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Chapter One
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I'm climbing back down out of the ceiling at Charlie and Lockhart's new arcade when Dolly's pinball machine makes a noise I've never heard before and audibly powers down. 

“What was that?” I ask, at the same time as Charlie, who's holding the ladder for me. 

“Guess I scored one too many extra balls,” she says, laughing and picks up her beer.

“The machine only has—” Charlie starts, and she waves him off with her free hand.

“Trust me, I know,” she says when she's finished. 

“Why are you playing pinball, anyway?” I ask, zipping up my toolkit.

“Working on my angles.” 

“From what I hear, you've got that pretty much handled,” Lockhart says, going past us with a stack of boxes.

“My reputation precedes me,” Dolly says.

“How could it not?” She grins at me and I shrug. “Anyway, everything should be all hooked up and ready now.”

“Thanks, Bits, I owe you one,” Lockhart says.

“No you don't,” I say, and he laughs.

“You can't keep carrying that,” he says.

“I probably can,” I say. 

“I dunno, Bitsy, they didn't have pinball in that one.” Dolly slings her arm around my neck. “There's whole arcades that’re just pinball, you know.”

“Yeah, I do know. It's just funny that it's so important to you now.”

“People get new interests all the time. Plus, the old ones are purely mechanical so it gives me a chance to get into their guts, unlike sparky over there.”

“It sparked?” Lockhart isn't smiling anymore, and Charlie looks skeptical.

“I'm exaggerating.” Dolly's smile doesn't slip, but she takes her arm back and lets me finish packing up. “Anyway, it's not as weird as if, like, Bristol got into a shooter or something.”

“Okay okay,” I say.

Bristol, sitting at the not-yet-opened snack bar, looks up from her phone. “Though, on the topic of games, darlings, do people actually pay real money for currency in these games?”

“Broadly, yes, but what do you mean by these games?” I ask. “Are you playing a game on your phone?” I’d assumed she was texting Will. He hasn’t been away from her for this long since we kidnapped him, and he’d been kind of anxious.

Bristol sighs. “Yes, I’m playing a game on my phone. Garnet and Suzette both sent me invites and then I had an absolutely terrible time choosing which one of them got the credit for my joining.”

“The worst,” Dolly says, going to crowd in and look at Bristol’s screen while she tries to take it back again. “What’s the game, one of those matchy match things? Somebody playing dress up? A bakery?”

“Honestly, Dolly,” Bristol says, laughing and pulling her phone back. “That doesn’t make me want to tell you.”

“Well now I gotta know, is it that embarrassing?” Dolly fake-grabs at her phone, and I say fake-grabs because if she meant it, Bristol couldn’t beat her.

“No it’s not embarrassing,” Bristol says, and I wonder why her cheeks are getting pink. “It’s about archaeology.”

Dolly stops grabbing. “It what.” 

“Oh, are you playing The Dig?” I ask. 

“Yes! Yes, The Dig.” Dolly still looks blank, and comically surprised. “It’s something of a puzzle game, I suppose, where you can choose the means by which you excavate an archaeological dig, but then you also decide upon the documentation of the objects you unearth, and then whether they be sold on auction, sent to a museum, whether the site is maintained in situ, it’s all very involved.” She looks from me, to Dolly, who doesn’t seem elucidated . “But you have to pay your experts and workers and such, and I’ve just been using the in game means to earn the currency but there is the option to spend real money on it, which I simply don’t understand.”

“Pay to win, Bristles, a tale as old as time,” Dolly says, finally laughing. She reaches across the snack bar to put her empty bottle in the sink. “I just never thought I’d see the day.”

“It isn’t as though I’ve never played a game before,” Bristol says.

“No, but I would’ve taken you for one of those pie shop games or something, but about a fashion house. Does that exist? If it doesn’t exist, Bits should make it, and we’ll make money hand over fist. Build a fashion house from scratch and you gotta make designs and get into shows and stuff. I dunno.”

“We don’t need to make money hand over fist,” I point out.

“Yeah, but who doesn't like diversifyin’ their income streams.” Dolly picks up her jacket off one of the stools and shrugs into it. “So you’re digging up a pharaoh or something?”

“Well I’m not certain yet what this particular dig is, it might be a rich merchant’s tomb.” 

“Have you dug up a pharaoh? How long have you been playing this game behind our backs?” Dolly winks at me, and I raise my eyebrows at her. Like, yeah this is a little weird, but she’s really grabbing onto it.  

“It isn’t behind your backs, you never ask what I’m doing on my phone.” Bristol drops her phone in her purse and stands up. “Only a few weeks, I suppose. I’ve also sent Marquis an invite, but they’ve been busy. Also Suzette is busy planning her wedding, so I’m not certain how she’s quite so advanced as she is.”

“Unless she’s buying currency?” I ask, to stave off the inevitable wedding talk, and Bristol nods.

“The plot thickens,” Dolly hoots. 

“Thanks again, Bits,” Lockhart says, coming behind the bar to get himself a beer. 

“Tell me if you have any problems,” I say. “Don’t just go up there with a pair of pliers and roll of wire and think you’ll fix it yourself.”

“He won’t,” Charlie says. “I made sure that the ceiling isn’t big enough for either of us.” Lockhart punches his arm, and they both laugh. 

“We’ll try not to get this one shot up,” Dolly says.

Charlie tries this time. “Guys, we already said—” 

“Look, when we leave a wake of destruction, we like it to be on purpose, not just incidental,” Dolly interrupts with a grin. “So can it.”

He holds up his hands. “Fine, I surrender.”

“What do you mean ‘when you leave a wake of destruction?” Lockhart asks. “Did you get somebody else’s private exclusive arcade full of vintage cabinets shot up in a different city?”

“Nah, nothing like that,” Dolly says. “Actually, I guess we keep pretty clean margins. Even at the end of the Vegas game it was pretty neat.” 

“It was,” I agree. We don’t talk about Morocco. “But we work together much better by now.” And I don’t make those kinds of mistakes about how our devices might be tracked. The diamonds job didn’t need to go as wrong as it did.

“Well, we look forward to not being collateral again.” Charlie takes Lockhart’s beer. “Take care of yourselves.”

“We always do,” Dolly says. Bristol has her phone out again and is looking at it, instead of engaging in the chatter, which is a little odd, but I keep my eyes to myself for now. 

I didn’t need to, because once we’re outside, she shoves her phone at me. “See! Look at Suzette’s profile.” 

I look; in The Dig, you can see your friends’ profiles in more detail than just any other player, and so Bristol can view things like assets and staff, and the date each dig starts. Suzette does have a lot of the currency, and while I’m sure somebody who’s obsessed and hyperfocused could get that much in game, she’s obviously spend a lot of money instead. Like it or not, I’m privy to a lot of the wedding planning, from how I handle the security of our devices, and also of all the ordering and preparations that Nicolai and Suzette are doing. “But it’s built right into the game, right? She isn’t cheating,” I say. I actually don’t know why it bothers Bristol, who is never one to ignore an advantage.

“No, she isn’t cheating,” Bristol says. “I just don’t know why you would buy something that isn’t real.” 

“You’re tellin’ me that if you could like, spend cold hard cash to buy, I dunno, a Fabergé egg in that game and that was the only way you could get it, you wouldn’t?” Dolly asks, lighting a cigarette.

“I am saying that, yes.” Bristol takes her phone back. 

“Wild.” Dolly tries, I think, to blow a smoke ring, but it’s too windy. 

“No, I get it,” I say. Bristol is about appearances, sure, but she’s materialistic, literally. She doesn’t buy knockoffs of things, she buys the real things. Like when she wanted those red soled shoes.

“Thank you, Bits,” Bristol says. She stops again, sends a message. 

“You know, Bristol, it’s real hurtful that you didn’t send invites to either of us. No no, it’s fine, don’t sent one now. It’ll be because I asked, not because you want me to play.” 

“I assumed you’d be bored to tears,” Bristol says. “You really ought to be thanking me for taking your feelings into consideration rather than imposing my expectations upon you.”

“Oh I’m thankful,” Dolly says. “Except, the thing is, now...”

“Now we need to talk about what you girls are wearing to Nicolai and Suzette’s wedding!” Bristol says happily.

“The other shoe,” Dolly says to me, and I sigh.
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Chapter Two
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Beach towns are great places for arcades, apparently, but can also be great places for wedding clothes shopping. Destination weddings, maybe? It isn’t the kind of thing I devote a lot of time or thought to, but Bristol won’t just let me wear my bodyguard suit from her wedding that wasn’t. You can’t rewear wedding outfits, apparently, whether they’re fake or not.

“Plus, there’s the matter of your plus one,” she says. “I’m bringing Will, of course—”

“Poor guy,” Dolly says, and grins at Bristol when she gets A Look™. “And I’m bringin’ Butler of course. What about Marquis, are they attached?”

“They have choices they can make,” Bristol says cryptically. 

“I wasn’t going to bring a...anybody,” I say. I don’t want to say ‘a date,’ that isn’t something I’m interested in. “I assumed I was going to be spending most of it in VR making sure of all the security. With the people we know, that’s kind of important.”

“Well that ain’t very fun,” Dolly says, and I shoot her a look. I don’t need her taking Bristol’s side in this. “Weddings are for all those dumbass activities that the DJ  makes everybody do, and the bouquet toss and garter toss and chicken dance and stuff.”

“The chicken dance is a group dance, I don’t need a plus one for that.” 

“I’m not certain that the chicken dance is something we shall see at an international wedding such as this,” Bristol says with careful disdain. 

“Yeah, that might be. It’s an oldie anyway, I’m surprised it isn’t retired by now. Put out to pasture. Or...bucket? Soup. You stew old chickens.” 

“Dolly.” Bristol’s tight voice and bright smile are very clear. 

“Are you hopin’ to catch the bouquet, Bristol?” Dolly asks, smiling sweetly. “You know I won’t line up for it, bein’ a married woman and all.”

“I do forget that,” Bristol says with studied carelessness. “What is Butler occupying himself with just now, that he can’t be here with us?”

“Moonin’ around about not being Nicolai’s best man. He’s pathetic, really, just a joke of a man.” Dolly stubs out her cigarette and drops it in a bin. “No, him and Nicolai’s brothers are getting the bachelor weekend ready.”

“Oh indeed.”

“Aren’t you Suzette’s maid of honor? Should you be with her right now?” Dolly asks, as though she’s coming to a sudden realization.

“Trying to get rid of me so soon, darling? The bachelorette party is next week, which you well know, and I scheduled this weekend specifically to make sure that you two will be presentable for the ceremony and reception.” 

“And here I thought you scheduled this weekend specifically to watch Bitsy run internet cable for her pals while I stood around lookin’ threatening. And playing pinball.”

“Things can be more than one thing,” I say.

“Right like how shopping can also be torture.”

“It is not torture,” Bristol says, laughing. “Now, I know neither of you care what you look like at the wedding, but I care, and Suzette cares.” She pauses, then says, “Possibly Butler does as well.”

“Butler doesn’t care what Bits wears,” Dolly says, grinning.

“That isn’t—” Bristol starts.

“He’s got respectful opinions on what you wear,” Dolly adds, still grinning.

“Well that’s very nice of him,” Bristol says. 

“Far be it for me to keep you from shopping, though,” Dolly says. “I need to figure out the wedding present still. What do you get the arms dealer who has everything?”

“Arms and caviar dealer,” I say. 

“Oh, I forgot about that. Did he tell you about that, Bristles?” 

“He did, yes. And provided samples.” 

“What a guy Nicky is. And I dunno what Suzette likes, I assume the same stuff as you. I could just get ‘em gift cards, money’s always the right size.”

“Suzette and I share a lot of the same taste, yes.” Bristol glances towards me in appeal and I shrug. 

“I got wine glasses,” I say. “They’re hand blown glass from some shop in Venice. It seemed like something that she could use.”

“That’s very thoughtful,” Bristol says, sounding almost surprised enough to be insulting. 

“I didn’t even look at her browsing history or anything,” I say. 

“You could’ve looked at the wedding registry,” Dolly says, but like she just thought of it. She pulls out her phone. “Bristol’d never do something like that, of course, far too impersonal.”

“I never said—”

“Just let me give you the compliment, Bristles.”

“Fine, then.” Bristol pulls out a compact mirror and checks her makeup, which isn’t ever any different from the last time she looked at it. 

Nicolai texts me then. //Very sorry, Bits, are you busy?//

//Yes but not really, what’s up?//

//My mother’s friend has the necessity to hire somebody, and my mother thought your abilities might be of use.//

//Me personally or the three of us?//

//Both.//

//Hire somebody for what?//

//To get her niece, Lydia, out of a situation. She’s got some employees who can come out wherever you are, to talk.//

I paused, tried to think of how to word my exact question without going overboard. //Employees? About her niece?//

//It’s a family business.// 

Oh, organized crime. //Let me talk to Bristol and Dolly and get back to you.//

“Nicolai can put us in touch with somebody who’s got a job,” I say. 

“Nicolai can?” Dolly asks, eyebrows up. 

“A friend of his mother. Who has some employees in the family business that they can send me to meet.” 

“Gotcha,” she says. “Bristles?”

She considers a moment. “I suppose we might as well hear them out. It might be something we can fit in, right?”

“It might, yeah. He said she needs somebody to get her niece out of a situation.”

“Well hell, an exfil can just take a couple hours, no sweat.”

“I’m actually wild to hear more, if nothing else,” Bristol says. “This seems perhaps outside our usual.”

“Okay. Wait a sec and I’ll tell Nicolai.” 

//We’ll meet,// I send.

//Thank you, Bits. And my mother thanks you as well.//

//I’ll send you our location. Bristol is picking out what Dolly and I are wearing to your wedding.//

//That’s certain to be an experience.//

//Can you tell how excited I am?//

//Your excitement clearly cannot be contained.// A few seconds later, and unknown contact pings me their current location and I acknowledge. A couple of hours away, but I know for a fact that Bristol can spend an unlimited amount of time shopping. 

“They’ll be a little while,” I say.

“Perfect, we can continue on then.”

Dolly lights a fresh cigarette. “Anyway, Bristol, keep putting off saying what you got the couple-to-be. Are we gonna track down another lost Fabergé egg for them, would that have enough of a personal touch?”

“It would, but there isn’t a convenient one that I’m aware of,” Bristol says, glancing at me. 

“No, me neither,” I say. “Sorry.”

“Store bought is fine,” Dolly says, as if to herself, and laughs. “Well and you’re not gonna make one, so I guess you’ll need to pick something else.”

“Which I’m hardly likely to find here.”

“But you’re fine clothes shopping here?”

“For you and Bits, yes.”

“But not yourself?”

“You know the answer to that, Dolly darling,” Bristol says. “Besides the fact that the bridesmaid gowns are already selected and ordered and I’m to pick mine up in the middle of next week.” 

“Is it from your pet seamstress in Paris?”

“It is not. Though Suzette did consult with her both for those and her wedding gown, she ultimately decided to go elsewhere at her recommendation.”

“Why are weddings always in the spring, anyway? Is that some weird symbolism?”

Probably not so weird, but I don’t say anything.

“Good heavens, Dolly, I couldn't say.”

“Well you’re the one I ask this girly stuff,” she says.

“And I’m sure I appreciate that, but I haven’t got all of the answers. I’m flattered you might think that, though.” 

“Well I can have Bitsy look it up online but it isn’t as fun for anybody, right Bitsy.” 

“Right.” Funny that she says that right as I’m sending a couple of automatic tracking programs after that geotag.

“Regardless, the store is just here. Now, I promise it won’t be as bad as you seem to think it will.”

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I mutter.
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Chapter Three
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I hole up in a dressing room to do some research. I don’t want to cross any lines and get my fingers in Nicolai’s mother’s devices, but if you’re like me, you can find a lot out about a person just from having their phone number and location. Nicolai’s mother is in Russia, the guy’s device is Russian, and I pretty immediately get into the information that this phone number was part of a bank of phone numbers purchased at once. Bunch of burners, everybody’s known what that means since the late twentieth. 

Dolly, for once, humors Bristol as she goes through the dresses and holds things up to consider, and either hangs them back up without comment or hands them to Dolly to take to the dressing room and try on. 

“I dunno if that shade of pink is the right one for me,” Dolly says at one point. Because I’m in the dressing room, I hacked into the shop’s network and accessed the cameras, which have audio. Not all security cameras to. I glance over, and it is very pink, not quite fluorescent, that would be ‘gauche’ to Bristol, but really bright and deep. 

“You just think pink is too girly,” Bristol says smoothly. “Please try it, the style is lovely.”

“We could always chuck it in the bathtub with some dye,” Dolly says, finally accepting the hanger. 

“Or pay a professional, but yes. Which color would you prefer?”

“You askin’ me my favorite color, Bristles?” Dolly asks. It’s her teasing tone but there’s something else in it that I don’t really get. I can see Bristol’s face, but not hers, and Bristol’s face is almost always the mask she puts on for the world, so I go back to my datastream, still listening.

“I suppose I am. It’s actually horrible of me that I never have before, isn’t it, darling?”

“Yes and no, you prob’ly thought it’d be an invitation for me to introduce you to the deep and wide world of camouflage.”

“Hmm, no, I didn’t think that because I never think of camouflage at all.” I hear Dolly’s laugh, and look up for the smile Bristol put on for that. 

“You really should, textiles and patterning for military use are a whole industry unto itself. Plus we know about the advances in active camo. Little box you carry versus fibers in the fabric, and all that.”

“While I appreciate the special attention that goes into that, Dolly darling, it is simply outside of my interests. Other than the little box, as you say.” 

“What’s yours?”

“Pardon?”

“Your favorite color.”

“I suppose it depends on the season,” Bristol says, and that’s when my one of my datacrawlers pops up with the mined list of special items in The Dig, and how many of them have populated. I set that to run against transactions in both real currency and in-game and check the cameras outside, just out of habit, but the street is clear. 

“Here, Bits, we picked these two out for you and this mountain for me, so you can take your time,” Dolly says from outside the door. I reach out and nudge it open with my toe as I push my headset up, and she reaches in to hang up a suit that might as well be my bodyguard suit, and a blue dress. “She tried to restrain herself for you, anyway.”
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