesture to the kitchen table. “I have coffee and several kinds of tea. Your name?”

“Dallas.”

“Like the city.”

She sighs. “Can I ask who you are? Not your name but what you do.”

It is all very blunt. Her handler must believe me quite stupid. “I carve.” I nod at one of the soaps decorating my desk. “Versatile medium, and smells nice as a bonus.”

“No, I mean—”

“I used to work with a Russian information broker.” Technically true. “Now, I work for various kinds of people as a freelancer. Call me a talent scout, an appraiser of prospective hires. It’s cushy work. I don’t have to go out in the streets, get myself in trouble. All I do is sit at home and call people in for interviews. People like you, Dallas Seidel.” Probably there have been other names buried in her past. I don’t care about those; a person’s most defining moment is the now, and she should know that I know.

“Right.”

She does not weakly dissemble as I thought she would. Just as well—we will not waste one another’s time. I pour us cold assam tea and sip from my glass first, to show that it is safe. Some people are paranoid about every proffered refreshment. “This will be quite informal. I’m not going to ask to see your curriculum vitae or references.” I know all about her that is pertinent. “Why did you come to Singapore?”

“The obvious. Just looking for a better life. Nothing political.”

I smile. In this light I know my mouth looks as though it’s been rouged in fresh viscera, as though I’ve been feasting on raw, still-warm meat. “Everything is political, Dallas. Where you are born, that is marked by border control and territory. The air you breathe, that is marked by how polluted it is, whether industry has been cheaply outsourced to your city because your country is a vassal state in all but name. Who is innocent, who is guilty, who is allowed to make a home and where—those are political.”

A faint, very faint, twitch of muscle in her jaw. I have successfully provoked her.

But she masters herself. “Sorry, that all went over my head.” Her expression makes a good bid at being vacant. “I’m just looking for steady work, and the old guy I met at this diner seems to think you might offer me some?”

Playing the fool, then. “Please come here, Dallas.”

She complies and stands there, blinking, offering not a shred of threat. But there is intelligence there. Even now she searches, still, for anything in my place that might give away a sign of who I really work for, who I really am. It’s lucky that I don’t bother with gang symbols, syndicate iconography.

My hand snaps out, gripping her cheap tie. I drag her down until her face is at my level. Her eyes, gray from a distance, unveil their secrets—the flecks of gold surrounding the pupils, gradating to the muted green of her irises. “Tell me, what do you find distracting?” My mouth is nearly making contact with hers. Not yet, though: a hairsbreadth separates us still. She smells clean enough, cheap soap and deodorant.

She remains very, very still. “Good beer. A nice bed. Fantastic breakfast. And beautiful women—I find those the most distracting of all.”

Interesting; even now she doesn’t struggle, when it would be the easiest thing in the world for her to break free. Physically she might be stronger than I am. I hold her there a little longer, and then I let go. “I have a job for you. There is a small-time trader of contraband based out of Americatown. He is in arrears. You’ll meet a contact on-site, another potential hire; the two of you will work together to resolve the matter quickly and efficiently, correct the outstanding debt. But positions are limited, Dallas. Only one of you needs to come back. Make sure it’s you, and I shall make the introductions on your behalf to the organizations that call on my services.”




DALLAS

There’s this framing in old American media—maybe it’s true elsewhere, too, but until very recently I have been in a state that has precluded me from catching up on Korean dramas—that the first day in prison is the most important. From that first moment, the old movies tell us, all future relationships flow: someone will challenge the new guy, threats will be made and acted on, and a new power dynamic emerges. It’d be very academic, very Hegelian, if it weren’t so fucking terrifying.

And it’s true enough. My old colleagues were all dead and I had no one on the inside to look out for me. So my first day in prison, I killed someone—self-defense, in a matter of speaking, but brutal enough that I was immediately sent to solitary. Which was fine with me; the less I had to interact with people, answer questions of who and what I was, the better.

And never underestimate your value as a very compliant tool. I was unfailingly polite to the wardens, made no hassle during our infrequent interactions. One let drop she was having problems with a particular prisoner; perhaps it was a test, perhaps it was idle chatter. I broke the prisoner’s face for my third solitary stint, and an unspoken agreement was reached. After that, I would be let out of my cage to hurt a specific target, and then I would be provided small, illicit benefits—reading material for one, the medicine I needed for another. Eventually, the name of who killed my crew.

Let out of solitary, someone challenges you, back to solitary: it’s something like life. At least I hadn’t been executed for my crimes, the approach some of the American successor states took toward carceral punishment. San Francisco does love its lip service to social reform, even and especially if the implementation leaves much to be desired. And it could be worse; I could have been in one of the cities overrun by Christian Dominionists, with their purity trials and their stonings.

Again, it’s all very fascinating and academic, especially during the long quiet moments when you are going insane, alone with your thoughts. You can train a human to do anything, commit any act, debase themselves utterly, so long as you give them a little hope, at least one door to walk through. A warden unlocks my cell; I walk through it and kill. To survive, I have accepted that I am most alive in those moments when I am as death released upon the world. Yuwada is as cruel and practical as her predecessors—there is no freedom here, just another warden overseeing another hunt. I can live with this.

And now I am at the door of my next cell.

A woman answers. About my height, making her quite tall against the average in Singapore. Her hair is gathered high at the back of her head, held in place by arcane means, a few curls allowed free to frame her face. And what a face it is—finely made, the geometry of her jaw arresting, cheeks dusted with opalescence. It is more like looking at a portrait than a person.

“You’re Meridian,” I say, perfunctory. It’s the one fact I know; repeating it buys me time to look over her shoulder and evaluate the space behind. A spacious loft at the top of the tenement, well-lit thanks to a slanted roof of glass. Large by Singapore’s standards, filled with knickknacks of conspicuous consumption.

She invites me in. We are alone, though there is a short stairwell that ascends to a door with rooftop access. A space like this is a conversion, of course; if Meridian works for the Huas, the building has no doubt been retrofitted for security. All the more impressive, then, that nothing disturbs the loft’s unaffected air of bohemian artistry. The bookshelf contains volumes with spines out—postcolonial theory, Kumaraswamy and Spivak. A few novels in translation: The Ramakien, The Investiture of the Gods, then a handful of thrillers. Peculiar mix, but I don’t let that get in the way of forming my impression.

I follow her to the kitchen table, introduce myself—“Like the city,” she comments on my name, as if I haven’t heard that before—and when I try to divine what she does for a living, she deflects by saying that she carves soap. Eventually though, she concedes that she is an independent contractor for the various underworld organizations in this city: an appraiser not of fine goods, but of people.

In turn I continue to assess her residence. There’s no iconography here, either to religion or to gangs, no logos or symbols. No tattoos on her either that I can see.

“Why did you come to Singapore?”

The expected question, but it gives me an excuse to turn and fully focus on the woman before me. Up close I’m able to better appreciate the black that lines her eyes with mathematical exactness, the strong angle of her nose, the sculpted tapering of her chin. The making of her body makes me think she’s someone who has always lived in comfort. But this is not the prison, and strength looks different here. Physically she may be softer than I am. Socially, in her connections and place in the local hierarchy, she is a bird of prey examining me for weakness, for cuts that will suit her tastes at a meal.

“Just looking for a better life. Nothing political.”

Her smile, bright red, tells me that she does not believe it. “Who is innocent, who is guilty, who is allowed to make a home and where—those are political.”

A bit of a sore point. I let it pass. “Sorry, that all went over my head. I’m just looking for steady work, and the old guy I met at this diner seems to think you might offer me some?”

“Please come here, Dallas.”

I do as asked, make myself unthreatening as I stand over Meridian.

Even so I’m surprised when she grabs my tie and drags my face down toward hers. I get a lungful of perfume—not cloying, quite the opposite. She smells expensive, a woman fit for gold and glass cases, shielded from the world and unobtainable. “Tell me,” she says in a voice like music and ocean, “what do you find distracting?”

I stay still. I do not let on that my pulse has spiked. “Good beer. A nice bed. Fantastic breakfast. And beautiful women—I find those the most distracting of all.”

That seems to satisfy. She lets go. “I have a job for you. There is a small-time trader of contraband, based out of Americatown. He is in arrears. You’ll meet a contact on-site, another potential hire; the two of you will work together to resolve the matter quickly and efficiently, correct the outstanding debt. But positions are limited, Dallas. Only one of you needs to come back. Make sure it’s you, and I shall make the introductions on your behalf to the organizations that call on my services.”

So I am to kill a man. Another warden, another hunt. It’s something like life.


Two: A Love of High Places




DALLAS

“There’s a dead body at Jurong Port,” I say. Common enough conversation for me; out of place, I would think, in the fine establishment we are seated in. This is the first time I’ve set foot on Orchard Road, an area where even the air is out of my price range, and this is the nicest restaurant I have ever been inside. I do not, however, have the distinction of eating in it; Inspector Yuwada has ordered one water for me, no ice.

“Well, maybe,” I concede. “Currents might have taken it out to sea.”

“Are you responsible?” Yuwada asks, not looking up from her tiny dumplings and tiny shrimps, all gleaming in a glaze of sauces; one dumpling has been speared with some sort of vegetable carved into a swan’s neck. The plates curve at the edges like pasta bowls, accentuating the tiny perfection of the food. The most conspicuous of consumptions—paying to eat aesthetics has always struck me as a way to be poorer and hungry, but Yuwada is no doubt passing the cost on to the taxpayer, writing this off as a business expense.

“The water will have destroyed any forensic evidence,” I answer, noncommittally. She will be recording this conversation, and we are not friends; no reason to incriminate myself more than I need to. And it’s a massive port; maybe the body will never show up at all. Extra feed for the fishes, a different kind of conspicuous consumption. “The important thing is that a position has opened up in Hua’s organization.”

Yuwada continues to eat with slow precision, carefully moving her cutlery around, following esoteric rules of etiquette that only the wealthy are privy to. “And your point of contact?”

“Not anyone you need to worry about,” I say smoothly and with confidence, even as I know it is the most bald-faced lie. “Something like an information broker, third-party contact. Probably best you don’t go looking for them. They might spook.”

“I’ll keep my own counsel on this investigation. You’re dismissed.” As I stand, she adds, still never looking at me, “Remember, you’re only out so long as you’re an asset.”

I take the long way back to my rented room; Yuwada knows where I am going, but maybe the Huas already have someone watching me. It gives me time to think about how… limited my futures are. Every outcome is lined with either the dirt of a grave or the concrete of a prison perimeter; even a victory here will mean a cage for me back home. I should enjoy these moments while they last, I tell myself. Maybe I will sightsee.

I need time to process other feelings, too. I am surprised by how easily I lied about Meridian to Yuwada. She is a third-party information broker, of that I am certain. But she is far more important and more connected than she says she is, and I should feel antipathy toward her, for how closely tied she is to my mortal foes. And yet I would like to see her again.

I am so lost in thought that I turn the corner to disaster with no warning, the sound of firetrucks and rushing water; rubberneckers have gathered to watch my tenement smoke. An electrical fire, the rumor is going around. My floor—my room, it looks like. Targeted.

A man with a hoodie pulled low over his eyes runs into me. “Call’s for you,” he mutters as he shoves a cellphone into my hand, then disappears back into the gawking crowd, the buzzing chatter.

“Congratulations on reaching the next stage of the hiring process,” praises a mellifluous voice; it is Meridian on the line.

I turn away from the fire. There is no reason to linger; the laptop and my cellphones I brought with me, to be safe, and anything else is gone up in smoke. When one has no foundation, it is easy to drift with the wind; only this call matters.

“A funny way to show appreciation for my help with your client-retention issues.”

“Please, Dallas. You had a louse problem; too many itchy scalps for my tastes.” Yuwada’s men, no doubt keeping tabs on me from other rented rooms; I had my suspicions. “But I’d never turn out someone so handsome. There’s a key under the mat—you know the place. I’m traveling for a few days. Make yourself at home, sleep in the bed. I’ve left some spending money on the counter.”

At least I have impressed one of my wardens. More murder in my future, no doubt. “And when can I expect you home?”

“I’ll call on this phone. It will be urgent, so I’ll need you to pick up immediately.” And then the line is dead.

Be careful what you wish for, I guess.

♦

A key under the mat, as promised. It is eerie to be in this place without its owner; this must be a temporary residence for her, then—I can’t see her letting a new prospect move in to her actual home. I could have explored other options, but my means are limited and most hotels are pricey. Yuwada does not exactly hand out suitcases full of cash.

Meridian’s den: enormous, after my room in Americatown; palatial, after my cell or any of my accommodation in San Francisco. I take it in slowly, appreciating the space in a way I could not on my first visit. The living room is crowded with those vases and crystal lamps, but the kitchenette and bedroom are less cluttered. A skylight in the latter, pale sun pouring through—Meridian must like to wake to the first glimpse of dawn, no sleeping in for her. I note but do not touch a shelf of jewelry, a spread of rose gold and stones in blues and greens. Emeralds and sapphires? My untrained eye can barely tell the costume sort from the genuinely precious ones; either way I have no intention of letting her believe me a thief.

The soaps are ubiquitous, particularly in the room she must use as her studio. Knives, chisels, brushes—precision work, careful, a good eye for detail, traits that serve her well professionally and as a hobbyist. There are a couple soaps in the middle of being shaped into rose bouquets, a few more halfway in their metamorphosis toward becoming turtles, hawks, fawns. Does the soap speak to her, I wonder—does she believe each animal is already within the clay of her work, and that it falls to her to cut away the extraneous and the detritus? Or does she instead ascribe to the primacy of the sculptor’s creativity in shaping the world, the clay under her hands silent, and only her voice to give it life?

Underneath the smell of lavender and honeysuckle, her scent pervades, everywhere.

Of my scant possessions, someone has rescued a change of clothes from the fire and hung it up on a peg in the bathroom—what a considerate arsonist. The toiletries are all Meridian’s, feminine and absurdly expensive. No suggestion that anyone else lives with her or stays overnight; just one toothbrush and a package of new ones for me. I am, it appears, unique in this regard.

Wardrobe: just as expensive as everything else—I don’t even know half the names of these fabrics, and some of the dresses look like the sort you’d wear to cocktail receptions or on the catwalk. Among the drawers, I check for hidden compartments and find none. There have been no firearms so far, but I’ve noted mounts for them beneath a few tables.

Back in the bedroom I find the promised cash on the vanity, along with needles and a glass vial. Nothing has been left out of place, so my first inclination is to wonder why Meridian wants to showcase a drug habit. When I see the prescription and realize what she is communicating to me, I feel a touch of cold joy tinged with jealousy. The hormone replacement therapy has been kind to her, and she has undoubtedly had access to surgeries I could not dream of; of course, some part of me resents this. But here, too, I now have a kindred spirit—someone who, like me, questioned the received wisdom of their body, tore down the tyranny of their genetics, and made of themself something new. I turn again to the lodestar of my thoughts—that everything is mutable, no law sacrosanct—and feel a new appreciation for the woman who is, for now, my host.

With that, my tour of Meridian’s house—and Meridian—is concluded. I’ve learned all there is to learn, or rather what Meridian has chosen to reveal, and it looks like I’ll be here for a few days. Might as well get comfortable and settle in.

That night I fall asleep on the divan and dream of her standing in the door, limned in her own radiance. She is telling me, I think, about the sea.




MERIDIAN

I have a great fondness for knives. Guns are an equalizer, and much more efficient at what they’re made for; certainly, they require much less work. But knives are our substitute for the claws we no longer possess, the fangs we ceded to evolution’s civilizing touch. Up close, nothing beats a blade.

The first time I killed someone, it was with a knife in defense of my sister.

There was the rush of having protected her, but it was also the rush of knowing that I held within myself the power over life and death: a potent lesson for a child of sixteen, one I carried with me into adulthood. And so, even though it’s hardly the wisest course of action, sometimes I take it upon myself to do my own wetwork. A tradition of sorts in the family: my sibling does the same, on occasion, also against good sense and her bodyguards’ protests.

And this, my arena: Singapore is a cartography of precise order, a carefully pruned and manicured garden. One single patch—one neighborhood—has been permitted to run wild. Part negligence; the police act slowly when a crime occurs here because while they allegedly protect and serve, refugees from a ruined empire deserve protection and service much less than born citizens. Part intentional; various American syndicates have taken root here, in symbiosis with the local cartels, and they work together to keep this part of the city lawless.

It is, in fact, one of these entangling alliances that brings me to this city quarter. While Dallas waited in my loft, I had a rather undignified meeting across the border in Malaysia; a few upstart criminals explained to me, in exacting and graphic detail, that they no longer acknowledged the authority of Olesya Hua, and that their connections to Americatown made them untouchable by the city’s erstwhile queen. They had the courtesy to extend me a job offer, at least, before sending me back to deliver the ill-tidings to my boss. Suffice it to say, Olesya Hua had already formed an opinion on how to handle the matter before I had touched back down in Singapore. A walkabout in Americatown is in order.

One rule does hold true here as strongly as the rest of the city: in the greatest break with their culture and history, American immigrants must endure the strictest gun control. It keeps casualty statistics to a minimum, which is just as well; I’m here for business and catharsis, not a bullet in my skull—and, as I said, I have a great fondness for knives.

And it follows that only a certain level of violence is permitted, the illegal kept constrained in geography and law both: the area is a tourist attraction and must be pleasant and pleasing in the way all economic bonanzas are meant to be experienced. Good, civilized people from the rest of Southeast Asia may come here to gawk at the exotic Caucasians, buy souvenirs with exotic Christian iconography, go home and tell their friends about the greasy, exotic food. All the while, the upstanding citizens of Singapore can pride themselves on their charity and their largess, their kindness to the poor and needy. Every city needs a drain for the shit in their gutters; to gild the drain with affected virtue elevates discrimination and division to a moral act.

A bar, the front neon-lit: the sign in garish yellow and white proclaims it The Prairie Oyster, which strikes me as nonsensical, but I’m not here to judge their naming conventions. Americatown is home to a broad range of ethnicities, but visitors come here for the Caucasians, who have so long been the face of that broken nation and who now represent its barbarism, its otherness, the spectacles that intrigue the tourists. And they self-segregate—when I step in, it is instantly obvious I don’t belong; other than a handful of tourists, everyone on the premises is white, from bouncer to bartender.

I take stock. The illumination is dim. The music is less staccato than I’d expect—something they call country. The floor is sticky. I’ve come in shoes with hardly any heels, but it is a grudging concession. I order a beer that I have little intention of drinking and head for the corner table I picked out on arrival. The lone woman occupying it has a few centimeters on me, all legs and stiletto heels. She blinks at me with eyes long-lashed from extensions and mascara; not often approached, I expect, by other women.

“May I buy you a drink?” I say.

Again she blinks. Tired looking, and a bit unwell; hangover, drug use, a bad relationship—it’s all the same poison, plays the same way on the lines of the face. “As in—platonically?”

My smile, I’ve been told, has a certain suggestive weight. “I’m asking for the same reason any red-blooded man in this bar might ask you.”

“But you’re not a man.” She relaxes a fraction, as if finding succor in the fact. “I’ll have the house special.”

Which, as it turns out, is a hangover cure that involves neither prairies nor oysters; the primary component is a raw egg yolk. It is incredible what the Americans come up with, and my companion downs the concoction in one gulp, as though it is a perfectly normal thing to drink. I pay for it. Overpriced, of course; tourist tax.

I make small talk—what sights are there to see in this neighborhood, does she have other bar or club recommendations, does the climate of this island agree with her? It’s inane, but I find joy in it; she acts as though this is the first time anyone has expressed interest in her opinions and personality, which may well be true. American men, I hear, are not particularly chivalrous or even possessed of basic decency. My dealings with them have been strictly business, but few have left a good impression as to their gender relations—what it means to be a man in their culture, what it means to be a woman.

But for all the differences between a good, God-fearing American man and myself, this woman is a means to an end for both of us—an expression of control for them, and I’m here to challenge that, exploit the reaction. It is not long before two men peel themselves away from a group of their peers, heading toward us. They are linchpins of that tedious Malaysian business: my targets presenting themselves on a silver platter. One of them gives my companion a sharp glance that makes her shrink away—he believes, no doubt, that he owns this woman. He says to me in his thick accent, “You don’t belong here, little girl.”

Such a cliche. The men are about my height, at that, though I’ll give that they’re considerably broader and bulkier. I was never particularly large, and the hormones have slimmed me down even further; in stark contrast to my own ambitions, physical and otherwise, these are men whose mass usually suffices as intimidation. One of them sports a swastika inked onto his wrist. The other, 7-3-3 on his bicep—some apocalyptic Biblical verse, I am given to understand. Fair enough; he has lived to his end of days. I prop my elbow on the none-too-clean table. “I’m a paying customer, like anyone else.”

It doesn’t work, naturally. I have encroached on their territory. Worse, I have lured one of their women with my succubus attention, and she was enjoying it. I could extract a certain sense of justice from this—if I don’t do what I came here for, one of them will beat my table companion bloody this night. But that is not what I’m thinking about as the two scowling men push and usher me out of the bar, into a nearby alleyway. Not deserted, but quickly vacated by vagrants and beggars, leaving the three of us alone.

They are rough almost immediately. One pushes me against a filthy wall. They will next see if I carry cash with me or something precious they can parlay into currency, then escalate and threaten. They always do.

With guns I am impersonal; with knives I am otherwise. I have chosen mine for its design and its weight—a customized little thing, easy to conceal under a dress. In the muted glare of night lights the handle, plated to appear rose-gold, shines an especially pretty shade. A weapon of contrasts, too; the blade is nearly matte, reflecting nothing back. It does make a metallic click as it unfolds, a giveaway that alerts the man about to close his hand around my neck. Too late, though. People expect aggression equivalent to what they’ve shown, and from a woman who looks like me they expect that aggression to be toothless. A shove. A futile attempt to dislodge. A scream for help.

The blade tip sinks right into his gut.

I can see, from his face, that he is not used to this type of pain—that in his life prior to now, he has been on the giving end of agony. It satisfies me, briefly, to think that I’m moving my knife—stabbing up; you need expertise to avoid catching the blade in the floating ribs—through a man who’s most likely ever picked on those weaker than himself.

Adrenaline calms me so well. Within its grasp I perceive the world with a sibyl’s clarity. Past, present, future, all of it gathered up before me neatly. Strings I can press on, pluck, turn into music.

Strings I can cut, too. It is possible to push past a gut wound and keep fighting—the thug tries. It becomes less possible with a perforated lung.

The other one tries to grapple me from behind. I twist on my heels, drive an elbow into his throat. It’s not enough to make him go down—I didn’t have a good angle—but the knife that follows is enough to make him recoil as its point slices across his cheeks. Not the most utilitarian cut; a pleasing one, though, that reveals a glimpse of skull, the one clean thing about him.

An instant of miscalculation on my part—the estimation of what this cornered dog is capable of—and he swings at me with a snarl, grabbing at my face, trying to slam it into the wall.

Long practice allows me to course-correct, to regain control of the fight’s balance. The knife opens a seam along his wrist, and then beneath his chin. There’s a wet gurgle as he falls.

Two bodies at my feet, the knife still firmly in my grip and my mind at perfect equilibrium. I am not a sadist; I don’t prolong the fight, I don’t mutilate the corpses. What I chase is this sense that I am cleanly above, that I’ve proven greater than the lives I have—with my own hands—reduced to food for worms. I chase victory. In this way, Singapore and I are alike.

I wipe off the blade on their clothes, fold it in, put it away. People don’t think you can hide much weaponry in a dress; they are wrong. Then I make a call.

It is picked up on the first ring. “Yes,” comes Dallas’ distinct accent. Attentive, just as I requested.

“This is Meridian. Where are you?”

She names a location several blocks away—she is refilling her wardrobe, apparently. I make a note of that; I will get her something presentable.

“I’m in Americatown, next to a bar called The Prairie Oyster. I expect you here immediately. Oh,” I add, “bring gloves.”

In mere minutes, Dallas arrives. She is prompt, a quality I value.

She takes one look at the scene, and there is a shift in her expression that allows me to understand, at once, that this is not the first such tableau she’s witnessed. She also recognizes why she is here; rather than asking questions, she sets to work, gloves on. First a search of the bodies for IDs on the off chance any of them was police, then a search for weapons.

She finds several knives, each much larger than my compact little number; awfully macho. One of the blades she shoves into a wound I’ve made, lets it lodge there between organs and ribs. The other she lays in a growing puddle of blood. It takes a little more work to arrange the bodies.

At the alleyway’s mouth, a hulking figure emerges into view, no doubt a friend of the departed. I sigh, reach for my knife; this means I’ll have to clean it all over again.

Dallas has other ideas. She straightens and barks, “Police!”

She looks enough like the real article: a cheap suit of crumpled cloth, a thin black tie—too threadbare to be organized crime, too confident to be a lost salaryman, a veteran detective in a sleazy part of town. It gives the thug pause. It gives her the opportunity to get close: she pivots on her feet, her left knee coming up, leg extending to deliver a roundhouse kick to his face.

He stumbles back, then lunges at her, knife drawn. Dallas sidesteps with almost preternatural grace and speed. Then at the last moment, she grabs and pulls the man’s arm back and up; he runs himself onto his own blade. With a twist, she ensures it sticks.

All of this took five seconds.

“You’re showhorsing,” I say airily, though my pulse has sped up from the entertainment.

“Not done yet.” Dallas pulls out one of the men’s phones and uses it to place an emergency call. “Help, I’ve been stabbed,” she says, dropping her voice by several pitches, doing her best impression of lungs drowning in blood. “There were two of them. Help.”

She tosses down the phone, not hanging up for additional verisimilitude. We leave the scene to the police.

♦

In the comfort of the apartment, I take stock of Dallas. We came home by car, one of mine, with her driving; Singapore’s public transit does not suit people fresh from murder. There really are CCTVs everywhere, and I hate being caught on ones that I don’t control. Either way she has escaped the worst of the splatter, and neither of us brought any incriminating stain onto the leather seats. I’ll still have someone go over it tomorrow, just in case; this business is all about attention to detail.

She is studying me in turn. “Does this happen often?”

Not Do you do this often? but I can hear it. “What do you think, Dallas?”

“I don’t want to make assumptions.”

Straddling the line between inquisitive and deferential, that. “Let’s clean up first, shall we?”

At the kitchenette, I wipe my blade until it is spotless, then sanitize it; there will be time to properly care for it later, oiling and whetting. Then I take her hand, hook a finger beneath the material of her glove, and peel it off. She has strong hands, rough-knuckled, used to hard and menial work. Healthy nails, clipped short.

She hisses in sudden alarm. “Stay right there,” she orders, and I stand awkwardly, my own hands still in gloves, while she disappears into my bathroom. A moment later, she emerges with antiseptic cream and q-tips, finding them as easily as if this were her place, as if she knows the terrain of my life as well as I do. Interesting, exciting; but it is an outpost from the rest of me for a reason.

“Looks like one of them grazed you with a nail,” she says, carefully dabbing ointment on a scratch she has found on my cheek. “Best not to take chances with scratches from gutter rats. I once saw a kid lose a hand after he punched someone; his knuckle hooked a tooth, and infection set in.”

Her tone is light—I cannot tell if her macabre tale is facetious or serious—but her face has darkened; her eyes betray not possessiveness exactly, but something akin. “What are you thinking, Dallas?”

She pulls back to look at me, as if taking all of me in. “I am thinking that I like when things are treated the way they deserve,” she says, as a finger slips under the collar of my glove, beginning to peel it away. Her calluses graze against mine—I cannot quite help having them from the knife, both for carving soap and other activities; the blemishes were part of why I took up the soap to start with, so I would have a ready excuse.

But her touches probe past the superficial, deeper. Blunt fingers traverse my palm-lines, lingering a little longer than necessary. Despite myself, I find my breath quickening. Soon both her hands and mine are uncovered, and it is as if we have stripped each other, are standing before a near-stranger laid bare. Her eyes have the warmth of well-worn wood, a gentle hazel specked with freckles of dark brown and black. Her mouth is slightly, slightly parted.

I turn away and motion to the tap, then a carved hummingbird hovering outside the open petals of a flower. It never came out right. “That soap’s fine to use.”

Dallas rolls it around and around under the warm water, erasing both hours of surgical work and an annoyance—for all that it is nothing more than a pastime, I don’t like pieces that turn out flawed. Perfection in all things: that is how I achieved my body, my business, my life.

Next, she takes my hand and then begins to wash my fingers; finds a set of bristles, and gently, precisely, probes under a fingernail; brushes a thumb along the cuticle, and then up and over a knuckle. There is, in truth, little need—the blood did not seep through the latex—but I appreciate the exactness.

“You do know how to take care of a lady.” I make my voice just so, rounded, a hint of smoke and honey. “So how do you deserve to be treated?”

“That,” she says, “remains to be seen.”

She pretends disinterest as I in turn clean her hands, sweep the lather over her skin, finding every nook and cranny between fingers and palm-brooks. But I can feel the thud of her heart in her wrists. I wonder what it is: whether it’s been some time since she enjoyed a tryst, whether it is the alleyway, the link we’ve now developed from a scene of crime and from her having inhabited an apartment that smells of me for days.

“Have you been thinking of me while living in my home?”

“It’d be tricky to think of anyone else.” Her voice is thicker now; she is too honest.

In a small wall mirror I catch sight of myself: my makeup has barely budged in the scuffle—the sharp liner, the precisely applied emerald and gold on my eyelids, the plum lipstick. An ophidian appearance, save a blemish of ointment. I wonder what Dallas sees, or what she is looking for. Guilt. Sadistic satiation. A soul.

Whatever she finds there does not stop her from taking my mouth. I am not unprepared; this is merely a continuation of what we have been working toward all evening. I part my lips, I let her graze with her teeth.

“Meridian,” she says, holding the false name between our mouths, this piece of my facade like a thing she can wrap her tongue around and savor. For half a second I think that she knows and so must her handler, but that thought falls away; her hunger rings true.

My fingers interlace into hers. “The bedroom, Dallas.”

The bed, which has stayed neat; she must have been sleeping on the divan, a mindful guest, or else finding sheets perfumed with me too distracting for rest.

She pushes me down, kissing me hard, the turmoil and emotion of the night wrenching free and spilling us across the bed. I grin against her mouth—it will be that kind of exchange, then, far bolder than I expected. I buck against her, angling until I have the leverage to wiggle out from under Dallas, to flip her onto her back. And then it’s my turn to straddle this long, lanky woman, who grips my hips and says, “Stay down.”

“I don’t think so.” My mouth draws into a smirk as I let her feel some of my weight. Then I tug on her tie, loosening it, freeing it into my hand.

Her look turns contemplative as I put the tie to good use—perhaps this is the first time another woman has tied her up, but I doubt it. The silk is frayed around the loop; truly this woman does not maintain a single thing she owns. I seize a hand that was, just minutes ago, so meticulous in cleaning mine.

Dallas fights, a little: it is token. In little time I’ve got her wrists secured over her head with her own tie. Not a real restraint, nor does it stop her from using her legs, one last attempt to get on top. I pin her knees with mine. “You stay down, fixer.”

Her eyes glitter up at me. “Is this a professional hierarchy thing?”

“Oh, no. Business does not guide my pleasure. Next time I’ll make you do all the work, but tonight I am in industrious spirits.” I draw my knife, the same that snipped two men’s lives short less than an hour past. The click of it locking into place is loud.

She inhales sharply, then lies very still as I draw the tip down her stomach. Slow, testing. When she doesn’t try to throw me off, I slice through the fabric of her shirt; buttons fall free in muted susurrus. Now, I really will have an excuse to take her shopping.

I like her body, its tight marshaled lines. The topography of it is little like mine—different genetics, different starting chemistry. My mouth traverses the length of her throat, and then down as I move her utilitarian bra out of the way. In semi-nudity she has the anatomy of a thing bred to fight; I think of panthers, or Dobermans. The latter, then. Long-limbed, bristling with leashed violence. But perhaps I project.

I take a breast in my mouth and am rewarded by a hitch in her breathing. Keeping a precise hold, I run the blade’s flat across her stomach, then the edge between her breasts. It is about the impression of danger rather than actual hurt, though I have partners who do like a few cuts too; it is about control rather than harm. My instinct for bloodletting—the vicious delight of that—is kept strictly out of the bedroom.

Dallas is panting hard when I draw the knife’s tip around her nipples, her eyes shut, and then up slowly, slowly around her throat. Teasing the carotid, the jawline.

The trousers, next. “I’ve shown you how you deserve to be treated,” I say into her stomach, “But any particular thing you don’t like, Dallas?”

A slight shake of the head. “I know what I do like.” Her eyes, irises almost black in this light, are heavy-lidded. “The mouth of Meridian, the woman who rules Americatown like a queen.”

Again I wonder if she knows, and again I set that thought aside. “Bossy, for a woman who’s tied up.” Nevertheless I bend to it, breathe in the fullness of her arousal, and apply myself. I tease with fingers and thumb; I apply pressure with my tongue. Discovering what each new lover tastes like is always a treat.

Post-orgasm she doesn’t quite relax into it: instead, gathering her breath, she commands me to strip. Her hands are still tied above her head as she does, a devilish smirk on her face. So I do, casting off the dirty dress in one quick motion. My underwear follows.

She watches, enjoying this power I have granted her—commanding, even as she is tied up: like my blade, a weapon of contrasts. “Untie,” she next tells me, even though I know she could do it herself. So I straddle her to do so, teasing and taking my time; her hands finally free, she pauses for just a moment to savor, to admire, and then she’s upon me, coyness giving away to simple blunt desire.

It pleases me that she shows no hesitation, and I sink into the pleasure. Her hands are rough. Her lips less so, though she does bite: I’ll walk away from this with imprints on my breasts, my inner thighs. Territorial, or perhaps she marks all her lovers the same.

By the time we’re done she remains with more clothes on her than I do, cut and sliced as they are. She has the advantage, and she presses that by running her long hands over my spine, my stomach, my breasts—presses the advantage lovingly, longingly, gently. Our tempo slows, and our contest of will fades to simple bliss; no rush, no objective.

“I’d tell you that you’re beautiful,” she says, “but you already know that.”

“Every woman likes to hear it aloud.” I cup my hand around her breast, teasing the tip. “And don’t worry about your clothes. I’ll replace them. What is your hormone regimen like, anyway? So I can get you the correct prescription. Bloodwork, too.”

She stiffens. “I can afford—”

A sensitive point, as it should be; I am implying a longer arrangement between us, a certain level of patronage over an extended period of time. Impossibly quick, in any normal relationship.

But it is more than that. This talk of medicine; no one likes to have the stuff of themselves granted or held in abeyance by the will of another. A common sentiment, but that knowledge is not instructive here. What does it matter that this is the nature of all life, stripped to its bare essentials—a series of choices in the face of the question of “how,” the pursuit of an answer that one can live with? No—she feels the sting of my words acutely, the promise and the threat like a lash against who she is. I wonder what she has had to do, to become who she is now.

This life, another string pulled taut under my fingers, mine to pluck or cut. There is power here, cruel and antithetical to being; I am promising to let her be who she wants to be, at a price. Perhaps it is just trust I will ask for, perhaps more; it is still power over her.

It is not within my ability to dispel the inequality between our positions, not in one night. Not in many nights; the scars of deprivation stay with you. All I can do is acknowledge. I put my finger on her mouth. “I can afford it, too. I shall not be seen as stingy.”

Perhaps some other person would not give a second thought to what I was offering; I am certain Dallas is unromantic and rational in many other arenas of her life. But this is different, I sense; to her, I am asking for her consent in a way that cuts deeper than some knifeplay, than casual bondage.

Much hinges on the next choice. I feel her breathe. Once, twice. And then I feel her choose to relax; her fingertips are again warm on the small of my back. “Are you this generous to all the… talent you’ve headhunted?”

“Perhaps.”

She blinks. Then, tentatively as if she’s leery of ruining the mood: “What really happened in that alley?”

Ah. She was going to get around to that eventually, unable to set aside her curiosity. I could tell her the truth, which would reveal too much. I could tell her lies, but that feels easy; I want something more. I settle for a midpoint between. “One of those men was with his girlfriend back in the bar, and it was clear they had a domestic dispute. I was certain that when they went home, she’d be either bruised or have her eye socket broken. So I diverted his attention. It’s not altruism,” I add. “I just don’t like that sort of men. They’re an eyesore.”

“Very heart of gold, ma’am.”

“If you call me ma’am again, I’m kicking you out of bed.” I pinch her cheek. “It makes me feel old.” Though of course she is young, much younger than I am. Twenty-eight, at most.

A little while later, I feel her slip out of bed beside me. For a moment, I think she is going to leave, but instead she curls up on the divan. Her limbs fold, like a dog shrinking into a ball, and only over the course of the night does she unspool into a gangly mess. I take advantage of the show, if only to avoid being offended by her separation; not all of us are built for such immediate intimacy, and I suspect she has led a life of deprivation.

She does leave early the next morning, then returns half an hour later with coffee for both of us, and a fluffy croissant that she carefully tears in two; her grasp crushes her side of it, but leaves mine full and unblemished. I will have to train her to hold herself in higher regard.

“I would appreciate,” she finally speaks, “not being lied to.” Her tone is affable, not even judgemental.

I widen my eyes in faux surprise. “I meant it when I said I’d kick you out if you called me ma’am again.”

She smiles, genuine—genuine, I think. “You know what I mean. I do very well believe you, that the men you killed were scum. I saw the tattoos myself. But you traveled to Americatown, and went to a bar, and flirted with a woman, all with a specific outcome in mind. Or maybe that part was a story, too, and those men were informants or suppliers or something. I don’t need the details. But there’s also no need to tell me chivalry was involved, because I’m certain chivalry won’t be involved the next time, or the time after that.”

“Bold to think there will be a next time, Dallas Seidel.”

She merely smiles back, waiting. If last night was a test of her mettle, then she is returning the favor by making this morning a test of mine. I might be enamored with her gall.

“Very well. No more deception,” I lie. And then another one: “Let’s bring you to the attention of Olesya Hua.”


Interlude: The Sisters of the House of Hua




The first time I saw Viveca, she was a little bundle, sleepy and sweet-smelling. Even if Mother hadn't told me, I would have—all by myself—felt moved to protective instincts; there was something about seeing this tiny helpless thing that made me think, I must defend her.

Mother wasn't coming back from a maternity ward, though she did pick Viveca up from one—the incapacitating, physically warping business of pregnancy was for other people, bodies she paid to shield her from gross mortality the same way she paid her bodyguards. She intended to be with us both for a long time, Mother explained, and she would not subject herself to the caprices of childbirth, all the misfortune that could befall even under the care of the best doctors.

(Later, when I was older and understood more, she told me that of course one day she would leave the world and leave us. Her end would likely be violent and it would be abrupt; we must prepare for that. I think the first time she said that to me, I was ten. I don’t know when she first imparted that truth to Viveca, or if she ever did. Maybe that is why my sister grew up believing our mother was immortal. The funeral—but I don’t like to think about the funeral.)

She showed me how to hold my sister. I was good at it; I learned fast, and I was invested. “Now you have someone to care for, too,” she said, and that delighted me—I always copied her, and she’d cared for me. More than anything, I wanted to become like Elizaveta Hua. I wanted to look in the mirror and see her reflection looking back.

“Don’t worry,” she added, chuckling. “She’ll have a personality soon.”

The first time I fought with Viveca, I was eleven.

Mother had to come separate us. I no longer remember the casus belli—a skirmish over toys? Possibly not. We had plenty of those things, there was no point fighting; Mother didn’t care what I played with, toy cars or toy babies, dolls in tights or dolls in dresses. She was permissive in all things, as long as I could show her that I kept up with my math and my language lessons.

Either way she sat me down and said, “Why did you let Viveca hit you?”

I shrugged. “She wasn't really hurting me. I wasn't going to hit her back.”

Elizaveta Hua made an exasperated noise. Her rivals would never have believed the sound, or the sight of her trying to teach her firstborn a balance between loving your little sister and conflict resolution. “You could walk out of the room. It's not a dichotomy.”

“I'll try that next time. I think she'll follow me, though.”

She laughed. It's hard to explain how a single sound like that contained every proof that she loved us unconditionally, but it did. “All right. Do you want to succeed me one day?”

“What about Viveca?” I asked, the obvious.

“My empire is enormous, child. You can inherit it together.”

“But you want me to keep her safe.” I was seated opposite her, facing Mother as though we were two businesspeople negotiating a grave deal. Whatever irritation I’d felt toward my sister was already forgotten. Having our mother’s time was more important, that most coveted of special occasions. To this day I don’t know why exactly I said, “What if I defend her from the shadows? Like she’s the queen or the princess and I’m the… spymaster?” I must have encountered that in some book, imbibed a few too many fairytales.

“That’s an idea.” Elizaveta reached out to pat my head, to cradle the side of my face. Her hand was large and very warm. In it lay the definition of security. “You can do that, if that’s what you want. But keep at the forefront too what you want for yourself. You’re not less important to me than Viveca. You’re not less important to you than your sister.”

It’s strange what you remember and what you don’t. Because for a long time I’d forgotten that she had said such a thing; I’d forgotten this, of all her lessons.

♦

The first time I was kidnapped, I was twelve.

As such things went, it was remarkably civilized. I had placed myself to ensure that little Viveca, in bed next door, would be well-hidden: she slept through it, as only a child that young could. The breadth and depth of Mother’s security were comprehensive, but we were in a hotel suite rather than in one of her strongholds, and commercial hotels were full of gaps even she couldn’t plug.

There were gunshots; I said civilized, but in this line of business that description has to be tempered with the reality of lead. I sat in the living room with its plush furniture and counted my heartbeats, waiting for the door to break under pressure. I knew precisely what would happen next.

Three men in body armor came through, leaving a trail of bodies behind them; not all were our security—some were the civilians, the staff of this accommodation. I held my breath against the smell of gore, but let that go quickly; I had to remain calm, and that meant a good, steady flow of oxygen, tainted with the reek or not. I resolved not to look behind these men, resolved to see as little as possible.

“Little girl,” one of them told me, “if you come with us quietly, we won’t have to hurt you.”

I opened my mouth to protest that I was not a little girl, but closed it. If they thought I was Viveca, I reasoned, they’d have no motive to search the bedroom. Maybe their intelligence was terrible and they understood that Mother had only the one child, a daughter. So, mutely, I followed them out into the corridor.

The car in which they took me had cracked seats. My closest encounters with physical discomfort—with poverty—were always such incidents: the verge of mortality, an abduction, staring down a knife or the muzzle of a gun, a car that was not impeccably maintained. I lived in the lap of luxury, that much I was aware, but I knew too that I lived in peril because of who Elizaveta Hua was. The child of a banker or a tech CEO, some heir to a pharmaceutical fortune, enjoyed a life much like mine but with far less danger. I contemplated this specific disparity as they transported me to an industrial tenement, down stairs to a basement level, in a gray room where they cuffed me to a plastic seat. Everything stank. Water dripped from the ceiling.

I would have liked to claim that I performed heroic deeds, freed myself, and escaped. But really I waited, because I trusted Mother would come for me; my belief in Elizaveta Hua tamped down most of the fear. I overheard phone conversations—the kidnappers said, “We have your daughter.” If this gave Mother pause, it didn’t show on this end of the call; she seemed to go along with the idea that though Viveca was home, safe and sound, they still somehow had her daughter.

(Looking back, that moment should have been illuminating. But I was a child who’d just been abducted: I must be forgiven a little lack of clarity.)

It was a long wait. Mother’s security teams penetrated the place, surrounded it; she came herself, ostensibly to deliver whatever it was that the kidnappers wanted—money, drugs, weapons—but by the time all was said and done, the result was additional corpses. There was a reason Viveca and I believed her a war god, an avenging divinity.

Mother holstered her gun and uncuffed me from the chair. She kissed my forehead and said, “We’re not going to stay in a hotel ever again.”

There were tears in her voice. Or at least that is what I remember: the first time in my twelve years of life that I saw a crack in the colossus that was Elizaveta Hua.

♦

When I call my sister, she is in her daywear, sensible shirt and slacks—unusual, since it is late evening. She looks harried, a little angry. A deal has gone wrong, or what’s going on in Singapore has had more of a splash effect than I would like. My first instinct is to demand, Do you need more security? One of my contingents? Because that is what I promised Mother, not so long before her passing, that I would defend Viveca to the death—that I would eviscerate anything or anyone that would offer her harm, make an example of them in coils of guts and degloved flesh so no other would dare again. But we’re both grown, and she is perfectly good at protecting herself, apart from our occasional personnel exchange. She’ll send me an undercover agent, and I will second her a sniper.

“I am,” she says, by way of greeting, “going to genocide the Britons.”

I can’t help laughing. Viveca is adorable. “Haven’t they suffered enough?” Imagine having to eat the pig slop they call food.

“By the time I’m done with them, they will learn the true meaning of suffering. How are you?”

“Just fine. Things are falling into place. I’m having the time of my life.”

She frowns. “You’re not doing that again, are you?”

I turn on my side, leaning against the mounded pillows. Thai silk: I love the handicraft. “I don’t know what you could possibly mean, little sister. Do you mean, am I carving soap? Certainly. It’s a wonderful medium, there are infinite designs to try, and—”

“Olesya,” she says, “are you pretending to be someone else?”

“When you get to my age, you’ll understand.”

“You’re barely four years my elder. And you’re not immortal—the sort of things you get up to, you could just delegate.”

“Viveca,” I say, breezy, “your work is difficult, but it is nearly legal. You are close to the Chief Executive of Hong Kong and thus enjoy political succor I lack. I intend to take possession of Singapore and that’s going to necessitate risk. High stakes, high rewards.”

My sister crosses her arms. “You’re still using body doubles?”

“Quite a bit of upkeep; we go through so much cosmetics, not to mention the wardrobes. Worth it, though. How’s my sister-in-law?”

Viveca bursts into laughter—the distraction is successful. “Her expression when you call her that is priceless. She doesn’t like you much, you realize?”

I sniff. “Just because of what I choose to trade in. It’s not as if you build orphanages.”

“If they provided a good tax break, sure I would.” Her gaze sharpens. “I know you’ve got staff on the ground, but you don’t have a personal guard.”

“I have snipers. That’s better.”

Viveca crosses her legs. Uncrosses them. Her gaze flits to a point off-screen and softens: she is looking, I expect, at one of her wives. In a moment a hand enters the camera, offering her a glass of fruit juice. She takes it, then brings the hand to her mouth for a kiss. It pleases me to see her in a place where she readily does that—seize joy where she can, secure it close to her chest.

Nevertheless I say, in my chirpiest voice, “Good evening, sister-in-law!”

The hand pauses; tenses. Viveca tries not to snort. Then Yves Hua’s distinctive growl: “Beg your pardon, Ms. Olesya, but I’m not your sister-in-law.”

“You took Viveca’s name, so yes actually you are. I’m so delighted the house of Hua is expanding. We should spend the next Lunar New Year together. I’ll bring mooncakes; what kind do you like?”

Yves exhales audibly. “I’ll leave the decisions to my employer, Ms. Olesya. I follow her lead in all things.”

Viveca’s partner quickly retreats from view, a click as the door shuts. My sister is nearly doubled over in mirth. When she recovers, she says, “She likes those black sesame ones, with double salted yolks.”

“You’ve civilized an American into enjoying good food,” I marvel aloud. “How did you do it? I still can’t get my Canadian girl to appreciate real cuisine.”

“I leave out snacks and see which ones disappear first. It’s like a nature documentary, actually—you can try that with your menagerie; thank me later.” She puts down her glass. “If push comes to shove, Olesya, I can lend you a couple bombers.”

It’s my turn to chuckle. “Please, sister. We need a little subtlety. Besides, I’d like to have something to rule over other than rubble. The situation is under control. I just have to smoke out a few entities of the law and then it’ll be all over.” I tilt my head and tap my chin. “But I take your point about a personal guard. There’s someone coming up through the ranks here, and there’s a function due soon. I’ll test her out there.”

Viveca sucks in a breath. Then she drains her glass. “Not enough. I’m sending Yves.”

A few years ago, that would be unthinkable—for her to let her wife not just out of her sight but far from home, tasked with security in a high-risk situation. But Viveca has grown up, has grappled with and come on top of her terror of loss. “I appreciate that, though Yves won’t. But tell me you will have your other lieutenant with you—I trust she is well?”

“Fahriye is in amazing health. I’m getting her some pastries as we speak. She needs late-night snacks. Anytime snacks, really, she goes through the kitchen so quick.”

Fahriye Budak is nearly fifty, not that it’s diminished her; she has a preternatural constitution. In the most technical sense, neither she nor Yves is married to Viveca—we don’t like leaving a paper trail—but in every other way that matters, my sister has wedded both her organizational seconds. I’m a little surprised about her older bodyguard; Fahriye has been a constant present in my sister's life and mine for decades without a sign that tying the knot was in the cards, but apparently Viveca’s closeness with Yves has formalized her relationship with Fahriye, too.

This makes the older lieutenant the closest I have to the one that got away, but I’ve never been serious about her in that respect; teenage me didn’t quite know now how to feel about such a confident butch, and by the time I figured myself out, Viveca and Fahriye were inseparable. But at the end of the day, I am nothing but glad: our mother would have loved to meet her daughters-in-law. She used to stress that we might lack company in our old age, and Viveca having two to attend to her is double the relief. I amuse myself with the thought of how Mother would have reacted to my collection of women, rather more numerous than two.

Occasionally, too, I imagine how Mother would have reacted to learning that she had two daughters rather than one, but while she was alive she gave us complete confidence in the depth of her regard—that no matter what, we would never disappoint her; that we had total freedom to do and be as we wished. I’ll never be able to tell for certain, but I like to think she would have been graceful, would have embraced me as I came to know myself and grasp what she meant when she said that I was not less important than Viveca. That I must remember what I wanted for myself, beyond the objective of keeping my sister alive.

It has been so long. I miss Mother still.

“If anything happens to either of you,” Viveca says suddenly, “I’m carpet-bombing the place. For the sake six million souls, don’t get yourself killed.”

In all the world, we are Elizaveta Hua’s sole living legacies. She has my back. I have hers. That is an immutable fact.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be with you at the next anniversary.” November the nineteenth. The day Mother died.

“You better be, Olesya. And stay on your toes.”

“Likewise. Talk to you soon, Viveca.”

Barely minutes after the call ends, my door rings. An embedded camera lets me see who it is, and that she is alone: my view is comprehensive and includes the entire corridor. I turn off the laptop—it’ll encrypt itself—and stand, stretching. She has a key, and still she is polite. I adore that about her.

I answer the door and step aside to let her through. “Welcome home, Dallas.”


Three: My Fair Lady




MERIDIAN

Dallas rests in my bed, having at last migrated here from the divan. For comfort, perhaps; I do not assume it is de facto a sign of trust. It is a pleasant sight, though, to see her nestled in the sheets that hold our combined warmth. It is more pleasant still to feel her at my back, her arms around me. She was a perfect gentlewoman the first night, trying to keep her hands and limbs to herself. But sleep unwound her, and by morning she was mortified to discover she’d wrapped herself around me. I teased her, and then informed her she should make herself at home here, in every way.

With her in my space, I have to keep my laptop facing away from the workshop’s door, and all my communication in text. I pull up the dossiers on our recent prospects—Dallas is special, but my work involves countless moving parts, and countless cogs to keep it all running. Chang’er, an agent seconded to me from Viveca, has procured for me a number of promising recruits. As with Dallas, I have met and spoken to some of them myself.

Being your own liaison and recruiter isn’t as dangerous as it sounds. It’s like riding a motorcycle or flying on a private jet: eventually it’ll kill you, but what’s the point of living without a little spice? There are practical benefits: people overlook you, are more honest, show their true character and mettle more frequently when they think they are speaking to an independent contractor. The smart ones lie to me as they would lie to Olesya, but that provides insights into their character in its own way.

It’s about more than that, of course. My sister does not know the full extent of my extracurricular activities, just how frequently I walk the streets of my city with only deception as my armor. But I have wielded deceit all my life—most obviously, to protect Viveca from the world; more privately and more painfully, to hide from truths about myself that I was not ready to accept. It is only now, with my sister secure in her own power and myself finally content in my own skin, that I have the space and the confidence to heed my mother’s words.

What I have been is a bricklayer, a maker of walls; of myself and around my sister, I have built an impregnable fortress. But I want more—the sun on my face, the laughter of a lover; not a grinding defensive, but the joy of strength and power exercised toward ends of my own choosing. I want the fullness of it; I want it all. Nothing, I think, is more dangerous than a person who has remade themself utterly. In their heart, they know that all law is malleable, all social convention disposable.

And so I will seize Singapore as mine, erect a bulwark of violence and money, and make of this island a citadel: my might, my streets, my people, finally free. And I am very close to victory. The walls are built, the ceiling raised; all that needs placement is a final capstone to hold the arch aloft.

Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul has assembled the last dregs of those that would oppose me—the handful of law enforcement officers that have not been subverted, the few remaining politicians who turn up their nose at my influence and let themselves be bought by others. She would be heroic in some other story, in some other world where she possessed a modicum of conscience alongside her self-aggrandizing love of the law. We are each of us, Yuwada and I, tyrants—aware of the true nature of the world, our hands grasping for the lever to make it truly ours. This is why she has sent Dallas Seidel to me, this beautiful infiltrator.

But she has misjudged the strength of her weapons, too readily sneers at the very tools whose loyalty she should secure. Whatever she has on Dallas cannot compare to what I have seen in the American’s eyes: like me, Dallas wants a place in the sun—and if not that, then at least a place to sleep in the sun, safe. I could work with her, if she could be convinced; I could do more with her, if—

I intend to host a gala soon, and Yuwada and her men will be invited. A bloody feast it will be, and my lords and ladies will break the bones of our enemies in one night. Whether Dallas will stand before me or behind me: that is the only question that remains.




DALLAS

Meridian comes for me with a measuring tape.

By now we’ve inhabited the same apartment for several days. Funny what you can get used to, and how fast. I can go where I want, when I want; the prospect of being monitored by Yuwada’s men weighed more on my psyche than I thought, and now—well, perhaps there are new shadows, but Yuwada doesn’t have an infinity of personnel; she has had to satisfy herself with a phone call from me, an assurance that my tenement fire was progress, not flight

More immediate is Meridian and her concerns, though she doesn’t ask for much. I buy groceries so I wouldn’t feel completely beholden, make sure she has a little something for her breakfast. She’s an early riser, no alarms needed. I have learned how she likes her coffee.

It’s a little stupid. This isn't real, and it’s not going to last. She is who she is; I am who I am, though it might’ve been feasible if she worked for someone else. But there’s something about coming home from a bakery run—she has a sweet tooth, really loves her egg tarts—to her at the kitchen table looking up at me, saying, Welcome home, Dallas.

Those solitary stints have done real damage. But even back in San Francisco, no one waited for me in that little rathole I could barely afford. There were dalliances; I didn’t have a woman to call my own, and I didn’t think I needed one either. It’s not like I was going to build a white picket fence and adopt a puppy, but it’s a terrible thing to finally taste what you never got and realize it’s going to end soon.

I’ve returned from a morning supply run with the basics—bottled lemon tea, Coke, instant ramen—to find her holding the door open for me with one hand and a measuring tape in the other. I look at it wearily. “What’s that for?”

“You.” Meridian nods at the living room. “You have to be presentable to meet Olesya Hua, my dear fixer.”

“What’s wrong with my clothes?” A little more defensive than I’d like.

She sighs. “Olesya Hua fancies herself the uncrowned empress of Singapore. We are going to give you the best chance at success.”

In the living room, she sets to work—meticulous, too, like she’s done this before. Maybe she moonlights as a tailor’s assistant; maybe she practiced on herself, measuring her own changing body. It’s not particularly distracting until she starts taking the circumference above, around, and under my breasts. I purse my mouth; she picks up on my quickened breathing and gives me a small, smug look. “Thinking of when I tied you up, Dallas?”

I wasn’t. Now I am. “I’ve tied women up before.”

“Ah, so I was the first to give it to you the other way around.” Meridian’s laugh warms my cheek. “Keep still.”

Her tugging the tape around my stomach isn’t so bad. The problem restarts when she gets lower, lower. I stiffen as she parts my legs so she can get at a thigh. The woman actually hums and suddenly I very, very much want her mouth around me again, taking in the length; I imagine her humming then—

“Done.” She grins at me as she stands up. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Ma’am,” I say flatly.

“I will kick you out on your scrawny behind. You only call women over fifty that. Come here.” She points to her laptop, where an online catalogue is already loaded. “What kind of silhouette do you want? Structured, or…?”

I’ve never worn tailored clothes in my life. “I had no idea what that means”

She sighs. “Emphasizes your figure? Minimizes it?”

“There’s not much to minimize, Meridian—turn me the wrong way, and I’ll slip through a grate.”

“Emphasis, then. Colors?”

“Black and white?”

“Dallas, those are funeral shades. Worse, it’s what all the government spooks wear.” She shakes her head, clicking on a few items in the catalogue. “Brown to dominate, then, that’ll bring out your eyes. This light green shirt. This tie. Where you’ll be going will be frigid, so I’m getting you a jacket that keeps you warm.”

It is surreal to have my comfort thought of, my eye color of all things taken into account. Half the time I’m barely aware of the latter; other times, I’m too aware of my body, the feeling of inhabiting a collection of mismatched parts. And yet Meridian makes it look so effortless, to imagine myself whole.

She places the order, informs me that she has paid to expedite it—noting as an aside this is not truly bespoke, closer to fast fashion than a genuine experience, but we do need the clothes quick. The tailor will deliver and have me try the ensemble on, see if any stitch needs loosening or tightening up.

“And then the introductions,” she goes on. “I’d say it can be made as soon as the day after tomorrow.”

“Are you going to be there?” I would quickly learn, then, who she answers to and how important she is to the Huas.

“Of course not,” she says, airily. “I don’t attend every court function of the would-be queen. They’re very droll, and I need to keep my distance.”

“Coming and going as you see fit. How have the police not picked you up yet?”

She ignores my comment, not listening as she steps back to admire me a final time. Perhaps she is picturing me in browns and light greens; perhaps she is picturing me naked. “You have my stamp of approval, but you need to do your best to stand out from the other new hires. Polite, no slouching, let people see that winning smile, but not too much teeth. It's a poor reflection on me if just any scallywag shows up in the court of Olesya Hua."

"I cannot believe you are so personally invested in each recruit." I've asked this before; it beggars belief that I am unique. A thought suddenly occurs to me—that I am being cleaned and presented for reasons beyond my criminal skills. No matter; perhaps I will get close enough to kill my quarry in her own bed. "Does Olesya Hua have a type?"

Meridian laughs, a gentle giggle that ends in a snort. It's such an unexpected, inelegant noise, so at odds with her collected presentation, that I can't help but smile. "She has many types, Dallas. But she values competency and skill above all, and she is frank but respectful in her interests; you don't need to be concerned about being sought after for only your body, not if you don't want to be."

She leans close, voice dropping to a lascivious whisper. "They do say she keeps an entire harem, though. A demolitions expert from Canada—a wildcracker in bed, reportedly. A cunning linguist from Beijing, a world-renowned expert on Tang poetry she met on a personal tour of the Forbidden Palace. A dozen beautiful jewels, all women." Her tongue flicks across her lips, a devious little serpent. "Don't tell anyone, but I think a fixer from the Pacific States would fit right in."

"Well." I don't really know how to reply to that; I've never seen myself as an object of desire. And I need more, if I am to discern how this knowledge advances my plans. "She sounds a little lonely to me."

My host cocks her head in genuine curiosity. "Olesya Hua reigns over the streets of Singapore with a woman on each arm and another in each port. How could she be lonely?"

I shrug, thinking of how I can frame this to glean more intelligence. "It sounds like she loves greatly, maybe even deeply—but how many of those jewels stay with her each night?"

For a moment that seems too long, she looks at me as if seeing me in a new light, and that she’s not sure whether she likes the angle. Then: “Are you curious about the physical dimensions of her bed? I didn’t know you were some sort of mattress fetishist.”

That line of interrogation is over, though I think I did gain something from it—whether an insight into Meridian or Olesya Hua remains to be seen.

♦

The next step of my transformation into a respectable member of the criminal underworld takes us to a shopping mall in Orchard Road. This time, I am waited on by the staff, treated as if human; no single glass of water, no ice for me. How wealth humanizes.

I still have no idea how Meridian is not recognized on sight by the police, but she moves through the designer boutiques as if she is an ordinary woman—of considerable wealth, but civilian all the same. Her purchases for me: a stickpin (which I don’t know how to use), cologne (which I have never used before in my life; nice scent, though, a little minty), and cufflinks (do they replace buttons? I have only a remote familiarity). The coup de grace: a tour in a makeup store.

I follow along, bewildered as Meridian walks between aisles of what seems to me very much like one another, mixed in with shelves of outlandish shades—blue lipsticks and copper body glitter, nail polishes that look like galaxies have been skinned and poured into tiny containers. There are bottles, jars, and tubes of every size and shape; apparently, it's feasible for a single woman to stock her vanity with dozens and dozens of these.

She briskly picks out and pays for products, all expensive enough that we merit not only the solicitous attention of a saleswoman but, at Meridian’s request, a backroom where the mirror is studded by LED lights.

“I thought you had drawers full of these things,” I say as she examines the two bottles of foundation. At least I think that’s what they are, to go by the flesh-like colors of the liquids. I try not to think how rough she must find my skin.

She glances up at me. “Your complexion and mine are nothing alike. I mean that literally—we’re several shades apart, and you’re warm-toned whereas I’m cool-toned. More importantly, you deserve your own things.” Then she swatches the foundation, confusingly, on my neck.

“It’s color matching,” she clarifies. “Start on the neck, so it blends into the face and doesn’t look like you’re wearing a mask. Also, you’re new to all this product—if you’re allergic, we’ll know soon, and the reaction won’t be on your face.”

Next, she cleans my face with cotton squares and spreads on what feels like half a dozen skincare products, then waits for them to dry. I try not to think how much she spent—I got a look at the receipt; the purchase would pay rent in my old tenement for several months—and attempt to relax into the experience. It’s not every day you get pampered by a woman who’s not just exquisite but absurdly rich.

By the time she starts applying foundation on me, I’m feeling like I’m being subjected to complex engineering. There are at least five different brushes. She smoothes product over every part of my face, down my chin and neck, toward my ears; she dabs under my eyes with orange paint. A grayish powder beneath my cheekbones and along the sides of my nose. A colorless powder that she dusts all over. Lip balm, for a final touch, that miraculously doesn’t feel like a layer of lard.

It’s not that I don’t recognize what I see in the mirror—I do—but the woman staring back at me is… different. The curves of my cheeks, the symmetry of my jawline, they look elevated. The blemishes are all but erased, the uneven texture smoothed out. No shadows under my eyes. I look like I’ve eaten well my whole life, have grown up in prosperity, have had the time to take care of myself. My Pygmalion has sculpted coarse stone into her flawless Galatea.

Meridian brushes stray hair from my face. “What do you think?”

I could say that I am delighted—and I am not unappreciative—but a part of me suspects what she wants is for me to look worthy of being at her side, whether walking around town or in future presentations. The largess of the well-heeled doesn’t come without strings attached. So I choose an answer that is another question: “Does it always feel like this?”

“Like what?”

“Like putting on body armor.”

“Sometimes,” she concedes. “Sometimes it’s just like carving soap or baking. There’ll be a hairstylist appointment on the day of, by the way. I trust you don’t object.”

“Not at all.” A free haircut is a free haircut. I’m overdue anyways, the close crop of solitary confinement only having just grown out enough to give a stylist something to work with.

Once we’ve divested ourselves of our purchases back at the studio, she asks if I’ve done much sightseeing in Singapore. “Can’t say I have had the time,” I tell her, a little dry.

“Then we must remedy the fact. How do you feel about a dinner cruise?”




MERIDIAN

The yacht is an ostentatious affair, a tall ship of old converted into a luxury cruise for the ultra-rich. It was a minor thing to buy the boat out for our special evening—it should only be the two of us, in fact, but a smattering of patrons sits at tables around the deck, flies in the ointment of my perfect date. I watch the insects with the faintest interest I can muster, the bare minimum for safety; their time will come, and I have far better things to focus on.

Dallas is radiant before me, glowing in the light of the deck’s lanterns. I invested in another outfit for her, one that fits my own sensibilities for tonight—a suit of white that pairs with my evening dress, earrings and cufflinks highlighting us both in dark emerald. The pre-made shirt and jacket fit her almost perfectly, an incongruity that frustrates my eye for detail. But the seeds of today’s measurements will bear bespoke fruit, if this thing we have takes root and lasts long enough to see the spring. And if not—I buy clothes and women as easily as I empty dining tables.

At least that is what I tell myself, watching her smile in the twilight. She never becomes exuberant, is almost chagrined by the happiness she does show. But I have observed her enough, on security feeds and in alleyways and in my bed; despite the shortness of the time we have spent together, I feel as if I can read her emotions with perfect clarity, and that she has no desire to obfuscate them from me.

So I glance away when her smile deepens, flush when her eyes darken with real feeling. It is only when the first course comes that she freezes with panic. I realize that she has no etiquette training in silverware. An easy thing, to tell her to work her way from the outside in; instead, I scoop the silverware from my side of the table, save a solitary fork and knife, and toss it all over the side of the ship. I eye her like a wolf, daring her to follow suit; the faster she understands that I am a knife and the world my Gordian knot, the better. She stares at me as if I am mad, and then throws her head back and laughs in appreciation; her silverware follows mine down into the water. She breathes easier, and we are free.

The yacht sails past the sands of Sentosa and then out into the strait. To our north lie the lights of Singapore—a skyline like a crown, there for the taking. Of any city and any sight, it is my favorite in all the world. But Dallas has no eyes for it, or even for me. Instead, she gawks at a storm front brewing over the sea, eastward. Climate change means more sharply defined seasons, the winter monsoon winds starting earlier and bringing more extreme weather. I expect tonight will end in torrents.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she says, after a moment of awkward silence. “It’s just that I love thunderstorms. The weather in San Francisco is so cold. Plenty of fog, a pervading dampness in the winter. But no storms. No thunder, no lightning, just a constant gray.” She turns back to me. “I’ve found the thunderstorms of Singapore very invigorating.” She quirks a knowing smirk, tilts her head coyly. “You foremost among them.”

I laugh, full, let the sound roll in a way that many women find irresistible, sultry. It is an image I have cultivated, the one that I’ve found to fit best, in my pursuit of myself—what I am, what I can be. But I was enjoying hearing of Dallas and her past more. “Flatterer. I’ve never been called a storm before, so that’s a point in your favor. What do you see yourself as, in terms of natural phenomena?”

“A river,” she says, after a moment. “Flows to fit the land.”

Self-deprecating or honest. Not as informative as I’d like. I try another tack. “And the suit; how do you feel about that?”

“I do like the white,” Dallas says, glancing down at her suit. “A little impractical, though. How—” her voice drops to a worried, conspiratorial whisper “—how am I supposed to keep it clean?”

“Dallas, my dear,” I say, leaning in to whisper back. “It’s not about keeping it clean. It’s about how well it’ll contrast with the blood.”

She starts, even if she masks it well—covers the twitch with a generous grin, curls only the fingers of the hand hidden under the table. But the smile is brittle, and I can see her posture tighten; she did not expect violence tonight.

“A guest or a crewmember?” she asks, simple, tone measured. And yet I am suddenly struck by the absurd notion that I have lived down to her expectations—that I have, somehow, betrayed her trust and confirmed her fears.

Worse, some part of me seems to care about that.

“Dallas Seidel, I’m hurt. You really underestimate me.” I sip my water for effect. “Every single person onboard this boat wants to kill me and my lovely dinner companion.”

“Ah,” she says, contemplative. “I guess that means I can complain about the food now.”

I laugh again, as if all I have done this evening is giggle away like a schoolgirl. Worse, this time it is a snorting, undignified noise that mortifies me, genuine and absurd in context. “You’re a wiry fighting dog from America,” I manage to reply, ignoring the blush on my cheeks, “I don’t think you have a palette refined enough to complain about street food, much less this.”

Dallas turns away in exaggerated faux-disgust, the better to look over the deck and its occupants with fresh eyes, eyes that grow hard and cold in the humid fall night. “This… will be difficult,” she mutters, and even as she does, two more men emerge from the aftercastle, moving with the stiff formality of hired guns hemmed in by poorly hemmed suits.

Mine is better, I think. Mine will devour you all.

While Dallas is focused on assessment, I reach across the table and take her hand. She yelps in surprise, and this time she cannot hide the flinch, instinctively tries to jerk her arm back. But my fingers have found hers and anchored her hand in place.

“This is a team effort,” I say. It is not precisely what I meant; I try again. “If you don’t want to paint this boat red, just say the word—we’ll jump over the railing together; there’s a Zodiac waiting for us, out on the dark waters. And… and for as long as we are partners, I will never ask you to do something I am not willing to do myself.”

I realize a second too late that I’m not lying.

“We’re partners now, are we?” She is cajoling me, unserious, but I can feel her relax against my touch—another conscious decision to trust. Tension leaves her shoulders, and I see the faintest warmth return to her face. “Easy for you to make those promises, when in a few days I will be working for Olesya Hua, and you collecting what I assume will be a sizable finder’s fee.”

“Then I had best not get my investment perforated with gunfire, wouldn’t you agree?” I can’t say what I want—that I see how the useless details of this life bind her, how she is weighed down by her past, by its violence and its emptiness. That it is within my power to cut every string that binds her, break every trap that holds her, and that I—

Instead, I must settle on something meaningless: “If you can’t trust my loyalty to you, then at least trust my loyalty to that coming paycheck.”

Dallas pulls away to lift both palms in affected surrender. “It’s still going to be difficult.”

The two hired guns nod in affirmation, and the few diners that surround us shift in their seats, conspicuous. We are at the moment of death.

“And you continue to underestimate me!” I complain, airy. “There’s an SMG taped under your chair.”

Her face lights up, more at this than at any of the other gifts I purchased for her today. I am, foolishly, jealous of a gun.




DALLAS

There is a moment before the door opens—before you step out of the cell, before the bar door swings wide—when you feel like you have a choice. A split second that feels like an eternity, where fate and chance have no purchase and every future stretches out before you, each possibility equally true.

It is a delusion, of course; on the other side of the door, the bodies are already stacked.

And it is a delusion, too, how I feel about this woman, how her smile makes me glow and her glance makes me hum. I should have only disdain for Meridian—she, my powerful jailer, and me again reduced to a blade, no choice save where to puncture flesh and vein. And I ought to be furious, that this one little respite was also a mask for violence—that I sat down to a pleasant meal and will rise to a massacre. She lies to me so well—clothes me; feeds me; tells me, softly, that I may come and go, that if I but say the word, somewhere out on that dark water lies a boat that will carry us both away from here—and I should detest her for this.

And yet there is relief here, and truth, too. Our knives no longer labor under delusion; slipped from the sheath of etiquette, we may now swing and cut true. And though she is walking deceit, how sweet she is—a deadly chalice from which I worry I will not, cannot, drink my fill.

So I choose to believe her. Or maybe I never had a choice; maybe this, too, is the lie I needed to hear tonight, the illusion that justifies the wicked grin on my face and the evil itch under my skin. There was a time, before prison, when I was not comfortable with killing; that moment has passed. I kneel before her and feel under my seat for the gun she has promised.

And then we dance.

I loop a foot under the chair even as I pull the gun free, punting it into the face of one of the approaching suit-wearing goons. The wood doesn’t hurt him, but the lead that follows does; the submachine gun sings its siren song, and he puts his hands up and shakes to the tune, entranced.

His partner is faster, ducks and rolls, leaps back the way he came, looking for cover in the aftercastle. The so-called diners are a little slower, too tangled in their cover identities to grab their weapons with the speed they need; Meridian has pulled her own, a powerful handgun of some foreign make, and with ruthless generosity gives a bullet to each.

Silence falls after that, sudden calamity and confusion again replaced by the sound of waves against the hull and rising wind whistling through the rigging. But the air is still charged, heavy with the promise of an approaching storm that has not yet broken.

“There will be more below, at least one armed,” I point out, beginning to reload. “It’s going to be hard to clear corners, just the two of us.”

Meridian shrugs, and from her parcel pulls out a cylinder—red, the universal markings of an incendiary grenade. “Dallas, why on earth do you think we are going to fight fair?” she asks, and lobs the grenade at the aftercastle’s only hatch.

♦

A boat pulls up alongside of us, a low black thing with an outboard motor and a pilot in a ski mask. “The hired help,” Meridian says dryly, and motions for me to lead the way.

Whatever reservations I might have about descending to a small craft in darkness, it’s not as if staying is a choice; the boat is listing, fire now racing across its deck. So I climb down first, and then turn and extend my hand. A thrill goes through me as Meridian takes it. A moment later, and the boat pulls away from the conflagration and disappears with us into the night.

I watch her, silhouetted by the glow of the wreckage. Behind, the yacht burns, transfigured into hallowing light; the storm is about to break, and soon flame and driving wind will compete for which destroys mast and sail first. But I have no eyes for the ruin we have wrought, no memory for what we have done. What I am fixated on is the silverware, and how weightless it was as Meridian tossed it overboard; the way she laughed and glanced away when I cracked a joke; earlier, even, the feel of her hands moving across shoulders as she took my measurements.

I spoke true, when I called her a thunderstorm; my blood feels alive with lightning. I killed for her; I defended her. This shouldn’t be new; this is what I have done before. And yet I felt—feel—a particular pleasure in this. The alley, and now: I am performing, like an animal that has gouged and torn and slain to impress its mate.

“You’re not going to ask what that was about?”

She speaks in a low voice, as though this is meant for my ear alone. I take her wrist, grip it tight so she can feel my strength; another performance, but an inspired one. “Do you want me to? Is it a woman who questions and demands philosophy that you’re looking for, or a weapon who cuts at your command, your hound in white?” I pull her hand to my lips, roll it so that I kiss the underside of her wrist, a touch of tooth while I hold her gaze.

Her gaze flickers. She did not expect this. Color, again, on her cheeks: I like it. I like that I can fluster her. “Maybe I want both, Dallas.”

We are of a mood, I can tell, and I think I have room to push a little, press my advantage. “I enjoyed the cruise. How would you like me to thank you?”

Meridian’s lips part. “After we dock. I’ve left my days of fumbling on a boat far behind.”

The boat draws up to a pier, is deftly moored; we are ushered into the back entrance of a hotel, up the staff lift—I barely pay heed, even though I really should be. Inattention gets you killed most of the time. But for now I am interested only in Meridian, in her red-splattered white, the same colors I am wearing. We are like bride and groom, fresh from a bacchanal that officiated our vows. Now we are seen to our consummation.

We are left to our own devices in a suite. The view is impressive, even as the rain begins to come down; the window overlooks our crime scene. Meridian stands gazing at the sight, her head slightly tilted, saying nothing.

“You should take that off,” I murmur. The blood will crust the fabric to her skin.

She starts, as if I’ve jostled her out of a reverie. “Is that what you had in mind when you asked how you could thank me?”

It is not like her to be so—self-conscious, I think. “Meridian,” I say, pitching my voice to the tone of smoke and embers, “am I the first woman to make you blush?”

Her teeth flash white as she bites her lip. “Come take this off me, if you dare.”

I laugh, and then I move quickly. She makes a noise, but not so loud that any security at the door would take note and interpret it as one of genuine peril, as I push her up against the windowpane. Out on the strait, the yacht burns. All those lives like red petals under our feet, now turned to ashes; all that flame limning Meridian, surrendering to her its gold.

But I covet her far more than I covet any precious metal.

The dress rips under my hands. The gore has ruined it in any case. Her eyes are wide when I press my palm between her thighs, her breath growing fast and shallow. I kiss her and lick the salt of sea-spray from her lips, letting her feel my teeth’s points.

“Yes,” she whispers as I tease her open, slipping my fingers into her. “Yes,” she says again as I close my other hand around her throat, pinning her to the glass.

I push; I pull. I steer her around the apex of her pleasure without quite reaching there, inching a little closer each time. She thrashes in my grip, her nails driving into my white tux. There will be gouges in my skin; there will be more blood to add to what’s already there, until the fabric is indelibly red growing to rust. Here, too, we resume our bloodletting.

Eventually she begs. Eventually I give it to her.

She leans against the window, eyes shuttered, panting. “I suspect that I can’t walk. Take me to bed, Dallas.”

I oblige. With the distance, carrying her like a bride is viable—just. I stumble a little as we near the bed, and we spill onto the mattress together.

I hear her gasping slowly give way to sighs, and then to measured breathing. Eventually, she stirs and draws up beside me, an arm draped across my chest, a hand tracing an old scar she finds there, a thin line from abdomen to breast. “Why,” she murmurs, “are you here, Dallas? What has Singapore done to deserve you?”

There is a moment before the door opens—before you step out of the cell, before the bar door creaks and swings wide—when you feel like you have a choice. A split second that feels like an eternity, where fate and chance have no purchase and every future stretches out before you, each possibility equally true.

It's a delusion, of course. I give in to the lie; I tell the truth.

“Back in the Pacific States, someone killed my old crew,” I say effortlessly, without guile; I am a fool. “The murderer fled to Singapore. I’m here to kill them.”

In the dark, I feel Meridian tense. She pulls away and panic grips me—she must know who my target is, is of course loyal to her client and not the butch she met a week before. “Meridian—” I start to explain.

She’s back the next moment, and I feel cool steel pushed into my hand. Without looking, I know what it is from touch alone—Meridian’s beautiful, bespoke knife, rose-gold, the keen blade with which she so easily took life in the alleyway.

“You take this,” she says, voice thick with emotion. “You take this, and you bury it deep in the heart of the person who wronged you.”

“I can’t—” I stumble for my words; I have not received kindness like this in years, perhaps ever. “I can’t take your knife, Meridian.”

“Then bring it back to me when you are done,” she says, and there is a serious command to her voice, hard like iron. “You and it, in one piece.”


Interlude: Mercury Heron




The day dawns clear and crisp. Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul gets up early: she finds the temperature bracing. It is not yet winter; it will soon be. That would not have meant anything, a few decades ago—Singapore was tropical, but like everywhere else climate change has shifted much, and now it gets as cool as eighteen degrees when the time is right, sixteen if it is an unusually lucky year. She likes it so much that she nearly forgets to miss Krungthep.

Her balcony overlooks a race track and a stretch of the sea, the way it glints like a treasure vault. She adores the view, so much more picturesque than Krungthep's grime. The air is purer, too. Singapore has, for the most part, treated her well.

It is in this city that her career advancement can happen, where she will not be left to wither in an office simply because she’s deemed too young, too female, unfit for law enforcement except as someone who manages the paperwork and fetches the coffee. At home she could go no further than a junior officer despite having proven herself time and again, despite having proven that she is equal to any violence, any case.

She hopes that her superiors in Krungthep are rotting.

Not that Singapore is necessarily an egalitarian utopia—more that there was opportunity for a transfer, and she stepped up to seize it. She would arrive at a city lawful on the surface and lawless in the underbelly, she was warned; she would find that the local authorities have given up long ago, that Olesya Hua’s influences have taken such deep roots they cannot be torn out, that the narcotics queen has friends in high places and to challenge her is to court an early termination. That, even if she does not lose her life, she may lose her career and reputation forever.

Yuwada likes risk. It is in the lightning strike that you may discover yourself reborn.

She takes her morning run down the Marina Bay promenade. The view centers her: the clean water, the glassy landmarks that declare civilization’s triumph over wilderness, the tamed beauty of miniature gardens and public parks. On the way she stops to calm a finicky preschooler and hand her back to the harried mother; she has always been good with children. They are the easiest to instill with a respect for the law, for justice. At that age, they believe. Were she to have her own—a prospect not yet set in stone either way—she would raise them to her profession; she would be their hero, and then she’d make heroes out of them.

Once she’s hit her kilometers for the day, she cleans up in a public restroom, wipes herself down. Nothing pressing on her phone. The perk of her position is that she’s done with office work—she still has to clock in, but given her present case she has leeway most inspectors don’t. It warms her to wield this authority. The arson at Dallas Seidel’s tenement has set her back, but not much. The informants placed there were Americatown residents, the sort no one will miss, and whose hire has cost her little. Ideally she would have junior officers shadow the woman, but personnel has been… scarce in this specific regard.

Well. Let them jump at shadows and sweat in terror of Olesya Hua. She is one of them in no way. The force has, for her, never been about a sense of belonging. It is about being above.

Her favorite cafe, she soon discovers, is crowded near to bursting. She is thinking of buying to take away when a tall woman beckons to her. “We can share, if you like,” says the stranger.

A tiny corner table, but she still gets a view of the waterfront. She beams. “Thank you.”

She orders a rose tea latte and a mille crepe, and brings them over—at peak hour it’s all self-service. The woman is dressed in dark blue-green, her clothes somewhere between business formal and cocktail reception—deep V-neck, gold and emerald around her throat and more emeralds dangling from elegant ears, sleeves that emphasize her elegant dimensions, her long limbs. The physique of a catwalk model and the makeup to go with it: taupe-and-bronze eyeshadow, perfect contouring, and a vamp-red lipstick that makes her look voracious. Out of place in a cafe this ordinary, yet not an unwelcome sight. Yuwada admires from the corner of her vision as she sips her drink.

“You must have a sweet tooth,” the stranger says, her voice sumptuous, a concerto of cognac and heat haze.

“I just ran ten kilometers,” Yuwada counters.

A low, warm laugh. “It’s not a criticism. Girls should eat what they like.” She gestures at her own plate: honey toast drenched in butter and ice cream, one-third gone. “Besides, you must be as healthy as a horse with all that running. I have no such excuse. Where might you be from?”

Yuwada grimaces. “I’m not a tourist.” Her accent does not match the local one, she is well aware, though she has refined it to an edge: when she first arrived, she learned very quickly most Singaporeans consider Thai nationals the lesser cousins. Not as sophisticated, not as educated. This woman is a local.

“My apologies. I didn’t mean to imply. When we’re done here, could I treat you to a proper meal?”

The mille crepe is light. She’ll still be hungry after, and it’s not every day a beautiful older woman offers her lunch. “As you like.”

Amidst the din, they make desultory conversation about the Botanic Garden, the efficiency of mass transit, which branch of Sinpopo is least ridiculously crowded; Yuwada soon grasps that this woman is not a local after all, deducing that she too must be here for work. A resident, yes, but not a born citizen. That endears the stranger to her a little.

When they leave the cafe, she finds out the woman is even taller than she thought. A hundred eighty easily, augmented further by the kind of heels that would kill Yuwada on her feet, a tripping hazard. The stranger makes walking on them look effortless.

They relocate to a less crammed locale, a diner that by virtue of its extortionist prices repels tourists and locals alike. Minimalistic decor with walls full of indifferent art prints, the floor tended by indifferently dressed wait staff: hardly fine dining, despite the price range. Yuwada picks through the appetizer menu until her benefactor insists that she should have a full meal—as befits a “growing girl,” jokingly said—at which point she picks a dish of creamy, spicy seafood pasta. Her host selects for herself a dish of thinly sliced beef served with citrus compote.

Interestingly the stranger never brings up her job: a little embarrassed, perhaps, of being a woman of leisure and likely never having worked a day in her life. Yuwada tries to solve the riddle as they eat. This is a woman who’s grown up in privilege, she is certain, who wears her signifiers of class with ease yet eschews designer brands—no logo on anything she carries. Tailored clothes, then, from designers so exclusive most people have never seen them because they don’t have boutiques in shopping malls and don’t sell publicly, to ordinary mortals. Not nouveau riche but the genuine article. Animated speech but doesn’t take over the conversation; shies away from politics; careful not to mention even a first name or what she nominally does for a living, and does not ask Yuwada for either. Someone trying to be anonymous, but not necessarily because she’s famous, the kind of face that appears on TV. Yuwada would guess this woman’s fortunes are in banks, lands and housing, the type of assets that only ever appreciate in value. Offshore accounts in tax havens. Not someone’s wife but the true owner of everything she has, from her body to her properties. She has that kind of self-assurance.

Dessert is some of the best tiramisu she’s ever had. Rich but light, not too sweet, a precise blend of flavors.

A part of Yuwada is intrigued; a part of her speculates where this could go. There is interest, and she has a good nose for distinguishing when it is platonic from when it is not—when another woman is attracted to women. But her career doesn’t suit personal entanglements: she’s left behind a string of girlfriends back in Krungthep because of it. Perhaps one day, when she has secured the power she needs, when the ground beneath her is as firm as steel.

“Thank you for the meal,” she says to the stranger.

“Thank you for your company.” Her host raises her glass of water, no ice, to Yuwada. “It’s not every day one meets a lovely young woman as interesting as yourself.”

Yuwada leaves a generous tip on the way out. It has been an excellent day. Maybe she will encounter this woman again, and perhaps next time they’ll learn each other’s name.

♦

The statuesque woman in blue-green remains behind. No server bothers her for the bill: she does, after all, own the place. She likes treating people to a meal, and the young woman was an amusing table companion. The young woman with her innocent face, a mask over incredible brutality.

In her lap, she holds a folded knife, steel-gray and black. Businesslike: it is not her preferred weapon, the blade of rose-gold sheen that is currently on loan. That one is custom made, as most of her possessions are—even her body is the product of the most careful tailoring, and she takes pride in the fact. To leave such things to samsara and chromosomes strikes her as foolish; when one has the resources, it is prudent to shape the vessel of lifelong habitation to the best of one’s ability. She likes that her entire endocrine system is under her command, that the shape of her flesh perfectly suits her every desire. True supremacy begins with authority over her own mortal coil.

Meridian glances at the seat Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul has vacated but minutes ago. She plays with her knife; she does not unfold it. The tablecloth hides it from view, either way. The staff know she is the proprietor, but no more than that. A labyrinth of proxies and pseudonyms—each with its own set of documents and legal paper trail—stands between the world and her identity.

On her phone, one of her snipers has sent a message: Target in sight. She thinks for a few seconds, her fingers on the cool metal of her blade’s grip, before transmitting back, Not yet.

Today, the inspector’s fortune still holds. Today, she has not yet outlived her use.

Meridian smiles as she moves to finish the last of her food. Very soon, she expects, they will meet again.


Four: The Queen and I




DALLAS

San Francisco. Five years ago.

It’s late summer or early autumn—it doesn’t really matter, not when the evenings get cold this fast. I pull my jacket a little closer, grip the duffle bag strap on my shoulder a bit tighter. I’m on foot in the twilight, another four blocks to go; I’d be home by now, but I traded the bike for what’s in the bag.

Know what you want; make a plan. I can get another bike; I can’t make the pills I need.

Of course, it’s the lack of a bike that gets me in all the trouble. Reach and grasp, wants and needs—I need to get home, and the goons that step out on the sidewalk want what I have.

I act ignorant and nod, as if this is just a normal occurrence, two men blocking the path of a woman trying to pass. Then I realize that is normal, just not in a way that I’m used to experiencing.

“Evening,” I add, when they keep fanning out and I am forced to stop.

“Out pretty late,” the first says.

“That bag you got, hand it over,” the second says, cutting through the niceties. “Nobody needs to get hurt.”

“I—” It’s foolish to tell them no, but I can’t say yes. I do the next best thing: I take a swing.

I’m not as strong as I used to be. The malnutrition, for one; the medicine, for another. My fist connects with a jaw, but it’s not a knockout blow. The man curses and swings back; it lands on the shoulder and slips to the chest, and though it is a glancing blow, I recoil in shock at the pain.

The other man has time to line up some real solid hits, first in the face and then in the stomach. I stumble back, wheezing.

“Just hand over the fucking bag,” the first guy says. The second man ignores him and again cuts to the point—this time literally, as he pulls out a switchblade; in the twilight, I hear it click into place.

The knife swings, and I’m too slow; the tip of the blade catches me in the abdomen and cuts up to my breast. I trip in my effort to get away and crash to the ground, flat on my back. I must have screamed as I fell. I don’t remember.

What I do remember is the taste of blood, like ash on my tongue. And then the sound of a melee—a real fight, not a mugging—and a shout for help. Someone drops to her knees next to me.

“Jesus fucking Christ, man, what were you thinking?” the woman is saying, pulling open my jacket and shirt to check the wound. “Whatever you got in that bag ain’t worth dying for.”

“It’s medicine,” I say, weakly; I’m still coming to the realization that I’m not dead and that someone has saved me.

She looks me over—a little nub of budding breast, the last holdouts of stubble on my face—and unzips the bag, squints to read the names on the pill bottles she finds inside.

“They’re not drugs,” I try again, “no resell value. Just—please.”

“Carl, get your ass over here,” she shouts, ignoring me. She throws the approaching man the duffle. “You hold on to that for her.”

“You’re going to be fine, girl,” she says, turning back to me. “Hold that against the cut—it’s just a surface scratch. It’ll scar, but it didn’t get you deep. Doc’ll get you stitched right up. Let’s get you on your feet.”

“The doc?” I ask, worried. I try to pull away; I’m appreciative, but I don’t have time for this, for the obligations that healthcare will bring. “I’m sorry, I just need to get home, I—”

“Nonsense, nonsense. You’re with us now. Name’s Kentucky, on account of my accent and me hating what my ma called me.”

“Dallas,” I mutter. “On… account of the same.”

“Well, what do you fucking know. Look at us, made in the goddamn US of A. I think we’re going to be the fastest of friends, Dallas.”

I had never had a best friend before. I don’t now, either. But I did, for a brief while, and that’s a weight that stays with you, long after the laughter has died and the funeral flowers have wilted.

♦

Singapore. Now.

They’ve blindfolded me for the all-important journey to meet Olesya Hua.

In spite of all my time on Singapore’s streets, what I know about the self-styled queen could fit into a thimble. She is a hedonist. She keeps what sounds like dozens of concubines. And she desperately wants to rule this island. The reasons—who knows: megalomania? A deep-seated loneliness? It doesn’t matter.

It’s a nicer trip than the one that brought me to Yuwada. For one, nobody’s treating me as a punching bag. For another, the interior smells better and the car runs smooth as a brook. No chatter, either; Olesya Hua’s enforcers are the sepulchral sort. More women than men among their lot, though I shouldn’t be surprised.

I’m led out of the car into the sunlight. A temperature shift soon after alerts me to the transition from outdoor to indoor—Meridian’s suggestion for a heavier jacket was on the money. Acoustics tells me I’m in a corridor. Distant music—stringed instruments, muted drums.

The blindfold is removed, ceremoniously almost, and then I’m escorted through the door.

Inside: several women standing in neat ranks, some in suits and some in skirts, business formal either way. All stand straight, faces turned to the translucent curtains that separate us from a woman’s silhouette. A pang of disappointment as I join the other recruits, but it stands to reason we wouldn’t see her face yet. That, it is said, is her most closely guarded secret. Briefly my mind wanders to the myth of Medusa—perhaps I will meet Olesya Hua’s gaze and be found wanting, be turned to stone.

“Welcome.” The voice is like unspooling satin, but I’ve heard better. “You’ve all been selected by the most careful of hands, chosen for your unique sets of skill and talent. You are soldiers; you are weapons, and each of you glitters with her own brilliance. To stand here marks you as more, as exceptions above the rest.”

One glance at my fellow recruits shows me that they’re enraptured, that they’re basking in this empty praise. I do my best to school my expression. The speech goes on, at some length, and then we’re told we will be meeting with one of her officers to receive our first assignments. Standard enough. Unspoken probationary period—perform well in those basic tasks and we’ll earn a place to stay.

We file out. I’m the last to leave; the figure behind the curtains raises her hand, and the guards at the door close ranks. For a moment, I believe I have been discovered, that I’m about to be pinned down and saturated with lead. Right on the cusp of success, on this hunt I have planned for so long.

“Meridian found you,” says Olesya Hua.

It’s not really a question. I try again to make out the woman: the curtains move, tantalizing, in the conditioned air. I can glimpse the shoes’ burgundy points. A narrow ankle. She is slender, statuesque, the physique of a gazelle. Already I can see and hear myself wringing that columnal neck. “Yes.”

“Then you get a different commanding officer.” Her voice lilts, as if she finds the thought very amusing.

Someone comes through the door behind me. My throat closes. My pulse spikes.

Yves Hua enters my field of vision. For a second I cannot breathe. The rage is paralyzing, as is the horror. In this instant she could draw, fire, kill me where I stand and I’d never react in time. But of course she doesn’t recognize me, doesn’t have the faintest idea of what she’s done to me. Just business and three years behind her, signifying nothing.

I imagine she did not sustain even a scratch in San Francisco. Step off a private plane, check her to-do list, complete it. Businesslike, the event forgotten as soon as she stepped back on a plane bound for Asia.

Nor does she look anything but flawless now, in a shirt of pale gold, jacket and trousers in maroon. Those aren’t colors dictated by Olesya Hua, are completely at odds with the decor and attire of this place—they must be her sister’s.

The hound’s eyes meet mine. No recognition in the look, nor in the words that follow. “Dallas Seidel.” A pause. “Come with me.”

Surely she cannot fail to notice; surely it must be obvious who I am and why I am here. My hand closes around Meridian’s knife, and I am seized with a fantasy of using it—rushing the platform and killing Olesya Hua before anyone can stop me; lunging at Yves Hua to see if I can—

—but it’s foolishness, all foolishness. I’d be dead before I get close to either. Victory goes to the daring, the wise, and the patient. I relax, I nod, I fall into step and follow the enforcer to my next cage.

It’s… just a boardroom: banks of monitors, papers spread on the table, wood paneling with gold trim on the walls. A place of conference and decision, empty save the two of us.

My attention shifts to the woman herself. She is about my height but nearly twice as broad, densely made, strong-featured. Her expression is opaque; nothing in her face gives away the ticking of a psyche that bends itself to mindless servitude, to violence on command.

I think of her finger on the trigger; I think of her watching brains splatter the walls of a bar.

I don’t know how long I stand watching her—a moment, a minute? I think she forgets me, poring over some printed floor plan. She finally looks up, and the eyes are the most incongruous of all: brown, large, the sort that you might be tempted to liken to a doe’s if they didn’t belong to such a ruthless killer. “You’re American,” she says, obvious.

“So are you.” It sounds more accusatory than I mean, especially for someone who is trying not to blow her cover; it’s not as if either of us can change the where of our birth. But you are born, and then the rest of your life happens—wealth and power, they can blunt the effects of the poor soil you were planted in. Even now, I can hear how her old accent is being worn down, smoothed away; can see how she has grown hale from the flesh she has supped on.

“Did you fight?” Her face stays placid, eyes evaluating me.

She wants to know what is not in my background checks, what has fallen through the cracks because America is what it has become. It’d be easy to lie, to establish ground for commiseration so that I’ll be able to pierce her guard when the time comes. But it’s also just as easy to be caught out. I shake my head. “My fair share of bar brawls and street fights, but nothing like what you saw, Mrs. Hua.”

“And what do you know about what I saw, Ms. Seidel?” The salutation is something less than respectful.

You’re a butcher and a fundamentalist fanatic that killed anyone I might have cared about, is what I want to say. It takes real effort to shrug. “You’re not the only one who has done background on who she is going to work with.” Not a lie, and dangerously close to the truth. “Word on the street is that you ran with the Christian Dominionists on the West Coast before you got a nice meal ticket out working security for an arms dealer. Then you went to work for a second arms dealer, whom you fucked and then married. I won’t pretend to know what kind of battlefield that is.”

I don’t know what I’m going for here; I should be ingratiating myself, not picking fights. But I hate this woman and her masters with every atom of my being; under these circumstances, coherently speaking is a real victory. And maybe I’m just talking so I can’t think, bleeding out the anger before I explode into doing something really stupid.

Yves stares back at me, those damn doe eyes still giving nothing away. The silence stretches out. “Have you ever read about the Battle of Verdun?” she eventually asks. “Not the battle, per se, but the aftermath—an entire corridor of northern France declared uninhabitable and quarantined to human life. The topography warped, and the soil itself changed—artillery shells dug deep into the earth, ripped loose great chunks of limestone and shale, blended it with rich topsoil. It has grown green now, or at least had been until the Fifth Republic collapsed—beautiful, I am certain, in only the way reclaimed and healing things can be. But just under the surface lies an iron harvest of unexploded ordnance, to be excavated and removed with care and a gentle touch.”

I can’t stop myself. “Are all your briefings tortured metaphors for trauma, Mrs. Hua? If it’s all the same, we can skip to the good parts. Maybe you can cry some about your dead family while you tell me what my assignment is.” I feel a certain ferocious joy, being able to needle at this villain from a position of relative safety; I may fail and my bones may break, but when I land in Hell I will be able to tell Kentucky that there was this one time I made her murderer frown a little bit.

She stares at me, then nods once, as if she’s learned something about me, too. “Finally, some goddamn honest hatred in this cartel.” She motions for me to sit. “Just ‘Yves’ is fine.”

I sit, and in a rare moment of kindness, don’t point out that for someone who has just expressed an interest in French history, she’s mangling the French pronunciation of her own name. But my old gang made it clear you don’t make fun of someone’s chosen name, especially when it’s clear they chose it themself.

And hell, I’m intrigued by the implication that Yves Hua does not see eye-to-eye with her compatriots; it certainly throws the isolation of her empty conference room in a different light. “I take it that Olesya Hua runs a different ship from your Hong Kong operation?”

“I wouldn’t know. I’m not involved in the day-to-day operations of Olesya Hua’s business.” A shade of judgment there. “I am singularly and exclusively in charge of the security of Ms. Hua at her Halloween gala, scheduled for tomorrow night.”

“A veritable monster mash,” I say.

Yves completely ignores my reference; another reason to kill her. “I have the highest of standards when it comes to security. But you’ve apparently made quite the impression, and Olesya Hua has overridden my suggestions and personally picked you to serve as part of the function’s security detail.” Her emphasis leaves no doubt as to her feelings on the matter. Still, she slides a manilla folder across the table to me. “You’ll memorize the floor plan completely. Seating arrangements as well. The guests will be representatives of syndicates and cartels allied to hers. Politicians, too. I’ve sent all the information to your phone, but it’s good to have a paper backup.”

I sort through the maps, eyeing the entrances, the exits. The obvious points of interest. I don’t have much of a plan for what I would do after, should I succeed. And then, I gradually realize, that I don’t have a plan at all. That I have gotten this far—will be assigned to the security detail of the very woman I plan to kill—is improbable and impossible.

“You were lying,” Yves says, a non-sequitur that causes me to jerk my head up and reels me back to the present. “I heard about how you handled the harbor yacht—you’ve been in more than street brawls. Certainly not a veteran, either Fed or Domionist, but… I’m thinking organized crime, then prison?”

“We all come from somewhere, Yves.” I think of where I do come from, and the knife feels heavy in my pocket.

“That we do.” She looks contemplative; one hand has found her other wrist, playing with a locket there. “You have scores to settle?”

The irony almost makes me laugh. Almost. “Yeah. Someone did me wrong, back in the Pacific States. Killed people I care about.”

She nods a second time, as if I’ve truly convinced her of something; maybe she thought I needed to have a reason for wanting to join the cartel, and now I have satiated her curiosity. Her mistake. “Alright then,” she says. “I think you’re going to make a shit bodyguard, but you’ve clearly caught the eye of the elder Hua sister. Don’t embarrass her tomorrow night, and I’m certain she’ll graciously help you achieve whatever revenge your heart desires.”

♦

I’m released from the enforcer’s instruction eventually. Another car ride, another blindfold—deposited, gently, a few blocks from Meridian’s place.

I consider making a show of going to the flat; I suspect both Hua’s and Yuwada’s people are watching me. Instead I just go for a walk, trying to grind myself down to mindlessness, stretch my legs in a simulacrum of freedom and choice.

So much of my life has been lived in a cell, small and windowless—prison, yes, but even before. There’s one path out, I wait for the cell to open, I commit my bloody deed, I come back to be kenneled. Keep myself in shape, too, because a hunting dog is put down when she grows feeble; exercise, every day—push-ups, sit-ups, the simple movement you can do when you have no access to equipment and no space.

Know what you need, know what you want, make a plan. Make yourself useful. I’m good at that. I figured out a long time ago what I needed, and I achieved it—medicine filled the hollow spot in my chest right up. And for a time, I was happy; I owed the people who had helped me, and I had purpose and companionship in paying that debt back. Another want satisfied.

But it is a special sort of hell we live in, this reality, and there are any number of new things you’ll find to covet. I found my next one when I stepped into that bar—right there on the floor, nestled among the bodies and the blood. And I am so close to satisfying this need, avenging their deaths, making those that killed them suffer as I have.

And yet.

I wish I had never met Meridian, never found that one more desire. I was content, dying. I was content, killing. But now I find myself considering the consequences of my actions, and what will happen once it becomes clear Meridian’s prize recruit is an assassin.

There is no way they would let her live. Olesya Hua’s successor or lieutenant—if not her sister—would ensure Meridian pays. I will be signing Meridian’s death warrant.

In the most technical sense, I don’t owe her anything: she has pursued me with the promise of a paycheck, it’s not about me, it’s not about… the illusion of what we have been developing. To Meridian I have been a project, amusing and maybe sexually satisfying, and also a tool that she has prepared for sale. Nor is she some innocent, ensconcing herself in this line of work for comfort and security—she must check over her shoulder at all times for shadows that stalk and mean to kill; she knows the risks.

And yet there is a sense of duty, the terror that carrying this out—as good as putting a bullet through Meridian’s skull—will make me no better than Yves Hua, a thing of brute ferocity and little more. I have long harbored the idea, the delusion, that I’m more than that—that, despite what I have done, despite what I am capable of doing, that I am still human. It’s why I am here at all, to even the scales for what happened in San Francisco.

I call Yuwada. It’s the only way.

♦

“You look nervous,” the inspector says. We’re standing in the bowels of some aquarium, arching glass and blue water over our heads. It’d have been nice to come here with a person, someone who wasn’t flesh stretched over craven ambition.

“I have information. Olesya Hua is planning a gala for tomorrow night—some sort of celebration of her success in Singapore, flaunting her power. The hall will be filled with her allies.”

Yuwada is eating an ice cream cone, in contravention of every posted sign. “I just can't get enough of this. Pear and blue cheese ice cream. What will they think of next?” She turns to me after a big bite. “And? I’ve known about this for weeks.”

“I’m doing security at the event. I—I have schematics, security codes. My contact helped me get them.” I’m thinking too fast, laying track as the train is barreling down. I seize onto a lie: “She wants out. The Huas are all yours, on the condition that she’s free to walk away.”

The inspector laughs, a vicious noise that sounds like a snare snapping shut. “I pull you from some shitty prison, I set you on a course to get revenge, and you think you can negotiate? The Huas are already mine, and I never even promised you your freedom. Why would I let Meridian go?”

She’s right. I don’t know what I was thinking. Yuwada isn’t doing any of this out of compassion, or even a sense of justice. It takes me a moment longer for the horror to set in: the inspector knows enough about Meridian to have her code name.

My face must betray something, because Yuwada’s smile turns toothy, predatory. I press on, desperate. “Yves Hua will be there. She briefed me personally on security arrangements this afternoon.”

“Now that is some new information. Maybe this party isn’t all show and bluster.” She stares at the fish beyond, gaze as inhuman as a computer screen processing new information. “I’ll tell you what—once we have captured Olesya Hua, I’ll let one criminal walk away, scot free.” Her voice turns sickly sweet; I am already stuck in her trap, and now she is merely toying with her prey, delighting in the cruelty. “So, Dallas Seidel—is that going to be you or your contact?”

My throat closes, choking out any reply I have. “And Yves?” I croak. “Surely two Huas—”

“Oh, are you negotiating passage for her, too?” She snorts at her own joke, then narrows her eyes. “You’re pathetic. You’re worse than the shits the homeless take on the sidewalks of this city. You come all this way to beg for a woman’s life, then don’t even have the courage to see it through.” She takes another long lick of her ice cream cone, as if it will cool her anger. “Yves Hua is a beast who should be put down. Kill her, I don’t care. It’s the queen I want in a stockade. So show up to your little gala tomorrow, help the authorities capture Olesya Hua, and maybe I’ll let you go.”

I feel the way an aluminum can might, crushed and twisted underfoot. I nod and turn to leave, my racing desperation now replaced by the blackest despondency.

Yuwada keeps talking. “I hear you sank one of the pleasure yachts out in the bay.”

As before, I admit nothing. “I hear it was filled with illicit cargo,” I reply, listless, not even managing the energy to really care. “Never know when that sort of stuff will just… go up.”

“A converted schooner, a historical artifact with real rigging. I wanted to go out on that boat and see the lights of the city at dusk, you know?” She tosses the remains of her cone away in disgust. “Of course you don’t.”

And there’s something about the way she says it—a kernel of resentment, a simmering anger that I have done something that she has not, that I have destroyed something she wanted to possess—that solidifies my distrust of her. She will never keep a promise with me; I will end up dead in a gutter, and she will think it just.

I am so fucked.

♦

Returning to Meridian’s place is, each time, a relief: an act of homecoming, in spite of its unlikeliness—its artifice. This time I come back with my stomach in knots.

Meridian isn’t home. For half an hour I brood at her kitchen table, thinking that perhaps someone’s tipped her off as to my perfidious nature, the snake biting the hand; that she might already have fled Singapore. It would be the ideal outcome—we’d never meet again, but I’ll also never meet anyone again after tomorrow. I imagine her on a plane, bound for some distant destination, sipping first-class champagne as she fumes over my betrayal. Taking solace, I think, in the fact that I will soon be dead.

Except Meridian comes home by late evening.

“I was a little busy,” she says, her dress swishing as she enters, and then she sees my expression. “What’s wrong, Dallas?”

I straighten up from the sofa with effort. What I really need to say—to confess—surges to the back of my throat like bile. “Just nerves. Sorry.”

Her smile is lacquered, as always. On our first meeting I thought it made her look too polished; now it is as much a part of her as anything else, primally beautiful. “Understandable. Tomorrow is your big day. But your clothes have arrived, why don’t we have a look?”

The bespoke suit has been perfectly pressed and hung up. As promised, the jacket and trousers are brown, the shirt the pale green of new leaves. The white tux was already something else; this is less startling, less visible in the crowd, but the colors suit me in a way I’ve never thought clothing could—I have not paid attention, have not contemplated the art of tones and tailored lines.

Meridian pulls from the wardrobe a second suit, one of my off-the-rack ones. Keeping eye contact with me, she shimmies out of her dress—itself already a spectacle—and then, against expectations, puts on my clothes. The trousers are swiftly dealt with, a decent fit if slightly tight around the hips. The shirt goes on more slowly, and with some obstruction: she can’t button it closed around her chest. After several attempts, she shrugs and leaves it be. “Ah, well. What do you think?”

I’ve been staring in puzzlement, and then openly gawking at her breasts spilling out of my shirt. With effort, I close my mouth. “Well, it’s… different.”

“Good or bad different?” She rotates on tiptoes, like a ballerina, and tilts her head at a jaunty angle.

“You’re just trying to distract me.” To her, I am a commodity: that much I keep telling myself. But I believe that less and less. In her presence, the fantasy of her abandoning me at the first sign of trouble dissipates like morning mist.

“I am.” She circles the room with an exaggerated swagger. “Is it working? When you wear this shirt next time, you’ll be breathing my perfume.”

It really shouldn’t work. I’ve seen her naked many times. There’s something, though, about the triangle of flesh and brassiere—push-up, gorgeous violet lace—showing between the shirt that makes it very, very difficult to think. “You look beautiful in anything.” That seems an understatement, so I try again: “What I want to do to you wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss in polite company.”

“Oh?” She crooks her finger at me. “Show me.”

“On my feet,” I say thickly, “or on my knees?”

Meridian’s gaze grows bright, carnivorous. “On your knees, Dallas.”

She seats herself on the bed, knees wide, arms spread. Taking up space, incorporating all that swagger into stillness that nevertheless exceeds her physical dimensions: she can play butch, if she wants, easing herself into that lexicon with familiarity. I wonder if she has tried that out before, at the beginning of her transition, to see whether it fit before she found dresses and makeup to suit her more.

I kneel between her legs. I am breathing hard. I don’t touch her above the waist—that framing of shirt around breasts is too good to disturb—and when I touch the belt buckle, my own, I fumble even though I put this on every day. When I’ve got her zipper down, I bend to her immediately, with all the feverish anticipation of a pent-up virgin. It feels like an act of worship, for me who’s never attended church with any real interest in my life, and stopped as soon as I got away from family. Here’s my altar. Here’s my Mary. With my tongue I pray to her, accept her as my lord and savior, my queen of heaven.

And for these moments, I’m submerged in mindless rapture, free of earthly concerns.

When I look up again, my chin wet with both her and my own saliva, she puts a thumb under my chin and scrapes across my throat with her nail. “You naughty girl,” she whispers. “Like you were made for this.”

I lick my lips. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “For you? Yes.”

She smiles down at me, flushed with orgasm’s bloom, and—demonstrating that she’s stronger than she looks—pulls me up into her lap. “Your reward.” She cups me through my trousers, chuckles when she finds me already hard; strokes me slowly, still through the fabric, while her other hand untucks my shirt, sneaking under my bra to play with a breast.

I put my face in the crook of her neck, panting into her skin, breathing in her sweat as I come. For minutes I float, suspended in sensation: nothing else matters but us, the warmth of her flesh, the hard strength of her hands. I could abide within this present for the rest of my days.

She pulls me into bed after, both of us disheveled. “Rest,” she says. “You can’t look sleep-deprived tomorrow.”

My body slots easily against hers. I wish she would have scented my other suit with her skin too, so that at the gala she will be all I smell. She rubs my stomach as I drift off.

In another time, we might be precisely as we appear—an artist with her generous studio and the young rough-and-tumble creature that she took in from the streets. Clasped close, satiated in each other. There would be no more to it, no viper’s nest of obligations. I would not be consigning her to a funeral pyre. I would wake up beside her every morning.

We would have been the happiest of lovers.


Interlude: At Any Cost




The last recruit has left the boardroom. It signals, at least for a while, peace and quiet.

Yves is not yet alone. Chang’er has remained behind, one of Viveca’s undercover specialists, seconded here to facilitate much of what goes on in Americatown. She is pouring Yves iced tea. “You must be exhausted.”

Yves brewed the tea herself, and has watched over its transformation into a cold beverage; she drinks without hesitation. Not that she imagines Chang’er might poison her, but it pays to be careful when on foreign shores. “No, not particularly.” This is a lie, of course. Her time in Singapore has not been physically demanding—she would have preferred the honesty of hard labor—but it has been mentally draining. Guarding a woman she loathes, having to spend too much time with Olesya’s menagerie. Peculiar creatures, effusive in their regard for their queen to the point of obsession. Uncharitably, she feels as if she’s inside a cult again.

Chang’er drinks from her own glass. “There’s this Hainanese chicken place down the block. My treat, Ms. Hua.”

She never thought she’d have a surname again. But even if she hasn’t grown accustomed to hearing it, several years on, she likes what it signifies. Abruptly she is gripped with the need to run her fingers through Viveca’s long, sleek hair. Ridiculous—it has only been a week since Viveca saw her off at the airport. She changes tracks: “Isn’t that what you call your employer?”

“That’s what I used to call her. She’s Mrs. Hua now.” Chang’er smirks. “How did you figure out who’s going to be the Ms. and who’s going to be the Mrs.?”

“Etymology.” Bad etymology: Yves became convinced, at one point, that Mrs. stood for mistress in the seventeenth century and Ms. didn’t. It turned out that both honorifics amounted to more or less the same thing. Whether Viveca was aware at the time, she has come to indulge Yves on it. “And she likes to sound obviously married.”

“To fend off covetous girls.” She laughs, musical. “Like me.”

Yves does recall that Chang’er has tried to seduce Viveca before; drawn to power, she thinks. “I have a business call scheduled.” Not exactly untrue. “Bring some of that chicken rice back for me, if you could.”

The woman pouts. She has a face quite made for it. “You’re such a tough nut to crack. Very well. I’ll be back in an hour and fifteen minutes.”

Yves can’t tell whether Chang’er is flirting with her. Probably—the undercover girls, to hear Fahriye tell it, are insatiable. But Yves’ appetites and heart both point in one direction. Homeward, to two women and no other.

Chang’er takes her leave. There are some ten minutes to go before the call, and Yves passes it by watching a live feed of an aquarium in Krungthep. Otters fleeting through water, penguins swimming in what must be glacial temperature, their antics on display through floor-to-ceiling glass. It’s relaxing, mindless, and she could draw a metaphor between the birds oblivious in their captivity and the ordinary populace of Singapore. People who haven’t the faintest idea that their government has become a puppet apparatus, that beneath the polished veneer of this island there are poisoned bargains and killing floors that would put America’s worst days to shame. But she doesn’t care to taint her thoughts with such grimness before she speaks to her wife. This is a sacred time, compartmentalized from all she has been doing in this city. All that remains for her, still, to do.

Yves settles back in her seat, angling herself and the tablet so she’s not backlit. The call to Hong Kong connects in seconds.

Fahriye’s face appears onscreen, illuminated by sunset. The sight steals the breath from Yves, even though it’s only been days since she left Hong Kong: Fahriye’s features are bold brushstrokes, each placed by a master painter. But it is not simply Fahriye’s beauty that lances Yves, but the sense of home, the firm ground of marriage. This is where I belong—in all the world, only two people make her feel this way.

“So.” Fahriye cracks a grin. “How’s Singapore treating you?”

“To be frank? The elder Hua and her people creep me the fuck out. It’s all very neo-feudal here.”

“Olesya’s got charisma, and she runs things a little… differently.” Fahriye purses her lips, looking for the most diplomatic concession.  “She had a difficult childhood.”

Yves snorts. “So did I. I’m still not attempting world domination. And Fahriye, I’m not even guarding her, just one of her decoys. Where the genuine article is, I only have a faint idea. It’s disgusting. I can’t even do my job. I should tell on her to Viveca.”

“Very put-upon, yes.” A muted chuckle. “Any security liabilities?”

“Some woman—an American who one of Olesya’s operatives recruited, and who Olesya has become enamored with, from the sounds of it.”

“Ah, the firstborn princess in love.” Fahriye pauses. “Mind you, that does happen every so often. Olesya has got a big heart. Lots of room in there, sort of a palace. She asking you to do anything unreasonable?”

She grimaces. “I’m supposed to keep the new girl alive, too. Which is not part of Viveca’s order. Why does Olesya have this…” Yves pours more tea, to calm herself more than out of thirst. “Mania?”

In the background on Fahriye’s end, a silenced TV plays a soap opera; some actress gazing longingly into the sea. Her love interest, an older woman in severe clothes and hairdo, is mouthing pleas at her.

“Elizaveta was, by most metrics, a good mother. Well—under the circumstances, anyway. But she also taught her kids absolutes. Absolute control, absolute power. You have to work around it a bit.” Fahriye hears her tone growing too serious and shifts to a different subject. “You eating enough? Viveca’s going to have my head if I don’t check.”

“I’m eating,” Yves says, obscurely. Not really tasting or enjoying her meals; too stressed to appreciate Singapore’s sumptuous and varied fare. “Is she okay?”

Yves knows Viveca is okay—trusts, truer than the beat of her own heart, that her wives are keeping each other safe, if not entirely whole in her absence. And she has called to speak with Fahriye in particular, to unburden her heart in a way she cannot either with both Fahriye and Viveca, or with Viveca alone. But still, she likes to hear, and Fahriye knows.

“I have to cuddle her every night to make sure she gets good sleep. She’s lonely. Missing you. Missing her mother, too.” Fahriye looks distant, then gathers herself. “But you know that—she’s been getting better at expressing those feelings now, thanks to you.”

Yves waves Fahriye off. “Bah. Don’t act like I’m solely to blame for our wife’s openness.”

A chuckle from the tablet’s speakers. “Our wife. Doesn’t that sound good? I love the way you say it. As for you—this other American, the one Olesya is chasing. Tell me more about that. We have the right to gossip.”

Yves groans and curses. “Long and thin.” She undoes her tie, rocks her head over the back of the chair to look at the ceiling. “Sharp, like one of Olesya’s goddamn knives. And she’s playing us. You should see how this woman looks at me, like I killed her dog and her baby sister too. She has to be working for the cops, or a rival syndicate, or something. And Olesya just blunders along like this is fun and not a huge fucking security risk.”

She glances at the door, lowers her volume, leans closer with a conspiratorial whisper. “And Olesya’s planning something with this gala. Frozen me out completely, but I can see some of the manifests, see how she is moving her people around. It’s going to be a goddamn bloodbath, and she’s not even shown her face once—”

Fahriye interrupts, voice as keen as a blade and as serious as death, cutting straight through Yves’ complaints, brooking no parry or reply. “Olesya thinks too highly of her designs and too highly of her harem. She thinks this new crush of hers is the most important woman in all the world. She's not. You are. Snap the new girl's neck and get on the first flight out, whatever it takes. Olesya will forgive you if this Dallas woman dies; I won't forgive you if you die.” Her voice cracks at the end, the slightest hairline fracture. “Don’t make me pick between my Huas, Yves.”

Yves is so accustomed to her wife’s care that she forgot Fahriye could feel concern, that under her wife’s easy-going exterior is a soul that can feel fear and loneliness. And Yves has never known Fahriye to so effortlessly weigh life, to so readily judge who should live and who should die; of the three of them, Fahriye is the oldest, often the kindest—a good person, or something like it, unstained by the blood she has waded through.

But fear, loneliness, an inability to help or support a loved one from a great distance, to watch in growing horror as your partner tumbles toward catastrophe—they clarify, shrink all possibilities to the most drastic, and justify every action until only the return of your wife matters.

The scar on Yves’ neck begins to itch, and the old wound in her thigh aches. She nods, not trusting her voice to give a reply, and glances away.

“Did you know that Marie Antoinette had this quaint little cottage, where she and her friends would playact at being idyllic little farmers and cow herders for the day?” Fahriye asks after the silence has stretched a bit too long. Yves looks back at the screen to see her wife’s expression relaxing into something like humor. “The books you requested from the library came in. I went to pick them up, then started to read one. You’re always the member of this marriage who speaks in metaphors and fables and non-sequitur examples. I thought I’d give it a try—how am I doing?”

Yves tries to laugh, more phlegm than she expected. She sniffs and wipes at an eye. “You’re an ass, Budak,” she says. “And your deeper meaning is not obvious. Poor form, two out of ten.”

“Just… ignore the princess playing the empress, okay? Keep your head on a swivel, dodge the pitchforks, avoid the guillotine. Stash the gear you need, kill your way out, and come home.”

“I promise. I love you. I’ll see you soon.”

She ends the call, is as polite as she can be to Chang’er, who comes back with the promised chicken rice. Which Yves is able to, for once, enjoy: talking with her wife has lifted some weight, makes food no longer taste so much like ashes. She goes to bed early.

It isn’t until later, in the predawn darkness of a sleepless night, that Yves finally understands what Fahriye was really telling her, in that last story: that Fahriye tried to find a way to summon her wife back to her, and did so in the pages of the books Yves likes to read; that Fahriye holds Yves in her thoughts, always, and honors her in the small things and in the great; that the memory of her is cherished, and her absence feared.

To be loved, to be missed—these are weights Yves is still unaccustomed to carrying, even after the years they have been together. She cries, then, for what might be the first time in decades, and when she is done, she girds herself for what she must do to return home.


Five: The Tower is Tall




DALLAS

Sleep does not arrive. Morning, though, eventually does. I shower quickly: prison habits. Meridian’s scent is washed off in mere minutes, and instantly I miss it.

I don’t feel tired; in the absence of rest, adrenaline will suffice. Keep you going, if only for a little while. I’m bright-eyed, in the way of addicts.

Meridian notices but does not comment, or simply she assumes it is the excitement. She helps me into my tailored clothes, and I must hand it to her—they really are the best-fitting things I’ve ever worn, more than even the tux I wore to the cruise. Their lines flatter and make the most of my physique, their colors accentuates my hair and eyes. The difference access to wealth makes—the dignity that comes with it.

The dark circles under my eyes disappear under Meridian’s careful fingers and more careful brush. She does it all seemingly without effort and, once finished, she steps back to say, “There: my masterpiece.”

I try to smile. I try to say what I really need to, this final opportunity at giving her warning. “At this rate I’ll outshine even the queen of Singapore herself.”

She laughs, loud and unladylike, as though I’d said something much wittier. “That’ll be the least of your worries. Your ride will be here soon.”

The next moment, her knife is in her hand, its rose-gold sheen up to the light. “You left this on the nightstand.” So I did—forgetfulness? Guilt? With the state I’m in, I can’t even say. What I know is that I do not deserve to carry such kindness with me, not with what I am about to do to her.

She slips the knife into my breast pocket, then leans her head against my chest. “I had the knife made after my mother died.” This is the most she has ever talked about her past, and despite my bleak thoughts, I find myself listening—as if what she says here and now will matter, as if we have a future. “I needed something to hold, I think, something that kept me safe, something that always cut true.” Her voice is melancholy; I want nothing more than to tell her all is well, that I am loyal and beyond reproach, that our future is long and bountiful. “Please don’t forget it, Dallas. Please don’t forget me.”

What else is there to do? I again accept the blade in the spirit it is meant. Then I take her hand and press my mouth to the back of it; I’ll remember the scent of her skin for the rest of my life. “Thank you.”

♦

The gala is hosted, incredibly, on the topmost floor of a skyscraper. It’s no Marina Bay Sands, but it’s as close as it can get, a bold statement that Olesya Hua can have her events wherever she wants and that she fears no authority.

She is about to learn otherwise, on all counts. I take vindictive pleasure in that.

I have been assigned to crowd control. Apparently, guarding the queen herself is a task for Yves Hua alone; I’m not even entrusted with a gun. With the enforcer’s dim view of me, I am not surprised—keeping me at arm’s distance is the right play. Killing her, despite her caution, will be that much sweeter.

If I kill her. She is powerfully built, immensely skilled in the art of death—this much is evident from the little I have interacted with her, as if her shadow were permanently stained with the blood she has spilt. But my ability or lack thereof is not what troubles; I know that my hatred will carry me through to her death, the confidence of a dagger before platemail.

No, what troubles me is my cowardice, my lack of commitment, with Meridian. I don’t owe her anything, I tell myself again. And I don’t know if I love her, if one can even be said to love someone after such a short time together—we have not known each other for even a month. But she has been kind to me, given me shelter and sustenance, welcomed me into her bed—one does not return this kindness with indiscriminate shrapnel. I have used her, and now reduced her to collateral damage in my war against the Huas.

And worst of all, I know my ruminations are useless frivolity. I have already made my choice: I could have warned her, and I didn’t. She’s dead.

A cool eye hides my inner tumult. I have already studied the floor plan, and now I case the exits anew, sorting out the ways in and out from the enormous glass columns, the mirrored panels, the opalescent chandeliers. Everything here is designed to dazzle and ruin your peripheral vision. Same, too, for the attendees: a third are women in their twenties to mid-thirties, clearly the relations of older, more distinguished cartel members and politicians. None of them hold a candle to the woman I have left behind.

As if reading my thoughts, my commbead buzzes to life. “Hello, Dallas. How is the reception going?”

I nearly jump. I didn’t expect Meridian’s voice in my ear; relief and guilt seize me in equal measure. “How are you on this line?”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Her amusement runs like cool water against my skin. She’s being coy; maybe she even cut in with Olesya Hua’s knowledge. “Don’t worry about it. Is the buffet to your taste?”

“I’m one of the help, I don’t get to eat.” I decide to play along, just a bit. “The seafood looks great. I’ll ask if I can have leftovers in the kitchen.” It is that awkward feeling of saying goodbye to someone, then continuing together toward the exit, shoulder-to-shoulder; I had walked out of Meridian’s life for the last time, and now we are pleasantly chatting about dinner. “There’s a lot of young women.” Lavishly gowned, exquisitely made up; a few are older than I am, by a hair, but all of them emanate—falsely or not—the softness of the sheltered.

“Oh, those. People are shopping their daughters, sisters, and so on to Olesya. Like they say, she has many women, and hope springs eternal that she is about to take one more. Tell me—are they pretty?”

“Seriously?” I mutter under my breath. In a neo-feudal way, it does make sense; offering young women as concubines to get at a slice of power, to slip into Olesya Hua’s innermost circle. “Well—they all look a certain way. More or less the same sort.”

“Oh?” a hint of real interest. “You don’t sound very impressed.”

“There’s…” I try to think of a word that isn’t ‘weak.’ “There’s not a hard line among them. You are far more intriguing to look at.”

A light chuckle. “You shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, Dallas. What if you’re misreading me?”

I scoff and shake my head with a smile; despite my fears, I feel myself becoming distracted, sliding back into the familiar cadence and warmth of talking with this woman. “I can’t believe people are doing this, though. Nearly selling women to the queen.”

“It’s actually very easy to understand. Civilian authority, leaders of nations elected or otherwise—those are figureheads, the sites of accountability.” It’s fascinating to hear Meridian’s tone shift, detached with a hard edge of certainty. “They aren’t people, they just represent systems that are most invested in propagating themselves in the way of cancerous tumors. The face doesn’t matter, and the system can turn on them. But power in the underworld is different, Dallas.”

A murmur goes up from the event goers now, energized by a rumor that Olesya Hua is about to arrive. And I am doubly distracted: I didn’t warn Meridian earlier, but this second chance gnaws at me. “That’s certainly a perspective,” I mutter.

“Derived from experience, my dear work of art. States are violent beyond belief yet pretend they are instruments of peace and civilization. Criminals, we are honest. A leader is precisely what she appears to be, the tools she wields genuine; she is not beholden to a greater system—no one elected her, after all. And so people seek that honesty of might, trade for it with objects and possessions.”

Self-serving and askew, but we all need our justifications; I can hardly throw stones. A voice on the comms informs us that Olesya Hua is here—but I haven’t seen anyone making an entrance, and… Then I realize she is part of the crowd, that many of the svelte young women have suddenly donned masquerade masks, their painted red lips in sudden contrast with domino masks festooned with feathers and sequins. It is Halloween.

Realization settles like a stone: Olesya Hua has been here all this time, circulating through the hall incognito, the secret of her face simply that well-guarded. I suspect only Yves Hua knows for certain which of the glittering women is her employer.

Well. I have some idea of her build, at least. I scan the hall for women of my height. There are more than I’d expect—most of them are wearing heels. So would Olesya Hua. I remember the burgundy pumps she wore, try to extrapolate from it her style, the colors she might have donned today. I don’t have long; Yuwada’s squad will arrive soon.

Maybe they already are: across the hall, I see Yves’ head jerk up. She scans, locks eyes, begins to advance toward me.

My heart rate spikes, the ever-present fear that I have been discovered upon me. And then determination crystalizes, turns my churning thoughts to clear ice, cold and hard. Perhaps Meridian will immediately tell, perhaps she won’t—but this mission would always result in my death, and having been given a second chance, I will not let it mean hers.

“Meridian,” I say into my earpiece. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

“Oh? Has one of the debutantes there caught your eye?”

“The woman I came to Singapore for? She’s here, at the gala. I’m going to kill Olesya Hua.”

I rip off the earpiece and crush it underfoot. Whatever Meridian has to say next is not for me to hear.




MERIDIAN

It’s a celebration in my little bohemian flat. Only Chang’er is here, but that intimacy just heightens the festive atmosphere; we have raided the local corner store for our favorite trash foods and our too-caloric beers, ordered in a whole shelf of boba tea—hojicha and Taiwanese and some weird jelly mix that Chang’er swears is delicious and which I think tastes like antifreeze; I told her she could rot the keel of a battleship with its sweetness.

But tonight is a night of largess and celebration, an evening of shit foods and sweatpants. We’ve pushed the bed up against the wall and set up a bank of monitors; all of Singapore is laid out before us, in grainy CCTV and hidden camera and spy drone. A panopticon, and me the all-seeing jailer, my enemies reduced to tiny figures on a heartless screen—a coronation and me the uncrowned queen, about to inaugurate her reign is a final shower of blood.

I realize—dimly, in an oblique way, a refusal to acknowledge, that this is the first girls’ night I have ever had, in that most romantic and commonplace sense: fun and gossip and a touch of excess with a friend. The wages of a wrong socialization, the pundits would say. More like a life of lies and straining effort, the perpetual motion of a mind that does not want to reflect and a hand that must always stretch, covetous, toward the future.

I do wish I was sharing the moment with Dallas, that we could cuddle on the bed and watch the events go down as though it is a performance, cinema produced just for the two of us. It’s silly, to take to a woman so quickly. But of all my days, only the ones I have spent with her have felt the most real, and I would like her here all the same. It’s one of the reasons I have not asked any of my other women to join me for tonight’s festivities; it feels disloyal.

Admittedly, it is a hypocritical stance—I’ve sent Dallas out as the perfect unwitting bait, a little morsel to bolster my enemies’ confidence and spring the trap on them. Yves, too; I expect the presence of such a valuable asset is what convinced Yuwada to commit her forces to a decisive coup d’etat. But I have Yves there to protect Dallas, not that my sister-in-law is aware of her real mission; I’ll tender my apologies to her and Viveca later.

“Oh,” Chang’er coos, “looks like we’re about to start!” On one of the screens, an unmarked van is pulling up to the front of the hotel where “my” gala is being held; on another screen, a helmet-mounted camera from one of my double agents shows an interior filled with heavily armed and armored police. There are other teams, making their way to other entrances, helicopters in the air with more paramilitary. It’s a small army, committed to the field for the last, best shot to destroy me.

“Your new woman leaked the info to the police, as expected,” Chang’er adds and rolls her eyes. She has a dim view of traitors, and an even worse one of butches—I think she believes them her natural competitors for the affection of the women in her life, Hua sisters included. Her time assisting me in Singapore has mostly consisted of her warning me off from trusting “my new obsession,” which is reasonable; I asked Viveca to second Chang’er to me for precisely this honesty, and also because I like how she scrunches her face up when she’s annoyed.

And in Chang’er’s defense, if Yves knew of Dallas’ duplicity, the bulky American would have already snapped the lanky American’s neck. So perhaps Chang’er is more tolerant of my partners’ foibles than I give her credit for.

Regardless, I decide I’ll call Dallas, if only to annoy my compatriot. I put on a headset, switch over to the right security channel; she hears my voice and on the screen, a second’s delay, I see her start. “How are you on this line?” she asks, some mixture of alarmed and amused.

“I won’t tell if you don’t,” I reply, and wink silently at Chang’er’s affected disgust; what’s the point of this, if not to have a little fun. “Don’t worry about it. Is the buffet to your taste?”

Idle chatter about the food, then the women. No one I care about is there, save Dallas and distantly my sister’s wife, and all these would-be in-laws who have misjudged my tastes severely. No matter; it is a good night, and I feel bubbly. I start to chatter—analysis of politics, of law, an implicit argument that the “real” me, the Olesya Hua part of me, is more honest than all the forms of government and society arrayed against us. Somewhere in there is a glib, ironic line about how Dallas is misreading “Meridian”.

But that’s only true in the most technical sense, I want to believe; I have this romantic notion that of any woman in this city, Dallas knows me best, whatever name I happen to go by. After the excitement of the gala has died down and Meridian’s role is no longer necessary, I’ll tell Dallas everything, know her even as I am also known. Then, stripped of artifice and deception, we can discern where we stand.

In the other ear, I hear one of my men—no one I care about, all of them disposable security assets that think they’ve finally been given a chance to shine—announce that Olesya Hua has entered the hall. The Special Tactics teams are eavesdropping, so very predictably; on cue, they begin to tumble from their vans, charging into the hotel and up, securing a perimeter as hastily as they can.

Traps within traps; the bait has served its purpose admirably. I snap my fingers at Chang’er; she nods and cuts into the comms with her own headset. On our screens, Yves jerks her head up as she receives Chang’er’s update that police have breached the building. Her orders are, again, clarified: get Dallas out.

And then my Dallas, my sweet and beautiful Dallas, interjects. “Meridian, there’s something I need to tell you.”

“Oh? Has one of the debutantes there caught your eye?” I ask, all mirth and good cheer. No reason to spook her.

“The woman I came to Singapore for? She’s here, at the gala.” And then: “I’m going to kill Olesya Hua.”

Kilometers away, I watch as Dallas pulls the commbead from her ear and crushes it under her heel, and the line goes dead.




DALLAS

I’m so busy permanently muting the call that I lose track of Yves in the crowd. The next moment a strong grip, as hard and immobilizing as shackles, seizes my forearm. “They’re in the building,” the Hua hound says, voice pleasant but low in my ear. She is already steering me toward an exit.

“Who?” I ask, feigning ignorance.

“The police,” she says, clearly exasperated.

“And we are—?”

“Leaving,” the surly woman explains, laconic in her ire. I can’t fix her with a glare, so instead I tighten my muscles, an almost imperceptible threat to slow our escape; it compels her to add, “Olesya Hua has specifically requested that I get you past the police and out of this building alive.”

We cross through a pair of swinging doors into a bustling commercial kitchen. Realization dawns: “Olesya Hua is not here.” Fuck.

“Never was,” Yves admits. She sounds as displeased about the situation as I secretly am.

Before I can reply, she yanks me into a walk-in freezer, finally letting go of my arm to pull a duffle bag from one of the shelves.

“Then why are we here?” I continue with a hiss. My words steam in the air.

“Collecting my gear.” That much is self-evident: an assault rifle, bandoliers of grenades, a reasonable number of passports, an impressive and worrying number of cellphones.

“No, I meant—”

“I know what you meant.” She discards her jacket next, carefully tucks her tie between her pressed shirt’s buttons, and pulls on a combat harness. “It looks like—”

She stops to listen to something on her earpiece, then curses. “Olesya started to say something, but the line cut out—we’re being jammed now.”

A minor bit of relief, in this escalating situation: even if Meridian has ratted me out to the Hua syndicate and Olesya was calling to warn her, Yves won’t know until she restores contact. I let the freezer’s cold chill my thoughts and slow my heart. Focus and clarity return.

“Give me a gun,” I say. Yves snorts, not even deigning to look up from her gear. Good; it means she doesn’t see the flash of hatred in my eyes—she stays ignorant for a moment longer of how much I loathe her, how close she is to the knife’s edge. But before I kill her, I need this woman to tell me what Olesya Hua looks like, where I might find her, which woman in all of Singapore is truly my target.

So I persist, add a bit of empathic concern to my voice, a touch of annoyance at the circumstances spiraling out. “You were just about to say that Olesya Hua fucked us both over, right?” I recall how Yuwada’s interest was piqued when I mentioned Yves would be at the gala and add in what I know about the elder Hua’s absence. “I think Hua used us both to lure the police here. She wanted it to look like she would be in attendance, and we were the dressing that made that lie realistic.”

Yves does look up at me now, and her expression shifts, as if she can see me for the first time—regarding me, perhaps, as something more than the foppish crush of a besotted drug dealer. She raises an eyebrow, inviting me to continue.

“She’s used us both, Yves, and I don’t think we’re meant to survive. Hell—maybe this whole hotel is rigged to blow, or she wants us all to fall into the cops’ hands.” These are actually very real possibilities, now that I think about it, but I don’t dwell on them, just push on through to my objective. “All I know is if we’re going to get out of here, we have to work together.”

It’s the oldest trick in the book: draw your mark into a feeling of fellowship, frame the choice you want as the choice you both need, create a threat and a cure so compelling that no other explanation or outcome can be countenanced.

She nods and then reaches back into the duffle to pull out a pair of muffs. “We’re about to have a lot of violence in an enclosed space; these will cancel out noises over a certain decibel.” Thoughtful, but not—

Then she reaches around to the small of her back and unholsters a pistol—worn with use but carefully maintained. “I’ll kill you if you lose it,” she says, offering it to me. “It’s been my personal sidearm since Alaska.”

I nod, clenching my jaw with faux seriousness. It’s all I can do to keep the smile from my face: forget Meridian’s knife—I’m going to kill Yves Hua with her own gun.

♦

We emerge from the freezer renewed: Yves, festooned for war, the rolled sleeves and focused gaze of a butcher opening her shop; and me, a thin slice of well-dressed meat taking up the rear, one tiny pistol in tow.

Almost immediately, the charade of my newfound loyalty is tested. Most of the kitchen staff blanch and gasp at the sight of two armed women cutting through their workspace—all save one, who jerks down a little too slow, fixes Yves with too hard a glare, and reaches into his apron to pull out a gun.

It stands to reason that Yuwada would have undercover agents here. Yves misses it; she’s already moved past him, focused too much on the doors. I could simply do nothing and let justice take its course. But I need Yves alive, both for my own safety—Yuwada has almost certainly not told her men to spare my life—and because Yves is my only connection to the other Huas.

I’m faster on the draw; at the low price of one well-placed bullet, the hotel loses several servings of fish filets to blood and bone, and Singapore loses one more civil servant. The rest of the staff shout and scramble away.

Yves swivels, assesses the situation with an unerring eye, then nods once at me; for a moment, it feels almost as if we are a team.

We pass through the rest of the kitchen, staying low, and emerge into an access hallway on the far side—at one end, a freight elevator, and at the other, emergency stairs.

When she sees the elevator is rising to our floor, Yves draws up short and hunkers behind a corner. She reaches into her combat rigging and pulls out one of her interminable cellphones, an older model that lacks even a screen.

The freight elevator dings; its doors begin to roll back. Inside, just starting to be visible, are a half dozen Special Tactics police, heavy armor and blast shields and nasty-looking rifles—

“Brace,” Yves tells me, and presses a bulky call button. One single ring, and then the hallway is filled with the roar of thunder and a rush of dust and smoke; even with the muffs, my ears ring with the reverberations of a mighty explosion.

An eerie silence follows; there are not even groans of the dying, only the trickle of settling rubble. The elimination of the unit is that absolute. Yves sights down her gun into the smoke regardless, anticipating; finally satisfied, she motions for me to follow her the other way.

“You booby trapped the elevator?” I’m familiar with death—was radicalized into it in prison, realized I was far too comfortable with it during my and Meridian’s dinner cruise. But this is a scale of easy carnage that boggles the mind and leaves me feeling only hollow shock.

“Claymores in the floorboards, tied to a remote detonator,” she says, voice too level to even sound nonchalant. “I’m a hard worker, I have been told. Let’s take the stairs.”

Belatedly, comedically, the fire sprinklers turn on, and fire alarm klaxons begin to rotate bright lights and scream out warnings. Summoning the emergency services. Funny.

“How’d you know they would take the elevator?” I shout over the din.

“There will be a team on the stairs, too,” Yves yells back.

MERIDIAN

Dallas’ final transmission is… bracing. Invigorating, really. I’m shocked silent for a moment, then giggle at the silliness of it all. I have spent weeks deceiving this woman, only to learn that I have been deceived in turn—that, in fact, I am both the target of her affection and her hate. I wonder what I have done to her, that she pursues my death so badly, so suicidally; I very well may have killed her friends and family, though I cannot recall us Huas committing to such overt violence in the Americas. “My little knife has played both myself and the police against each other. How very clever.”

Chang’er heard Dallas’ last message. “We should just tell Yves to kill her,” she suggests.

“As if. I like her all the more for it.” I grin wide, and Chang’er stares at me in open wonder, a mixture of horror and disbelief; I realize I must appear a little crazed. She is used to Viveca, whose peculiarities are of quite a different nature. Her employer must look a picture of logic next to me.

“If something happens to Yves…” Chang’er begins, and she does not need to finish. I make no apology for the danger I have put Yves in; her presence was necessary to convince Yuwada that I would be at the gala. Same, too, for the criminal elements of this city; an appearance by one of the Hua women, even the American among us, was enough to deceive them that I would be near, too.

But for all that I am risking Yves’ life, I am gambling with my future, too—the destruction of my enemies at the cost of Yves’ death will be ruin unmatched, a poison that will fell my relationship with my younger sister quicker than any blade or bullet. Of course I am concerned for Yves’ safety, if only for my own well-being and my affection for Viveca; it would be foolish to not minimize risks.

Among the banks of monitors, one screen jumps from security camera to security camera, following Yves and Dallas as they march out of the dining hall and into a kitchen; Yves is dutifully, if grudgingly, obeying my last request that Dallas be kept safe.

“Alright, alright,” I say, feigning detachment. “I’ll warn Yves and have her bind Dallas, then haul her out.” And to my credit, I do try—get as far as switching to the right channel and saying “Yves, I need you to—” before our communications are jammed.

Absolutely foreseeable, and Yves is capable of operating out of contact for extended periods of time. Still, it’s an immensely frustrating development, and were this any other night, the ongoing drama of Dallas Seidel would have my undivided attention.

But it is not any other night. I compartmentalize, focus on the everything else actively unfolding. Yves and Dallas will have to survive on their own merits for a few minutes longer. Much of my personnel will be removing the obstacles in their way, in any case.

On the screens, events are unfolding at blinding speed. A chest cam shows armed men rappelling down the side of the hotel, and then bursting through the arching glass of the dining hall's mezzanine. A shout goes up from the startled guests, fools who thought themselves impervious from the police under my protection. But though these invaders wear the sterling silver and royal blue, they very much work for me—and I’ve given the order for no survivors. An entire legion of the city’s wealthy cut down, a hail of lead indifferent to their golden armor—I’ve just killed more criminals in one evening than the Singapore Police Department has in a decade. That the newspaper will call them ministers, politicians, and heroes is immaterial.

Another screen, and Yves is dispatching an elevator full of real police. Another: a listening van down the block, all the detectives garroted. Another: in front of the Old Arts House, a powerful politician gunned down. On and on it goes, a thousand little dominos of teeth and strangulation and gore, and mine the manicured nail that tipped over the first.

The Deputy Prime Minister of Singapore returns my call a moment later. Aileen Samosir is a tough, no-nonsense woman with a moral backbone of pudding; we get along splendidly. “What do you want, Hua? It’s late, and I’m in bed.”

“I wanted to call and offer my condolences. It’s a terrible shame about your husband.”

A rustling of bed sheets, the click of a light. “What are you on about? He just went out to the guest house.” There is no love lost between them—I’m confident that there was never any love to be lost between them, and from personal experience I know Samosir’s tastes in partners are not prematurely balding middle-aged men. But he’s still her husband, technically, and you don’t break powerful people’s possessions without asking.

“That’s certainly a story you could tell about this evening. Another is that your husband attended a very prestigious Halloween gala hosted by some of the city’s preeminent movers and shakers, and at this gala he was tragically, tragically killed when rogue elements of the police force, corrupted from within by the organized crime rampant in this city, attempted to stage a coup.”

“Olesya, you are the organized crime in this city.”

“And I’m about to be its police force, and you’re about to be its president.”

More rustling, the slide of a patio door; the clink of a lighter, and then a long drag from a cigarette. “What the fuck have you done?” From the shift in her voice, it’s clear she’s realized I am not describing hypothetical situations but things that have happened, are happening right now.

“The President and Prime Minister are dead, as are any elements of the Singapore Police Force and the Internal Security Department that opposed me. In about two minutes, you’ll be escorted to a secure bunker where you’ll be sworn in as President; don’t worry, I handpicked the guards myself. There will be a lot of conflicting reports about what has happened tonight, but the one that will gain traction is that this was an inept coup attempt gone horribly, violently wrong. All you have to do is allow that story to germinate and grow very naturally.” I shrug. “Do a little social media massaging. I’m sure you have got a team or two for that.” Misinformation is easy to spread; people are gullible.

Another long drag of the cigarette. “And what’s in it for me?”

It’s a good question; keeping her alive and in power benefits me more than anyone. “A late husband who will make a very convenient political prop for whatever further ambitions you might have? Proof, too, that you were a victim of tonight’s butchery, not a co-conspirator. And the family connections you married him for will still be useful, so long as you promise them retribution for the responsible parties.”

Her silence lasts for less time than anyone might think, for a woman facing widowhood. “No selling product in Singapore proper.”

A reasonable concession. “Naturally. I don’t shit where I eat.”

“And I want a face-to-face with your sister. I hear she’s come into some of America’s old blue water navy, and I want those ships sold to Singapore, not Sydney.”

“I never knew you to be a warhawk, Samosir.”

“I’ll be whatever the situation calls for, Hua. And tonight that seems to be your puppet.” The ringing of another phone, distant; the succession crisis has started. “The guest house security code is 1965.”

The line goes dead, and I’m left with Chang’er, who regards me with wide eyes. For several seconds I can’t tell whether she’s about to bolt from my apartment or throw herself at me with the most carnal of intentions. “Ms. Olesya,” she says, a little dreamily, “watching you work is a true pleasure and privilege. You wield power’s threads like no other.”

It is good she is so intoxicated by that. “We’re moving out. Will you mind driving?”

“For you? Anything. As long as,” she adds, a little sly, “I get to come vacation in Singapore when I have time off.”

Everyone has a price. “Done.”

♦

By the time we’re in the car, we are both well-armed and bulkily armored; not the best in fashion statement, but sometimes you need to do your own dirty work. I am coordinating snipers as we approach the hotel, giving a number of crucial orders. Very soon the news will be reporting the abrupt explosion and perilous fall of helicopters, a sky gone to fire and warzone percussion. The sort of spectacle that most Singaporeans expect to see only on television or online, captured from distant Britain or North America. It can be a shock, watching that happen right at home, for people who have led such sheltered lives in one of civilization’s bastions. I hear for some it is traumatic altogether.

But the damage to Singapore’s national psyche is not on my mind as we race, disobeying all traffic laws, to the site of my coronation—Samosir will have hers elsewhere, in that secure bunker, and eventually on public broadcasts.

I check my feeds. The police inside the building will have been made aware that their aerial support is, quite abruptly, no more. That sort of blow to morale will make anyone sloppy. Panic freezes the blood, petrifies the limbs. On my phone screen, a Special Tactics team is being wiped out by two of their own members. Having those units infiltrated, contrary to popular belief, was no greater feat than doing the same to any other police department. Internal Affairs was the only tricky one, but not due to their greater moral character; more a matter of logistics.

I triangulate Yves’ and Dallas’ location. The events of the last few minutes will have considerably decimated the opposition, forging a path for them both. My scan of the various security cameras—most are fortunately intact—tells me this is indeed the case. Unfortunately, with my personnel stretched thin between Samosir and the upper floors, I don’t have a team free to extract my sister-in-law and my fixer. But the stairs look clear, up and down. I switch quickly between landings to make sure.

We enter a devastated lobby: broken vases, upturned art objects, the reception and restaurant alike emptied. One of the glass lifts is pockmarked by bullets. Shredded flowers float in the indoor fountain. Repairing all this will cost a pretty penny, but cheap for what I’m accomplishing today.

Communication comes online as Chang’er and I head toward the emergency stairs.

“Yves, this is Olesya,” I say. “All clear. Come down to rendezvous with me.”




DALLAS

At some point, it stops being a descent and evolves into a running melee. Yves proves adept at all forms of violence, at any range.

We smash into another tactical team six floors down—they burst out of a side hallway at the same moment we reach the landing. It’s too close for guns, but Yves shows no hesitation. She tears into the armed men like a berserker of old—breaks a neck against the landing’s railing, runs a combat knife into an eye, smashes a head through a pane of glass meant only to break in case of emergency. That’s where she locates the fire axe, and the rest of the police meet their death in pieces.

“Jesus fucking Christ.” I stare, agog, again astounded that I’m being escorted by this walking nightmare. “Well, I guess no open casket funeral for these guys.”

Yves stares at me like I’ve pissed in her cornflakes, then turns her back to me in silent rebuke. “Let’s keep going.”

“Humor!” I shout after her. “You should try it some time.”

My hand clenches the grip of my enemy’s pistol a little tighter, and I kneel just long enough to take a set of handcuffs from one of the corpses.

There’s a third team below us, also rising, but Yves pulls the pin from a grenade, holds it for an uncomfortably long time, counting in her head, then drops it down the stairwell. Luck or skill, I don’t know, but it explodes at just the right height; we gingerly step through the remains.

I am almost envious of how easily death comes to her, how swiftly she can deconstruct the living—Charon made flesh, gliding across blood-red Styx, the world drowning beneath her prow.

She’s just human, I remind myself. Mortal, like me. Soon to know death, like my friends.

It’s easier going after that. We pause near the bottom, Yves peering down and me peering up one last time, just in case. My fellow American cocks her head, then cautiously lowers the fire axe, still dripping cop blood. “Communication’s restored,” she says. The fire alarms stopped screaming a while ago, so we no longer need to shout to be heard. “Rest of the way down should be clear. Move fast.”

“After you,” I offer. The idea of what I’m about to do is pulling my gut taut. Not remorse, but excitement. I can nearly taste in my mouth the satisfaction of it, the catharsis of what’s been pent-up for so long, the product of years—years of enduring prison, years of counting my crew’s names and faces, years of being the wardens’ attack dog.

She gives me a sideway glance, but goes ahead. I don’t quite attack the second her back is turned; that’s what amateurs do. Instead I wait until we’re one flight down, when the angle is right. For all her strength and skill, she is exhausted from the descent, and her focus is waning. But I’ve retained my strength, committed very little in our flight, and I act with speed and deliberation now.

I check her with her own gun, slam it right against the side of her skull at the same moment my foot hooks around her ankle. She tumbles down the steps, hard, and I jump after her, land and have the handcuff hooked around her wrist before she can get up. I dance away even as she lunges, but for all her fury she’s jerked to an early halt—I’ve cuffed her to the staircase’s handrail.

Yves looks from the handcuffs to the gun and fixes me with a fearless gaze. “Then get on with it.”

I sit on the steps, gun still trained on her; our eyes are about level. I feign nonchalance, but adrenaline and anger and relief tear at me; my smile is tight, the grin of a husk, like my skin has dried and pulled back from my gums. “I want to know what Olesya Hua looks like.”

“An interrogation, then.” Yves relaxes. “And you think I should work on my humor.”

Rage twists my voice into a snarl. “You’re not even going to ask what this is about?”

She tries to shrug, despite the handcuffs; it pulls her body into an awkward angle. “This might come as a surprise to you, but I’ve made a lot of enemies. You don’t have the stench of a Christian fundy on you—”

I snort. “You’re the one that joined up with the fucking Dominionists. Everyone knows what they did in Anchorage, you piece of shit.”

Something flashes behind her eyes, a murderous intent that she didn’t show even when she had an axe in her hands and limbs at her feet. “I was twelve. At least execute me for the right reasons.”

“Oh, boo-fucking-hoo, you were a child soldier. You killed everyone I ever loved, Yves. No sad story about your dead parents—or whatever—is going to fix that.”

Her smile turns white and sharp under the blood that has splattered across her face. “Ah. A rival cartel, then.”

Her lack of shame, her blaise treatment of my loss; I want to throw the gun away and tear out her eyes with my hands. “Do you know how long I have waited for this? I have fantasized about bringing ruin to the Huas for years now. Impossible, I know—I am just one woman, against a double-headed hydra. But you—you’re their weakness, aren’t you? Fine, don’t answer; I don’t actually need to know what Olesya looks like. Your silence won’t save anyone—I kill you, and the sisters will turn on each other. How could they not? The younger will blame the older.”

Her jaw draws tight, and something about how her neck moves, how the corded muscles of her shoulders flex, makes me deeply appreciative of her restraints. For a moment, she looks almost feral with fury; she may not care for the older sibling, but she loves her wife. The feeling must be reciprocal; my bullet will kill two Huas.

At the thought, I almost pull the trigger. But Yves is secured, and I am gripped by my own maddening anger. I am tearing this wound open, pulling out all the stitches; I have to know. I have to hear her say it. “Do you even remember what you did in San Francisco?”

“You’re going to need to fill in the details,” she says through gritted teeth, “because I have never been to that city in my life.”

“This is a poor moment to start working on your comedy act, Yves.” I stand, looming over her, gun on the center of her mass. “I don’t want you to beg for forgiveness. I don’t want you to be forgiven, or to know peace. But admit what you did, and I’ll make it a clean death—it’s far better than you deserve.”

“God knows that whatever you think I did, I’m more than capable of.” With her free hand, she gestures upward, toward the gore she has left behind. “You have no reason to believe me, but if you’re telling me I killed some people in San Francisco, you’ve been seriously misled.”

Something about the way she says it, in the way she carries herself, cuts through my fury. I am convinced—maybe not entirely, maybe not forever—but enough that I lower the gun and look away in thought. I heard rumors in prison that Yves was responsible, stories that were confirmed by Yuwada when I landed in Singapore. But how much of what I know has been lies, spoon-fed to me by unreliable narrators? All so I can be instrumentalized by another warden, pointed at the Huas. Except…

“Have you ever,” Yves starts, voice low, “loved someone deeply, so impossibly, that everything else feels possible?”

I turn to look back at her, confused by this non-sequitur. She keeps staring at me, her face gone eerily calm. “A few years back, I went on a date with one of the women I would marry. Older than me, very beautiful. Not at all like you.” The corner of Yves’ mouth ticks up for a moment, a ghost of a smile at her own joke. “Now, don’t get me wrong, I liked her before we went dancing, but I didn’t think there was anything serious between us.”

“If you are trying to kill me with boredom, it’s working.” Let the woman keep talking, it’s giving me time to mull her fate.

“Some goons jumped us, tied us up, beat us within an inch of our life. And it was only at that precise moment that I realized I loved her, and that I would do anything to save her. I think, despite our differences, you might know how I felt—it sounds like you’ve gone through something similar, and you didn’t save them. So I’m sorry.”

Her attempt at battlefield comradery is infuriating. “What the fuck are you sorry for?”

“Well, I broke my thumb to escape the guys that jumped us, and then I beat them to death. The thumb healed back double-jointed, so this time, I can skip that first step.”

I realize what she’s saying a moment too late—behind her back, she has spent this entire monologue slipping her hand from the cuff, contorted her body around from the beginning to block my sight of what she was doing. She’s on me immediately, hand around my throat as she carries me down the steps. Her gun clatters away, plunging off the edge of the stairwell.

And then it’s pain, bruising and bone-shattering as I’m flung down against concrete. There’s no fighting an avalanche; it’s a crushing, rolling death all the way down, smothering like the grave earth. Her blows land, seeking to break me. Agony overtakes my senses.

But I keep my wits. You can’t fight an avalanche, but you can’t ride the stones down the slope, either. I pull one arm up, trying to block her strikes as best I can; the other hand has Meridian’s knife. I stab, blind, guided by hope and guile.

There’s a grunt, and then my arm is jerked away, pinned against the ground by a vice-like grip. Yves’ other hand closes around my throat, fingers wrapping around my jaw.

“Where,” she asks slowly, “did you get that knife?”

“Found it,” I manage through a jaw that is being pinned shut.

Her fingers shift, digging into the soft tissue of my neck, tilting my head back. She’ll snap my neck in a moment, or crush my larynx; death all the same. Everything in me races toward the thought of preventing that, but I have no strength left.

“One more time, Dallas. Where did you get the knife?”

Breathing is becoming difficult, and nothing strangles bravado like a fear of strangulation. “Meridian gave it to me. Good luck charm.”

Yves’ hold on my throat relaxes. “And you’ve never met Olesya Hua, right? Wanted to find out what she looked like from me?”

I nod.

“Meridian, your contact in the cartel?” she presses.

A gunshot rings out. In a space this tight, it’s thunderous, and my ear muffs have long since been beaten away. The thought of them lying around, several flights up, is faintly hilarious.

And then, through the ringing in my skull—Meridian’s voice, as though summoned by her name: “Yves, get off of her right now.” From the corner of my eye, I can see her, resplendent in body armor, standing on a lower landing; her gun is trained on Yves. I have never seen her with a firearm before, I belatedly realize. It becomes her.

Yves releases my throat to point. “That Meridian?” This time, she doesn’t even wait for an answer, just stands and begins to laugh. The noise of her mirth is like stone on stone. Grim reaper humor, I think. “Girl, you sure know how to pick them.”

My savior has ascended the steps. She takes one look at us both and her expression hardens. “Dallas, go wait in the car,” Meridian instructs, voice as cold and implacable as glaciers. “Yves and I need to talk.”


Six: Snake Takes Talon




DALLAS

The backseat is broad, comfortable, once more a sign that Meridian lives vastly beyond her means; I’m probably staining the good, soft leather too. But it’s hard to think of anything beyond the pain at this moment.

In the driver’s seat, the woman I don’t know is muttering something under her breath. I try to lift my head. It avails me little. I fall back and try to make out whatever it is Meridian is yelling at Yves, but the car is soundproof both ways. If I manage to get upright I might be able to decipher something from their expressions, but I haven’t even the energy for that.

“I do not know,” the chauffeur says, finally audible, “what she sees in you.”

My lip is split. Talking is painful. “That seems really personal.”

She twists around to glare at me. Very pretty, but in a way that reminds me too much of Yuwada. “Dallas Seidel, if I choke you to death right now, it’d save everyone a world of trouble.”

I wonder how many bones in my body have been broken. “What, are you Yves Hua’s side piece or something? You're angry that I fought your woman?”

Her snort is loud, unladylike. “Disgusting. I don’t date butches.”

She offers nothing further than that. On the radio, there is an announcement about a bloody and brutal coup that disrupted Singapore this night. The result: dead political leaders, the rise of a new one, names rattling past me without much meaning—I haven’t paid attention to the local government, law enforcement or otherwise. A lot of people died at the gala, evidently, and most of them important.

Then a name that does signify something. Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul is declared the conspiracy’s spearhead, and has been renounced by the Thai government; a few solemn words from a representative of the Royal Thai Police expressing every regret that the young woman they sent here on an exchange program has shown herself to be such a viper.

It’d make me smile if my mouth and jaw weren’t hurting so much.

There’s no time to celebrate, in any case, when the door opens and Meridian slides in. “Yves doesn’t look inclined to come with us.” Her voice is dry, her expression tight with fury. “To my flat, please, Chang’er.”

“Oh, I’m your chauffeur now, am I?” Chang’er sniffs. “I’m going to be compensated properly.”

“Dallas needs medical attention.”

Meridian very carefully puts my head in her lap. I make a noise of protest—I’m going to ruin her skirt—but she shushes me. I close my eyes. The rest of the ride is silent.

The two of them help me into Meridian’s building, and then into Meridian’s studio. Where, incredibly, a doctor is already waiting.

I’m examined. I’m diagnosed: three cracked ribs (by sheer luck, not snapped), subconjunctival hemorrhage, a few teeth out, minor internal bleeding, various bruising and contusions. “Your skull is very tough,” the doctor explains, the same way they might say of a dog. “Not even a single fracture.”

They dress my wounds and leave behind prescription medicine, and advice to Meridian that if my condition worsens, or if anything shows sign of infection, I will need an actual hospital. Meridian thanks them with funereal courtesy. Polite to her doctors, wisely.

She sees to it that I’ve taken the appropriate painkillers before she disappears into the bathroom to change. I lean back on the pillows piled high, smelling of antiseptic.

When Meridian emerges, she is… wearing much less than I’ve ever seen her. A loose t-shirt that bares one shoulder, oversized, hanging past her thighs. It looks old and worn, the sort kept for comfort; the print says “Lee Kong Chian Natural History Museum,” a cartoon dinosaur beneath. She’s wearing nothing else, and her makeup is gone. Hair undone, disheveled even. In all our time together, I’ve never seen her without—the armor, I suppose. Without the poise, the precision of beauty.

“What’s going to happen to you?” I say, once I’ve found my voice.

“To me,” she echoes. “You should worry about yourself, Dallas.”

“No, I mean—I attacked Yves Hua.”

“Yes.” Her voice is patient, though it is a patience wearing thin. “I’m aware of that. If the behavior of every recruit I find reflected on me, I’d have been dead long ago.”

I lick my mouth. Rust. Copper. “You had an argument with her.”

“Dallas, I’m aware of that as well. Why must women like you be as handsome as you are stupid? I will tell you now that we are not in danger.”

She is, it dawns on me, angry. At me, at the gala, at everything. It’s not a helpless anger either; I have heard and seen and felt what that is like. This is the anger of the powerful, the anger that will bring consequences. I’ve always gotten the impression that she is more than merely a scout for talent. A simple contractor, independent, would not have been targeted on that cruise; would not have had the resources to counterattack as she did. A simple contractor would have been shot in the head by Yves Hua.

I inhale. More antiseptic. “Yves knows I’m after Olesya Hua.” Like you, I don’t say, but it hangs heavy between us. “What’s going to happen now?”

Her head turns. Her expression is shuttered. “Nothing is going to happen. You are going to rest and heal, and everything will be fine. Why did you pick a fight with her, anyway?”

Before I can control myself, I blurt out, “She killed my friends.”

Meridian stills, listening.

“I never lied to you about this,” I say, as if that makes any difference at all. “I just didn’t talk about it. I’m allowed my secrets. I ran with a gang in San Francisco. They—” I hesitate, remembering the conversation I had with Meridian earlier tonight, during the seafood and before the slaughter; it already feels like a million years has passed. “You told me that criminals are honest in a way governments aren’t. I guess you’re right. This gang, they took care of me, cared for me, provided the healthcare and security that a functional government often promises. The social contract, made very simple.”

I try to keep my vocabulary detached when describing my past—incorporeal, as if events happened but acted upon no bodies. But pain is cathartic, will break open the thickest hide, will lance through any self-delusion. “They were my friends and family,” I say through gritted teeth, eyes hot with tears I have never acknowledged, “and they were butchered to a person. I was out—I came back and I—” What can I say? That I stepped out for a fast cigarette? That I came back to find every person who had ever looked out for me dead, dismembered, piled behind the tables and the chairs of the bar we had called home? I could tell Meridian that I’ve never smoked again after that day—that the faintest hint of cigarette smoke drove me into blinding, dry-heaving panic for a year, that even now, each time I smell one, I’m back in that damn bar.

“I was also working for the cops,” I say instead. “Not then. Tonight.”

“Dallas,” Meridian says, and her face is almost inhuman in its viciousness, “of course you were. I knew you were coming to Singapore before you did. One afternoon, I even paid for Inspector Thammarangkul’s lunch, just to see what kind of person your handler is.”

“You have a horrible sense of humor, Meridian.” I am equal parts impressed and appalled.

“But you haven’t even heard the punchline, Dallas. Tonight, Olesya staged a trap to lure in the last vestiges of the law enforcement outside her influence—namely, your dear Inspector’s cadre. The losses they took were unsustainable, and the political fallout will be profound and wide-reaching. No police commissioner will come after Olesya Hua ever again. Her power in Singapore is now absolute.”

“And the people who died at the gala,” I say slowly, “were the ones she wanted rid of.” Something in me turns to ice. “Did that include Yves and me?”

“There is no love lost between Olesya and Yves, but it will take more than the combined military might of Singapore to kill that beast. No, Yves was always meant to survive, and Olesya gave express orders that Yves keep you alive.” The final sentence is again inflected with her simmering anger; she has taken mighty offense to Yves laying hands on me—to Olesya’s plan for me almost being derailed.

“You are very privy to her thoughts.”

“I’m more than I have said I am, yes.” A frank admission of duplicity—perhaps this is the most any of us can ever hope for.

“Then why does she seem so fixated on me? I’ve only met her the once, but after tonight, I’m inclined to think even that was a body double.” A convincing one, velvet and satin, but not the real deal. “Yet Yves tells me she wanted me at the gala, and you tell me she wanted me to live. Who am I to her? Why is she interested so?”

“She has seen you through my eyes, and takes my judgments of you as her own. And as for your eyes—” Her tone softens, just slightly. “Did you see Yves herself murder your friends? Witness her walking into or away from the scene?”

“Well no, of course not—” And the hound insisted she’s never been to San Francisco.

“We’ll talk about it later. I will make inquiries. For now, you are to recuperate. And don’t worry yourself sicker. I can keep myself safe. More than that,” she adds, “I can keep you safe.”

I believe her. And that only terrifies me more. Terror and intoxication, fear and need—they can so often feel like the same thing.

Adrenaline and desperation get you only so far, and I’m spent on the former. I drift in and out of consciousness. She brings me water and wipes at my tears; I catch her saying something about breakfast. There is no logical explanation for why she’s doing any of this, just as there’s no logical explanation for why she walked away from her debate with Yves Hua unscathed.

Or rather there is one, and I’ve carefully avoided it, have fooled myself into believing it too improbable even as one piece of evidence piles up on the next. Meridian isn’t just a headhunter. She is one of Olesya Hua’s lieutenants.

And, for one reason or another, she has chosen me; has used her privileges and accrued favors to protect me. All because—and here my logic fails. Solving the puzzle of Meridian is beyond me in this state.

By the time I’m fully conscious again, it’s deep into the night. The clock blinks: half past two.

Meridian is asleep beside me, her hand on my stomach, her chin against my shoulder. Customary, by now, for both of us. It would be easy to believe, easy to set aside my past; it would be so easy to stay. Fall asleep with her every night, wake up to her every morning.

The phone on the nightstand buzzes. It’s the one Inspector Thammarangkul gave me.

A message from her: Meet me at Changi Airport Hangar Five and I’ll give you the name of your friends’ real killer. Be here within the hour.

My fingers curl around the device. It creaks under stress.

It’s a trap. It is such an obvious trap. And yet—it’s also a confirmation, seemingly, of Yves’ ignorance and innocence. And it is the one piece of the puzzle, the one piece of information, that I don’t have; that even Meridian doesn’t seem to. If Yuwada really knows, if she can grant me that closure…

A twitch of motion at my side; I have woken Meridian up. She is immediately alert too, no trace of sluggishness or sleep when she regards me.

“Yuwada contacted me.” It seems almost unnatural to just say it, to simply admit to this woman what is going on instead of keeping it close to my chest.

“Ah.” She sits up. “What is the good inspector offering?”

That I am tempted to keep to myself. Then I turn the phone over to her, showing her the message. “The identity of my friends’ murderer.”

Something very like a smile. “She was the one who told you it was Yves, wasn’t she? Well, you should go, if you like. I will cover you.”

It takes me a few seconds to process that. “You will… what?”

“Cover you. Hangar Five, right?” Meridian takes up her own phone. “I can arrange to have a team there, to ensure nothing untoward occurs. I told you, Dallas, that I can protect you; I shall demonstrate it very materially. You don’t have to do this, or anything else, alone.”

My mouth falls open. “But that’s—”

“Too much?” Her chuckle is soft. “Consider it my effort to make up for springing that dinner cruise on you. Trust must be earned, and it’s time that I start earning yours.”

“It’s… she probably doesn’t know, or she won’t tell.”

“But you want to be sure.” She nods at the vanity, where a key fob and a pistol lie side by side. “Take those. I will be right behind you.”

♦

This part of Changi Airport is quiet, segregated from public use. It occurs to me that the inspector seems to prefer this place best for her little black sites, even when there must be better, more convenient ones for her interrogations. Perhaps she has chosen this because airports are liminal, a locus of transition and transience. Anything could happen here, and will, and most of all within the guts of the building, the places hidden by the architectural beauty, the indoor gardens. A tourist may be taking photos of the butterflies and the enormous waterfalls or purchasing designer goods—enjoying the fine, civilized things—while Yuwada’s men beat someone to death.

The hangar is enormous, its dimensions hollow and echoing. Nearly pitch-black. I can discern the aircraft, the mezzanine above, the stark lines of architecture. Steel on steel. Not an inch of warmth, because this is the abiding place for engines. In that regard, a perfect match for Yuwada, a woman who views the world through the gears and wheels of efficiency alone.

Spotlights come on, harsh snaps as each bulb flashes to life. I shield my eyes with my hand, but that is not enough. For several seconds I’m blinded. My hand dips into my jacket, reaching for the gun—

“Dallas.” Yuwada Thammarangkul stands with her fleet planted apart on the mezzanine, two men to either side of her. They are armed, in tactical gear, more ammo than sense. Several more are arrayed along the railing, as if there’s any need to outnumber me so disproportionately. Cop courage: they can only feel whole when they have not just an advantage but the advantage. These must be the final remnants who would stand with her. “You don’t look too well. Whatever did happen, you poor thing?”

“Inspector.” Speaking makes my mouth and jawline throb. The painkillers must be wearing off. I still manage a smirk. “Oh, excuse me. Former inspector. I heard what happened to your career on the radio. Krungthep’s thrown you out, it looks like.”

She looks better than I do, but that’s not saying much: rumpled clothes, hair slowly escaping its severe bun, the set of her mouth pinched with stress. She may well be in Changi because she’s about to catch a chartered flight out of Singapore—old connections, calling in favors.

“I am sure,” she says, voice frigid, “that you believe yourself very clever. But I’m curious, Dallas, as to why you would throw in your lot with Singapore’s underworld. What have they promised you? What do you stand to gain?”

A place to belong. Affection. Everything that Meridian represents. “I don’t know, Inspector. A place to rest my head, three full meals a day, a city to roam. Nicer than prison. What have you got?”

Yuwada’s smile is wide and full of teeth. “The law protects the people, and for that it must behave much like an axe, a hangman. You’re under arrest, Dallas Seidel. Let us recount your sins. The destruction of a cruise ship and every passenger and crew on it. The body in Jurong Port. While we’re at it, the attempted murder of Olesya Hua and Yves Hua. The deaths of officers of the law. So many grievous deeds. You’re what criminologists would classify as a serial killer.”

Her speech is so contrived, theatrical, a farce she’s putting on for herself. I regret coming.

“They call you a criminal now, Inspector. Why, are you going to handcuff me and bring me to a police station? Maybe we could turn ourselves in together.” I return her grin, as wolfish as she. “I could be sent back to the Pacific States, I suppose, but your career goals—it’s all in shambles. Olesya Hua runs this city now.” Not that I am loyal to her, but Meridian works for her, and I’m increasingly certain the Huas had nothing to do with what went down in San Francisco.

“Sent back?” Yuwada laughs, loud and brittle. “You think anyone is sending you home? You think someone’s going to waste budget doing that. Oh, no. The sheer carbon footprint of it. What do you think all these guns are for, Dallas?”

“So you’re not going to tell me who killed my friends.”

She shakes her head. “Why would I keep promises made to someone who’s barely human?”

I stare up at her, unflinching. Stall for a few more minutes. “I have one question,” I say. “Just the one. Humor me.”

The inspector makes a gesture. “I’m happy to fulfill a death row inmate’s final wish.”

“What did the Huas do to you?”

“Oh.” Her mouth turns vicious. “What do you suppose? Did you think they’d killed someone I loved, perhaps? Addicted a younger sister or niece to drugs? I didn’t know dogs had so much imagination, but all those ideas are trite. No, Dallas, I haven’t lost anyone to them. The Huas are a concept, as am I, and we are in opposition. What is lawless and what is lawful. What is unjust and what is just. It’s that simple—”

A man’s head explodes. The blood and brain splatter Yuwada, who recoils and tries to shield her face. I can smell it, nearly feel the warmth. The shot—I try to guess the direction, pointlessly, as though I’m able to affect the vector. From the roof? Through one of the windows? The ceiling?

Meridian strides into the hangar as though she owns this place, this city, this world. Her heels clack. She has taken the time to put on a dress of shimmering green, to paint her eyes in the sea’s shades, to pin to her ears priceless emeralds. “Hello, Inspector.” The hangar’s acoustics carries her voice, sonorous, commanding. “I’ll not comment on your philosophical musings; they’re beneath attention. You’re wrong on the crimes of this woman, though—Dallas isn’t guilty of attempted murder. I would have noticed if she’d made an attempt on my life.”

Half a second passes before what she said coheres. She isn’t one of Olesya Hua’s lieutenants.

She is Olesya Hua.

Her snarling at Yves to get off me. Her being on the comms line at the gala. All those and more fall into place. Her incredible wealth, her easy power, her taking me in exactly because she knew I was working for the cops all along. This way she could pin me in place, and by extension control what Yuwada learned. This entire time I’ve been a tool tossed back and forth between these two women. The inspector’s great bid for power, Meridian’s—Olesya’s—bid to destroy the last shred of resistance so she can finally, finally own Singapore.

The ex-inspector glares down. She has not blanched; she shows no sign of fear when she draws her gun and takes aim at me.

On the ground, no more invulnerable or protected than I am, Olesya Hua snaps her fingers. In that instant four of Yuwada’s men drop—gore on the metal mezzanine, bodies thumping like stones. A laser point, bright red, appears on Yuwada’s forehead.

“Drop your gun, Inspector,” says Olesya.

I can see how much self-control it takes for Yuwada to not press the trigger and take me down with her. But eventually the gun clatters to the corrugated floor.

Olesya glides, leisurely, ascending the steps to the mezzanine until she is out of Yuwada’s line of sight. “There’s something I have been curious about, Inspector. It’s the one piece that doesn’t fit. Yves, I was told, operated in San Francisco three years ago allegedly on our behalf. But she only came into our employ, oh, two years ago plus change? Thirty-one months, to be exact. I checked to be sure. The accountants are meticulous with their bookkeeping.”

The inspector is silent. The glare she sends me is furious.

“And her previous employer did not have interests in America, or the Pacific States as they call themselves these days. I think, Inspector…” Olesya stops behind Yuwada. In her hand, a knife glints. “Yves has never set foot in San Francisco. Curious, no? You’ve been lying to Dallas here, but it was a sloppy lie to begin with.”

Now Yuwada smiles, slow, a rictus. “What was she going to do, fact-check your payroll? I did keep in mind that you seem to have a thing for taking in broken-down Americans and turning them into your attack hounds.”

“Why Dallas Seidel, Inspector?” Olesya’s voice is melodious.

I shake myself free of my stupid, stupid paralysis. I start running up the stairs—not yet sure of my immediate goal, not yet settled on what I would do if I reach them, half-expecting someone to shoot me down in the process. The world doesn’t wait for your emotional turmoil.

“Why her?” Yuwada repeats, incredulous. “You think there haven’t been others? People who were outside your reach and whom no one will miss. Just another glob of scum. She was the first to get properly close to you, nothing more.”

The inspector whips around. She lunges at Olesya Hua, a knife in hand that until now I didn’t see, chancing the sniper after all, banking on them being so close that Olesya’s men would not risk the shot. I’m almost there, almost—

I have not seen Olesya fight hand-to-hand before. I saw the result, back in Americatown in that sorry alley. Her footwork is exquisite, the speed and ease of someone who boxes, incongruous next to the trajectory of her knife. The rose-gold number, bespoke, balanced for just her hand.

She strikes. She’s much taller than Yuwada, commands the advantage, presses it to its logical conclusion. The space is narrow. Yuwada may be tactically trained as any officer of the law, but she is no match for someone who might well have been learning the knife—and martial arts—since a young age, who derives from it both pleasure and pride.

In hardly any time, Olesya has pinned Yuwada against the railing, knife at her throat, Yuwada’s upper body precarious against the plummet. Olesya Hua’s expression is that of a predator: the serenity of a glacier, no feeling at all. Impersonal. She has killed before; she will kill now, and again when there is necessity, or there is an urge. It is impossible to see her as she was in the loft, the bohemian artist, eccentric and patient with me—her mouth on my brow, her body soft against my back. All that easy domesticity.

It’s not as if I didn’t know; she already showed me this side of her by summoning me to that scene of crime. And it's not as if, in the full glare of honesty, I haven't seen her expression in the mirror. She and I are of a kind.

I stand panting, mere steps from the two of them.

Yuwada’s eyes meet mine. Her grin is enormous. “See you both in hell.” Her fingers clench on something—

The mezzanine collapses under us.

♦

Olesya is under me, unmoving, the wreckage of steel all around us.

She shielded me as we came down. I’m almost sure of that. My finger on her neck tells me her pulse is strong, and when I lean in I can hear her breathing. Steady.

Someone groans. I get up to my feet, with difficulty; every suture must have reopened and I must be bleeding from dozens of spots. My hand closes on the rose-gold knife, as much on instinct as grasping for a talisman. The blade, deployed, is as yet unbloodied: immaculate. She must have cleaned it thoroughly after I brought it back from the gala.

It feels almost too intimate, to handle something she has had tailored for herself, a part of her almost. But it is not the first time. I follow the noise.

Inspector Yuwada Thammarangkul lies on her back. A piece of metal has raked open one of her flanks. The gash is wide, and left alone she might well die of the infection, but for now it is surface. Far from fatal. I crouch by her. Her jacket’s torn; a pair of latex gloves peeks through. I tuck them free. I snap them on.

Her eyes twitch open. I press the blade to her throat, nearly in the same spot Olesya did. “Who killed my friends back in San Francisco?”

Yuwada stares up at me, breathing fast but silent. Noticing the gloves, perhaps remembering how she put them on before touching me, to inform me that to her I was an animal, unclean. Then she laughs against the knife. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Help me get out of here and I’ll tell you.”

Around us, Olesya’s personnel are filing in. Four of them here. Snipers still up there, somewhere, securely perched. Unless there were more explosives and they’ve been brought low too. “How many inmates have you picked out like this to send against the Huas?”

“The same offer, Dallas. I’ve got no reason right now to tell you one solitary thing.”

I taste blood in my mouth. Must’ve bitten down on the plummet. “I don’t think so. One constant, whatever the country, is that cops always lie.”

The blade cuts true, just as Meridian promised. Only a thin sheath of flesh and fat protects the arterial flow from total breach. She dies nearly without sound, her body jackknifing once. I am not, in this, a sadist.

I sway as I try to get up. Becoming upright entirely seems a monumental ordeal; exhaustion is finally catching up, the hurts, the bleeding. The insufficient rest. I think—

Olesya is kneeling over me, snapping, “Don’t fucking move.”

“I’m fine,” I begin.

“You are not. Luckily not all your scrapes reopened. In retrospect, I shouldn’t have encouraged you to come.” She’s cut up too, a lacerated line on her cheek, rents in her clothes.

More of her enforcers come in, checking the damage, checking the corpses. Among the bodies is Yuwada, the craven, covetous savior of this city—now a pool of gore, eyes wide and glassy. No chances of getting back up, there. I take a little satisfaction in a job well done.

I can stand, eventually. Not without help: Olesya herself assists me into being vertical again. Neither of us says anything as we leave the hangar, inching back into the sunlight.

But we are leaving shoulder to shoulder, both of us worse for wear, equalized by injury—by our mortality. We support each other’s weight.

It almost feels like the beginning of something.


Coda: A Peace to End all Peace




DALLAS

I’m back at Changi Airport for a third time, and only now am I finally, mercifully free of Yuwada’s threats.

I don’t need a plane ticket; security is infinitely porous when you are sleeping with the most powerful woman in the city. I’m waved through with the most cursory sweeps; how humanizing, I think, that I am not pulled aside for a special screening, interrogated and made to account for the limitations of my flesh. And when I ask after directions to a specific airline lounge, the attendant summons a little electric golf cart to drive me there! One could get used to such pleasantness. To be adjacent to wealth is much like donning a pricey suit: in the eyes of society, you nearly become another person.

In the lounge, I find Yves Hua waiting for her flight out of the city—well-dressed too, in that immaculate gold-and-maroon ensemble I take to be her wife’s colors. For a moment, I think of how silly she is, that her suit will be crumpled in-flight, stained with the sickly, sanitized smell of air travel. But of course, she’ll be flying business or first class, as befits someone married to a gunrunner, and she means to look nice for her wife when she lands.

For all that, she looks out of place next to the business travelers, the upholstery and fine decor, all wood (or faux-wood) and golden ambience. She is a deadly and feral thing sitting amongst an unknowing herd, keeping an unerring eye on the door; the moment she sees me, she sighs and folds away the book she is reading—a title on marine life in the Singapore Strait. And then she waits, arms crossed, her entire body language guarded.

I let her wait. Whether Olesya Hua owns this specific lounge or is a major stakeholder in the airline, I don’t know, but I help myself to the snacks and drinks all the same. My thoughts and emotions may not be at rest, but I’m ravenous. I take my platter to where Yves is sitting; no food for her—she can get her own—but I do pull a Coke from my armpit and offer it to her. She doesn’t move. Fine enough; a second drink for me.

For what feels like entire minutes, we sit staring at one another, two hounds circling as we attempt to divine our opponent’s intention. I finally break the ice: “I read a dossier on you.”

A little quirk at the edge of her lips. “Then you have me at a disadvantage, because I know nothing about you.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, the dossier was mostly fabricated, I’m guessing—claimed you had maintained your Dominionists contacts, that part of your marriage was to secure better relations between the Huas and the State of Jefferson.”

This earns a scowl, deep enough that a passing tourist veers clear of our table. “Fucking racists,” Yves mutters. “Mrs. Hua keeps far better company than that.”

The same reaction Yves had in the stairwell, when I threw her Dominionist past in her face. “For being a mercenary, you’ve got a lot of strong opinions about whose coin is virtuous.”

“Do I?” She looks thoughtful. “Thank you for the compliment.”

I snort. “Well, it’s not like we didn’t break fascist skulls when the neo-nazis tried to roll through our neighborhood in San Fransisco. Honor among thieves, and all that.”

“Alright, I can drink to that.” Yves helps herself to the second can of Coke. She sips slowly, as if in thought. “These friends of yours in San Francisco—”

“Yes, yes,” I say, too hastily. “The ones that were butchered three years back, which I have obsessed over avenging ever since, and who I now understand that you did not kill.”

“You’re wrong there.” I start at the idea that Yves is admitting to the murders, but she quickly clarifies. “It’s not obsession to want justice for the dead, or to believe that restless shades will only know peace once avenged. My only advice is that you do not focus so much on the past that you cannot live in the present, or look forward to the future.”

She glances over at a screen of departures. “God, I’d have flown out on coach if it had gotten me out of this city any faster.”

Yves seems in a great hurry to escape Olesya’s territory. I can’t resist the urge to needle her. “So… you really are her sister-in-law, then?”

Her eyes meet mine. Oddly amber, in this light. “Seidel, understand that I’m not fond of Ms. Hua. My wife asked me to protect her sister; I acquiesced, and was seconded to Olesya. You saw how that went. My intention is to never see her face again, and also never set foot on this forsaken island another time.”

“Must make family dinners awkward.”

“I hate,” she says, with some feeling, “your fucking sense of humor. Do you take nothing seriously? Look—you can choose who you marry. You can’t choose who their relatives are.” She sighs. “My flight is leaving in an hour and a half, I’ll have to be at the departure gate before then. What are you really here for?”

“National solidarity?”

“Piss off with that.” It is said with only minimal rancor.

“Well, I wanted to apologize for… everything. The attempt on your life. And working under Olesya’s terms must have been, ah, challenging.”

“You don’t know the half of it.” A pause. “What else?”

I must be especially transparent to this woman. I glance around, suddenly sheepish. “I wanted to ask you something.” Yves stares back, waiting, and I continue. “Look, my old pals and I would play games of chance. After a while, you don’t have anything else to trade or win, so you start asking for stories, opinions.”

Something shifts in Yves’ expression, a newfound softness. “Yeah, we did something similar, back in… well, when I was a kid.”

“You already beat me within an inch of my life,” I remind her. “I feel like I get to pick your brains about one thing.” At a nod from her, I go on: “Alright—what are the Huas really like?”

It’s probably a more personal question than Yves is willing to answer, but she can’t very well back out now; old battlefield pastimes, shared with a stranger who can commiserate. So Yves shakes her head and purses her lips. “Olesya and Viveca had a lonely childhood. Their mother died young, and each felt like they had to take up her mantle. Their lives have been shaped by that belief. Viveca is one of the loves of my life. She is also complicated.”

“My condolences,” I offer, and she flashes a genuine, if thin, smile. “That’s also a non-answer.”

Yves shrugs. “She is my wife: to talk of her is a joy, but to share her secrets—even something mundane—feels to me like betrayal.”

“But you have no such compunctions about Olesya Hua.”

“How fortuitous, then, that Olesya is the one you really want to know about.”

“And they say you don’t have a sense of humor.”

“Olesya Hua was the first child; she stepped aside to let Viveca inherit the family business. She cares deeply for her sister, and I believe she treats the women in her life very well. She also has the temperament of a cult leader, all charisma and poisoned honey.” Yves looks again at the schedule, then stands. “Seidel, I will say worse things if I keep talking about her; her personality and mine do not mix. Airing my grievances is not fair to you, nor does it actually answer your question. You already know her better than I ever shall, and no doubt your view of her is rosier than mine. Trust your instincts. Just… be careful.”

She extends her hand before she turns away, and I shake it—bygones and all that.

♦

I step out of the terminal to find Meridian—Olesya—where I left her: leaning against the sports car she drove us here in, still parked in the airport’s no-parking unloading zone. “They just let you do that?” I ask, incredulous.

Her personal style has again transformed; today, she is the very image of a suave cartel lord—a cream suit jacket over a shirt of deep sea green, a pair of dark sunglasses that let her look into the rising sun. She smiles, wry and a touch sad. “No one has ever just let me do anything, Dallas Seidel.”

I chuckle. “The endpoint of all your dreams of power—all your violence and villainy, bent to the sole purpose of being able to park wherever the hell you want.”

“Correct,” she replies, deathly serious. “You are starting to get the measure of me.”

“Yves Hua just tried to warn me about you. Something about you being a cult leader.”

“Oh, Yves. Must be her bodyguard temperament shining through, always trying to protect people.” Through it all, Meridian keeps her eyes ahead, her hands in her pockets; her voice is subdued.

“I very much doubt that she has any fondness for me,” I cajole, trying to lighten the mood. “She did leave me on the threshold of death’s door.”

“If she had really wanted, you’d be dead. But that’s Yves—she doesn’t like the killing, pulls her punches when she can. She’s weaker than she looks. Sentimental.”

There is venom to her words, a deep and abiding personal animosity. “You… really don’t think highly of her, do you?”

“Too many people I care about depend on her ruthlessness, or lack thereof. Did you have a rematch with her?”

I laugh. Fisticuffs in the business class lounge, the tourists would love that. “God, no. I’m feeling like shit as it is.”

She pauses. Then, a change in tone: “But she is right about me.”

I walk around the car and lean against it beside Meridian, waiting for her to continue in what I hope is a congenial silence.

She smiles, vicious, and her teeth glow like fangs in the morning light. “I am quite bad at being human, Dallas. I wear faces like clothes and spend friends like bullets. I learned young that charisma was a greater power than virtue, and now I have a cadre of lovers and a whole city to call mine. But…” She reaches toward the sun, balls her extended fingers into a fist; from her perspective, she must be capturing a star, crushing it to nothing in her grip.

For a moment, I wonder if Iskandar would have looked the same, had he ever made it to his sea. “My first impression of Olesya Hua was that she was immensely lonely.”

“How… sentimental,” she rebukes, with such disgust that I have to smile.

“My first day in prison, I killed a man.” Meridian finally turns her head toward me, away from the sun. “I had gotten in scraps before, hurt people badly, but never killed; he was the first. I tell myself I had to do it, and that’s not a lie; there is a logic of survival that goes past morality.” I try to steady my thoughts. “Everyone knew it was going to happen, that the jail block’s big alpha was going to test the new arrival. He confronted me at the weight station, underestimated me fatally. And I could have rolled over, you know? I could have taken my licks and found my notch in the hierarchy. But I won. And the loneliest I have ever felt was the moment I dropped the weight plate on his neck, the prison yard watching me in silence.”

Meridian is quiet for a very long time. “I know what you’re doing, Dallas,” she finally says. “But this attempt at solidarity, at vulnerability—you’ve seen one aspect of me, woman, and that was an affectation that I used to manipulate you. You owe me nothing, and there is nothing we can build on this foundation of shifting lies.”

“Of anything you have ever told me, that is the first time I have not believed you. You and I know, more than anyone else, what it means to take on a new name that is truer than all that came before. And you cannot tell me that what I saw on the yacht was not a genuine version of you. Same, too, for the version of you who welcomed me back to your flat, and the version that was furious at Yves for my injuries, and the version of you that sheltered me from an explosion with her own body. We are, each of us, a multitude of names and presentations, and it falls to us to determine which are genuine and which are artifice. I… I am willing to believe that I have come to know a version of you that is true.”

“And,” I add, defiant until the end, “if that isn’t enough, if all that has come before is sand beneath our feet, then let us begin anew on firmer footings.” In the fresh light of a new morning, I extend my hand. “My name is Dallas Seidel. And you are?”

Meridian glances away. “Isn’t that the question,” she says, her hands staying anchored in her pockets. But on her lips is the ghost of a smile, and on her cheeks the hint of a blush.

♦

Another day: a car picks me up, not chauffeured by Chang’er this time. No blindfold for me, either. I’m allowed to enjoy the vehicle’s luxuries in full, up to and including the mini-bar. The best for a soldier marching for the city’s queen, or a princess arriving to meet her empress.

Meridian has kept her distance for several days. She says, somewhat sincerely, that the hard work of empire building has been taking her time. But it is more than that, I can tell. At the airport, she did not take my proffered hand, drove us home without another word, stayed lost in her own worries; I still do not know what to call her. And since then, she has given me the space to quietly heal and be alone with my thoughts.

She did not take my hand; I cannot blame her. To Meridian, I am still too close to the situation, too loyal to a lie—deceiving myself about who she is. And she is correct: how could I have perspective? I’ve been in her bed, every part of me touched and gripped and held. She has clothed me, quite literally, fed and draped me in fineries hitherto undreamed-of. So perhaps some distance will return clear vision to my eyes, and then I will know her for who she truly is.

But that is only part of it. Meridian has questions of her own to answer. Who is she, now that she has captured Singapore? Who does she want to be? From what Yves said, it seems that Olesya had a lonely childhood, and I remain convinced that shadow has followed her into adulthood. Power imposes its own solitude. How many can she trust? How many can she permit into the fortress of herself?

But isolation does not become us; whoever Meridian is, and whatever is to be decided, it must be done together, or not at all. The car is slowing down. My destination is, incongruously, a picturesque cafe.

The door chimes prettily as I enter. Potted plants overhead, African paintings on the warm walls, African cuisines on the menu—a sampling of Nigerian, Moroccan, Swahili. Thus, full of items I’ve never heard of.

The queen herself is waiting for me at a corner table. She has changed into a simple black dress, sleeveless and understated by her standard, for once not hiding the fine muscles of her arms.

“Good afternoon,” she says. A simple greeting, and yet greatly weighted.

“Afternoon to you too. Your personnel are damn spooky. When the car rolled up, I thought I was about to get bagged and kidnapped to a black site.”

Her teeth gleam between her rouged lips. “All the black sites in Singapore are now mine, so that’s not impossible.” She spreads the menu open and pushes it my way.

For a few minutes I watch her, alert to the minute refinement in her gestures. By all accounts, the Huas were born into incredible wealth, ill-gotten gains from a gunrunner mother. I imagine they’ve never experienced less than the best, have never gone a day without. Olesya would have grown up with private tutors, eaten meals cooked by private chefs, flown around the world in a private jet. And I should not be impressed by that, should not feel lessened in the face of it; that’s not what a person’s worth is about. Yet my life and hers couldn’t have been more unalike. We inhabit different galaxies.

But she did sweep aside and cast the elaborate silverware overboard; she chose to do that instead of trying to make me learn table etiquette. It occurs to me that she does not want to change me, whatever Yves said about cult leaders, and against both Yves’ and Olesya’s own proclamations I believe in a singular truth: that Olesya is not as difficult to understand as either of them thinks, that I have cut close to the human core of her and made acquaintance. I have peered behind the mask. Maybe I’m fooling myself, though—you aren’t supposed to buy into your own con.

Soon I have to admit that none of the items on the menu are familiar to me, so she takes the liberty of ordering. Once the waiter is gone, I lower my voice and ask, “Do you own this place too?”

“I don’t literally own the city.” But she leans close to me, conspiratorial. “If you see a property you like, let me know and I’ll see if I can buy it out.”

I wince and then chuckle. So this is how it feels to be on the verge of assimilation into concubinage. “And you treat all your women like this.”

“Purchasing things for them? Yes. The rest?” She leaves out what the rest consists of; we have not negotiated that yet. “Not always. So—when did you start to figure it out?”

About her identity, she means, the fact she was no third-party headhunter. I don’t quite want to admit I only realized in the hangar. “The pieces kept piling up from the start, but I wanted to be sure.”

The amused curve of her mouth tells me she knows exactly when I reached the epiphany. “You didn’t try to kill me even once the entire time we were together. For what it’s worth, I was planning to tell you after the gala, but since other events intervened…”

“Considering,” I say, a little defensive, “it was hard to imagine a lady of your class would—”

She actually giggles. She is lucky she sounds so charming when she does that. “Say no more, my dear fixer. You should hold yourself in higher regard. By any standards, you’re very attractive. You have the most piercing eyes, the most compelling of faces. I like your voice, too.”

The bombardment of praise—the part about my voice especially—nearly succeeds in making me flush, and I come up short on any witty retort or self-deprecating deflection. But I’m saved; our order arrives.

The food, as she explains to me: a stew of smoked cassava leaf and chicken, pulled pork, and nakupenda. The portions are enormous, but I have the appetite. The nakupenda is hers, topped by soft serve, garnished with violets. Another piece of evidence that she has quite the sweet tooth; she seems to have decided she doesn’t need real food today, or at least for this meal.

She asks, after she’s made another round of orders—drinks this time—whether I’d like to move out into my own space, as big a home as I would like. She is opening the gate to my independence, I realize, telling me that I do not need to be bound to her in any manner I don’t want.

I play it off. “What do you mean a big place? Compared to my previous sleeping arrangements, your studio’s practically a palace.” I shake my head. “I’ve just gotten used to it. I’d like to settle in one place for a while, and it’s nice. Unless you want me out, that’s fine—”

“No,” she says, fervent and fast. “Stay there with me. We might as well. I have no immediate plans to relocate. It’s a crucial time for me to solidify my hold without having to think about the logistics of shifting my belongings around.”

Relief washes over me as I scoop up the last of my jasmine rice and stew. I want, I realize, to remain there; to enjoy not the creature comfort but the comfort of her. “Sounds good.”

“And I’m going to find out who took out your gang.”

I almost drop my spoon. “What?”

“I have the resources and the reach.” Her voice is brusque. “Dallas, I’m not a saint. Were a gang like that to get in my way, in a region where I want total saturation, I would have done it. I have done it. That is my line of business. But we have no professional interest in San Francisco.”

“I believe you didn’t do it. In my specific case.” My breath comes out of me in a rush. “You don’t have to go through the trouble.”

She sets down her silverware. “I want to give you the peace of mind. It will take a while to put all the pieces together; the trail will have gone cold after this many years, but not impossible to trace. Unless you don’t want me to, of course.”

Again she is giving me the choice. The option. Here is a door, open it or not; here is an array of doors, and I can choose which to swing wide and which to keep shut.

It is that, more than nearly anything else, that convinces me I’ve chosen correctly. That convinces me Yves is wrong about her.

“All right,” I tell Singapore’s uncrowned empress, “please do. Thank you.”




MERIDIAN

Dallas is sleeping. I have replaced the old bed with a slightly bigger one, such that this long and gangly woman might not immediately lose a foot over the side. It is a fool’s errand; she sleeps splayed out, ankle exposed and her arms still reaching for my side of the bed.

It is the hour before dawn. The studio windows I so adore are black ink, and a seabed of orange and gold lights lay below. The air has a chill to it. I sit at my little carving station and switch on the lamp, turn over my current project. It is a greyhound, curled and asleep; I have had them on my mind recently. But it is an inert thing, its chest still and its muzzle silent. I turn the lamp back off. In the darkness, I listen to my greyhound snore.

The sky begins to lighten, and the cityscape transmutes from black and gold to a cool gray. It is my least favorite version of the city, that interstice when the color of the night has leached away and the beauty of the day is held in abeyance. But the sky is so pretty in these moments, and the quiet comforts me: an escape from all worries and burdens, however fleeting.

Orange returns to the city like flame—the sun has crested the horizon. A moment later, the coffee pot begins to gurgle. I startle at this new noise; Dallas has programmed it without my knowledge.

It has been years since someone has brewed me coffee. The smell takes me back to mornings with my mother, those mornings when she was home. Viveca would still be asleep, but I was a very serious boy—I would come in to the kitchen wearing my button-up pajamas, and my mother would start the coffee pot. We would have a very important discussion about the coming day while it brewed in the background, and then I would get a little thimble of my own to sip alongside her. It was our secret, and the last thing anyone did for me.

And now this mess of a woman has stolen into my home and into my kitchen, and even if it is the machine doing her bidding while she rubs away the sleep and pulls on a shirt, I am still shocked that I can be touched so.

Perhaps she knows this. Impossible. Perhaps she intuits. Perhaps basing one’s character assessment on a filled coffee pot is a bad idea. Perhaps I should kill her, just to be safe.

She kisses me on the top of my head, as easily as though we have been living together forever, and I never deceived her about who I am. Then she ambles toward the kitchenette, hunts for and finds one clean coffee mug, finds a second and washes it. Her hands move carefully over the ceramic. She is precise in all things, I remind myself; I should not read into precision the presence of care.

Heavy sugar, light cream; I guess she has kept track of how I take mine. She makes hers the same. A final thoughtfulness when she cannot find a coaster and puts folded paper towels under each of our mugs.

I watch her face in the early morning light. It’s lined with sleep, the look of someone who is only slowly regaining consciousness after a long, hard rest. Her hair is unkempt—but then again, it usually is. She’s also wearing one of my shirts, and I don’t have the heart to tell her; it doesn’t matter, we are roughly the same height and build. Her bruises and cuts are still healing; Yves did not use what one might call a light hand. That woman is fortunate she is my sister-in-law. Anyone else I would have brutally punished for laying hands on one of my own.

My lacerations too are on the mend, but far from faded. Fewer than hers; it has been days, but still she looks ghastly in the morning light, the bruises from her fights and falls turning a sickly yellow.

It could have been worse. In all my life, I have only shielded another person with my body—Viveca—but I do not regret my instincts. And perhaps that means I don’t regret letting Dallas in, either.

“Is it true,” she asks me over coffee, “that you count all sorts of women among your collection—the historian, the linguist, the demolitions expert?”

“That part, I’m afraid, is correct.” My mouth crooks. “Is either the number or the variety a problem?”

Dallas spears a dumpling from the plate. Frozen and reheated in the airfryer; one day I’ll bring her to a restaurant that serves only dumplings, all sorts, so she can discover her favorite format and filling. “No, not really. It’s new to me, I have usually been with… jealous women. Monogamists.”

“I’m jealous in my own way, or haven’t you noticed?”

“It doesn’t seem to have come up yet. Unless,” she adds, her tone teasing, “you mean the inspector.”

I sip from my mug. I want her to know I appreciate the coffee. “I do mean that. I like loyalty, Dallas. At first I assumed she had secured yours.”

She chuckles, though it’s not entirely amused. “No fear of that. She nearly spat on me first thing, and I’m not a masochist.”

“We’ll introduce you to the rest of my women.” I am sure, now, that my greyhound will stay; that she has looked upon all I am, and has not flinched. “Some of them are each other’s lovers, as well.”

“I’m sure they’re all very beautiful and intriguing and talented. But for now—” Her fingers skim across mine. “For now, and maybe always, I’m only in this for you.”

Countless women, handsome and eloquent, have flattered me. She is the first to make me blush, the first to pry off all pretenses and lay me bare. Nor does she fail to notice it, to judge by the beginning of a smirk. Refinement is the watchword of my tastes, my girls all perfumed and pearled—until now. Dallas has surprised me in every way.

We finish the breakfast in companionable silence. My schedule is not rigid the way Viveca’s is—she is technically the CEO of her own company, arms-dealing being able to incorporate a clean front the way my business cannot. A thin line, with us on opposite sides. We used to have those debates on which of us damages the world more.

Dallas is not someone I can imagine being naturally inclined toward monstrosity. Yes, she kills easily. No doubt her body count is considerable, but it would be small in scale, individual. What I do is something else entirely. It is like comparing a gladiator’s tally to an army’s.

While she dresses, I stay in my oversized shirt, if only because I can tell it’s a distracting sight for her—more so than the designer dresses, the couture fresh from the catwalk, the wardrobe that “Meridian” could never have afforded. Dallas regards those things as artifice, I get the impression. But sometimes the fine satin is armor, and sometimes it is merely myself—and I think she is beginning to piece together the sum of who I am, this singular person she knows by two names.

“Dallas,” I say, perched on the bed as she emerges from the bathroom, “I’m giving you a choice.”

“Whether I get to stay in these or change into a nicer suit?” She gestures at the crumpled shirt and black off-the-rack pants.

“Whether you get involved.” I search for the words, the concise synopsis. “What I do is both incredibly ordinary and not. There are labs, warehouses, distribution centers. It’s a thing of logistics, the same as a corporation that owns factories processing and packaging sugar, syrup, condiments you’d find in any kitchen. If anything, I treat my employees better; they actually get toilet breaks and their compensation packages are comprehensive. But the products are dirty. There’s nothing virtuous about my trade. If you wish, you can stay with me as my…”

“Kept woman,” she supplies, deadpan.

I bite down on my lip, to keep from snorting or snapping alike. “I’m not in need of more security. You don’t have to work.”

“That’s a shame. Here I was doing my best at the auditions.” She sits on the bed beside me. “I have no feelings about your profession. In this matter, I am not even ambivalent, I am agnostic. And the same holds true for your power—you could be a fishmonger, or a cartel lord, or even a bohemian artist that somehow lives beyond her means. That’s not the important part. It’s just…”

She stops and licks her lip, trying to articulate not just a truth about us, but about herself. “My life has been a series of doors,” she finally concludes. “In prison, they’d let me out to maim or kill another inmate. In Singapore, Yuwada thrust me out into a much larger prison yard to do the same.” She nods at the door to the loft. “And then I crossed that threshold, and found you, and this.”

“Am I different from the others?” I word my question carefully, bleach it of any accusation; whatever the truth is to Dallas, she needs to find it—for both our sakes—without my thumb on the scales.

A shrug. “This may surprise you, but I have no particular malice toward Yuwada. In some other life, where she treated me with respect, where Yves Hua really did kill my friends—well, you and I wouldn’t be having this conversation. The difference between you and them, as I see it, is that you’ve—repeatedly—told me I can stay or leave. And that’s more than anyone has done for me in years.”

“And so?” I prompt, as softly as possible.

“It’s not about what I am, or will be, to you; what services I can render. It’s about me having chosen to stay with you, in any capacity. It’s about…” She pauses, quickly resumes. “When I ran with my gang back in San Francisco, I felt that I belonged. That they reciprocated my loyalty, that I had made a home with them. I like to think I’ve found that again.”

It is a statement of trust. It’s—more than I expected, or believed I deserved. “This relationship was started on a lie. But when we were on that yacht together, and you realized why we were there, I saw how your eyes flashed, how disappointed you looked. And in that moment I realized that I didn’t want to be the type of person who just used you, who… who unsheathed you like some knife, and then put you away when I was done.” I start speaking faster, to hide the depth of my feeling. “I want to be truthful with you, honest with you. So yes. I will be what you’ve been looking for. We can be that to each other.”

“Well. Okay.” Dallas looks away, then looks at me. Bashful, I think. “Okay. I can work with that. What do I call you now?”

That niggling point, that throughline since the airport; a question that contains a universe. “You can keep calling me Meridian, if that’s easier. They’re both my names, really. When I was a child,” I add, offered as a revelation, “I wanted to be some kind of spy, with a sleek codename. Tried a few out in my head; came up with Meridian and liked it best.” A moniker that sounded so much like a femme fatale’s, though I wouldn’t have hit on that realization until years later.

“I get that. But I did ask you who you are.”

It is about more than what she calls me. This is a question of who I wish to be, to her; of whether we can build on what we have. Between us, symbolism has such a hold. In this way we can reset the clock, present to each other a pristine slate. Restart on firmer ground, steering our shared ship away from the foundation of lies on which we met.

“Very well.” I hold out my hand. “I’m Olesya Hua. Pleased to meet you, Dallas.”




DALLAS

San Francisco. Four years ago.

I’m playing cards with Kentucky. We’re both outrageous cheats, so it’s fortunate that the only thing at stake is a question and a few cans of Coke. Why did we like it so much, this too-sweet drink? It’s not as if we could afford regular dentist visits, and the way we drink it—tepid temperature at best, not the crisp chill the advertisements call for—makes it stick in the mouth. There’s something self-destructive in our pursuit of the drink, something that makes you pick up the poison and pour it down your gullet and ask to do it all again.

But maybe I make too much of it, have too overactive an imagination. Maybe, these years later, I want the time I spent with Kentucky to mean something, anything.

Regardless, she wins. I’m better at charming people; she’s better at charming cards.

“Remember, kid,” she says, grin on her face and faux wisdom in her voice. “Victory goes to the daring, the wise, and the patient. Now, for my one question…”

I hold up my hands, acknowledging defeat. “Okay. You’re going to be disappointed if you’re looking for dark secrets.” The most awful things I’ve done were committed under her watch, so to speak, and by that point, have become mundane in any case—beating someone up, here and there, greasing a deal for the crew. Before this, my life prior was quite bland.

She rubs her chin in thought. “When was the happiest time of your life?”

That I don’t expect. I stare at her for several seconds. “Now?” I am self-actualized. I enjoy independence, freedom, and few bother me about who I am—Kentucky’s gang has enough cachet in these streets to pre-empt the predictable insults. Comfortable in my skin, empowered, pleased with myself. Yes, I am happier than I have ever been.

She makes a face. “Low bar, girl. Sure, it’s a good life, more comfortable than some. But there’s more, right, or could be? I have ambitions. We could be doing better one day. And you, you’ve got to think bigger.”

“Like what?” I shrug. “I can get most women I want. Got food to eat, a roof over my head, money to spend on books and cigarettes.”

Kentucky guffaws. “I mean security. I mean not having to worry or be afraid. Basing ourselves out of a nicer bar, procuring a better grade of alcohol, finer furniture. You know. But I’ll tell you—I can see that one day you’ll be happier than you are now.”

It’s my turn to snort. “Sure, fortuneteller. Want to read my palm too?”

“Don’t have to. You have that kind of face. Bound for great things. Maybe bound for a great love, too.” She punches me in the arm. “Our good luck charm.”

♦

Singapore. Now.

Through the open door to Olesya’s workstation, I’m watching her carve. A long, sleek dog with a coat of pale amber, curled up and at rest. She has been intensely focused, as if this shall be her masterpiece, the one that will take pride of place on any shelf.

Do I no longer have to worry or be afraid? Not exactly. In an ideal world, or the world Olesya wants to construct for me, yes. My new lover, this woman of unthinkable wealth, means to hold this city in her palm; to control its every facet, to pull on all its strings. This will become her puppet and her stronghold, the bastion in which she and those she cares for are untouchable. I have seen it in her eyes, the certainty that she will defend me from all harm, that she will break all challengers with fist and bullet and political might long before they can reach me, or us. She will fill a graveyard to show her enemies what it means to defy her.

But in the practicality of it—accounting for the vagaries of it all—absolute control, utter security, is impossible. I will think on that even as she plies me with extravagance, takes me to see the world, gives me every experience that is within reach of her money. The fine dining, trips to Sentosa or the distant Arctic, every article of cloth and weapon tailored to my specifications. I will not be able to stop thinking about it when we are together, entwined in bed; perhaps I will pause, temporary, as we lose ourselves in each other’s body.

Kentucky was both right and wrong. I’m happier than I have ever been, I have been led by fortune and seized with my hands a present and future where I will need fear much less—in that, correct. Yet happiness is not a total absence of peril; it does not mean being spared all concern. For one, I’ll worry about Olesya, because what she does is so dangerous. I will worry that the protections lent by her younger sister will not suffice, or that one day a terrible wedge might be driven between them, as Yves Hua’s brush with death could easily have.

What I have: a readiness to take on this life I will share with Singapore’s queen.

What I have: Olesya herself.

The world Olesya wants to create will ever be out of reach. Yet I trust her, and she trusts me. With everything accounted for, all the disparate factors of her background and mine, that’s the rarest treasure of all.

Sitting up in bed must’ve made a sound, the sheets rustling as I move. It draws her attention. She raises her head and pauses her work. The look she gives me is warm and luminous, her slight smile one of pleased acknowledgment. The intimacies we’ve built together, so quickly and comprehensively, culminate in these quiet moments. Where we communicate to each other silently and gently, through our eyes and gestures and bodies: I am sure of you and of us. I am glad you are here.

I leave the bed. I go to her, kneeling so we’d be level, and wrap my arms around her, chair and all. A loose embrace. She pecks me on the cheek. She smells of herself, and soap.

Outside, another day is about to dawn.

I like to think Kentucky would have been happy for me.


Bonus Story: A Rose for Her Hound




The summons came in the middle of the night.

The vibration nearly sent the phone tumbling off the nightstand. Fahriye grabbed it, checked the notification, and released a breath between her teeth. She looked down at Viveca, aware that this might be the final time she got to see her charge in this specific context—at peace, asleep in her arms; a portrait of tenderness. A faint hint of perfume exuded, the distillation of orris root, among other expensive components.

She eased herself off Viveca, then out of the bed. In a minute, she was dressed; military habits. No alerts on the house's security system, all patrols in place, all personnel nominal. Several bodyguards saluted her as she made her way down the corridor. Decorative ferns hung from the ceiling, their fronds fluttering gently in the ventilation.

It reminded her, a little, of the time she was called for her unceremonious discharge. A brusque conversation with her commanding officer, and out the door the next day. Social links were brittle; belonging was temporary. She'd learned that lesson before.

A knock, a "Come in" from her employer, and then she was in the study. Well-lit, beautiful pine flooring, the furniture hand-carved. Mosaic pieces everywhere, a high bookshelf filled with volumes that had seen real wear, thumbed through and creased. The lady of the house herself: seated on the office chair as though it was a throne, a cup of coffee at hand, a gaze that made Fahriye think of birds of prey. Parallax view, unerring in its assessment of the world.

"Sit, Lieutenant," Elizaveta said, no pretense of looking at her computer or book or something other than Fahriye. Her attention was direct, and directed.

Fahriye sat. Her heart was not quite in her throat, but neither was it sitting calm in her chest. "Madam."

The faintest smile, painted a shade between sherry and claret. "You really like calling me that. So, do you want to beat around the bush or shall we get to the point? Perhaps you’d like a cup of coffee."

"I can tender my resignation, effective immediately." Whether she would be reduced to a practice target on the way out was up in the air.

"Now why would you do that?" Elizaveta lifted her cup. Sipped. "I'm not aware of any security failure you've been responsible for."

Fahriye tried to recall if she'd ever been involved in an exchange this awkward and deadly. Even the army discharge was nowhere near this mortifying. "You know exactly what I mean, madam."

The cup was put down with the most genteel of clinks. "Let me ask you a question."

She attempted to imagine having this conversation from the other end about one of her nieces once they were old enough for the issue to come up. But her nieces would not lead the kind of lives that necessitated bodyguards. At least she hoped not. Viveca and her nieces were cut from different cloths.

"I know my daughter exceedingly well, so I know she started it.” Elizaveta smoothed down her hair, unnecessarily. The gray had begun to outnumber the black. “Likely insisted on it strongly. Are you uncomfortable with that?"

"Madam, if I was, I wouldn't have—" Slept with your daughter, but she could not quite bring herself to say it, for all that Elizaveta had asserted this would be the most forthright dialogue. There were subjects you were never meant to broach with your employer, in this line of work especially. This specific topic would get you shot, a full clip emptied into your face.

"Will it get in the way of your assignment?"

"No," Fahriye said quickly, the obvious. It was not the nature of their nascent arrangement. It was that from the start Viveca inspired protective instincts she hadn't known she possessed for anyone but family.

Elizaveta glanced over her shoulder, at the bookshelf, at a title Fahriye knew Viveca liked: Dream of the Red Chamber. "Where do you see yourself in five years? Ten?"

A standard question. "At Viveca's side." A non-standard answer.

The smile was broader this time, fuller. She could see that in her youth—or even now—Elizaveta would have had her share of admirers, her ready selection of women. As far as Fahriye was aware, she never picked a long-term partner. "Good enough. I'm not going to ask you not to break her heart, Lieutenant, she's young and that is going to happen eventually; I can hardly forbid you from ever having any other partner, or to maintain your relationship with her forever. People change all the time, and quickly too. But I like your steadiness. I think you'll defend her regardless of how this turns out."

Her face burned. To be pried open and read like a book. "I shall try my best, madam."

"Fahriye.” It was the first and last time Elizaveta Hua ever used her name. “I didn’t pick you to guard my daughter because you try. I picked you because you succeed.” She finished her coffee. "Keep her safe, and if one day I'm not around to do it anymore, tell her that I'm very proud of her."

♦




VIVECA

There is a club in SoHo that I own, located on the building’s third floor, hidden from pedestrians and tourists. Exclusive in that it is patronized by my organization and Olesya’s only, plus the occasional guests or clients. The decor is heavy on cobalt and the lighting is dim. Unlike most similar properties, the floor is always spotless and the music rotates between loud for the dance floor and pleasantly muted for nights designated for rest and relaxation—undercover agents or sharpshooters here after a long day, to sip free-flow cocktails and snack on infinite platters of fried things. One of the quiet nights, at the moment, no bass thumping through the floor.

At the bar: a gaggle of women chosen for their skills and beauty, in dresses precisely selected to flatter each figure and complexion, every face expertly made up. In the middle of them all stands my lieutenant, surrounded by domesticated femme fatales who would swarm her bed this very night—or any other night—if she but gives the word, makes acknowledgment of their charms. And sometimes she does: these flings are uncomplicated, without promises or demands of attachment. Everyone benefits.

But this evening she looks up, catches sight of me, and peels away from her admirers. It’s always a thrill. A veritable buffet of gorgeous women stands ready to give her whatever she wants, and she separates from them as though they pale next to what she sees when she looks at me, in my practical clothes and light cosmetics.

I do not compete, nor do I need to. Nevertheless I take pride. Fahriye is the most stunning of women, and she has eyes for me alone.

She takes my hand, brings the knuckles to her lips. “And what can I do for you tonight, Viveca?”

There’s a charge to her using my name and not boss that I find hard to describe. “Be my overnight detail.” I show her my teeth. “Though actually, I want to book you for tomorrow.”

Fahriye blinks—she knows my schedule, and is aware tomorrow I have no appointments, no client meetings; a day off, essentially. “Sure. My time’s all yours.”

“Then a dance, first.”

In truth I’m not adept at it: the education of an arms-dealer’s daughter does not include such pursuits as musical instruments, how to appreciate Beijing opera, or classical dancing. But Fahriye loves several forms of it, and has taught me of late a simplified waltz. Slow so that it is simple for me to learn, traditional so that I’ll be held and led by her while the music unfurls. We improvise. The audience emboldens rather than diminishes me. To embrace her, to have her, before these girls is like holding up a jewel of impossible worth before covetous gazes. It demonstrates ownership, even if I have nothing to prove.

We finish; we bow to each other. She holds my hand in hers as if I am made of velvet and petals.

Home is a hotel, tonight; I have my own places but I always rotate, and have at any time as many as half a dozen properties booked under my name. It’s amusing to keep my enemies guessing, to keep them on their toes and leaping at shadows. Occasionally I would learn that a rival supplier has checked in at an accommodation in Paris or Zurich, and I would arrange for them to notice a reservation held in my name. Maybe even on the same floor. Phantom, usually, and it costs me a few pennies. Worth it for the psychological destabilization. A little act of terrorism is fun for everybody—who’s ever been hurt by an adrenaline rush? I even gift them room service with a little card from me, but they never appreciate it.

We shower together. It’s one of my favorite things to do with Fahriye. There’s so much of her to touch and lick, and by the time we’ve toweled off I have worked her up enough that she hoists me up then tosses me into bed. I land with a huff and then a laugh as she joins me, gathering my wrists in her hand, her mouth hot on my throat. In such moments each of her touches—each of her looks—is an aphrodisiac. I am the only one she sees.

Sex with Fahriye is the most natural thing in the world. I love her body covering mine, the solidity of it, the care with which she takes not to crush me under her weight; I love her entering me, centimeter by silicone centimeter, the way I like best. We know each other’s body deeply, the surety of it lodged within us like a seed of light.

I curl up in her arms after we’ve had our mutual satisfaction, the taste of her on my tongue, my cheek against her breast. Once I did not want to admit it, but this is where I feel the safest—Fahriye is my great citadel, my fortification, that which stands between me and the world. I’ve always thought that she belongs to me, but only recently have I come to admit that I belong to her, too.

“Fahriye,” I say, “do you ever miss my mother?”

“Bit of a mood-ruiner, boss.” Her hand stops mid-stroke in my hair. “November’s around the corner again, huh. Sneaks up on you. Yes, of course I miss Elizaveta. Did she ever tell you how we met?”

“No. Not even a bit, actually.” I was curious. I have not pressed—I assumed it was something private between the two of them.

She resumes combing her fingers through my hair. It soothes me, and I like to think it soothes her too. “My sisters and I, we used to live in a dangerous city. I couldn’t afford better for us after I left the army—I beat a man nearly to death because he killed a child, so my discharge was less than honorable. We stayed in a shithole building, terrible neighborhood, lots of turf wars between gangs and cartels and so forth. Demet—that’s my youngest sister—struck up a thing with one of the cartel boys. I told her she had awful tastes and that it was going to end poorly. Which it did, when a rival syndicate decided we were cartel by association.”

As far as I know, Demet’s still alive. “And?”

“They sent people to torch the building.” She half-shrugs. Her muscles ripple delightfully. “I came home as soon as I could, sure I’d find my sisters’ bodies burnt to a crisp. Your mother was in the area, though, and the syndicate had cheated her on a deal. She didn’t like that, so I did arrive to find a lot of corpses but none of them belonged to my family. Elizaveta had heard of me, I guess, so she offered to sign me on then and there. She told me, I have a daughter I’d like you to protect, just as I protected your sisters for you. Elizaveta paid for my sisters to relocate far away. Hell, paid for their healthcare, their education, everything. She’s why my sisters survived to give me nieces and nephews.”

The reverse of how I hold some of my enemies’ families hostage. She hasn’t seen hers in some time. “Your vacation’s due in a month, you could have it moved up—”

Fahriye taps me on the nose. “Not until after November, my girl. I want to visit her too, yes? Now why don’t you tell me your plans for tomorrow before we get distracted again?”

♦

It’s not often that I send Yves away, and even rarer abroad: but Olesya is one of the most important people in my life, and for what she’s doing, she requires the best.

I have never aligned with my sister’s approach to power. That we need a base, I understand, and I have established my own in Hong Kong by supporting Maria Ying’s meteoric rise—she is the best asset I’ve ever cultivated. But I don’t care to supplant her the way Olesya wants to all but usurp Singapore’s government. What she desires is to erode the authorities there until they can no longer touch her and then seize the city for herself, to rule as its queen in all but name.

Mother’s death did not injure her the way it did me, I used to think; now I know better. What Olesya pursues is power enough that what was done to our mother will never be repeated upon either of us. It’s dangerous beyond belief—even if she succeeds, it’ll mark her as a target; the risk may spell out for me a second vastness of grief, a second unbearable loss. But as she couldn’t convince me to understand myself sooner, so I won’t be able to persuade her away from her goal. So: for now, I’ve sent her Yves.

Which leaves me alone with Fahriye. Normally I would fret about my younger wife; this time I intend to enjoy my older one. It’s not often that the three of us are meaningfully apart.

I take Fahriye to a cafe by Victoria Harbor for breakfast. We stroll down the waterfront, stopping here and there to buy knick-knacks. Left unspoken: this was Elizaveta Hua’s preferred morning route. I haven’t gone down this particular path for so long because it reminds me of her too sharply, and Fahriye—

Before Yves came into our lives, I thought of Fahriye as both Mother’s final gift to me and a reminder of what I will no longer have when I inevitably lose Fahriye too. I alternated between treating her as the treasure I would not allow death to steal from me, and keeping her at arm’s length when I grew too afraid of her inexorable mortality.

I’ve apologized before. I try again as we near the Space Museum. “I’m sorry about the way I acted. I can’t believe you didn’t just walk out on me.”

“I made a promise,” Fahriye says evenly. “And I liked you, Viveca, working with you and being with you both. You don’t give yourself enough credit. The Star Ferry?”

A security risk, but we’ve taken worse—Hong Kong is fairly safe for us, these days. I have a distinct memory of sitting in this very same boat as Mother pointed out the landmarks. Olesya was in the adjacent seat, sullen that I’d usurped her place in Mother’s lap. I don’t quite clamber into Fahriye’s now, tempting as it is.

We retrace Mother’s steps, eat at her favorite restaurants, take the tram to Victoria Peak. It’s a day of ordinary things, but it is a day for us, a day to remember her.

The cable car ascends, and ensconced in its metal anonymity I say, “Do you remember the day she died?”

Fahriye stiffens. Her hand closes on mine, as though she expects that any moment I will come apart. “Hard to forget that.”

“You were with me that day.” I was euphoric. Just the week previous, Mother had expressed tacit approval for my decision to take my bodyguard to bed—normally unwise, but she understood my choice. Fahriye of all people would never have hurt me, physically or otherwise, and Mother was practical. “Sometimes I think—”

Her grip grows tight. “Yes?”

It’s not something I have ever told her, the one secret excluded from our confidences. “I think that if you’d been with her, you could have saved her. But instead I kept you with me.” Because I was infatuated. Because I was selfish. For those things I withheld the one woman who might have prevented the tragedy, who could have rescued Elizaveta Hua from execution.

Fahriye draws a breath. Lets it out. “Viveca. I’m good, but I’m not a miracle. Have you been thinking of that all this time?”

I glance out the windowpane. I don’t answer.

“What happened was—no one could have stopped it, not really. Could’ve been a dozen of me and it wouldn’t have turned out different. It’s not your fault. Elizaveta assigned me to you. She charged me with your protection, come hell or high water. That was my job. Still is.”

My silence persists. What should I say? There’s nothing to offer. I have not forgiven myself, whatever Fahriye insists. History is impossible to rewrite, and I’ll have to live with this forever, this—

"And..." Fahriye pauses, brow furrowed as she works through what she is trying to say. "She must have known. She must have. She was always preparing contingencies to keep you and Olesya safe, but—but this was different. It had to have been different. There had to be a reason she assigned me..."

She trails off, and I realize then that she has been thinking about Mother all this time, too.

She continues before I can speak. "The past is the past, Viveca. I did my duty to her. This was true whether I was at your side or hers. I have no regrets about Elizaveta. And I hope, someday, that you’ll have none either. The sadness stays. It'll always stay. But she knew you loved her, and she loved you, truly and deeply. And if that is the case, what is there to regret?"

"Fahriye—"

She smiles, the grim stone of her face returned to flesh and blood. "I always wanted to say that. Thank you for giving me the opportunity."

On the mountain, we stand looking down at the breadth of the island. I like cities because they’re so complex, so many moving parts to seize and pit against each other, so many places in which to hide things. There are suppliers who operate out of bunker bases in remote wastelands, the wilderness or even the arctic. But a city—a real one—is where I’ve always been at home.

Next to me, Fahriye says, “Your mother told me once that she liked the smell of the sea, that it’s where she wants to raise her children. I asked, wouldn’t a spot with an actual access to the beach be nicer? Why here instead of buying her own island? She laughed and said, one day my children will own this place.”

“Well,” I say dryly, “she had high expectations.”

“Yeah.” Fahriye slings her arm around me. “But she would have been so proud of you. I’m proud of you.”

I lean into her bulk, my shield that will never fail, my pillar that’ll always be there to break the storm for me. “Thanks.” I try to get control of my voice. “I’ll keep doing my best.”

♦

I have roses delivered to our apartment that evening. It’s not my favorite flower, but it is Fahriye’s. Mostly yellow, a few orange, her preferred shades. Fahriye doesn’t much like red and white.

She raises her eyebrow. “What’s the occasion, boss?”

“Valentine’s?”

“In October.”

“Halloween.” I pluck one of the peach roses and wave it around, emitting noises that approximate those of the restless dead. “Very spooky.”

She chortles. “All right, what’s next for our Valentine’s-slash-Halloween?”

“Christmas. I’m baking ma lai go.”

Fahriye takes the rose from my hand and snaps off some of the stem—making sure it’s dethorned—before she tucks the flower behind my ear. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely.” I tug on her hand, leading us to the kitchen. “You can help.”

It takes us a while. I jot down what I’m doing differently this time compared to the previous—I’ve filled several notebooks—and Fahriye makes a few suggestions. When I put the batter into the steamer, I don’t have any real expectations. It’s just something to do, to close out a day I’ve arbitrarily dedicated to… not my mother, not exactly. But to Fahriye’s time with Elizaveta.

When I look at Fahriye, it feels as if she’s barely changed, has barely aged since she was assigned to be my guard. But that’s not true. There are a few crow’s feet, a little gray in her hair. She has aged with otherworldly grace, but she’s aged nevertheless. Decades have marched along with her and, for all that decades more will do the same, I know that even if we lead the most peaceful lives possible, she might leave this world before I do. I haven’t yet come to terms with that.

“Should be done,” she says. She’s watched me attempt this thing countless times.

So it is. The cake has risen into a nice little dome, light brown, the proper color for ma lai go.

We take the pan out of the steamer. I cut out a slice. A cloud of steam and aroma hazes the kitchen.

I don’t have expectations. Nevertheless I put a piece in my mouth and chew slowly. After a moment, I put down my chopsticks. “Fahriye, you try it.”

She does and nods. “It’s very good.”

“No, I mean—” Too late I realize that she wouldn’t know; it’s not as if Mother made her some too, it was a Christmas treat just for her, me, Olesya. “I mean it tastes right.”

A smile blooms across her expression. She doesn’t ask, Are you sure? or How can you remember? “Congratulations, boss.”

Maybe it’s the day we have spent together, but this is it. This time it tastes exactly like what Mother made. I grow surer and surer as I eat. “I need to tell Olesya,” I say between mouthfuls, and then I laugh, and then a hot pressure grows behind my eyes and that laugh turns into a sob.

Fahriye lets me cry into her chest. She fetches tissues so I wouldn’t drench her shirt in snot. It goes on a long time—her eyes don’t stay entirely dry either—and when I’ve exhausted myself, my entire face is a blotchy mess, my makeup long gone.

♦

When Yves returns, I’ll tell her about November the nineteenth—it’ll be our first time visiting the gravesite together, all three of us. Four if Olesya keeps her promise to be in Hong Kong by then. I’ll make an enormous cake; Fahriye has a big appetite.

It's bitter work, to heal. To recognize one is wounded. To seek help, to not be alone. Ice numbs every feeling; depression is its own armor, its own inoculant. Warmth and life mean knowing pain, fresh and hot. I’m heading toward the point where I can touch my grief without flinching, without bleeding; there is still pain when it is pressed upon, but one day soon it will have faded to a dull ache.

Through it all, I have my wives—patient and tender, generous of themselves in a way I struggle to be. And I felt guilty for so long, that they gave and I took. It's hard to realize that is the wrong way to think about it. I am loved because they see something in me, because they love me for who I am. I want to be healed—for me, to feel more of this warmth, and for them too.

I am still afraid of loss, and always will be. It’s impossible not to, when I have let so many in. Thawing is a painful process.

But every day, I am getting a little better.


Sneak Preview

A special sneak peek of the urban fantasy reimagining where Olesya is a sorceress and Dallas is a weretiger, The Grace of Sorcerers, coming 2022

OLESYA

Attending the auction was an obligation I could not quite refuse without insulting certain people, and my existence is insult enough; I must keep my few allies happy. But so far I have not been impressed, for all the touted uniqueness of the event. The first two items wheeled onstage were respectively a gazelle and a swan, both caged—to me it seems unnecessary, but I have heard that swans can be murderous. In neither item could I glimpse any sort of sapience; I wonder how they have been forced to stay in animal forms. Drugs, perhaps, or arcane items. Alloy acupuncture, cleverly hidden.

The received wisdom is that wereanimal parts confer all sorts of virtues (or vices), that some of them can guide you to the world's mysteries; any rumor you can think of, one has sprung up around a werewolf, werehawk, any sort of shapeshifter. Lucrative market. We do love to hunt things that look human but are not quite, and after all most of them are centuries old. Vessels of power, one way or another, excellent reagents for certain rites.

I sip the provided wine—my alchemist Chang'er has checked it for poisons and curses—and attempt to appreciate it. Very vintage. Red, though, where I prefer white. That surprises most people.

"You're not having a good time, Ms. Olesya," says Chang'er, a little amused. Few look at her and think alchemist: too sleek, too much like a fox, none of the mustiness most associate with someone who spends all day with mortar and pestle and alembics. It can take a lot of arguments to even convince people she's entirely human—there's something of the deep forest in her gaze, the canopied depths in her voice. Before she came into my employ, it was said that she had a cannibal habit, with an especial taste for livers.

"Has any of them struck your fancy?" She likes being spoiled, and I can afford to indulge a woman who's both my alchemist and occasional bedmate.

"No." She sniffs. "Most of what they say about wereanimals is superstition, you know. Besides, I don't want you to purchase some pretty fawn of a girl and give her all your attention."

"You'll always have my attention." I cup the back of her head, stroking the fine hairs at the base of her skull. She closes her eyes and nearly purrs. Most alchemists are the glum sort; Chang'er is anything but, though she can shade into petulance if she thinks another woman has caught my eye.

I'm thinking of leaving when the third item is wheeled onstage.

Contained, like the rest, in a cage that looks even sturdier than the others: thicker bars, stronger base, and much larger. The monitor gives me an up-close look, such that I can delineate every tuft of fur. They've cleaned her up, but there are gouges under the striped, gleaming coat; there are marks of a battle hard-fought. Her eyes are this peculiar, harsh green that cannot be found in any human, and her maw is beautiful.

I wonder how many she took down before she was captured; how many bodies she crunched in that powerful jaw.

My fingers tap lightly on the touchscreen.

Next to me, Chang'er makes a face. "Really, Ms. Olesya?"

"Maybe I want to harvest her for parts."

Her pout is very pretty. It's an art form she has perfected, almost more than alchemy. "We know you're not going to do that. She’s too expensive."

I win the bid without effort.

♦

My warlock sister is a specialist in rituals of containment, and it's in one of the chambers she has built for me that I have placed my new purchase.

Outsiders understand that practitioners are unable to touch technology, or our proximity alone breaks their functions. We've let the notion lie. The more we're underestimated, the better. On the CCTV, the tiger—now a woman—is eerily still on her bunk bed. Gaze steady and straight on, but not in the way of resignation or defeat. It is patience. When she arrived, I found her hide pierced by dozens of tiny needles, the method by which the auctioneers kept her contained. I removed them one by one with gloved fingers. Chang’er was muttering that the tiger would eat me whole.

I would have expected a tiger to be bulkier in human form, but the way she occupies space is more length than breadth. Long-limbed, long-backed; I imagine her spine would be a sinuous thing, a curve into which I can fit my hand when I press into her skin the ink that’ll bind her against doing me harm.

“You’re not going in there, are you?” Chang’er speaks through my earpiece. I can almost hear her moue.

“It seems rude to keep a guest waiting.”

“Don’t come crying to me, Ms. Olesya, when that creature mauls you right open.”

The door opens at my authentication. I shut it behind me.

Inside, the air is frigid. Viveca’s work will keep the tiger weak, but her penchant for cold gets a little much. My guest does not seem greatly bothered by the arctic temperature; she has put on the provided trousers but lies on her back bare-chested. 

“What kind are you?” she asks without getting up or looking at me.

“You’ll need to be more specific.”

Now she sits up. Even in this form her gaze is lambent. Her mouth is unexpectedly quirked. “They told me who bought me and I’ve heard of your name before, out in the city. For some reason I thought you’d look… older.”

I spread my hands. “Well, here I am; feel free to give me your frankest assessment.”

The tiger looks me over. Despite the imbalance in our power—me the captor, her the half-naked captive—I feel as if I’m being put under the scalpel, exact incisions made to hew into the crux of me. “I think,” she says, “that you look hungry.”

Heat coils in my stomach. Near-instantaneous. I have never quite been seen through like this. I step a little closer and I wonder if she can smell my arousal. “Your name?”

“Dallas Seidel.”

“Like the city.”

She sighs. “What do you want with me?”

Now it is my turn to study her, more than I already have studied. For all that she is slender, there’s muscle to her—her stomach is hard, not the ladder of ribs one might expect; her breasts are small and inviting, and what I can see of her narrow hips intrigues me. Wild hair as dark as her stripes, except where light gathers and makes it shine an impossible gold.

“What if I tell you I don’t want anything?” I suggest.

“Then you’d be lying.” Said quickly, easily, by a complete stranger.

Faintly I imagine sinking my hand into her black-and-gold hair. The texture looks so luxuriant, for all that she needs a haircut and a haircare routine. Perhaps I can persuade her to let me brush it. “I saw you on the stage. I believed that a creature like you should be outside a cage. And I offer to kill the ones responsible for putting you there.”

Dallas stares at me—I have, this time, caught her off-guard. “Impossible. Do you know who they are?”

“Do you know who I am?” I counter. “My reasons range beyond this. But having a weretiger on my side while I butcher them can only help.”

“I’ll pretend this is a serious proposal. What are you going to ask of me?”

“That you accept a binding.” I hold up a vial of ink, blue-black, the shade of hadopelagic depths. “It spells out a promise that you cannot harm me or mine. That’s it; you are free to do anything else. After I’ve put this on you, we leave this room together.”

Her stare goes on a little longer, unblinking. “I accept, on one condition.”

“Go on.”

“I’ll take your blood,” Dallas says, as casually as she might ask me for water, for tea.

My mouth widens into a smile. Oh, if she thought this would cow me. “As you like.”

A flicker of surprise, but she hardly misses a beat when she says, “From where would you prefer?”

Now I’m grinning, showing her my teeth. “Can you manage a thigh without hitting an artery?”

“I have the incisors of a surgeon.” 

Which does not actually make sense, but I accept the assertion in the spirit it is meant. I join her on the bed. There is every chance that she will penetrate an artery and I’ll die here of hemorrhage, barring Chang’er rushing in with help and an I-told-you-so. But I like to think I am a fair judge of character, and Dallas strikes me as honorable in her own fashion.

It is said that tigers owe a debt to the one who’s freed them from their chains.

I hike my skirt up, not far, to above my knee. A modest distance.

Dallas says, “Higher.”

A dare. I oblige, lifting the fabric until it is nearly up to my waist, raising an eyebrow at her. “Normally I make women wine and dine me first.”

“They weren’t tigers, were they? It seems,” she adds, bold, “that I’ll be your first in that regard.”

Her head lowers. Her breath grazes my knee. She inhales deeply, as though she means to gather all that I am into her lungs, until my scent is a permanent part of her memory. She licks and I discover that, while her tongue is not cat-rough, it is more so than any human’s.

Dallas pierces skin. Pain flares, then slows to an even throb. The wound cannot be so large and yet when she descends to it, it feels enormous. Her golden head brushes against me and it confirms that her hair is a delight of texture, finer to the touch than any silk.

She parts my legs a little wider as she sucks. I keep a grip on her shoulders, conscious that a tiger’s instincts may drive her to tear out actual flesh, but she is able to restrain herself; her mouth latches on, catching every drop.

When she’s finished, her head rises, her gaze meeting mine. Her eyes and lips are bright, and her breathing fast.

So is mine. I smell my own blood but underneath that there’s something else, a tiger’s musk. The wound has already closed. I cover myself up, smoothing out my skirt. “Does that suffice?”

“Yes.” She licks her lips. Her nipples are hard little points. “You heal fast.”

“Personal protection. It deals with scratches.” It deals with more than that, but no point revealing all my secrets. “Turn around.”

Her back is a work of art, sculpted planes and sharp geometry. I have enough self-control not to touch, to explore with my hands; instead I uncap the vial and draw in the middle of her back with the applicator. Two characters. The ink sinks fast into flesh, binding with the essence of her, the tiger-soul.

“Done,” I tell her. “Now let us get you dressed properly and fed.”
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