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Chapter One
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When we are discussing a job, it is very rare for one of us to just outright say no; in fact, I’m not certain it has ever happened. There’s all manner of back and forth about feasibility and approach, but when one of us brings a job to the table, we’ve always looked at it as a yes, if perhaps qualified. This time, Bits says no.

I am extremely surprised. I pause mid-sentence, having just said “casino.” Bits is frowning and blinking as though she is very alarmed and had perhaps only been half listening before I said that particular word. 

Our new colleagues, Perry and Garnet have only done two very small, very easy jobs with us, and they look at each other uneasily, Perry laughing nervously. They stop when they see me looking.

I take a sip of sparkling water, refocus on Bits. “I’m sorry, darling, I hadn’t finished speaking yet. Perhaps you can explain why you are saying no?”

“We aren’t doing a casino job,” she says. “Even a year ago, we wouldn’t have.” Her eyes dart briefly to Perry and Garnet but for a different reason than I looked at them. She eloquently, to me, means their lack of experience and lack of time with us.

Garnet takes it as entreaty for support, and looks between us. “Well why don’t we hear Bristol out? Maybe we could do a casino job?” She smiles at me, seeking approval. Garnet is particularly disposed to my way of doing things, taking a social situation in hand and steering it in one’s favor. 

“If Bits says no...” Perry starts dubiously, then shrugs. “I don’t know, casino jobs are a big deal, aren’t they?”

“Yes. They are,” Bits says, her eyes still too wide.

“Oh, I see, I’ve simply given the wrong impression! I don’t mean a traditional casino job, darling, we won’t be taking their money. Look at this exhibition! All of these art pieces covered in all of those diamonds.” I pull out my phone, gauche in conversation, but I forward the exhibition announcement to Bits. “And the casino is right in town.” Town being Paris.

“I thought we learned our diamonds lesson last time?” But her eyes are unfocused, looking at the information. Perry and Garnet exchange a look; they’ve heard about the diamonds job, of course, anybody in our sort of profession has heard scraps and whispers of it. It caused quite the ripple in the ecosystem, even though that was not our intent.

“We know how to handle them much better, yes. And can’t you scout them, make sure that they are exactly what meets the eye? There are ever so many articles about the artist.” I could put on a much more wheedling tone, but I’m certain Bits won’t notice either way. Such nuance is not Bits’s area of expertise, and it does not sway her. “Marquis is the one who told me about the exhibit, and who mentioned they might perhaps know at least one buyer who would like these items intact, thus we would not be handling the diamonds individually.”

Bits is quiet for a long time, thinking I presume, or looking up that information. Then she says, “What’s the play, then? How do you think we’re going to go into the casino and take what isn’t theirs but is very much covered under their security umbrella?”

“According to at least one article I’ve read, they place a protective cowl over each piece every night, and then shift them around, to create the illusion that they’ve moved when nobody is watching. Then other staff unveil them in the morning. They’re all endangered or extinct species, so their movement is part of the lesson of the art.”

“So you think that we’ll insert, posed as the art staff, and instead of shuffling them around...”

“Shuffle them right off the floor to a waiting vehicle, yes.” Perry perks up at that, but doesn’t interrupt. They are very focused on vehicles, every aspect of vehicles. Operating, maintaining, enhancing. But Bits is quiet again, and though I have the unusual impulse to continue explaining myself, and pleading the case for this job, I wait. Bits has her own calculations to make, and is forever ferreting out information even as we speak. Garnet fidgets, looking at me, and picks up her drink instead. We are meeting at my flat, which is only one floor above street level, and the evening traffic outside of the window has already tapered off.

Will is occupying himself in the little library that we’ve built. I enjoy the library for the way all of the book spines are pleasing to the eye; he enjoys the library for the pleasure of selecting the books at the old booksellers that we go past on our walks, for taking in knowledge that he otherwise would  not have found, for the escape that novels allow. He does not particularly care to involve himself in our criminal pursuits; indeed, they still seem to pain him. I’ve told him that there is no shame in stealing from rich people, who have earned nothing, but he isn’t able to embrace that philosophy, despite the source of his chosen name. Perhaps one day. He’s still becoming accustomed to this life, to his freedom. 

“We aren’t doing something like this without Dolly,” Bits says finally.

“Without Dolly.” In all of our association, Bits of all people has never caught me socially unawares. I ought to have expected this, though. There’s been a Dolly shaped hole in our life these months now, nearly a year, and we simply do not address it. Perry’s eyes widen; if Garnet is a bit of a baby duckling to me, Perry seems to have a near-worshipful regard for Dolly, though it is impossible to tell how they might have heard of Dolly in the first place. Our reputations precede us, always.

“If we’re going to do something that even vaguely resembles a casino job, even if it isn’t anything to do with the casino’s own money, I want Dolly to be with us. We need her abilities and experience. So I guess it’s a qualified no.” 

“It isn’t as though you’re asking for the impossible.” I sip my water again, my last memories of Dolly coming to mind as though they’d been eager for the opportunity. Her bundling me into the car away from Will, me swearing I would never forgive her if she did exactly that. Slapping her in the face. And then her saying exactly the right thing to make sure I straightened myself up and returned to the party with my façade intact. That was it. I never even thanked her, once Will showed up at my side again two hours later. His façade is less unshakeable than mine, but I have also never been able to get him to tell me what happened.

“She hasn’t been working,” Bits says. Bits also never told me what happened.

“Perfect, I'll just go to...wherever she is, and whisk her away back to us.” I am certain that simply calling her will not be appropriate, it must be in person.

“Hong Kong.”

“Oh, is she there with Butler? Perhaps he can be entreated to join us as well.” A range of emotions swiftly crosses Bits's face, so swiftly that I am not prepared to parse or interpret them. I spend so much time not needing to read her flat affect that it did not occur to me that I would have to be prepared to. This is indeed troublesome, or at the very least perplexing.

She shrugs. “Probably not.” 

“Hong Kong? Bristol, you're going alone?” Garnet asks, trying not to sound too eager, the sweet girl.

“I'm afraid that I will, darling, it will be simpler and swifter that way. I could travel professionally, were I to ever give the rest of this up.”

“Did I hear Hong Kong?” Will asks, appearing in the doorway and pausing when he sees us gathered.

“Yes, darling, I'm going to take a quick little trip to see Dolly. You won't even notice that I'm gone.”

“Of course I'll notice,” he says, but he's got the shadow of a frown on his face. “Did she invite you? Does she know you're coming?”

“Well, I mean for it to be a surprise, but I'm certain Bits will do what she feels best in that regard. I give myself into her hands.” I look from Will to Bits, who has a distinct 'arranging travel plans' look on her face. “I'll just be there and back again, no need to accompany me.”

“If you say so.” He seems about to say more, but crosses the room to the liquor cabinet instead. Dolly does put him on edge, the poor dear. “Is this to do with the job you're planning?”

“It is, yes.”

He nods, mixing himself a gin and tonic. “Anybody else?” he asks the room. He knows that if I wanted a drink, I would not have the water.

“Yes, thank you,” Garnet says. Perry shakes their head, and Bits almost never drinks alcohol and is not part of that equation. He hands Garnet the first drink he mixed, and pours another.

“I guess just let me know if you need me,” he says, coming and brushing my cheek with a kiss. 

“Of course I will, darling.”

“You might want to get packed,” Bits says. “I can get you on a flight in three hours.”
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Chapter Two
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It is a long flight to Hong Kong, but first class makes it more than bearable. They have a very nice midrange champagne on offer, and when the flight attendant asks the occasion, I tell him that I’m on my way to reconnect with a friend. At the time, he smiles politely, and moves on to the other flyers. 

Hours later, though, as we are disembarking at Hong Kong, that flight attendant approaches me while I wait and watch everybody else bottleneck as they try to rush off of the plane. “I hope that your time with your friend goes well,” he says, and he hands me an airline branded tote bag. 

“Thank you ever so much,” I say, pleasantly surprised. He continues up the aisle, to help those passengers depart more easily. I peek into the bag to find a small bottle of that same champagne, with a ribbon tied around the neck, cushioned by airline neck towels and, judging from touch, a cold pack.

Once the way is clear, I disembark and take the airport train over to the vicinity of Dolly’s address. Bit seems unsure that this will be a successful trip, but also did not try to dissuade me. After all, Dolly’s inclusion was her stipulation. If I do not convince Dolly to join us for this job, there is no job. Or, there is no Bits. I could possibly find another hacker, but I’m not sure another one would work with me in those circumstances. Best to not worry about it for now; I cannot imagine a scenario in which Dolly does not say yes. I cannot imagine working with a hacker who is not Bits, or at least of her caliber, and how would I assess that in the window of time given?

Because I anticipated rain in Hong Kong, and barring rain, I anticipated drips from the air conditioning in Dolly’s neighborhood, I wear a lightweight coat, and a hat, plain black from one angle, but when the light catches them, there are crystals sewn all over to  make it look as though rain has fallen on the fabric. It’s just the sort of subtle detail that delights me with its cleverness. 

It is a bit late in the evening when I arrive at the address Bits provided me, but not so late that I think Dolly would be asleep, or even still eating dinner. I ring the bell and wait. Eventually, I hear the heavy tread of boots on stairs, and then Butler pulls the door open and looks at me for a little too long. “Why are you here?” 

“I have a job opportunity to discuss.” I don’t allow my smile to waver, but his expression is one of studied blankness.

“She ain’t here.” He jerks his chin at the street. “She’s fishing at one of the night places.” 

He won’t be inviting me in, then. No matter. “It wasn’t my intent to disturb you.” 

He gives a short laugh. “I’m sure it wasn’t.” 

I look over my shoulder and back down the street, and turn back to Butler, my expression schooled into gentle entreaty. “There are more of those fishing establishments than one might expect.”

“I’m sure Bits’ll be able to tell you where she’s at.” 

She would be able to, yes, but that isn’t what I want. “I confess, Butler, this isn’t quite the reception I’d anticipated.”

“I’ll bet it isn’t.” He sighs, stepping outside and shutting the door behind him. “It’s the one with the animated sign, she likes how tacky it is.”

“Thank you, darling, I appreciate your help.” I start to turn, expecting him to walk me there, for why else would he have come out? Instead he lights a cigarette, planting his feet and looking at me as if he’s making a decision, and I hesitate.

“I don’t try to tell Dolly what not to do, that isn’t how we work,” he says thoughtfully. “But is there anything I can give you to just go away? Name a price.”

“I...well, Butler, I really don’t know what to say.” I flutter a little to give myself time to take this in. I am at the disadvantage, not knowing what happened in the space between returning to my hotel and Will reappearing at the party. “I have a job opportunity, and we have been such a good team, it is very surprising to me that you would try to interfere with that. Would Dolly be happy, to hear that you said that to me?”

Butler takes a long drag on his cigarette, lets it out slowly. “I think you should look into fixin’ your own heart, so that you stop being so careless with everybody else’s.”

I feel a flush spread across my cheekbones. “I beg your pardon, I did not come here to—”

“Nah, you came here to crook your finger and have Dolly come with you after whatever shiny thing caught your attention this time.” He flicks ash off the end of his cigarette, perhaps giving me opportunity to protest. I remain silent; I will not bicker with him in the street. “You still got your secret agent man?”

“Will is doing well, yes.” My ignorance notwithstanding, I did not expect this venom from Butler, which is I suppose my own fault. I had thought we were on congenial terms. 

He nods. “Good. You get tired of him, don’t leave him in a cardboard box by the highway, we’ll come and get him.” 

“I’m dreadfully sorry that we were unable to be civil,” I say, calmly, lightly. It is vanishingly rare for me to be caught so completely off guard. For it to be Butler of all people who has done so is extremely interesting. “I’ll be on my way.” 

“You do that.” He goes back inside, and for a brief moment, I stand looking at the closed door, waiting for Bits to comment on what just happened and make my feeling of...shock? Humiliation? She has the good grace to refrain. Perhaps she wasn’t listening just now to begin with.

~~~
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I’m certain Dolly’s idea of tacky and mine are quite separate, but there is indeed only one fishing establishment along this thoroughfare with an animated sign. The fish is swimming through the stars when it sees something eye-catching, that absolutely enamors it, which of course turns out to be a fisherman’s lure when he reels in his catch and holds it up triumphantly. 

I walk through the entrance; an attendant sits behind a desk, flicking through an actual paper magazine. She takes one look at me and just waves me through without extracting the admissions charge. My heels are very loud in the tiled space and while the scent in the air is distinctly saline and fishy, it is somehow not unpleasant. After a long hallway, I come out to the fishing pool, a square room that is dimly bright. It is not readily apparent where the light comes from; there is some under the water itself, but not enough to account for all of it

The patrons sit in folding chairs here and there at the edge of the water. There are a few pairs, one larger group of five, all in suits, and more than one loner. Dolly is of course one of the loners, unless you count her robot dog as proper company, blinking its wide empty digital eyes at the doorway when I emerge. She’s looking at the water, or seems to be, where her line hangs, but the dog’s placement is obvious, even if her position of watchful repose is not familiar to the casual onlooker. She could be napping and still be able to tell you how many people were in the room.

As a result, I’m not surprised when she doesn’t turn to greet me, and indeed waits until I’ve navigated the room and stand just behind her before she says, “Didn’t know it was supposed to rain tonight.”

“My experience here is limited, I simply assumed that it would.”  From what I can see, I am not standing close enough to be reflected in the water. “How—”

“Hyacinths,” she says, still not looking at me. “There aren’t extra chairs, unless you pay.”

“I don’t anticipate staying long.” The bare mention of a chair does make me wish already that I’d gotten one.

“Right.” She isn’t being nearly as frigid as Butler was, but is a bit...wary? 

I take a breath. “Dolly, before we say anything else, I want to apologize for striking you when last we spoke. It was a moment of extreme duress, and wildly inappropriate. I do hope you can forgive me, darling.”

“You hope I can forgive you,” she repeats, almost to herself. Then she turns partway in her chair to look at me, her arm over the back, fishing rod forgotten in her other hand for the moment. “You’re unbelievable, you know that?”

“I’ve been told,” I say, stiffly. I did not try to plan how the conversation with Dolly would go, I knew that would be a foolish endeavor. But this is also not how it works when I’ve apologized to somebody.

She laughs, and it’s her usual too-loud, unaffected laugh, and that allows me to relax just slightly as it echoes off the tiles and the men in suits stop talking briefly, glancing our way. “Okay, yeah, you’re forgiven for slapping me across the face in your ‘moment of extreme duress.’ I wasn’t expectin’ it, so you getting any shots in is on me, really.”

Is it significant, to her, that she is actually deflecting the apology? Perhaps I am apologizing for the wrong thing. Or perhaps she has felt no need for apology. “It is rare to surprise you,” I say. “For instance, you knew I was coming?”

“Practically heard you comin’ up the street,” she says. “But Bits said you got a job in mind, and asked if I wanted details from her or to wait for you. I said I’d wait for you. I expect she told you I was here?”

“No, Butler did.” 

Her eyebrows shoot up. “I’ll bet that conversation was a real pleasure.”

I hesitate a moment, and it is only part artifice. “He offered to pay me to go away.”

She laughs again, genuinely delighted. “God, he’s just perfect, ain’t he?”

“I—”

“No, no, it’s fine, you don’t gotta answer that.” She shakes her head, still laughing. “Go ahead, what’s the job.”

I take a moment to collect myself. I glance down at the robot dog, which has again settled itself, as though it is a real dog in repose at its owner’s side. “There is an exhibition of diamond-encrusted statuary in a casino lobby,” I say, and I pause for the ‘no casinos’ interruption that does not come. “They cover and move them every evening, after hours, and I think that would be our opportunity to take them to break them down and sell the diamonds. Or, sell the art pieces intact, if Marquis does indeed know a buyer.”

“These ones’re just normal diamonds this time?” she asks, ruefully, straightening out in her chair again.

I laugh on cue. “That I am aware of, yes.” 

“Casino job is a big deal.”

“It isn’t—”

“It’s under their security umbrella. That makes it a casino job.” That is straightforward reasoning that I cannot argue with, and rather than risk repeating myself to further plead my case, I wait while she thinks it over, making effort not to fidget. “You got other crew?”

“They’re young and lack our experience, but yes. One who fancies herself my protegee, and the other who has been our vehicles specialist.”
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