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  Chapter Three


  Vi slept hard, dreaming a muddy succession of old faces and old shames until her alarm pierced through them. She’d set it early, so she could go down to Orange Street before opening the bar. She was still the last one up; when she trudged out into the big room, Roman was already at the table with his coffee and the extra-wide screen he liked to work on. In a collared shirt, crisply white against his deep brown skin, he could have been preparing to report to some fancy-ass board about how their dollars were moving. In reality, he was probably coming up with new ways to ferret information out of the dark corners of the net or analyzing what he’d already gathered up. Sometimes he sold bits of information, and the less Vi knew about that the better, but he mostly just liked knowing about things. It had come in handy for business once or twice.


  #


  He looked up as she came into the kitchen. “Dusty said there was some trouble last night.”


  Vi poured herself the last of the waiting coffee. “Not trouble as such. Just an unexpected visit from the law. Going out to get it sorted. She up?”


  Roman nodded toward the front room. “Already working.”


  Vi didn’t often get up early enough to see Nana painting. She went quietly to the open door and leaned against the doorframe, watching.


  Nana sat in the window, her soft grey curls outlined with gold in the morning sunlight. Her small strong hand moved with firm strokes. Her mouth pursed in concentration, cheeks sucked in against her teeth. Her hands had been steady all Vi’s life, through safety and danger. Her cheeks had been soft to touch whether they were hollow or full—but they’d been full for several years now, and Vi aimed to keep it that way.


  She finished a series of strokes and then turned to Vi, laying her brush down to sign. “Why up so early?” Her gestures were casual, her brows arched: curious rather than worried. Vi tried to keep her tone light.


  “I have to go down to Mikey’s this morning. Not to fight. I just need a little help from Mikey’s Rebecca.” Before Nana could ask why, she added, “Can I see the painting?”


  Nana’s eyes narrowed; she knew who Rebecca worked for. But instead of asking, she beckoned Vi over to the easel. The painting was a fantasia in orange, blue, and green, with giant lush plants hiding a chimerical figure, human-faced. Nana had begun painting a year after they first came to Eastport, and now she sold a few every year. Last year she’d been approached for an exhibition, which she’d declined. Vi had asked why, thinking maybe it was because she was afraid of being asked to speak. She’d been prepared to march up to the fancy Heights gallery and hammer out the strictest terms, including Roman’s presence to interpret or hers to knock down anyone who dared ask questions Nana hadn’t pre-approved. But Nana had said that wasn’t the problem: she just didn’t want to paint on someone else’s schedule. It was her peace, she’d said, and she didn’t want it to become work.


  That was all Vi had needed to hear. Nana had already worked enough for several lifetimes. She’d worked herself to the bone for Vi, and the rest of her life was going to be as soft and free of worries as Vi could make it. All the money from the paintings’ sales went into a secured account, and Roman, who helped her with the business side, had assured Vi that it was getting to be quite robust. Vi slept a little easier knowing that even if something happened to her, Nana would be taken care of.


  Admiring the painting turned out to be only a temporary diversion. As Vi leaned close to look at the hiding figure, Nana scrutinized her face. “What happened at the bar last night?” she signed.


  “What didn’t happen? It was a busy night.”


  “What happened to upset you?” The sign she chose suggested she was more focused on Vi’s expression right now than anything she’d heard. Vi wasn’t going to let her worry about money, but there was something she could offer up.


  “Not upsetting really, just surprising. You remember Tempe?”


  Nana’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. Of course she did.


  “Yeah. Well. She showed up last night, and it threw me a little. She’s fine, though. She looks good. She asked about you.”


  Nana hadn’t ever needed to be told what Tempe was to Vi, back when they were children. She’d probably understood it before Vi had. Her brown eyes scanned Vi’s face now, as if gathering up all the things Vi wasn’t going to say. When she moved her hands, all she said was, “I’m glad she’s well.”


  “Yeah. Me too.” Vi started to stand, but Nana caught her arm.


  “Why are you going to the Fontaines?”


  She was extremely difficult to distract. Vi shook her head. “Just a little business issue. Normal stuff.” She straightened up and patted Nana on the shoulder. “Really, there’s nothing to worry about.”


  Nana frowned, but she didn’t stop Vi from turning to go.


  #


  Mikey’s arena was empty at this hour, the bar dark, the previous night’s trash swept into piles. As Vi entered, a hulking figure loomed up from the shadows to the right, then relaxed when they registered her.


  “Vi.”


  “Jackie.”


  “Rematch?”


  “Not today.”


  That had been the exchange for five years running, ever since Vi put Jackie on their back after nine rounds. It had been Vi’s last fight in the ring, and it was still being retold in Eastport dives over pitchers of watered beer. Jackie hadn’t retired as thoroughly as Vi had, coming out to the ring for special occasions amid their work as bouncer and bodyguard. They offered a rematch every time they saw Vi and took her rejection with the same easygoing grin. It was one of Vi’s least complicated relationships.


  “Mikey’s in the back,” Jackie offered.


  “And Rebecca?”


  “Her too.”


  “Thanks.”


  In the back office, Mikey was full-steam on a harangue that had been going on some minutes, judging by the level of Rebecca’s eyebrows. They’d go up and up and up, and then when they got to the top she’d slam a surface and take her turn. Mikey and Rebecca never fought at each other, but they’d yell so loud in turn about some external grievance that anyone outside would think they were about to start throwing fists.


  Mikey saw Vi and cut himself off midsentence. “It’s the Iron Fist! Hey, was it you sent those boys my way last night? They were spiked to the sky, every damn one of them. Wanted to climb right into the ring even though I had young Mutt in there and I said plain as day they couldn’t fight him. Had to have Jackie sit on one of them to show the rest I meant business. But then Dallas was game for a couple rounds so they got their show, and the guests did too.”


  “Hope they brought in some bread at the end.”


  “Enough, and most of them itching to come back for another shot. I told them show up mostly sober and they can fight anyone they want. They’ll do well for a couple weeks.”


  “Glad to hear it.” Vi cleared her throat and turned to Rebecca. “I was hoping you could spare a minute.”


  “Certainly,” said Rebecca with a pleasant smile.


  “I’ll just go clean up out front, shall I?” said Mikey. Vi nodded. Mikey and Rebecca separated their respective businesses neatly: he made it a point not to know what she did for the Fontaines, and she made it a point not to know who was backing bets and fighters. He exited, closing the door carefully behind him.


  “Sit down, kiddo, you’ll strain my neck,” said Rebecca. She was only about ten years older than Vi, but anyone who fought for long in Mikey’s ring got mothered by her, however the years stacked up. Vi sat. “What’s it about?”


  There was a formula to these conversations. Vi put the request together in her head before speaking. “I’m looking for a new source of some goods. Hoping for your advice.”


  “Happy to help. What goods?”


  “Pickles and limes.”


  Rebecca’s eyebrows went up. “Really.”


  Vi nodded. Rebecca’s surprise was a little bit of comfort; at least Vi hadn’t been wrong to think those were still some of the safer goods to buy underside.


  “Well, if you give me a little while, I’m sure I can find a supplier or two to suggest. When do you need to place an order?”


  “Tomorrow afternoon, at the latest.”


  The dent at the corner of Rebecca’s mouth wasn’t encouraging. “And when was your last shipment?”


  Vi gave her the rough dates and other details the forged provenances would need to carry. Rebecca absorbed it all without taking notes. Vi knew her mind was like an ordered cabinet, with every piece of information she wanted to store kept pristine and accessible. She’d been working for the Fontaines for over a decade, and they didn’t tolerate errors.


  “Once I’ve done a little research, I’ll let you know the vendors’ exact rate. I’ll warn you though, goods like these come pricey.” She drew a number with her finger on the desk. It was over the highest amount Vi had been running her imaginary sums on. Vi grimaced.


  “I wonder if any of them will take payment in installments,” she said, not very hopeful.


  “The interest rate would be high.”


  “Yeah.” Vi ran her fingers through her hair. She had just about that much in hand, but two of her biggest expenses were coming due next week. What other choices did she have? She could see if the Travs or the Pikes would do it cheaper, but she’d spend all day just finding out who to contact. And she knew for certain the Fontaines were reliable.


  Rebecca clearly read her line of thought. “Unusual goods like these, and a rush order, are going to come high wherever you go.” Obviously she’d want to keep Vi here rather than going to the competing gangs, but Vi didn’t think she’d lie.


  “Any suggestions?”


  “There’s always payment in kind.”


  Vi frowned. “Meaning?”


  Rebecca sighed and leaned forward on the desk, broad bosom flowing over her freckled arms. She was wearing a light blue dress and a floral-patterned scarf. Her eyes were kind, but her mouth was tight. “You must already know that you’re an attractive business partner for many… vendors. If you were willing to cooperate on a project or two, I could negotiate a very favorable rate. Perhaps even a net gain to you.” She let it sit for a minute, eyes on Vi’s face, then added, “I’m only speaking of a temporary partnership.”


  “Nothing is temporary,” Vi said shortly. “Nothing is just once. I’ve lived here a long time, Rebecca. I know how it works.” You’d do a favor to one of the gangs, and suddenly a supply line run by one of the other gangs would go dry and you’d have to lean harder on the first one. Or something would go wrong and you’d have to use their connections to call off the cops. And suddenly you’d landed yourself on a side in the underground warfare that tore Eastport down as fast as it built it up.


  “I’ll pay up front,” she said, standing. She’d figure out the money somehow. “You’ll have something for me by tomorrow?”


  Rebecca nodded. Neither she nor Mikey ever wasted time arguing when Vi had made a decision. “I’ll walk you out.”


  She walked with Vi all the way out to the pavement and onto the street. “You’ll forgive me for being nosy,” she said comfortably when they were several steps away from the building. “Do you know who did it?”


  “Did what?”


  “Sent shining justice your way.”


  Vi’s stomach dropped at the implication. “Thought it was just my bad luck.”


  Rebecca shook her head slowly. “Think again. That kind of luck doesn’t come up unless someone’s stacked the deck.”


  Vi didn’t have serious enemies. She’d carried a lot of cost and compromised several principles just to keep it that way. “Someone you know, maybe? Drove me right here.”


  “I don’t think so. My friends would be happy to have your partnership, but it wouldn’t be worth rattling the cans for. Not unless there’s something you’ve got I don’t know about.”


  “If there is, I don’t know it either.”


  “If I were you, I’d give it more thought. You don’t want more surprises.”


  “Fucking right I don’t.”


  “Take care, Vi,” said Rebecca, turning back into Mikey’s. Vi didn’t say anything back.


  #


  She tried to keep the worry off her face while she had breakfast with Nana and Roman. She knew she’d failed when Nana opened the second-to-last jar of peach preserves, carefully hoarded since peaches had become hard to get. Vi wasn’t in a mood to enjoy it, but she took a generous helping to please Nana.


  Before heading downstairs to open the bar, she pulled Roman aside, well out of Nana’s earshot. “Can you find out what cop was on a particular beat at a particular time?”


  “Might take a couple days. What beat?”


  “Ours, last night. Don’t take risks for it, it might not even help.”


  “I might be able to get you more if I know exactly what I’m looking for.” He had a level, reasonable way of talking that was hard to argue with. She didn’t want to pull anyone else into her problems, but he and Dusty would compare notes anyway.


  “Got busted on some goods last night. Rebecca seems to think it was targeted. I don’t know who it would be, and I don’t know where else to start.”


  “Understood.”


  “Really, don’t push it too hard. It might not be anything, and I don’t even know what I’ll do with the information if I get it.”


  “You okay on the bust?”


  “No problems but money.”


  He flashed a wry grin. “I know that song. Okay, I’ll get you what I can.”


  


  Kilo had hated Eudoxia. It had reminded zem of the diplomat’s house ze’d worked in when ze was nine, all full of cold grand things that mustn’t be touched. The pay had been extravagant and ze’d been excited for a chance to visit the luxury satellites, but once there ze’d spent most of zer time wishing for the mess and grime and heat of home.


  Well, here ze was, and Eastport had welcomed zem back energetically. Ze’d been in a locked room somewhere in the Trav stronghold for what must be at least a full day now, with mess and grime and heat amply supplied by the guns who had come in to ask questions. In the way of mob guns, they’d been sparing with their words and generous with their boots and fists. Kilo’s whole right side was tender, zer head pounded, and zer shoulders throbbed from when one of the guns had tried some fancy arm-twisting maneuvers. They’d taken a break now, to let Kilo think about whether ze had anything more to tell them. Instead ze spent the time pondering what they did on Eudoxia when they had to ask someone questions. Probably something much more refined, something with white tables and electrodes, bloodless and tidy.


  They didn’t have any new information against Kilo; if they did, the tone of this interrogation would have changed. They probably wouldn’t have held zem this long if Caine’s interference hadn’t heightened their suspicions. And what the hell had he been doing there, anyway? Ze didn’t think he’d been working with Arlo. For one thing, the Pikes would have wanted to get their hands on the token right away instead of leaving it with Kilo for months, and for another, he wouldn’t have been able to resist gloating afterward that he’d tricked Kilo into working for him after ze’d sworn ze never would again.


  The timing of all this happening right as Kilo returned planetside was still an unexplained coincidence. No one in the Travs had the background on Kilo to recognize the name that had been on the liner’s manifest. But Loren Caine did. If he’d found out the token had been stolen—never mind how—he would have thought of Kilo immediately. He might even have been the one to tip off the Travs about Arlo. The trail from Kilo to Derby to Arlo would have been hard to trace, but not impossible. And Loren Caine was very good, fuck him. He could have set this whole thing up, expecting Kilo to take his protection at the end. If ze had, he’d have landed both the token and Kilo.


  Ze tallied all zer current discomforts and the lost remainder of zer pay from Derby, and added it to the score ze was going to settle against Caine someday. At least he’d gone home empty-handed. Ze hoped he was losing sleep over it.


  Ze was still nursing that grudge when the door opened again and reminded zem that there


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Chapter Six


  Tempe was enjoying herself, bullying the material samples she’d gotten from Sangster’s factory. She had cut them into strips, carefully marking the origin of each piece, and was inspecting their response to being burned, stretched, left in water, left in a solvent, twisted, and torn. Any unusual material degradation would only show through microscopic investigation of the margins or stress points. It required rigor, creativity, and close observation, and it left her in a calm state of mind.


  After she put the samples aside for the day, she found that the back of her brain had been at work on the less tangible problems of the factory and the missing Eightpad Joe. She ought to have found a way to ask if the nickname was because he only had eight fingers. And Hannah had nicknamed her contact October, another eight. It was the kind of association Hannah would make. Eightpad Joe, the eight-fingered server, Hannah’s October. All connected to Sangster. There was nothing to prove it was the same person, but it would do for a working hypothesis.


  If she took that as provisionally true, it led to a number of other conclusions. The factory must be involved in whatever Hannah had uncovered. The other lead engineer might have been made to disappear in order to cover a secret. What secret could there be in the design of fabricators that would be worth all this?


  Promethean heresy. Theft was a strong possibility. Perhaps Sangster did not truly have the rights to this technology that he was aiming to sell to the Eudoxians. If that was the answer, her next task would be to find the person who did have the rights, then enable or encourage them to contest the agreement.


  At best, that would only undermine the technological side of the partnership though. Quentin would be annoyed, but not enough to cancel his agreement with Sangster entirely. What Tempe needed was total disaster on this first phase of their mission: she needed Quentin to have to start from scratch and spend valuable time on finding a new business associate. Hannah knew this perfectly well. There must be more to it than a simple tech grab. Perhaps it was a question of who the tech was stolen from?


  She needed to find the server, whether he was Eightpad Joe or not. She still hadn’t had any luck discovering who Tommy B was. If the answer was in Hannah’s final packet of information, it was lost to her. But if he was Eightpad Joe and had been involved in the Eastport underground, it might also be a name familiar in that world. In which case a net search would be useless, but she might be able to find it out through other means.


  She would need to rebuild a network of connections in any case. She didn’t have time to start completely from scratch: better to gamble on one of Hannah’s contacts. If she happened upon the one who’d burned Hannah, she’d do her best to make it their bad luck instead of hers. She tore out a page from her notebook and started writing out the list of contacts from memory.


  Halfway through the list, her wristband flashed a message. She opened it immediately, assuming it would be from someone else in Quentin’s entourage. Instead, it was the only other person on the planet that had her link: Kilo, the playmate she’d met on the liner. The message was just one word: Busy?


  Tempe hadn’t decided yet whether to let the shipboard fling continue after landing. The Tempe of three or four years ago wouldn’t have considered it, likely wouldn’t have responded to Kilo’s overtures in the first place. Self-denial was both instinctual and comforting, but as she looked at the message she heard Rosa’s voice: Don’t waste what I’ve spent on you. You’ll be more use to me in the long run if you learn how to be alive.


  She’d been trying, even on days when she wasn’t sure what that meant. Already, on a planet that held only strangers and enemies, she’d felt herself petrifying, reverting to old impulses. The encounter with Vi hadn’t helped; she’d been glad to see her alive and well, but it had thrown into prominence the difference between them. Vi, who had lived and surrounded herself with life all these years, and Tempe, who had chosen something colder.


  She’d rarely felt so alive as in her stateroom on the liner with Kilo. If Rosa were here, she’d say that was reason enough to respond. Tempe finished writing out her list of contacts and then answered Kilo: Not especially.


  Kilo, direct and efficient, sent a location pin to what appeared to be an hourly motel. Tempe picked out three contacts to look into, then burned the list and changed her clothes.


  She arrived at the motel first and sent Kilo the room number assigned by the scrawny youth at the front desk. They used metal keys, which Tempe had not seen since her childhood. The youth conducted the entire transaction without once looking at her face, which at first she took for skittishness or embarrassment but was probably simple prudence. Metal keys and the option to pay with a preloaded card; some people coming here would want no record, and would not feel friendly toward a desk worker who had looked them in the eye.


  The room was sparse and drab, but the bed and shower were large. The walls were bare, almost declaratively so: no pictures or patterns where a camera could hide. The place was clearly designed for one single purpose.


  Kilo arrived nearly half an hour later and immediately draped zer arms around Tempe’s neck. “Here you are,” ze said.


  “Here I am.”


  “Kiss me.”


  Tempe took the sharp chin between her fingers and turned Kilo’s head to place one light kiss on zer cheekbone. Then the other side. She waited for the confident anticipation in zer gaze to turn anxious, then asked, “Do you have anywhere to be?”


  “Just here. Won’t you kiss me?” Ze bit zer lip and leaned zer whole weight on Tempe. The pleading was uncharacteristic, but Tempe was glad of it. If Kilo was bratty, she’d have to make it more difficult, and today Tempe wanted a little softness. She kissed zem gently, searchingly, still holding zem by the chin to tip zer head the way she wanted it. Kilo’s lips parted easily for her. Zer hands roved her body, down her sides, around her back.


  “You’re very forward today,” Tempe murmured. Kilo liked to play coy, liked to invite touch more than extend it.


  “Maybe I missed you.”


  Tempe lifted her head to look into Kilo’s eyes. She hadn’t taken zem for one to get attached easily. They’d enjoyed one another during the voyage, but Tempe had been fully prepared for it to end when they disembarked.


  “I didn’t miss you,” she said, “but I’m happy to see you.”


  Kilo laughed, looking pleased rather than offended. Ze liked the things about Tempe that others found difficult.


  “How happy?” Zer fingers loosened the sash of her coat, then slid up to her shoulders to lift it away.


  It was habit, almost instinct, to feel her pockets when anyone had been near them. Tempe didn’t really think anything was amiss until Kilo caught her hands halfway there and brought them teasingly to zer lips.


  “Come to bed,” ze said. There was not a trace of worry in zer face, only laughing seduction—but it was a little too bright and soft. Tempe freed her hands and cupped the back of Kilo’s head with one.


  “Sweetheart. What are you doing?”


  “Trying to seduce you. Didn’t you notice?” Ze held Tempe’s gaze, all teasing happiness, as Tempe reached into her own coat pocket and pulled out a small object: a black disc in some kind of smooth material, a little lighter than stone, with a raised emblem in the shape of a running horse.


  Tempe shifted her grip to the back of Kilo’s neck. “What is this?”


  Kilo didn’t look down at the object until Tempe asked the question, which showed impressive control. Zer eyebrows rose lightly. “You tell me. It was in your pocket.”


  Tempe shook her head. “It wasn’t there when I entered the motel. You won’t make me doubt that. So I think you should tell me.”


  Kilo’s face was always expressive, emotions chasing across zer features, vivid and animated. For the first time, Tempe saw it go entirely blank. Ze looked at Tempe and the disc in her hand with a face perfectly still and neutral. Tempe felt a tiny pain, like the tip of a pin scraping across her heart: even this one thing could not be simple and good.


  “It’s nothing,” ze said after a minute, zer voice flat and half an octave down from the honeyed singsong of zer initial greeting. “I’ll take it and go. Just forget it.” Zer fingers reached for the disc, but Tempe pulled it back.


  “I don’t forget things. What is it and why did you try to plant it on me?”


  “It doesn’t matter. I shouldn’t have tried.”


  “You’re right that you shouldn’t have tried. You’ll have to convince me it doesn’t matter.”


  Kilo gave her a slow, assessing look. “I could take you down.”


  “Probably. I’m not very strong. Is that what you’re going to do?”


  “I really did want to see you,” ze said, with a wistfulness that would sting if Tempe chose to take it as genuine. “I only tried to plant it on you because you’re a Eudoxian, and you just got here. No one will think you’re involved in smuggling wars.”


  “Smuggling?”


  “That’s what it’s for. It was stolen off one of the big gangs. All I’m trying to do is get rid of it in a way that won’t land me in worse trouble.”


  “So you chose to land me in trouble.”


  “Not much. A little fuss when you cross sectors. You’re smart. You’d just say someone must have slipped it into your pocket on the street, and they’d believe you, because why else would you have it? Then it’s off both our hands.”


  Without releasing her grip on Kilo’s neck, Tempe looked at the object. Now that her memory was prompted, she recognized the horse emblem as designating one of Eastport’s principal crime organizations. “Who stole it?”


  “I did. For someone that’s probably dead by now. I’m hoping not to join him.” Ze leaned zer weight slightly into Tempe. “It’s my neck, or a couple hours of inconvenience for you. I didn’t think you’d mind.”


  “But you didn’t ask.”


  “You’re not that soft on me. Not enough to say yes if I’d asked. I hoped you might be just soft enough not to give me up, once you realized what had happened.”


  Behind the pleading shine of zer eyes, Tempe still saw calculation. “If I am, then I’ll be tempted to let you go. If I’m not, then I don’t really have any right to feel betrayed. That’s the idea, isn’t it?”


  Kilo lowered zer eyes. “Well? Which is it?”


  “Who do you work for?”


  Zer mouth twisted, a flash of sourness. “No one but myself. Trying to keep it that way.”


  Whatever problems Kilo had, they weren’t hers. She stood still, made herself cold to the pliant form draped against her, thought it out objectively. Kilo was a good liar, maybe even good enough to fool her, but a move against her at this point didn’t compute. If someone wanted to remove her from Quentin’s entourage, there had been ample opportunities to do so before they embarked for Earth. If someone wanted to uncover the secrets of Rosa’s organization, it would be senseless to shake her trust now. Kilo could so easily have lured her into a habit of comfort with zem, making her much more vulnerable a few weeks or months hence. From any angle, she couldn’t see what kind of larger game this trick might serve.


  She wasn’t arrogant enough to imagine that she could see all possibilities though, and she still had no idea how Hannah had been burned. She would have to test it. And their time together had given her the tools she needed. Kilo had given her power and trust that she could make use of, and ruin in the process. Another pin-scratch of regret scored her heart.


  “I do work for someone,” she said, “and I cannot afford to be soft at their expense. There is no world in which I take possession of this thing for you. Suppose we simply leave it here and walk out together?”


  She was already sure Kilo would not take up that option. If abandoning it somewhere was safe for zem, ze would have already done it. Ze held out zer hand. “I’ll just take it back.”


  “You may have it back, if you pass my test.”


  “What test?”


  Tempe closed her hand around the device. No going back now. “Strip, and get on the bed.”


  #


  This had been a mistake. Kilo had known it from the moment Tempe seized the back of zer head. In zer mind was Teacher’s voice, telling zem exactly where ze’d gone wrong. Follow your instincts, except when you’re afraid. When you’re afraid, you follow your training. Caine had rattled zem, and ze’d made a snap decision, and it had been a bad one.


  Tempe stood like a pillar of marble at the side of the bed. Funny that Kilo had first thought of her for comfort—how nice it would be to get lost in her control after holding zemself together against Caine—and only then had the idea to use her to solve the larger problem. Tempe was not comforting now. Her cruelty had always been intimate, warm and breathing. Now she was cold and rigid.


  Still Kilo obeyed, taking off zer clothes piece by piece. Ze didn’t have a reason to give zemself; it was just easier in this moment to do what Tempe said. It had been a very long few days. Tempe’s eyes, scanning over zer body, plainly saw the collage of bruises on zer chest and legs, but her expression did not change.


  Kilo got back onto the bed, naked, and waited.


  “Hands behind your back,” said Tempe. “Do not move them, or this ends.”


  Kilo obeyed, and Tempe went to her bag, pulled something out, and came back to sit on the bed facing Kilo. In the same marble-smooth voice, she said, “This is work, not play. You won’t like it, and you’ll be left unsatisfied. Even if I decide I believe you, that’s how it has to be.”


  Kilo knew she meant it, and still zer libido pricked alert at the coldness and promise of cruelty. No help for that. It faded a little when ze saw what Tempe held: a black glove with sharp hard points on each fingertip. They’d tried this toy exactly once.


  “I said you wouldn’t like it,” Tempe said. “I am going to say some names, and you’re going to tell me if you know them. Please keep your hands behind your back and your eyes on mine the whole time. Understood?”


  Ze could leave. Even this battered, ze was fairly sure ze could take Tempe down in a fight. There was no reason to sit here and take this. Ze didn’t move.


  Tempe put on the glove and touched a fingertip to Kilo’s knee. It made a sharp, bee-sting pain, irritatingly radiant and surface-level, not strong enough to fall into. Zer knee jumped, and ze fought the urge to shake in an effort to dislodge the prickling sting.


  “Bai Junyi,” said Tempe. Kilo, distracted by the sting, had forgotten the instructions. Tempe took hold of zer jaw. “A headshake will do, but I need a response to every name.”


  Her hand was so cool and so firm. Kilo longed for a different moment, one where she was touching zem for desire. Ze shook zer head. “Don’t know it.”


  “Good.” Her hand left Kilo’s face. The bee-sting touch came again on zer calf, and then again on zer ankle. With Tempe’s fingers spread and Kilo fighting to keep zer eyes on her face, it was impossible to know where the next sting would land. “Octavia Martens.” Ze shook zer head. “Marcel Dorne.”


  “No.” Ze understood the purpose now. To lie well took focus. Tempe’s aim wasn’t torture, only distraction, enough to keep Kilo from quite being able to cover the recognition of a name. It might work. It was hard to keep zer head clear while waiting for the next sting to land or trying not to mind the last one.


  It would have been an interesting test of zer skills, but in fact the names meant nothing to Kilo. “Azul. Derek Hammond. Arvense. Taillefer Quentin. Rosa Ortega. Brett Sangster. Acero. Hannah Roebuck.” Her hand moved over Kilo’s hips, arms, torso, stinging at irregular intervals, not allowing any rhythm to develop. Once the sting landed on a bruise, and the pain spread so broad and deep Kilo’s eyes shut involuntarily. Tempe avoided the bruises after that. Kilo wished she wouldn’t.


  She started repeating the names, saying them in the same order once, then changing the sequence. It would have been difficult to preserve the lie, to keep the negation at the same tone every time, to keep from showing any change in tension as ze anticipated one particular name coming up. For once, ze was just as glad to be telling the truth.


  By the fifth repetition, it was impossible to stay still. The roaming stings would not let zem rest, would not let zem find an edge to cope. Ze twisted and squirmed away from each touch, and still Tempe looked steadily into zer eyes and repeated the names, watching for a slip. Then the stings started to move up zer inner thigh. Not random anymore, they moved in a steady line, closer and closer to Kilo’s groin.


  Even in play, even in gentle and soft moments, Kilo rarely let anyone touch zer genitals. Tempe knew this. She wouldn’t; would she? Was this testing or punishment? The stinging finger moved closer, and Kilo stopped breathing. She must know that this would be unforgivable. Her eyes, clear and grey, rested unflinchingly on Kilo’s. She did know.


  The next touch landed so near that the sting crackled out onto the skin of zer sack. “Tempe!” Kilo cried out.


  Tempe lifted her hand at once. “All right,” she said, peeling off the glove and laying it aside. Kilo fought to breathe steadily, to keep from trembling. She cupped zer shoulders, warm now. “Give me your hands.”


  Ze unlaced zer fingers and brought them out from behind zer back. Tempe ran her hands down zer arms and up again, bracing, soothing. “I won’t ask forgiveness,” she said.


  “Fuck you,” Kilo answered, perilously near tears. Ze should have held out, waited to see whether Tempe would really cross that line. Ze knew how to wash unwanted touch off zer skin. But if she’d done it, that would have killed anything they might still have. It turned out Kilo couldn’t bear that. And now ze’d never know whether Tempe could.


  Ze bit zer lips around the urge to ask. A child’s impulse, asking for reassurance as if words could be believed. But ze didn’t fight it when Tempe pulled zem like a child into her arms. Her blouse was soft against Kilo’s skin, thin enough to feel her warmth through it. She cupped Kilo’s head against her shoulder.


  “I… exceeded the bounds of what my work demanded,” said Tempe, which struck Kilo as extremely funny. Ze gave a spluttering half-cough, half-laugh and felt Tempe’s head move as if to look into zer face. “I won’t ask forgiveness,” she said again, “but I… acknowledge it. At the end, I was acting from personal impulses.”


  “No shit.” It was funny that she thought that needed to be said. Even funnier that she seemed troubled by it, as if she’d thought she should be able to perfectly divide herself into the agent and the lover. That little bit of shame was a balm to Kilo’s own regret. “So I’ve got your number now. You care about me, at least enough to find out whether I care.”


  “Mm. It would be easier if I didn’t.”


  Kilo laughed again and burrowed deeper in her arms. “Is that what you people do on Eudoxia? Try to be a perfect working machine with no attachments?”


  “No. That didn’t come from Eudoxia.”


  She didn’t offer to say where it did come from, and Kilo wasn’t going to ask just for the fun of hearing a refusal. “What would you have done to me? If I’d failed your test?”


  Tempe’s fingers curled around zer shoulder. “If I’d thought about that ahead of time, I might not have been able to give my full concentration to the test.”


  Kilo was learning more about Tempe in these few minutes than in their weeks of fucking on the ship. “You’re more dangerous than I thought.”


  “Yes.”


  No wonder ze had been so instantly, powerfully drawn to her. Already zer body was humming, turning the hated stinging and real fear into their own kind of gratification. It was zer own weakness, but unlike Tempe, ze wasn’t troubled by it.


  It did, however, make zem think of the last person who’d given zem this particular thrill. “Don’t ever try to recruit me for your work.”


  It was Tempe’s turn to laugh. “I truly would not dream of it.” Then she shifted suddenly, as if she’d thought of something. “Although—”


  “I mean it,” Kilo said sharply. “If you wanted to hire me for a contract job, maybe, but we’ve got to be clear that I work for myself.” Ze didn’t think Tempe would try to entrap zem as Caine had—but then ze hadn’t seen it coming from Caine either.


  “We had better avoid mixing work and play in future, I think. But there is something I’ve been trying to find out without success. Does the name Tommy B mean anything to you?”


  You never got anywhere being too helpful too quickly. “There’s lots of Tommys in Eastport. Lots of B-somethings too.”


  “I’m aware,” Tempe said dryly. “The person said it as if I’d be expected to understand it, but it’s not a name in any of our mutual acquaintance. I thought it might be someone familiar in the Eastport underground.”


  “Didn’t they know you’re new in town?”


  “Time was short. Are you probing, sweetheart?” There was no menace in her voice, but there was a definite warning. Kilo twisted to bat zer eyes at her.


  “Can’t help being curious. Was it a person they were saying, or a place?”


  “It could have been a place.”


  “It was. It’ll be in your tourist guide as the Thomas Alexander Fontaine Memorial Arcade. Lanes A through G, but if you didn’t get a stall number I guess you’ll just have to wander lane B.”


  There was a little satisfied easing in Tempe’s expression. Probably she had gotten a stall number. Kilo grinned. “It’s fine if you don’t want to tell me. I would never probe. Stalls on the main floor change up all the time anyway. If there’s something particular you’d better go soon.” Ze traced a circle on Tempe’s wrist. “And if someone tries to send you downstairs, think twice and keep sharp. Main floor stays pretty clean but there’s all kinds of business underneath. Your tourist guide won’t tell you that either.”


  “Much obliged.”


  She held zem a little longer in silence, then stood up. “Stay behind at least five minutes. Do not follow me out. Agreed?”


  “Don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about taking the token along.”


  Tempe didn’t bother to respond. The token sat visible on the bedside table, and she still checked all her pockets very carefully as she put her coat back on.


  Kilo couldn’t help asking. “Is this it for you and me?”


  Tempe’s stillness was like a tree’s now, not a statue’s. The folds of her coat stirred ever so slightly as she took a breath in and out. “If I decide it’s not, you’ll hear from me.”
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