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Chapter 1: The Last Man Up the Mountain

The cable car smelled like wet wool and money.

I had one duffel between my boots and a letter in my jacket I’d read so many times the fold had gone soft. Nineteen thousand, two hundred twelve euros and forty cents. I knew the forty cents the way other men know their kids’ birthdays. It was a number you stopped rounding once it stopped being survivable.

Below me the valley dropped away in white shelves. Above me, somewhere in the cloud, was the only employer in three countries who’d answered my application with a yes instead of a form letter.

The car climbed. The cable hummed. I counted the forty cents.

The valley station, twenty minutes back, had a kiosk the size of a phone booth and a woman behind it who’d sold me a coffee and a chocolate bar and asked, friendly as anything, where I was headed.

“Silberquell,” I said.

Her hands kept counting my change. Her mouth tightened at the corners, careful and small, like a door easing shut. “Ah,” she said. And that was the end of the conversation. She didn’t ask what I’d be doing up there. She didn’t ask anything. She slid the coins across and looked past me to the next customer who wasn’t there.

I’d had that already, twice, on the train. Say the name, watch the shutter come down. People up the mountain paid for silence, and the village had learned to sell it wholesale.

The car settled into its dock with a clunk I felt in my knees.

The front hall of Silberquell was all pale stone and warm light and a hush that costs a fortune to maintain. Somewhere water was running over rock in a way that had been engineered to sound accidental. A woman in a robe drifted across the far end of the hall like she had nowhere to be and all day to get there. Real cashmere. Bare feet. She didn’t look at me, which I understood was the local dialect for hello.

The front desk was a slab of dark wood with a young woman behind it, and the young woman was already talking before I’d finished crossing the floor.

“You’ll be Keller.” Irish, fast, bright as a struck match. Red hair pinned up with most of it negotiating an escape. A cardigan buttoned over a blouse that the cardigan was clearly losing an argument with. “You’re early. Nobody’s ever early. The last handyman was three days late and then he was nine days employed, which is punctuality of a sort.”

“Adam,” I said.

“I know your name, I just told it to you.” She slid a clipboard across the wood. On top of it, an NDA thick enough to stop a small-caliber round. “Sign before coffee. Sign before everything, actually, that’s basically the house motto. You can read it first if you’re the reading type.”

“I’m the reading type.”

“Course you are.” She watched me do it, chin on her hand, green eyes missing nothing. I read every clause. There were a lot of clauses. They came down to one idea expressed forty ways: whatever you see up here, you leave up here, and if you don’t, the lawyers who wrote this will find a part of you to remove. I signed.

She checked the signature like it might be forged, then pointed a pen at a brass line set into the floor a few meters down the corridor. “That’s the wing line. Past that, no phones. Not on silent, not in your pocket, not switched off and prayed over. There’s a basket. You’ll learn to love the basket.” She held out her hand. “Phone.”

“It’s worth less than the basket.”

“Doesn’t matter what it’s worth, it matters what it sees.” She wiggled her fingers until I gave it over. She dropped it into a cubby with my name already on a label, in handwriting, like someone had known I was coming and had opinions about it. “Right. Frau Doktor will see you. Don’t fix anything between here and there even if it’s broken. She likes to do the hiring before the labor.”

“Understood,” I said.

“Oh, he says understood.” She grinned at nobody, savoring it. “Full sentence, even. You’ll fit right in.”

Dr. Marlene Adler did not stand when I came in.

She was behind a desk the size of a small boat, a white coat over a silk blouse, reading glasses low on her nose, and she was reading my transcripts the way a customs officer reads a passport that’s almost right. Silver threaded through blonde, pinned up so tight it looked load-bearing. She had the posture of someone who’d spent years leaning over things that mattered and never once slouched on the way back up.

She looked at me over the glasses. Not through them. Over.

“Sit, Herr Keller.”

I sat.

“Physiotherapy,” she said, turning a page. “Two and a half years. Top third of your cohort. And then you stop.” She tapped the line where my history quit, and waited, the question left for me to answer or not.

“Money,” I said. “Not grades.”

“You’re certain it was the money.”

“I’m certain about the money. There’s a number. I can tell you the number.”

The corner of her mouth moved a millimeter. “I imagine you can.” She set the transcript down and laced her fingers on top of it. Then she looked at my hands, not at my face while she talked but down at my hands resting on my knees, the nicked knuckles and the burn scar on the right forearm that a boiler gave me when I was twenty-three.

“You finished a massage certification you could afford,” she said, “after abandoning a degree you couldn’t. And you list boiler maintenance, plumbing, and small generators under additional skills as if they’re a hobby.”

“They paid the rent more reliably than the rubbing did.”

“Did they.” Her eyes came back up. Cool grey, and very still. The stillness was the interview. Some people fill silence to seem competent. She used it like a scalpel, and waited to see what I’d bleed.

I didn’t bleed anything. I’ve sat across from worse than a beautiful woman in a white coat. I’ve sat across from men deciding whether to pay me. I waited too.

She liked that. I watched her decide she liked it, the way you watch a pilot light catch and steady.

“You’ll train under my head masseuse, Bianca. She is better than you. Do not argue with her about technique, you will lose and it will be educational.” She uncapped a pen. “Maintenance you’ll handle alone. We have not had reliable hot water in the east radiators for a week, which my last handyman addressed by leaving.”

“I read about the last handyman. The desk gave me a full briefing.”

“The desk gives everyone a full briefing.” She signed something. “Probationary. Room and board included, which I understand is the part that interests you.” A pause, and then, level: “We value discretion here above competence, Herr Keller. We are fortunate when we get both. Are we going to be fortunate?”

“You’re going to be warm,” I said. “Where’s the boiler?”

That was when the lights flickered, and somewhere below us a pump gave the wet, dying cough of a machine asking for help.

The boiler house sat downhill behind the main building, a low stone shed with a steel door and the good smell of oil and rust I’d grown up inside. My father had been a heating engineer. The work gave him a bad lung and took him when I was nineteen, and he left me two things, the trade in my hands and the ability to walk into a room like this and know what was wrong before I’d taken my coat off.

What was wrong was the heat exchanger. Scaled solid. The mountain water up here was hard as church doctrine, and nobody had descaled the unit since, by the look of the deposits, the last ice age.

“It’s the exchanger,” I said. “Plates are choked. No heat transfer, so the system’s running flat out and getting nowhere, which is why your pumps are screaming.”

Behind me, in the doorway, Marlene had followed. So had the receptionist, Poppy, who’d materialized with a toolbox she clearly had no business carrying.

“Can you fix it,” Marlene said. Not really a question.

“I can fix it today if your storeroom isn’t a tragedy. I’ll want the isolation valves, a descaling solution if you’ve got one, vinegar if you don’t, and someone to hand me things and not drop them.”

“That’s me,” Poppy said, dropping the toolbox. It clanged. “I’m extremely good at not dropping things.”

I knelt at the unit and got to work.

It’s honest work, the only kind I fully trust. You isolate the section. You bleed the pressure. You crack the plate stack and you find, as I found, six years of limescale fused into a brick where clean water was supposed to flow. I flushed it. I worked the solution through twice while Poppy called out everything she handed me as if reading an inventory to a court. Marlene stood in the doorway the entire while and said nothing and watched my hands move.

The wealthy women of Silberquell were upstairs in robes, getting their feet warmed. Down here I was up to my elbows in scale and good cold work, and it was the most at home I’d felt in three years.

I bled the system back up. The pumps caught, steadied, dropped into a low contented hum. I put my palm flat against the outflow pipe and waited, and the heat came up under my hand, slow and then certain, exactly as it’s supposed to.

“East radiators will be warm before Ruhe ends,” I said, wiping my hands. Ruhe, I’d gathered on the walk up, was the sacred afternoon quiet hour the mountain observed, when nobody disturbed anyone and the spa held its breath. Poppy’s pen stopped halfway to the page and she gave me a fresh, recalculating look, and I knew I’d said the right thing by accident.

Marlene stepped down into the boiler room. She looked at the open unit, the flushed lines, the gauge climbing back into the green. Then she looked at me, and the set of her jaw eased a single degree, the over-glasses look losing a fraction of its edge.

“Nine days,” she said.

“Sorry?”

“My last handyman lasted nine days. I had a wager with myself about you.” She turned to go. “You’ve already cost me it.”

Poppy walked me back up through the building like a tour guide who’d been told to be discreet and had decided against it on principle. She showed me the wellness wing from the line I couldn’t cross, treatment rooms with doors she said were famous, though she wouldn’t say for what and got a complicated look when I asked. She showed me the pump room, where an actual spring bubbled up into a marble basin under soft light, the theatrical heart of the place.

On the wall of the pump room there was a photograph. A man, silver-haired, maybe in his fifties when it was taken, big-handed, gentle in the face. He was smiling at someone outside the frame, someone the camera never got, and the smile had a quality I couldn’t place and didn’t try to.

“Who’s that,” I asked.

Poppy’s mouth, which had not stopped moving since I arrived, stopped moving.

“That’s nobody you need yet,” she said, and steered me on.

In the main corridor she paused at a board. A big cork-and-magnet schedule board, the kind that runs a hotel’s life, names and rooms and times in a careful hand. I clocked it on reflex, looking for what was wrong, the same scan I run on any room. What was wrong was a whole section of it, a wing of the grid, that was blank. Not unbooked-blank. Erased-blank. A scrubbed-clean rectangle where a lot of names used to be, with one small white magnet sitting alone in the corner of it, set down and abandoned eight months ago and never moved since.

“What’s that wing,” I said.

“Closed for renovation,” Poppy said, smooth as the NDA.

“It’s not under renovation. There’s no dust sheet, no tools, no smell of paint.”

She looked at me for a second with an expression I was already learning to read on this mountain. It was the look of a professional who has just realized the new guy notices things, and is quietly revising her estimate of how much trouble I’d turn out to be.

“You’re going to be exhausting,” she said. “Kitchen’s this way. Ute’s expecting you, and Ute does not like to be kept waiting, and Ute is the only person on this mountain I’m actually afraid of.”

Ute Berger was fifty-five and built like the back wall of an oven, grey-streaked hair in a bun, an apron that had clearly never come off in living memory, and forearms a baker earns. She put a plate in front of me without asking and watched me eat it as Marlene had watched me work.

It was Knödel, dense and good, with a dark sauce I’d have paid the village kiosk woman to learn the secret of. I ate all of it because I was hungry and because I had been raised to understand that a plate from a woman like this was a test, and the test was simply whether you took it seriously.

“You eat fast,” Ute said. It was not a compliment and it was not a criticism. It was a verdict being weighed.

“I eat what’s in front of me. I learned not to assume there’d be more.”

Her square face softened, there and gone, the way a frost goes off a window when the sun first hits it. She took my empty plate, and on her way back to the stove she said, to the pot and not to me, “You’ll do.”

Poppy, from the doorway, made a small delighted noise. “She’s never said that to anyone on the first plate. The last handyman got ‘we’ll see’ and he was right to be worried.”

Ute’s approval, I could already tell, was the closest thing the house had to citizenship, her plates stage directions for who belonged. The food was good and the woman meant it, both at once, and after three years of bad flats and worse rooms, somebody meaning it landed harder than it should have.

There was a room for me above the boiler house. One window, a narrow bed, a chair, a radiator that, I was pleased to confirm, was now warm. The key sat on the pillow, brass, on a loop of string. Somebody had left it there before I’d even signed. The house had decided I was staying before I had.

Poppy stopped in the doorway as she left me to it. The bright, fast surface dropped for exactly one second, and underneath it was somebody much sharper.

“Intake physical’s at eight,” she said. “Tomorrow morning. With Yuki, our midwife-nurse. Bloodwork, the full panel, it’s standard, everybody on staff does it.” She paused. “Be on time. Yuki doesn’t do late. Yuki doesn’t do anything she didn’t already decide to do at exactly the hour she decided to do it.”

“Eight o’clock,” I said. “Bloodwork.”

“Standard panel.” She said it again, and there was something underneath the repetition, the sound of a person turning a thing over she hadn’t quite decided how to hold. She tapped the doorframe twice and was gone, and her voice carried back up the stairs, bright again, restored, telling someone in the corridor that no, of course there was hot water, there had always been hot water, what a question.

I sat on the narrow bed in the warm little room and took out the soft-folded letter and looked at the number one more time. Nineteen thousand, two hundred twelve, and forty cents.

Outside the one window, full dark now, and somewhere below me in the dark the boiler turned over and caught and held, steady, the one sound in the sleeping house that was already mine.

I put the letter away and set an alarm I didn’t need. Eight o’clock. Yuki doesn’t do late.


Chapter 2: Intake

I was early. Yuki was earlier.

She was already in the treatment room when I came in at seven fifty-six, scrubs immaculate, black hair clipped back so precisely it looked measured, a tray laid out beside the table with a geometry to it that nobody had asked for. Vials in a row. A pen-light. A timer. White sneakers without a scuff. She was the smallest person I’d seen in the building and she ran the room like she was the largest. Yuki Tanaka, the badge clipped to her breast pocket said, and Marlene had told me the rest the night before: twenty-six, midwife and phlebotomist both, the youngest licensed pair of hands on the mountain and the steadiest.

“Sit,” she said, not unkindly, the way you’d speak to a chair that had wandered in. “Sleeve up. Left.”

I sat. I rolled the sleeve. She found the vein without touching me anywhere she didn’t need to, swabbed, and had the first vial filling before I’d worked out a joke.

“You’re efficient,” I said.

“Yes.” She switched vials. The blood came dark and even. “Most people say that to delay the next vial. There are six.”

“I wasn’t delaying. I meant it.”

She glanced up. Dark eyes, exacting, the kind that don’t waste a blink. For a moment she looked like she might be deciding whether efficient was a compliment or a complaint, and had no protocol for either. Then she went back to the vials.

I tried the joke anyway, because I’m a professional. “If you find anything good in there, I get half.”

Her face didn’t move. But she picked up the pen and wrote something on the chart clipped to her tray, and I leaned just enough to read it upside down. Patient relaxed. Pulse 78, elevated for resting. Attempted humor.

“You charted my joke,” I said.

“I charted your pulse. The joke is in the margin so the pulse makes sense.” She capped the last vial, labeled all six in a hand like a typeface, and set them in the tray in an order I was fairly sure had meaning. “Done. You did better than the last one. He fainted at vial three and I had to chart that too.”

It was, I suspected, about the warmest thing she had in her to give.

Bianca was a different climate entirely.

She came into the second treatment room like weather, husky voice arriving a beat before she did, dark waves pinned up and already working loose of the pins, deep tan skin against therapy whites cut for a smaller, tamer body than the one pouring out of them. The first thing the eye did, against every intention, was follow the line of her down. Strong shoulders, trim waist, and then a body the white fabric strained over at the hips and rear in a way that should have come with a warning label. She walked like she knew exactly where every eye went and had decided, years ago, to be amused by it.

“Novato,” she said, looking me up and down with frank professional interest, sizing me like a tool she might keep. “Marlene says you have good hands. We’ll see. Take off your shirt and get on the table.”

“I thought I was training on guests.”

“You can’t sell what you’ve never felt.” She patted the table. “First you get the massage. A good one, mine, so you know what the bar is. Then you’ll show me yours and I’ll tell you everything wrong with it, and there will be a lot, and you’ll thank me later because the guests would eat you alive otherwise.” She grinned. “Shirt.”

I took off the shirt. I lay face down on the table. And then for the next forty minutes Bianca Moraes took me apart with her hands and put me back together, and I learned what the bar was, and the bar was humbling.

She was the best I’d ever felt. I’d had massages from instructors with decades on them and none of them had hands like this, this exact pressure that found the knot under the knot, the years-old grief I carried in my right shoulder where I favor the burned arm, how she’d lean her weight in and then ease it off at the precise second before pain, every time, like she was reading me off a gauge.

She worked oil into her palms first; I heard the bottle, the slick of it, then the heat of her hands settling on my back like something laid down on purpose. Warm oil and warm skin and the faint green smell of whatever she’d chosen, eucalyptus and something sweeter under it. She started at the base of the neck and worked out along the trapezius with the heels of both hands, and the pressure was so exactly right that a sound came out of me I hadn’t authorized.

“There it is,” she said, pleased. “Everybody makes that sound eventually. Some of them pretend they didn’t.”

“I didn’t pretend.”

“No. You’re honest in the body, at least.” She dug a thumb into the band beside my spine and held it, breathing, until the muscle gave up the argument. “The mouth I don’t know about yet.”

And it was not, technically, a sexual thing. She kept it clean. There was a sheet, draped correctly, moved correctly. She talked me through it as she went, teacher to student: where the pressure points were, why she worked the fascia before the muscle, when to talk and when to shut up.

But she was a half-dressed woman with a body like that leaning her warmth into my back in a small warm room, and I am twenty-six and not made of stone, and there is a particular flavor of dignity required to keep absolutely still and breathe like a man receiving instruction when your whole body has opinions. I held it. White-knuckled, face in the cradle, I held it, and I’d swear she knew, because at one point her warm chatter cut out and her hands went quiet on my shoulders and she laughed, low and delighted, at nothing she’d say out loud.

“You’re polite,” she said. “I respect it. Up. Your turn. Show me what you’ve got.”

I showed her. I worked her back and shoulders as I’d been taught, and I was good, I knew I was good, and she let me get most of the way through before she started telling me everything that was wrong.

“Too apologetic,” she said, into the cradle. “Your hands say sorry. Stop apologizing with your hands. The knot doesn’t want an apology, it wants you to mean it.” She reached back and grabbed my wrist and pressed my thumb down harder, into a band of muscle beside her spine that had been giving me trouble. “There. Feel that? That’s a year of carrying other people’s tension. Mean it.”

I meant it. She made a sound that was entirely professional and not professional at all and said, muffled, “Better. Okay. You’ll do. Marlene was right about the hands, don’t tell her I said it.”

I worked down her back, found the band of it that ran into her lower back and over the upper slopes of an anatomy I was being extremely disciplined about, and she sighed into the cradle like ten years were coming out of her at once.

“Nobody,” she said, half to herself, “asks about mine.”

“About yours?”

“Nothing.” But her hand came back and squeezed my forearm once, light, and then she was up and bright again, pinning her hair, all weather, the moment passed. I held onto it. The first woman in Silberquell had told me something true and dressed it as nothing, which was, I was starting to see, the house’s native language.

Staff lunch was at the long kitchen table, and the table, I was beginning to understand, was where Silberquell actually happened.

Ute fed us Knödel and a stew and her terrible silent verdicts on each of us. Poppy ran an interrogation of my romantic history that found it disappointing.

“So there’s no one,” she said, scandalized. “No tragic ex up here ruining you for the rest of us emotionally?”

“There was a girl in physio school. She finished the degree. I didn’t. It worked out the way that works out.”

“That’s it? That’s the whole file?”

“That’s the whole file.”

“God, you’re boring.” She said it like the highest praise, which up here it might have been. “Boring is good. Boring keeps secrets. Bianca, isn’t boring good?”

Bianca was eating with her bare feet up on the bench. “The guests are going to eat him alive,” she said, comfortably, to her plate. It was, from her, clearly a compliment, and clearly also a prediction, and I couldn’t yet tell which one she meant harder.

“Eat him alive how,” Poppy said, fork halfway up, delighted. “Specify. For the file.”

“You keep a file.”

“I keep several files. He’s in three already and he’s been here a day.” She pointed the fork at me. “Punctuality. Boiler. And a tab I’ve labeled ‘says noted,’ which is going to get a lot of entries, I can tell.”

Ute set down a basket of bread between us with the finality of a gavel and said, to no one, “He chews with his mouth shut. The last one talked while he chewed. I could see the Knödel.” She let that sit, the verdict entered into evidence. “This one I will keep.”

“High praise,” Poppy stage-whispered. “She threatened the last one with a ladle.”

“I did not threaten him.” Ute went back to the stove. “I held the ladle. He understood.”

I ate my bread. I’d been in the building twenty hours and I’d been adopted, threatened by proxy, catalogued and cross-referenced, and warned I’d be eaten alive, all before the stew was cold, and I found I didn’t mind any of it, which should probably have worried me more than it did.

Marlene didn’t come to lunch. The seat at the head, which I’d guess was hers, stayed empty, and Yuki ate fast and precise and left to do something with her vials, and the warmth at the table had a hole in it the exact shape of the woman upstairs.

In the afternoon I met a guest who was leaving.

I was fixing a sticking door in the front hall when she came down with her bags, a slim, elegant woman, fifties maybe, beautifully dressed for the descent, and she stopped at the desk to settle whatever there was to settle. Poppy handled her with a gentleness I hadn’t seen in her yet. Marlene came down too, which I gathered was not standard, and the two of them, the directress and the departing guest, had a short conversation in low voices that I wasn’t trying to hear and heard anyway because the door I was fixing was four feet away.

“It doesn’t always,” Marlene said. “You know that. Eight weeks is not a guarantee of biology, only of our attention.”

“You used to guarantee it.” The woman’s voice was very level, the levelness people use when the alternative is not being level at all. “That’s the word people use about this place. Guarantee.”

“People say a great many things in the village.” Marlene’s hand was on the woman’s arm, careful, real. “Come back in the autumn. Things will be different by autumn.”

“You said that the last time.”

There was a silence then, and into it Marlene said nothing, and the not-saying landed heavier than any answer would have, and the woman nodded once, the brittle nod of someone deciding to be dignified about a thing that did not feel dignified, and gathered her gloves, and went out to the cable car.

I held the door for her. Up close she was older than her elegant clothes wanted you to think, and tired in a way that had nothing to do with sleep, bone-deep, like someone who’d hoped on a schedule and run out of schedule. She thanked me with a smile that cost her something, a smile assembled out of good manners over a thing that had broken, and for a second her eyes went to my hands on the door, my work hands, and away again. She said, “You’re new,” and I said I was, and she said, “It’s a good place,” in a voice that was trying to mean it, “it was a good place,” and corrected the tense without seeming to notice she’d done it, and went out into the cold.

When she was gone, Marlene stood in the hall for a moment looking at the closed door, and her face, which I had only ever seen composed, was not composed. It was the face of a woman watching a thing she’d promised fail to arrive, and carrying the promise anyway, alone. Then it was composed again, her face folding quietly shut like a drawer pushed home, and she turned, and saw me seeing it.

“The door sticks in the damp,” she said.

“I’ll plane it tomorrow.”

“Do.” She went back upstairs. I planed the door in my head all afternoon and thought about the word guarantee, and the blank wing on the board, and the photograph of the silver-haired man smiling at someone the camera never caught, and the three of them sat together in my head the way a draft does, the cold finger of air that tells you there’s a gap somewhere in a wall before you’ve found the crack.

At dusk I was bleeding the last of the east radiators, working my way down the guest corridor, when I passed the glass wall of Marlene’s office.

She had a printout in her hands. I knew it was from the lab because of the format, the same format Yuki used, columns and reference ranges. She was standing very still, the same way she’d stood watching my hands, except there was nothing measured in it now. She read the page once. She read it again. She took her glasses off and cleaned them and put them back on, and read it a third time, which is the behavior of someone trying to make a number be a different number.

Then she crossed to her desk phone and said something, and a minute later Yuki came up the corridor past me with her flat, fast walk and went in.

I shouldn’t have lingered. I lingered. Through the glass I couldn’t hear most of it, just the shapes of two people disagreeing about something neither of them wanted to be true, Marlene’s hand flat on the printout, Yuki shaking her head once, precisely.

And then one fragment came through the door, where it didn’t quite seal against the frame, in Marlene’s voice, low and not entirely steady.

“Run it again.”

Yuki said something I didn’t catch. Marlene said it once more, quieter, and it wasn’t an order this time, it was almost a request, which from her was almost a prayer.

“Run it again.”

I finished the radiators. I didn’t have a reason to be there anymore, so I left, and the office light stayed on behind the glass, two women bent over a page I wasn’t meant to see.

At ten that night there was a knock on my door above the boiler house.

Bianca. Out of her whites, in a bright wrap, bare feet on the cold stair, a bottle of something in one hand and an expression on her face I couldn’t place, somewhere between amusement and something more careful.

“You’re up,” she said.

“I’m up.”

She looked at me for a second, leaning in the doorway with the night behind her, and the careful thing in her face won out over the amusement just long enough to mean something.

“The lab printer ran for an hour today,” she said. “I’ve worked here ten years, novato. I know what it means when the lab printer won’t shut up and the directress cancels her afternoon and stares at the empty board.” She smiled then, and it was a real smile, warm and a little wicked and entirely her own. “I’m not going to tell you. It’s not mine to tell. But I’m going to tell you to sleep well tonight, while it’s still a night you can.”

“That’s ominous.”

“It’s the opposite of ominous. Trust me.” She pushed off the doorframe. “Tomorrow your life gets interesting. Try to be on time for whatever they throw at you. And Adam,” she said, already turning to go down the stairs, the bottle swinging from two fingers, “when they tell you, however they tell you, remember the part where you have good hands and a brain in your head. They’re going to be looking at you like a number on a page. Make them keep looking at the rest.”

She went down into the dark. I stood in the doorway a while, in the warm spill of the room I’d been given before I’d earned it, and listened to her bare feet on the gravel, and the pumps below me humming the contented hum I’d given them, and the strange house waiting above me in the dark, its long roofline black against a sky gone thick with stars.

Run it again, the directress had said.


Chapter 3: Staff Orientation

The second test confirmed the first.

I didn’t see the printout. I saw the aftermath of it, which was Marlene clearing her morning, two appointments rescheduled by a tight-faced Poppy who relayed them without her usual editorial. I saw the directress standing in front of the board at ten in the morning with a coffee going cold in her hand, looking at the blank wing, the scrubbed-clean rectangle with the one lonely magnet, like something had come loose in it overnight that she’d spent eight months holding pinned.

And I saw her at her desk through the glass that afternoon, drafting something on a single sheet, slow, deliberate, every word weighed before it went down. Twice she stopped and read it back. Once she nearly tore it up. Then she folded it and locked it in the desk drawer, not the file room, the desk, and rested her hand flat on the wood a moment before she let go and turned the key.

I had no idea what was on the page. I had a strong and growing idea that my name was.

So I did what I do when a situation is bigger than my information. I worked.

I serviced the radiators in the staff wing, bled the air, balanced the flow so the far rooms stopped running cold. Poppy trailed me for an hour with a mug of tea and a running commentary on the guest list that constituted, as far as I could tell, the single most comprehensive intelligence operation in the canton.

“That one tips like she’s apologizing for something,” she said, of a name on her clipboard. “That one cries on day three, every program, like clockwork, and then she’s grand. That one walks the corridor at two in the morning. They all think nobody knows. I know. Knowing is the entire job, Adam, the desk is just where they make me sit while I do it.”

“Go on, then. Impress me.”

“Don’t tempt me, I’ve nothing but time and a memory like a steel trap.” She blew on her tea. “Suite four orders the milk bath and then doesn’t get in it, every time, just looks at it. Suite seven has rung the desk forty-one times this stay to ask whether the mineral water is ‘working yet,’ which, no comment. The countess in the garden wing tips Ute and only Ute, because she’s frightened of her, which, correct. And there’s a gentleman’s wife, won’t say which, who’s booked the same week three years running and has never once mentioned a husband in three years of small talk, which tells you everything about who comes up this mountain and why.”

“Who comes up this mountain and why,” I repeated.

“Women with money and a thing they can’t buy in the city,” she said, and the laughter drained clean out of her voice. “That’s the clientele, the lot of them. That’s the business. They come up here to stop being whatever they have to be down there.” She caught herself getting sincere and corrected hard. “Anyway. Suite seven’s going to ring again in the next ten minutes, you watch, she can sense when I’ve sat down.”

The desk bell rang faintly from the front hall, two corridors away.

“That’s her,” Poppy said, with the grim satisfaction of a woman whose dark prophecy has come true on schedule, and went.

“You know everything in this building.”

“I know everything in this building,” she agreed, without an ounce of false modesty, and then, the brightness flickering for an instant: “Which is its own problem, when there’s a thing nobody’ll say out loud.”

She didn’t say which thing. I didn’t ask. We both knew we were circling the same blank rectangle on the board, and neither of us had the clearance to land.

Bianca found me at the staff sauna at nine that night.

“You’re not staff until you’ve sweated with staff,” she announced, in the doorway of the little wood-lined room off the wellness wing, the part the guests didn’t use. She was already in a towel, hair piled up, the steam giving her deep-tan skin a sheen that the low amber light made into something out of a painting. “House rule. Made it up just now. Get in here.”

I got in. There was a code to it I didn’t fully have, but I had enough of it to know that turning down Bianca Moraes when she invited you to do something was both impossible and ill-advised. I sat on the lower bench in my own towel and we sweated, and she talked, and the steam came up off the coals, and she was utterly, joyfully shameless about her own body in a way that left me with no honorable option but determined eye contact.

She’d taken the upper bench and stretched out along it like a cat that owned the building, one strong thigh bent up, the towel barely covering what it was meant to. Steam beaded on her collarbone and ran down. Her dark hair was piled high and already surrendering, curls escaping at the nape, sticking to her neck. The lamp was the color of honey and it found every plane of her, the strong shoulders, the trim waist, the heavy curve of her that spilled past the edge of the bench. I kept my eyes on her face. It was a feat of engineering.

“You did the radiators in the staff wing,” she said. “My room’s warm for the first time since November. I noticed. I notice when men are useful, it’s a weakness of mine.”

“I aim to be useful.”

“Mm. Aim higher.”

She noticed the eye contact and was charmed by it.

“You keep looking at my face,” she said. “Most men don’t manage it this long. It’s nice. It’s a little insulting. Mostly nice.”

“I was raised right.”

“You were raised polite, which is different.” She tipped her head back against the wood and closed her eyes and let the heat work on her. Then, with no wind-up, no change in her face, she said the thing she’d climbed the stairs to say. “You know what they found in your blood.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered it like one. “No. I know they found something.”

“They found the thing.” She opened her eyes and looked at me, and for once Bianca Moraes was completely serious. “I’ve worked here ten years, Adam. I figured out years ago what this place actually is. The waters are water. The supplements are vitamins. The success rate everybody whispers about, the guarantee, it was never the mountain.” She paused. “It was one man. One donor. The same one, for twenty-two years. And eight months ago he retired, and the printer’s been quiet, and the board’s had that blank wing, and the directress has been losing the thing this whole place is built on.”

The steam hissed. Below the wellness wing, faintly, the pumps I’d fixed hummed on.

“And today the printer wouldn’t shut up,” I said.

“And today the printer wouldn’t shut up.” She picked at the hem of the towel, not looking at me. “I’m not supposed to tell you. Marlene will tell you herself, tomorrow probably, with files and a contract, properly. But I’ve watched the queue form for tomorrow and I’m thirty-one years old and I’ve spent a decade in this building making the most expensive bodies in Europe feel wonderful, and I’ve decided I’m done waiting politely at the back for my turn at the good things.” She turned on the bench to face me fully, and the towel slipped, and it slipped with intent, and she let it, and her dark eyes were laughing and dead earnest both. “So before there’s a schedule, and a chart, and a queue with my name somewhere polite in the middle of it, I’m going to jump it. If you want me to. Tell me if you don’t and I’ll laugh about it for ten years and we’ll be fine.”

I looked at her, all of her, finally, after all the days I’d been not letting myself, and she watched me do it and the easy noise went out of her, all that warm weather she carried into a room gone suddenly quiet and watchful and close.

“I want you to,” I said.

“Good answer.” Portuguese, the first of it, slipping out under the English. “Bom. Then let me show you something. Call it technique. I’m always teaching.”

She reached to the caddy on the bench and came back with the oil.

“This is how you warm it,” she said, pouring a slick pool into her palm and working it between her hands until it ran. “Body temperature. Never cold. A cold hand on a warm man is a crime.” She knelt up on the bench beside me and put her warmed, oil-slick hand flat on my chest and slid it down over my stomach, her eyes following her own hand, narrating, instructing, her voice dropping into the husky teaching cadence she’d used on the table this morning except the lesson had changed. “You read the body. You find where it’s holding. And you do not,” her hand closed around my cock, slow, the oil making her grip glide effortlessly from root to head, “apologize with your hands. You mean it.”

I made a sound I didn’t plan to make, low in my chest, and my cock jumped hard in her fist. She grinned.

“There,” she said, pleased, working me with that exact unhurried craft, two hands now, one cupping low to roll my balls in her warm slick palm while the other stroked up the shaft and broke into a slow corkscrew twist at the head that found something I didn’t know was there. A bead of precum welled at the slit and she smeared it down with her thumb, spreading the wet of me into the oil, and watched my hips twitch when she did. “See? Technique. Anyone can grab. Not everyone can read.” She kept her dark eyes on my face, on the effect of her, calling my reactions back to me like a clinician of pleasure, telling me what she was doing and why and exactly what it was getting her, watching my cock thicken and flush in her hands and approving of it out loud, and I let her, because she was extraordinary and because I’d worked out by now that being witnessed was its own thing for her, that the running mouth was the point.

But I wasn’t going to lie there and be the lesson.

I got my own hand into the oil, warmed it as she’d just taught me, and slid it up the inside of her thigh, slow, reading her the way she’d read me, and when my fingers found her slick and open at the top of it she stopped narrating mid-sentence.

“Ah,” she said, in Portuguese, all the English gone. “Querido.”

“You stopped teaching,” I said.

“You’ll get it back.” But she didn’t get it back, not for a while. I dragged two fingers through her, parting her, finding her swollen and slippery and so wet the oil was beside the point, then pushed both fingers up into her, slick and easy, and curled them forward against the spongy place that made her clever stroking hand forget its rhythm entirely. She was hot and tight inside, gripping my knuckles, fluttering, and when I pressed the heel of my palm flat against her clit and ground it in slow circles she made a sound that started as a word and gave up being one halfway through.

I fucked her on my fingers, slow and deep, my palm working her clit while she tried to keep working my cock, and the lesson dissolved into something with no curriculum, her forehead dropping to my shoulder, her fist on me losing its clever rhythm and finding a needier one, her hips grinding down onto my hand, riding it, while she swore softly in a language I didn’t speak and understood perfectly. The heft of her moved against me, all that warm weight she joked about so no one else could, and I had a hand full of her ass and the other buried in her and her breath going ragged and wet against my throat.

“You read the body,” I said, giving her own lesson back to her, curling my fingers until her thighs jumped. “I’m reading it.”

“Cala a boca,” she gasped, which I was fairly sure meant shut up, and which she did not mean.

“Edge of the pool,” she got out, dragging my hand out of her by the wrist before she went over. “Move. I want, I want to finish you with my mouth, and then you’re going to put your mouth on me until I can’t stand, and that’s the lesson, that’s everything, vem.”

We moved to the plunge-pool edge, marble cool under us, steam rolling off the warm water beside it. She knelt between my knees on the wet stone, pushed my thighs apart with her strong hands, and took my cock in her mouth in one long warm slide, and there was nothing clinical left in her at all, none of the teaching, just heat and want and the wet obscene sounds of it loud in the small stone room. She worked me with that same reading intelligence she brought to everything, her lips stretched tight around the shaft, her tongue dragging up the underside, watching my face over the length of me for the gauge. She took me to the back of her throat and held me there until her eyes went glassy, then drew off slow with a flat wet pull of suction, hollowing her cheeks, easing off whenever my hips tried to chase and building me back up, drawing it out, one slick hand fisting the base in time with her mouth, her dark eyes laughing up at me the entire time because she knew exactly what she was doing and exactly how good she was at it.

“You taste like the work,” she murmured, pulling off to breathe, a thread of spit and precum connecting her lower lip to the head of me, her fist still pumping slow and slick. “Salt and steam. I like it. Most men taste like apology. You don’t apologize.” And she took me back into her throat before I could answer, deeper this time, swallowing around the head, and I gave up answering, and she sucked me hard and steady until she built me to the edge and over it. I gripped the marble lip and said her name and came, hard, jerking, spilling thick and hot across her tongue and down her throat while she hummed around me, pleased, working me through every spurt, swallowing it all, taking it like she’d earned it. She pulled off at last with a wet pop, licking her lips, grinning like she’d won something, which she had.

“That,” she said, husky, wrecked, delighted, “is how you do that.”

“We’re not done,” I said.

“We are extremely not done.” She climbed up over me, knees on the cool marble either side of my head, looked down the length of her own oiled body at me with absolute satisfaction, all that warm strong weight poised above me, the slick pink heat of her right above my mouth, and lowered herself onto my face. “Now,” she said, gripping the rail behind my head, settling her cunt against my mouth. “Read me. Show me you were listening this morning.”

I read her. I had a great deal of motivation. I gripped her thick strong thighs and held her where I wanted her and licked into her, slow at first, flattening my tongue and dragging it up through her slit to her clit, finding the rhythm her body wanted and then giving it to her, sealing my lips around the swollen knot of it and sucking. She made a sound that rolled off the stone walls and came back doubled. She was loud, gloriously loud, no shyness anywhere in her, riding my mouth, smearing herself against my chin, and somewhere in the back of my head I remembered that the walls in this wing were famous and I understood now exactly for what, and I decided I didn’t care, and she clearly never had in her life.

“There,” she gasped, grinding her hips down against my mouth, “there, you did listen, bom menino, don’t stop, don’t you dare…” and then the English ran out and it was Portuguese, fast and broken, and then it wasn’t even that, just sound, the narration she lived inside finally collapsing into the wordless real thing. She rode my face shameless, her thighs clamping tight around my head, soaking my chin, one hand fisting hard in my hair to hold me exactly where she wanted me, and when she came she came against my mouth shaking and swearing and laughing all at once, all of her clenching tight, her cunt pulsing against my tongue, grinding down through every wave of it, riding it out until she was wrung dry and boneless and slid off me to collapse against the warm marble.

She slid down off me and into the plunge pool with a splash and a whoop, cold water, and dragged me in after her, both of us laughing now in the freezing plunge while the steam rolled overhead.

“No more tonight,” she said, treading water, hair coming down in dark wet ropes. “We’re saving the rest. I want the table for the rest. The thin walls deserve the real thing and I am going to give the corridor a memory.” She splashed me. “But that, novato, that was your orientation. Welcome to staff.”

We didn’t talk about the blood. We didn’t talk about the blank board or the printer or the thing Marlene was going to tell me tomorrow. She got out, wrapped herself, blew me a kiss, and padded off barefoot into the dark, leaving wet footprints and a quiet I didn’t know what to do with.

I dried off and dressed and took the long way back, past the main corridor.

The office light was on.

Through the glass, Marlene stood at the board. She had the white magnet in her hand, the lonely one from the blank wing, turning it over in her fingers. And as I watched, she crossed to the desk, took the folded page out of the drawer, the one she’d nearly torn up, and stood with it, reading it again in the dark, her mouth set in a hard flat line she didn’t have to hold for anyone but herself.

Then she set the magnet against the empty grid, in the corner of the scrubbed-clean wing, not in the grid, just touching it, like a key rested against a lock she hadn’t decided to turn.

She didn’t move it. She put the page back in the drawer. She turned off the lamp.


Chapter 4: Doctor’s Orders

The summons came before breakfast, slid under my door on a card in a hand I’d seen before. The same careful, slightly old-fashioned writing that was all over the schedule board.

Herr Keller. My office. 7:00. Before you eat. M.A.

I went up before I ate. The corridor was empty, the house in that grey pre-dawn quiet the mountain wore before the guests stirred. Marlene was at her desk with two files in front of her, the white coat on, the glasses on, her hands folded, and a second chair pulled around to the side of the desk instead of across from it, which I understood was deliberate, which was her way of telling me the desk would not be a wall between us this morning.

“Sit,” she said. “I’m going to tell you the truth about where you work, and then I’m going to offer you a job that is not the one you applied for, and you are going to be allowed to say no. I want you to hear all three of those things in that order.”

I sat. “All right.”

She opened the first file. My bloodwork, the panel Yuki had drawn, columns and reference ranges and one row circled twice.

“There is nothing in the water,” she said, flat, factual, a doctor delivering a diagnosis she’d decided not to soften. “I want you to hear that before anything else. The mineral cure is theater. The supplements are a multivitamin with a Latin name on the label. The springs are pleasant and entirely inert. We are a very good spa, Herr Keller. We are massage and rest and quiet and excellent food and eight weeks of a wealthy woman being permitted to stop performing, and none of that is what they pay for. They pay for an outcome no clinic in Europe will put in writing, and that outcome has never, in seventy years, come from this mountain.”

“It was a man,” I said.

Her eyes came up sharp. “Someone has been talking.”

“Someone gave me half of it last night and told me to wait for you for the rest. Don’t be hard on her. She told me it wasn’t hers to tell. She was right not to tell it.”

The folded hands on the file loosened, the rigid grip of her fingers going quiet. “Bianca,” she said, not a question, and let it go. “Then you have the shape of it. For twenty-two years the results came from one resident donor. A man with a rare compatibility profile, a marker the founding physicians of this place built the entire program around, because his biology did, reliably, what the best clinics in Europe cannot do at any price. The ritual, the schedules, the prescribed sessions, the milk baths and the charts, all of it is the service. He was the substance.” She turned a page. “His name is Henrik Falk. He served twenty-two years and he retired eight months ago, and for eight months I have had a spa famous for a guarantee I could no longer make, a waiting list I have been quietly bleeding, and a clientele who will, if this is not solved very soon, take their money and their silence down the mountain and the place dies.”

The photograph in the pump room. The silver-haired man smiling at someone outside the frame. The blank wing on the board.

“And my blood,” I said.

“Your intake panel flagged the marker.” She said it carefully, like she’d practiced not letting her voice do anything. “The same profile. We screen all staff as a formality. It has been a formality for eight months because no one has come up that cable car carrying it. You are the first match in a generation, Herr Keller. I ran it three times. I had Yuki run it. I sat in this office at two in the morning trying to make the number be a different number, because the implications of it being your number are considerable, for you and for me and for everyone in this house.” She closed the file. “It is your number.”

I sat with it. Outside the window the sky was going from grey to the first thin gold over the far ridge.

“Why are you telling me the truth,” I said. “You could have sold me the mountain like you sell it to them.”

“Because what I need from you, I cannot get with a lie. The clinics fail because they treat it as chemistry. It is not only chemistry. It is also a person in a room with another person, and the women who succeed here are the ones who are seen, not serviced. I cannot put that on a brochure and I cannot fake it and I will not try to fake it with you.” She stood. “Come. There’s a room you should see before you decide anything.”

The file room was behind a locked door behind her office, climate-controlled, shelved floor to ceiling, the air drier and cooler than the rest of the warm house. She turned a key, then turned a second key in a lock below the first, and the door opened on rows of bound ledgers and archive boxes and the particular hush of paper that has been kept on purpose.

“This building was founded in nineteen fifty-one,” she said, walking the aisle, touching the spines without quite pulling them. “By two physicians and a hotelier who had noticed something they could not explain and decided to monetize before they understood it. They were not fools. They documented everything.” She drew down a wide flat folio and laid it open on the reading table under the lamp. Hand-drawn charts, faded ink, a marker mapped and remapped across decades of pedigrees, the same circled row appearing again and again. “The compatibility profile. Here is the first man they identified. Here is the second, decades later. Here, if you would like to see it, is your panel from yesterday, photocopied at five o’clock this morning because I could not sleep, laid beside theirs.” She set the sheet down next to the old chart. The circled rows lined up like they’d been printed from the same plate. “You are the third name in this folio, Herr Keller. In seventy years.”

I looked at the three rows. It is a strange thing, to see your own body’s secret written in the handwriting of dead men.

“And him,” I said. The middle row.

“Henrik Falk.” She did not soften it and she did not linger on it. She pulled a ledger instead, heavy, and opened it to columns of dates and codes and names blacked out in careful redaction. “His session records. Twenty-two years. We redact the guests even from ourselves; only the chart-keeper holds the key, and the key changes when the keeper does.” She closed it. Then she showed me the boxes that mattered more, the consent architecture, hundreds of forms, every guest informed in writing, every guest signing below a paragraph that named the treatment for what it was and named that a person, not a process, provided it. She let me read three of them at random, pulled from three different decades. They said the same thing in the legal style of their day. They were all signed in steady, certain, expensive hands.

“We sell a miracle,” she said, standing in the cold quiet room with all of it around her. “We are honest about it indoors. Every woman who enters this program is told what the treatment is and who provides it before she signs a single page. The world does not know. The women always know. That distinction is the entire ethics of this place and I will not have it blurred, not by you, not by anyone.” She looked at me, level and unhurried. “Now. The offer.”

The offer was a number. It was a retainer that made the soft-folded letter in my jacket look like a joke I’d been telling myself, plus completion bonuses tied to results, plus the room and board, plus a discretion clause that cut both ways, hers and mine. She laid it out plainly, no salesmanship, and then she said the thing that made me believe all the rest of it.

“You can say no. I mean that operationally, not kindly. If you say no, you remain the masseur and the handyman, your contract stands, and we never speak of this again, and I will find another way or I will fail trying. I am not in the business of coercing a man into his own biology.” She set the contract on the desk. “But I would be lying if I said I am not asking you to say yes.”

I read it. Every clause, as I’d read the NDA, because I am the reading type and because a man should know exactly what he’s signing his body to. It took a while. She let it take a while; she didn’t fill the silence, didn’t oversell, just stood at the window with her coffee going cold and let me do my reading the way I’d let her watch me bleed a radiator. It was clean. The consent framework was the spine of it, written into the document, the guests informed, the donor protected, the refusals honored. There was a clause about medical supervision, a clause about the donor’s right to decline any individual booking without cause or penalty, a clause that surprised me, about a private account funded toward “the donor’s eventual life after Silberquell,” as if the people who wrote it had learned, the hard way, that this work had an after and a man should not reach it empty.

I thought about Falk, twenty-two years, and wondered who’d written that clause and when.

I had one question. I asked it.

“The women,” I said. “When they come up that cable car. Do they know it’s a person? Or do they think it’s a syringe with a schedule attached?”

Marlene was quiet for a moment, and the quiet had respect in it.

“They will know exactly who you are,” she said. “Most of them will want to. That is the part no clinic can sell, Herr Keller. That is the part I am hiring, more than your blood.” A pause. “Some come for the miracle. Some, in time, come for the man. The ones who come for the man are the reason this place breaks the people who run it.” She didn’t explain that. She put a pen on top of the contract. “Decide.”

I signed.

I watched her face when I did it, and I caught the first time I ever saw her composure give, a crack she shuttered almost before it opened. Her hands, taking the contract back, sliding it into the file, were not entirely steady. Sutures-steady hands that faltered for exactly one subject. She noticed me noticing. She put her hands flat on the desk to still them, and did not remark on it, and neither did I, and that not-remarking was the first private thing between us.

“There’s a protocol for new donors,” she said, and her voice had gone back to clinical, two fingers rising to touch the pinned silver of her hair as if confirming it had held. “A baseline sample, supervised, for the founders’ assay. Normally the nurse handles collection.” She glanced at the window. “Yuki is down at the lab annex this morning with the cohort prep. So I will handle it myself.”

She led me to the exam room and closed the door.

It was a small room, warm, a padded table, a steel tray, a lamp. She washed her hands at the corner sink, and snapped on a pair of nitrile gloves with a brisk professional sound, and set a collection cup on the tray, labeled and dated in advance, and uncapped a tube of medical lubricant, and through all of it her face was a doctor’s face and her hands were a doctor’s hands and the white coat strained across the front of her exactly at my eye level when she leaned to arrange the tray.

“This is a supervised baseline collection,” she said, in a voice like reading a label. “It’s standard. Do I have your consent to proceed.”

“You do,” I said. “Do I have yours?”

She held my eyes, one beat too long. “Mine is not required for the procedure, Herr Keller.”

“It is for me.”

A pause. The control thinned beneath the clinical face, held and almost hidden, the same fractional give I’d seen when her hands faltered over the contract. “You have it,” she said, lower. “Lie back.”

She worked the lubricant warm between her gloved fingers, just as Bianca had taught me to warm the oil, and I wondered if every woman on this mountain knew that and then I stopped thinking, because her gloved hand closed around my cock and began, with terrible methodical patience, to stroke me to hardness.

“Standard protocol,” she narrated, evenly, watching me thicken and rise in her slick latex grip, two hands now, a clinical hold turned slowly into something with no clinical purpose at all. “We document baseline response. Latency. Volume.” She thumbed the head on the upstroke, spreading the lube and the first drop of precum together in a slow circle, and my cock kicked against her palm, and the narration faltered for a breath, the even voice losing its footing before she clamped it back down. Her eyes were on her work, then on my face, then betraying her outright. The coat had given up entirely, lapels forced apart, the silk blouse straining over the heavy swell of her breasts, and she was leaning into the work and the strain got worse, a button at the fullest point of her trembling against its thread.

“You’re very thorough, Doctor,” I said.

“I am thorough.” Stroke, twist, the gloved slide maddening, both hands working now, one cradling and rolling my balls while the other pumped the shaft in a long languid rhythm, the lubricant warm and obscene and slick, the wet sound of her fist on me the only sound in the room.

“Is that what you’re going to write in the chart. Be sure to underline it.”

“It’s what I write.” But her breath had gone shallow, the precision in her wrist developing a rhythm that had nothing to do with a founders’ assay, a slow, building, deliberate rhythm a clinician has no reason to find, her gloved thumb pausing to work the sensitive ridge under the head every few strokes until my breath jumped, then carrying on. The white coat strained at my eye level when she leaned in, her breasts swaying heavy and full behind the straining silk, and she was so close I could smell the faint clean scent of her over the medical lubricant, and she was watching her own gloved fist slide up and down my cock, that famous over-the-glasses look turned, just this once, toward the thing she was doing instead of the person she was assessing. Her tongue touched her lower lip, once, before she caught it.

When I said her name, low, just her name, no title, the rhythm stuttered for a beat before she caught it.

“That’s not on the consent form,” she said, evenly, but the evenness cost her something now.

“Neither is the way you’re doing that.”

“I’m following protocol.”

“There’s no protocol that’s this slow on purpose, Doctor. I’ve read your protocols. I’m the reading type.” I held her grey eyes and didn’t let them go. “You want to write down a lot more than noted.”

“That,” she said, not looking away, her wrist not stopping, “is not a clinical observation.”

“It’s an accurate one.”

She didn’t answer that. She just kept on, the slick gloved grip, the heavy patient build of it, her wrist twisting now at the top of every stroke, watching me now openly across the tops of the frames, her composure a sheer face of rock with one hairline crack running up it, and I let her see what she was doing to me, I let her have all of it, my cock flushed dark and straining in her fist, my breath going, my hips wanting to fuck up into her hand and held in check out of respect for the fiction she needed. And when she’d built it past the point of return, when she felt the shaft swell and thicken against her palm and stroked me through it, I finished, hard, the first thick rope of cum spilling over her gloved knuckles before she got the cup angled to catch the rest, and I emptied into it in long heavy spurts while she milked the shaft from root to tip, working me through each one with slow expert pressure until there was nothing left to give. She watched it happen one full beat longer than any procedure required, her lips parted, her own breath uneven, her thighs pressed together under the desk, the doctor’s mask hanging by a single thread, before she set her face and the thread held.

Then she capped the cup. She picked up the pen. And she wrote on the label, in that careful hand, the date, the protocol code, and her signature, the same signature I’d see on every prescription for the rest of my life, the erotic watermark of the whole place being born right there on a specimen label while she pretended her hand was steady.

She underlined the word she added at the bottom. Noted.

She stripped the gloves off and dropped them in the bin and washed her hands like absolution, and she didn’t look at me while she did it, and at the door, with her back to me, she paused.

“Falk used to call this room the confessional,” she said. “Call it what you like.” And she was gone.

That evening, the first wire landed.

I had no phone past the wing line, but in my room I checked the banking app, and there it was, the retainer’s first transfer, three months of my old wages in one line, and the soft-folded letter on the desk beside me suddenly looked like a thing that had happened to a different, smaller man. The number didn’t make me happy, exactly. It made me able to breathe in a way I’d forgotten the shape of.

Poppy was at the desk when I came down, though her shift had ended, doing something to a ledger that did not need doing. She didn’t look up. She slid a small glass of schnapps across the wood toward me with two fingers, sliding it low and quiet, a note passed under a camera.

“Word gets to this desk before it gets anywhere,” she said. “Always has.”

“You hear a lot.”

“I hear everything, I told you that on day one, you should listen better.” She finally looked up, and the pen in her hand went still on the ledger she hadn’t needed to touch, and whatever came next she gave me straight, no spin on it, no wink. “Don’t drink it fast. It’s the good stuff, Ute hides it. We only break it out for staff who are actually staying.”

I drank it slow. It was the good stuff.


Chapter 5: Thin Walls

Prep week, Marlene called it. The cohort arrived Friday and there was a house to ready and a new donor to drill.

She drilled me herself, in her office, with a list.

“Titles,” she said. “Always. Frau Doktor for me, Frau for the guests, surnames until they offer otherwise, and most will not. You never ask a guest about a husband, living or dead, present or absent. You never ask why she’s here. The chart tells you everything you are permitted to know, and the chart is the invitation. If a session is on the chart, it is sanctioned. If it is not on the chart, it does not happen, regardless of what anyone in a robe suggests to you in a corridor at midnight.” She held my eyes until the rule settled into me, heavy and permanent. “The invitation is the chart. Say it back.”

“The invitation is the chart.”

“Good. You’d be amazed how many otherwise sensible men forget it.” She did not, I noticed, mention the exam room, or the cup, or the word she’d underlined. Neither did I. We were both very professional about a thing neither of us was going to be professional about for long.

Yuki drilled me differently. She came to my room with a clipboard and built my baseline into something she called a scheduling matrix, which was the most sophisticated calendar I’d ever seen and which she clearly loved with her whole exacting heart.

“Recovery time,” she said, pen poised, flat as a weather report. “Between sessions. Hours.”

“That depends.”

“On what.”

“On the woman. On the day. On whether I’ve also rewired a generator.”

She wrote that down, all of it, verbatim, including the part about the generator. “Frequency tolerance. Sessions per day, sustainable, before quality degrades.”

“You’re asking me how often I can do my job.”

“I’m building a system that decides everyone’s window for the next two months around the one variable I can’t look up in a journal. The founders left tables. The tables assume a constant. You are not a constant, you are a man who also fixes boilers, so I have to measure you directly.” She did not raise her voice. She did not look up. But the tips of her ears had gone pink, a clean bright pink against her fair skin, and her thighs were pressed together on the edge of my one chair, and she charted my answers in a hand so steady the steadiness itself gave her away. “Quality degrades,” she repeated. “Define it.”

“Yuki,” I said.

“Define it for the chart. I need a threshold. A system without a threshold is a wish.”

So I defined it for the chart, plainly, clinically, matching her cadence word for word, because I’d worked out by then that meeting Yuki in protocol was the only kindness that reached her, and I watched her write it down and watched her ears get pinker with every word and watched her not look up once, holding her composure the way you’d hold a full glass crossing a room, level and careful, certain the smallest tilt would spill it.

“Adequate,” she said, when I’d finished, which from Yuki was a great deal. “That gives me a curve.” She capped her pen, tucked her clipboard flush against her knee, and stood, and at the door she paused, and said, to the doorframe and not to me, “Your recovery figure is faster than the founders’ tables predict for the marker. Statistically. I’ll have to recalibrate the whole matrix.” A beat. “It’s good data,” and then she was gone, and I was fairly sure that Yuki Tanaka, flat-voiced and pink-eared, had just paid me the filthiest compliment I’d received all week and called it good data.

The comedy that week came from Poppy, who had decided the staff needed a euphemism for my official function and was running a tournament to select one.

“‘The Cure,’” she proposed at lunch, ticking it off a list she had genuinely written down. “Too on the nose. ‘The Specialist.’ Too clinical, Yuki’s already taken clinical, Yuki owns clinical, we can’t have two clinicals. ‘The Waters.’ Confusing, we have actual waters, somebody’ll book him by mistake and want a robe. ‘The Asset,’” she read, and crossed it out herself. “Sounds like he’ll be repossessed. ‘The Resource,’ worse. ‘The Gentleman Caller,’ I liked it but it’s too long for the board.”

“You want it on the board,” I said.

“Everything’s on the board eventually, that’s what the board’s for.” She tapped the list. “‘Der Hausquelle,’” she said, with relish. “The house spring. The source. It’s got a double meaning, it’s got dignity, it’s got a German-ness Marlene can pretend to disapprove of.”

“Hausquelle,” Bianca said, testing it in her husky accent, barefoot on the bench. “I like it. It’s classy. He’s the house spring. The waters everyone comes for.” She raised her water glass. “To the Hausquelle.”

“You can’t toast a colleague with tap water,” Poppy said, scandalized, “it’s disrespectful,” and went to fetch the good schnapps, and Yuki said, without looking up from her chart, “It’s eleven in the morning,” and Poppy said, “It’s a christening, Yuki, there are rules,” and poured four anyway.

“It’s settled. Hausquelle wins.”

“It is not settled,” Ute said, from the stove, without turning around, “because I am banning all of them. This is a kitchen. We eat in this kitchen.” She set down a plate. “I will not have the spring discussed over Knödel.”

There was a respectful silence.

Then, twenty minutes later, ladling stew, Ute said to the pot, “More for the Hausquelle, he burns fuel,” and Poppy made a noise like a kettle and had to leave the table.

Bianca scheduled her own advanced training for Thursday evening, in treatment room three.

She told me the room number like it was a private joke, which it was. Room three had the thinnest walls in a wing famous for thin walls. She’d chosen it for the acoustics.

No lesson this time. She’d picked the room for one reason and she told me what it was the second the latch clicked shut.

“Listen.” She rapped a knuckle twice on the wall beside the table. The sound traveled, thin and far, two centimeters of pine and not much else between us and the corridor. “Whole wing’s built like this. Falk used to complain you couldn’t clear your throat in here without the hallway hearing the confession.” She started on the buttons of her whites, unhurried, watching me watch her do it. “I never minded once. I want the corridor to know what I sound like when somebody finally does it right.”

She came out of the whites in stages, because she did everything in stages and made you witness each one, the tunic over her head, the rest peeled slow, until she stood in the lamplight in nothing, deep tan skin gone gold, hair coming loose down her neck. Then she turned and braced her hands on the table and arched, the defining curve of her pushed up and out like the reason the building had been built, looking back over her shoulder to be certain I’d seen all of it, because she’d earned that body across ten years of real work and she’d be damned if it went unwitnessed.

“You’re not the student tonight,” she said, climbing up onto the table on her hands and knees. She tipped her chin at the thin wall, the dark hall behind it. “Tonight you’re what the wing hears. So make it worth their walk past the door.”

“Yes?” I said, getting her own word in before she could. “Say it for the record.”

“God, yes. Loud as you can stand. Louder than that.” The grin was already enormous. “Begin.”

I put my hands on her with no apology, weight behind them, up the long muscles either side of her spine until she swore into the cradle, and then lower, both hands full of the heft she joked about so nobody else got to joke first. I kneaded her, spread her open with my thumbs, watched her grip the table edge and shove the slick split of her back at me. She was already soaked, the pink of her glistening between those thick thighs. I worked her legs wider and leaned in and put my mouth on her from behind, tongue dragging flat from her clit back up.

The room got loud, and she made sure of it. That was the point.

“Adam.” Her thighs jumped around my ears. “Adam, meu Deus, that’s it, let them hear that…” I licked into her, fucked her open with my tongue and then two fingers curled deep, mouth sealed over her clit, until she was rocking back into my face, soaking my chin, the muscles in her back jumping under the oiled sheen, loud enough now that the lamp could have taken notes.

“Enough.” She reached back, fisted my hair, hauled me up off her. “I didn’t pick this room for your mouth, I picked it for the part the walls remember. I’ve waited ten years to be the loudest thing in this wing.” She shoved her ass back against me. “Now.”

I stood and pushed the head of my cock against her slick open cunt and slid into her in one long slow stroke, sinking until my hips met her ass, and the curse she made then had no consonants left in it. She was tight and slick and scalding around me, clutching at me as it went in, and the view, the defining ass of the building filling my hands, her cunt stretched around the base of my cock, her back bowed, the lamplight on the oil, was a thing I’d carry. I drew back until just the head held inside her and watched the lips of her cling to me, then drove back deep, and started slow like that, all the way out and all the way in, and she set the pace herself for the first minute, coaching even now, like that, slower, there, let me feel all of it, until she stopped being able to coach and started just taking it.

The walls were thin and she knew it and she got louder on purpose. I understood by then that the audience was the whole point for her, that being heard was being acknowledged, that ten years of nobody asking had built a woman who needed the corridor to know she was, finally, being asked.

I gave the corridor something to know. I gripped her thick hips and drove into her harder, fucking her in earnest now, my hips clapping against her ass, the table creaking, the wet slap of skin on skin loud in the small room, her ass rippling with every impact, and she met every stroke and threw her head back and let the wing hear her.

Footsteps came down the hall outside, and slowed, and paused, the owner of them realizing all at once what they were walking past. Bianca’s eyes flew open and she looked back at me and her grin went wicked and she got louder, deliberately, gloriously, performing for the pause. Let them hear, querido. Let them hear what the new boy can do. That’s the point. That was always the point.

I pulled out of her then, my cock slick and glistening, just long enough to haul her upright off the table, her back against my chest, and turned the both of us square to the thin door, the corridor and whoever was still paused behind it, and bent her forward again over the table edge with her chin lifted toward it, and fit myself to her again and pushed back in deep, and now she was aimed straight at her audience, performing right down the line of it.

“Oh,” she breathed, her eyes fixed on the door, her grin enormous. “Let them stand out there and picture it, amor. Let them picture exactly this.”

So I gave her exactly that. I fucked her like that, slow then not, one hand sliding up to cup and squeeze a heavy swinging breast, rolling the dark nipple between my fingers, watching her play to a corridor that couldn’t see a thing and get off harder on the idea of being heard than on anything my hands were doing, her free hand finding mine on her hip and pressing it down harder, demanding it deeper. And when she came it was loud and unhidden and thrown at the door like a gift, the clutch of her squeezing and fluttering around me in long greedy spasms, the loud joyful length of her locking and shaking against me, and the grip of her dragged me over the edge a moment after, buried as deep as I could get, and I came inside her deep, spilling jet after jet, filling her while she ground back onto me to keep me there, milking it, her heel hooked around the back of my leg, both of us breathing hard in the steam with the candles guttering low.

“Distinction,” she panted, eventually, grinning over her shoulder at the door in case it was still out there listening. “That’s a pass with distinction. I’ll fill in your training record.”

She did, in fact, fill in a training record, later, a real form, with a straight face, in which I passed Advanced Therapeutic Technique with the highest available mark and a remark in the comments box that said exceptional hands, takes direction, will require ongoing assessment. She kept it, pinned inside her own locker where only she could see it.

The footsteps in the corridor had been Yuki’s.

I found this out the next morning, when Yuki, charting at the staff table, said, to her clipboard, without inflection, “Room three needs new linens.”

“It’s clean,” Bianca said, too quickly.

“It needs new linens,” Yuki repeated, making a note. “Again.” She did not look up. Color had crept back up the side of her neck. “I’ll log it under wear and tear.”

Poppy, who had just taken a mouthful of tea, choked on it, and had to be patted on the back by Bianca, who was laughing too hard to do it properly, and across the table Yuki kept charting, perfectly composed, not a flicker on her face, the only still point in a room she had just set on fire with eleven words.

Friday, the cohort arrived on the morning cable car.

The cable car ran all morning, ferrying guests and their luggage, and the front hall filled with the quiet hum of arrival, robes appearing, the discretion bubble thickening. I watched some of it from the gallery while I rehung the door I’d planed.

The first one out was different from the rest, and I knew it before I knew her name.

She didn’t drift like the cashmere woman on my first day. She arrived.

Tall, taller in the heels, and she had walked in meaning to be looked at, so I looked: the designer heels striking the stone, the long legs, the deep architectural curve of the suit at the hip and the waist, broad shoulders set like a woman who has never once let a room set them for her, and a close-cropped natural hair with an edge-up so sharp it could have cut the cold off the cable car. Dark skin, flawless, luminous against the pale stone of the hall. Earrings doing the work other women’s hair would do. The suit announced who would be in charge of any room she entered, armor cut by someone who’d been paid a great deal to make it look like fashion.

She moved like the building had been waiting for her, which, given what she was paying, it had been. She did not look around like arriving guests do, taking in the famous hush, the engineered water, the discretion. She assessed it. Priced it. Logged it. The hall was a vendor and she was deciding whether it had met spec.

She went straight to the desk, set down a leather folder, and slid it across to Poppy without a word of greeting.

Poppy opened it, read the first page, and her reading slowed, her thumb stopping dead on the corner of the paper the way it did when the front desk’s unflappable detective hit something she had not seen come up that cable car before.

“These are,” Poppy said, carefully, “amendments. To the standard agreement.”

“They are,” the woman said. Low, precise, every word costed out. “I’d like them reviewed before I unpack. I don’t unpack into uncertainty.” She glanced once around the hall, assessing it, pricing it, and her gaze passed over me up on the gallery for exactly one second, clocked me as staff, as furniture, and moved on. “Where is the directress? I have questions her brochure didn’t answer, and I have a calendar that doesn’t wait.”

Poppy looked down at the folder of amendments, and then up at the woman, and then, very briefly, up at me on the gallery, with an expression that said, clear as a bell across the hall:

Here we go.


Chapter 6: The Client Amendments

Her name was Simone Devereux, she was thirty-eight, and she had built a logistics empire out of one truck her father left her. The board called her the machine. I learned all of this from Poppy in the ninety seconds it took to carry the woman’s luggage up to the panorama suite, because Poppy had read the file, and Poppy had read the amendments, and Poppy was vibrating with the specific joy of a person watching an immovable object approach an irresistible mountain.

“Divorced a decade,” Poppy whispered, on the stairs. “Ended over the kid question, reading between the lines, which I always do. There’s a line on her calendar, I saw it in the intake, in red. Thirty-nine in November. She’s not here for the waters, Adam. She’s here against a clock, and she has decided to win the clock by managing it to death, and you are about to find out what it’s like to be a deliverable.”

The amendments ran fourteen pages. Schedule density, with penalties for missed sessions. Metrics. Weekly reports. Confidentiality penalties stacked on the existing NDA like a second padlock on a vault. Marlene read all fourteen pages in her office with Simone across the desk and her glasses low and her face giving away precisely nothing.

“Several of these,” Marlene said, “presume that the outcome is something I can contractually guarantee. It is not. No physician can. What I can guarantee is the method, the attention, and a success rate that no clinic on earth can match. The rest is biology, and biology does not sign agreements.”

“Everything signs agreements,” Simone said, “if you write the consequences correctly.”

“Bodies don’t read the consequences clause.” Marlene set the pages down. “Before you sign anything, you should understand exactly what you are buying, because it is not what the brochure implies, and I will not take six figures from a woman I have lied to.” And then she told her. The whole truth. The waters were water. The cure was a man. The schedules and the charts were the service wrapper around one rare biology administered through prescribed sessions she would be informed of, consent to, and direct herself.

I watched Simone receive it. She didn’t blink at the deception of the world, the milk baths, the theater. A woman who built an empire understood theater. She didn’t blink at the word donor.

She blinked at donor having a face.

“A man,” she said. “A specific, named, living man, on staff.”

“On staff,” Marlene agreed.

“And he’s where in this building right now.”

“Carrying your luggage, most likely,” Marlene said, perfectly level, and that was the closest she came to a joke all afternoon.

Which is how I ended up being interviewed like a vendor.

Simone had me brought to the office and she ran me the way she’d run a supplier pitch, sitting back, a printed agenda on her knee, asking questions in numbered order. Method. Frequency. Hygiene protocols. Track record. I answered the spreadsheet honestly, because the worst thing you can do with a person like that is perform, and the second worst thing is flinch.

“Point four,” she said, not looking up. “Communicable disease screening. Frequency and most recent panel.”

“Monthly. Eleven days ago. The directress holds the file; she’ll show you the result, not the rest of the page.”

“Point five. In the event a session is, for any reason, not completed to specification, what is the remedy.”

“You tell me what didn’t work,” I said, “and I do it differently. That’s the remedy, start to finish. There isn’t a penalty clause for it because I’m not a courier and you’re not a parcel.”

Her pen stopped for the length of one breath. Then it moved again. She did not look like a woman who’d been corrected. She looked, briefly, like a woman who’d been surprised, which on her face was a much rarer event.

“Point six,” she said. “References.”

“The directress declines to provide references on privacy grounds,” Marlene said.

“I’d imagine she does.” Simone’s dark eyes came back to me, assessing, board-room steady, pricing me out like freight. “And the staff?”

Bianca, who happened to be passing the open office door with an armful of towels at that exact moment, said, audibly, without breaking stride, “Oh, the references are excellent,” and kept walking.

Simone paused a beat, the held quiet of a woman revising a figure she’d already thought final, the recalculation happening somewhere behind her eyes and nowhere on her face. She made a note.

I let her finish her list. Then, when she’d run out of numbered questions and was capping her pen, I asked her the one that wasn’t on either of our agendas.

“When did you last sleep through a night?”

She looked up. For a second the board-room face was just a face, caught off the script, and the silence that came after the question told me more than the fourteen pages had. It was a long silence, and a tired one, the kind that comes off someone who has not slept through a night in longer than she’d say out loud, and has not been asked about it in even longer.

“That’s not on the agenda,” she said, finally.

“No,” I agreed. “It isn’t.”

She held my eyes a moment longer than she meant to. Then she looked back down at her papers, and she signed. Every page. The amendments she’d insisted on and the disclosure she now understood and the consent she now gave with full information. She signed in a slashing, decisive hand, and slid the stack across to Marlene, and stood.

“First session tonight,” she said. “My suite. Nine. I’ll provide the terms.”

Yuki charted it that afternoon, flat-voiced, in the lab. “Cycle mapped,” she told Marlene, and me, present because the chart was now partly about me. “She’s not in her window. Window’s nine days out. So tonight isn’t for conception.” She made a note. “Tonight is for establishing tolerances.”

“Tolerances,” I said.

“Hers,” Yuki said. “And yours.” The color climbed the rims of her ears; the pen never wavered, her voice flat and level as a ruled line.

The panorama suite earned every franc of its name, a wall of glass facing the black valley and the far white ridges, the lights of one village far below the only break in the dark. The fire was lit but low. The bed was a continent of white linen. And Simone Devereux was waiting in the middle of it all in a silk robe the color of slate, a printed agenda in one hand, standing the way she clearly stood in boardrooms, weight even, chin level, having arranged herself and the room and the lighting to her own specification before I arrived.

She’d set the temperature. She’d set the dimmer. She’d set, I’d bet, the exact angle of the chair. A woman managing her own nerves by managing everything around them, the only language for it she had.

“Terms,” she said, before I’d closed the door, before I’d taken two steps in, ahead of the moment before it could form. “No kissing on the mouth. Lights at forty percent. I’ll designate positions. You leave after; I don’t host overnight.” She set the agenda on the nightstand, lined up flush with the edge of the wood, precise to the millimeter. “These aren’t negotiable. Confirm you understand them.”

“I understand them,” I said. “Do you?”

“They’re my terms. Of course I understand them.”

“They’re a wall,” I said. “You’re allowed a wall. I just want you to know I see it for what it is.”

Her jaw tightened, the first sign that I’d landed somewhere she didn’t have a procedure for. She didn’t answer. She untied the silk belt at her waist, one pull, and let the robe fall off her shoulders and pool at her bare feet, and she did it like a procedure, no flourish, all business, the brisk unbothered way of a woman who has decided the act will cost her nothing.

And then she stood there, and I forgot, for a second, to be cool about any of it.

Because under the structured suit she was extraordinary, and she’d uncovered it deliberately, daring me to keep my face still. I didn’t entirely manage. Down the endless legs first, then up to the deep curve of her hips and the cinch of her waist, the sweep of a true hourglass, then the full heavy breasts, then the throat and the collarbone and the assessing dark eyes that were already watching me look. Statuesque, broad-shouldered, dark skin gone warm and luminous in the low light against the white linen of the bed. Something in my chest pulled tight, and I worked to keep it off my face, that quiet that lands when you stand in front of work too good to rush.

She heard it. Surprise flickered across her face, then a small fierce satisfaction, and she filed it away, a figure come in under forecast, quietly pleased in a way the woman inside it would never once have admitted to.

“Position one,” she said, lying back, composing herself on the bed, settling her shoulders level, her hands flat at her sides. “Standard. Begin.”

I began. I knelt onto the bed between her legs and ran my hands up the long muscles of her thighs first, slow, because she hadn’t put a rule on that and a body talks before its owner does, and I drew my thumbs up to part her and found her wet despite herself, the dark lips of her already slick, and I felt the small involuntary lift of her hips that her face was working hard to deny. I stroked the head of my cock through that wetness, slow, over her clit and back, until the monitoring slipped its moorings, the observer in her losing track of what she was supposed to be recording. Then efficient missionary, her terms, notching myself against her and sliding in slow, inch by inch, feeling her stretch and grip around me, her hands at her sides on the linen, her face arranged into something composed and observational, like she was monitoring a process even as her body clenched tight around my cock.

And I went slow. Slower than she expected. I watched her face throughout, which was not in her terms, and I paid attention to her body with everything the work had taught me, where it tensed, what loosened it, and I did not rush, just fed her the full length of me and drew back and gave it again.

“You can increase the pace,” she said, evenly, a project manager noting a milestone, though her voice had thickened. “The schedule allows…”

“The schedule’s not in this bed.”

I rolled my hips against her at the bottom of the stroke, grinding the base of my cock against her clit, slow and deep, found the angle that snagged the velvet in her voice and dragged the head over the place inside her that made her clench, and stayed there. Her composed sentence didn’t finish. I did it again. And somewhere in the third minute her metronome broke.

Her hands, which were supposed to stay at her sides, came up and gripped my shoulders. Position two was never announced. She just took hold of me and pulled, hard, drawing me deeper, her ankles sliding up around the backs of my thighs, her heels urging my hips into hers, and the composure went out of her face the way the schedule had gone out of the room, item by item, no single line you could point to, the breath going ragged, a sound escaping her that she’d clearly meant to keep. Her full breasts swayed with every slow thrust, the nipples drawn tight, and I dropped my mouth to one and she arched. I gave her time, all the time in the world, fucking her deep and unhurried, because the one thing the machine had never been offered was patience, and patience was undoing her faster than anything athletic could have.

“There,” she breathed, and then caught it, and then lost it again. “God. There. Don’t, don’t change it, stay…” An order that had stopped being an order somewhere in the middle and turned into the other thing.

She came once like that, around me, her cunt fluttering and clenching down the length of my cock, her nails biting into my shoulders, her head turning hard into the pillow. I didn’t stop. I worked her back up while she shook through it, slower now, grinding deep, and the second one built longer and broke deeper, rolling through her while she pressed her face into my neck to muffle a sound she hated making, her body bowing up off the linen, her heels locking at the small of my back to keep me buried in her.

Halfway through, her phone chimed on the nightstand, a session-duration alert, some efficiency she’d set for herself, and without opening her eyes she reached over and swatted it off the nightstand onto the carpet and pulled me back down. The first crack in the spreadsheet, and she didn’t even know she’d made it.

“Finish it,” she said against my throat, and it was the protocol’s one absolute requirement and it was also, underneath, just a woman asking. “Inside. That’s the, that’s the term that matters. Inside. Don’t pull out, finish in me.”

When I finished, driving deep and holding there, I spilled thick and hot inside her, surge after surge, and she held herself open for it, taking all of it, her breath shaking, her arms tight around my back, her ankles locked at the backs of my thighs to keep me planted as deep as I could go, and for a moment, a real moment, there was no agenda anywhere in the room.

Then she put it back on.

The transformation was almost frightening to watch, how fast she reassembled, the breath steadying by an act of will, the face arranging itself, the warmth she’d let me see for ten seconds in the dark packed away again, as clean and final as inventory struck off a manifest.

“Adequate,” she said, sliding out from under me, reaching for the silk robe and belting it tight, the slate silk and the level chin and the flat managerial voice all snapping back into place so fast it was almost violent. “Thursday. Same time. I’ll send any revisions to the terms through the desk. Confirm receipt when they arrive.”

“Of course,” I said. I didn’t argue with the word adequate. You don’t argue with a woman mid-inventory. You find where the seam is and you let it be, and hers was the phone on the carpet she’d knocked there without opening her eyes, and the fact that she still hadn’t picked it up.

I dressed. I left, because those were the terms, and the terms were all she could give right now and I wasn’t going to take more than she offered. But at the door I looked back, because I look back, and Simone Devereux was standing at the wall of glass in her belted robe, her back to me, looking out at the black valley and the scatter of village lights and the far white ridges catching the last of the moon. Not at her agenda, not at the phone she’d knocked to the floor, and not at me.

Looking at the view.

I’d carried her luggage up that afternoon and she hadn’t glanced at the window once, hadn’t noticed that the best room in the house faced the most expensive sight in the canton. People who don’t sleep don’t, as a rule, notice views. They’re too busy running the thing behind their eyes that won’t switch off. And here she was, an hour later, standing in the dark looking at a mountain like she’d just discovered it was there, and I closed the door quietly and didn’t say anything. Some cracks you don’t point at. You note them and come back Thursday.

Poppy signed me out of the wing with extravagant ceremony, stamping something that didn’t need stamping.

“Survive?” she said.

“She called it adequate.”

“From her that’s basically a love letter, give it three weeks.” She slid the guest book around and tapped a name penciled in for Sunday. “Speaking of which. This one’s different. Greta Lindqvist. Returning alumna.” Her face changed, the sharp gatekeeper softening into something genuinely fond. “She’s the one off the brochure, Adam. The one they can’t print.” She lowered her voice, every trace of the gatekeeper’s banter gone out of it. “She’s the proof. You’ll see Sunday. The whole house lights up when Greta comes up that mountain.”

She closed the book.

“Get some sleep,” she said. “You’ve got a CEO on Thursday and a miracle on Sunday. Your calendar’s getting interesting, Hausquelle.”

I didn’t go to sleep. I went down to the boiler house, because the pumps had developed a faint new note under their hum that afternoon, a thing only I would hear, and I’d been worrying at it all evening like a sore tooth. It was an air pocket in the return line, ten minutes to bleed, and I bled it crouched in the warm dark until the hiss died and the line ran solid under my palm, and the hum smoothed out, and the building above me ran easier without anyone in it knowing it had been straining all night.


Chapter 7: The Proof

Greta Lindqvist came up the mountain on Sunday, and the house changed temperature the moment her name went up the cable.

It was nothing like Simone’s arrival. Simone had arrived like a takeover. Greta arrived like spring. Ute baked something with cardamom that she would not have baked for a duke. Poppy abandoned the desk entirely and met her in the front hall and hugged her over no counter at all, the gatekeeper forgetting the gate. Bianca came out of the wing with her arms open. Even Yuki, who did not as a rule do faces, did a small private one.

And there, in the middle of all of it, was the proof.

She was tall, soft, long-limbed, golden blonde hair loose down her back, thirty-five and six months pregnant, carrying high and proud under a wrap dress, and she glowed. I’d heard the word glow used about pregnant women my whole life and dismissed it as a sentimental thing people said. Standing in that hall I understood it was a description. She was lit, from somewhere, sun-kissed and serene, and when her warm blue eyes swept the room they had in them the settled, easy grace of a woman who had stopped, entirely, performing for anyone.

Across the hall, Simone Devereux had gone arrested mid-step, studying her the way she’d study an audited result, a competitor’s numbers she didn’t quite believe and very much wanted to.

I met Greta properly an hour later, over her radiator.

The garden room ran a degree cool and she’d asked for someone to look at it, and I came with my tools, and I’d barely got the cover off the valve before she’d worked out exactly who I was. Alumnae know. She watched me for about a minute, confirming something she’d already guessed, and then she said, in a low Swedish-lilted voice with a smile in it, “You’re the new one. Henrik’s successor.”

I stayed kneeling at the valve. “I’m the new handyman.”

“Mm. And the handyman fixes the radiator while the directress reschedules her afternoon and the lab printer runs all week and the staff start walking like they’ve remembered something good.” Her smile widened, kind, not cruel, not teasing exactly. “I had eight weeks here last year, Adam. I know the rhythms of this house better than the people who run it. You don’t have to say anything. I’m not the world. I’m the proof.” She rested a hand on the curve of her belly, casual as a hand slipped into a pocket. “Henrik made this. Indirectly. The kind man with the sad smile. Do you know him?”

“Only the photo.”

“He was lovely.” Her expression turned fond, and a little sad. “The clinics are a syringe and a leaflet. He made you feel chosen.” She shook her head, the gold hair shifting, and let the rest of whatever she’d been about to say about him go unsaid. “But I’m being heavy and you’ve barely opened the valve. It’s just running cool, I think. I run warm myself these days, so the contrast bothers me.”

I balanced the radiator and showed her the trick of the thermostat and we talked, and over the next hour she taught me more about the program than Marlene’s files had, because she taught me what it felt like from inside.

“They take your phone at the line,” she said, settling back against her pillows, one hand on the belly, “and the first day you hate it, and by the third day you’d pay them to keep it. Do you know how long it’s been since anyone couldn’t reach me? I run a design studio. Ran. I sold it. But for years there was no hour of any day a person couldn’t put a thing in my hand that needed deciding. Up here, nobody can. The phone’s in a basket with my name on it and the world has to wait at the bottom of a cable car. That alone is half the cure. They just don’t advertise it, because you can’t put ‘we will physically prevent your life from reaching you’ on a brochure.”

She told me about the rituals, the milk baths and the prescribed quiet, the Ruhe the mountain observed, the robes that meant you’d stopped being whoever you had to be down in the valley. She told me what it meant, to a woman who’d run out of options, run out of clinics, run out of the particular hope that costs the most because it has already been broken once, to arrive somewhere that treated that hope as precious instead of statistically improbable, that handed it back to her warmed and held instead of shrugging at it across a desk.

“The clinics aren’t unkind,” she said. “They’re just tired. You’re appointment four of eleven that day, and you can feel it, you can feel yourself being a number in a queue of numbers. Here you’re the only one in the room. Here someone learns how you take your coffee.” She smiled, a little far away. “Henrik learned how everyone took their coffee. There were women who came back every single season, you know. Not because they needed another child.” She turned her water glass slowly on the table, watching the light shift in it, and didn’t finish the thought, because she didn’t have to. She named Falk openly, easily, a man she’d known and liked, no shadow on it yet, and I started, listening to her, to feel how much the thing I’d signed actually carried, the way you feel the load come onto a beam.

She crashed staff dinner that night, uninvited and entirely welcome, installed at the long table with a hand on her belly and a glass of something non-alcoholic, and she was the one who said it.

The conversation had wandered, as it always did, to the question of how the house kept its secret from the village, and Poppy was doing an impression of the kiosk woman’s careful blank face, and Greta, smiling her serene smile, said, in her sweet low lullaby voice, “Oh, every Kurhotel has its Kurschatten.”

The table went quiet for one suspended beat, the kind that comes before a laugh decides whether it’s coming.

“The spa affair,” Greta went on, mild as milk, to me specifically, since I was the one who wouldn’t have the word. “The thing you’re not supposed to do at the cure. Every German over thirty knows it. Some lonely week away, some doctor’s wife and some widower at the next table, and the mountain air, and nobody at home need ever know.” She took a sip, eyes dancing. “Silberquell just has the decency to prescribe him.”

The table detonated. Bianca actually fell off the bench. Poppy was wheezing. And at the head of the table, where she’d finally come down to dinner at all, Marlene Adler put her glass down and looked at the ceiling, and the corner of her mouth moved, and for a moment, one moment, the directress of Silberquell very nearly smiled.

“It is not on the brochure,” Marlene said, when the noise died down, dry as a chart, “for legal reasons.”

Which set the table off again, and this time even Yuki made a sound, a single small exhale through the nose that was, I was fairly sure, the only laugh she owned, and Poppy pointed at her in triumph and said, “She laughed, I saw it, that’s a documented event,” and Yuki said, “It was a respiratory irregularity,” and went back to her plate, and Greta watched all of it from the middle of the warmth with the satisfied look of a woman who’d thrown a stone into a pond just to watch the surface move.

“This,” Greta said to me, low, under the noise, her hand on her belly, “is what I come back for. A table where the directress almost smiles and the nurse has a respiratory irregularity. The waters are lovely. This is the reason.” She speared a piece of Ute’s cake. “You can’t get it in Malmö. I’ve looked.”

Greta requested a prenatal massage from me, on the chart, properly, for the next afternoon.

Bianca supervised the first ten minutes, hovering, correcting my draping for the pregnant body, the side-lying position, the bolsters under the belly and between the knees, and then she pronounced me competent, and on her way out she turned in the doorway and gave me a wink so enormous it could have been seen from the valley.

The door clicked shut. It was just Greta and me and the warm room and the gold light.

I worked her properly. The lower back that carries the extra weight she’s started putting on, the hips loosened by the body getting ready, the long muscles down her legs that take the load when the center of gravity moves. She lay on her side, bolstered, the belly cradled in a pillow, and I worked her by feel, found the places the pregnancy had moved the strain to, and eased them, and she made the sounds of genuine relief, low and grateful, the long uncramping sigh of a woman whose back had hurt for months finally going out of her.

“You found the sacroiliac,” she murmured, half-asleep with it. “Nobody finds the sacroiliac. The fancy place in Stockholm charged me a fortune and rubbed my shoulders and called it prenatal.”

“Your shoulders aren’t carrying a person.”

“No,” she agreed, “they are not,” and then, somewhere in the middle of the long slow work, the sounds changed. Not by much, a half-tone at most. The relief edged into something warmer, lower, and she let it, no shyness in her at all, the filter she’d told me had retired retiring further, and her breathing went from the breathing of a woman being unknotted to the breathing of a woman being touched, and after a while she said, plainly, easily, into the cradle of her crossed arms, “Adam. Does your contract cover alumnae?”

“My contract covers prescribed sessions,” I said. “My hands are off-chart. They’re my own.”

“Better answer.” She rolled, slowly, onto her back, and looked up at me, the gold hair fanned out, the belly a high taut curve under the sheet, her blue eyes warm and frank and certain. “Then I’d like the off-chart kind. I came back for the waters and the safety and, if I’m honest, a little for curiosity about the man they found to replace Henrik. And the curiosity has been answered enough to want more of it. Yes?”

“Yes,” I said. “You?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling, and drew my hand to her.

What followed was the slowest, warmest thing I’d done in that house. I let my eyes travel her as the body deserved, in no rush: the bare feet, the long soft calves, the wide soft sweep of her hips, and then the curve of the belly carried high and proud, and above it the heavy fullness of her breasts, the dark nipples, the flushed throat, the gold hair fanned across the pillow catching the low light. Every part of her said the same word, and the word was full.

I worshipped her on her own unhurried terms, side-lying, her body a thing to be honored rather than rushed. I started at her throat with my mouth, then the slope of one breast, slow, and she made a sound deep in her chest and her hand came up to the back of my head, not pulling, just resting, telling me yes without words. Her breasts were heavy and swollen and warm, fuller than they’d ever been, the dark areolae spread wide and tight, and she guided my mouth to one stiff nipple, and I closed my lips around it and sucked, gentle, gentler than I’d been with anyone, rolling it with my tongue, and she sighed and arched into it, pressing more of herself into my mouth.

And then a bead of milk surprised us both, warm and faintly sweet against my lips, and she laughed, low and easy, not embarrassed, never embarrassed.

“That happens now,” she said, smiling, drawing my head back down, offering it rather than letting me take it, her fingers spreading in my hair. “Don’t be shy of it. Nothing in this body is shameful. It’s all just full. There’s so much of everything now. Take some.”

I closed my mouth over her and drew, careful, and the milk came warm and faintly sweet on my tongue, offered like that, her hand cradling my head to her breast, her breath going long and slow above me. Something about the reverence of it, the trust, how she fed me before she asked for anything, undid a thing in me I hadn’t known was wound up. She made a low pleased sound that I felt build in her chest, a warmth that ran all the way down her, and I understood that this wasn’t only giving for her; the offering itself was a pleasure she sank into.

I moved down and honored the curve of her belly with my mouth, kissed the taut warm skin of it, slow, all the way around the high crown of it, and she watched me do it with an expression so open it almost hurt to see.

“I had Henrik, twice,” she said softly, to the ceiling. “Lovely man. His hands always asked my body’s permission first, every single time, like a guest wiping his feet at a door before he’d let himself come in. Yours move like they already live here.”

“It is yours,” I said, against her belly.

“Mm.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “Lower, then. While you’re being clever.”

She guided my hand between her legs and I worked her slow, slow as she wanted, finding her swollen and slick and ready and listening to her body tell me where, no hurry anywhere in it, the heel of my palm pressed to her clit while two fingers slid into her soft and deep and curled. She was wet and hot and gave around my fingers easily, her hips rocking into my hand in a slow lazy roll. She kept one of my hands cupped to her heavy breast all the while, the nipple slick from my mouth, kept feeding herself my touch and my fingers all at once, and she came arched against me in a long unhurried wave, near-silent as all her pleasure was, her cunt clenching soft around my fingers, her hand tightening in my hair, her belly rising and falling, a low hum of satisfaction rolling out of her at the end like the last note of a lullaby.

Then she returned the kindness, rolling toward me, her own hand wrapping around my cock, languid and expert, taking her time, stroking me slow and full with a loose wet grip, narrating in that low sing-song of hers about second-trimester appetite, about how hungry the body got for everything, food and warmth and weight and this, how nice it was to want something simple and just have it, smiling all the while, her thumb swiping the precum from the head and working it down the shaft in slow circles, until I finished thick across the soft skin of her hip and the warm curve of her belly, and she hummed her approval and dragged one finger idly through the mess of it, spreading it into her skin, like I’d done something nice for her instead of the other way around.

We lay in the warm room afterward, her gold hair against my arm.

“Henrik never once let himself have this part,” she said, quietly, her hand resting on her belly. “Not really. He gave and gave and never let anyone give back, and he ate at the family table for twenty-two years like a guest who’d been told he could stay.” She turned her head to look at me, and the warm eyes were serious now. “He never understood he was the cure, Adam. He thought he was the instrument. Don’t make his mistake. The instrument goes home alone. The cure gets to belong to people.” She smiled, the heaviness lifting off her face as easily as it had arrived. “You burn fuel like the boiler, Ute says. Let people feed you back.”

She didn’t explain more than that. I didn’t ask. But I lay there with the proof of the guarantee breathing slow beside me and thought about a kind man with a sad smile, alone at a full table.

In the corridor, the schedule board had a new note in Yuki’s precise hand.

Devereux, S. Window opens in 7 days.

And under it, a second note, smaller, almost a private remark to herself: Waiting list active again. 4 calls today.

Poppy came past with an armful of files and saw me reading it. “Four calls,” she said, lowering her voice, a little awed despite herself. “The wealthy world’s got a nose for it, Adam. They can smell when this place works. Eight months of nothing and now the phone won’t stop.” She shook her head. “Word’s out up here. Silberquell’s back.”

The desk phone started up again as she said it, the fifth call since lunch, and she gathered her files and went to answer it, leaving me alone in the corridor with Yuki’s two notes and the sound of the house beginning, quietly, to fill back up.


Chapter 8: The Roster

Poppy had built a case.

She showed it to me after midnight, when the hall was dark and the guests were sleeping and the desk lamp made a small gold island in the front hall. She’d cleared the counter and laid it all out like a detective at the end of a film, and she was so pleased with herself she was practically luminous.

“Lab courier slips,” she said, tapping each item in turn. “Room three linen requisitions, which Yuki files under wear and tear, which, no. Your banking glow, the day the wire landed and you stood at this desk trying not to smile. Devereux’s session log. Marlene canceling her whole afternoon the day your bloodwork came back.” She straightened up, folded her arms, triumphant. “I’ve known what you are since before they told you. I work the front desk of a building full of secrets, Adam. Nobody hides anything from a desk.”

“And this is what, exactly.”

“This is leverage.” She said it cheerfully, no shame at all. “Took me four days. The banking glow was the keystone, but the linen requisitions were what cracked it, room three needing fresh sheets twice in one week when it wasn’t even on the cleaning rota, and Yuki filing it under ‘wear and tear’ with a perfectly straight face, which, Yuki, you absolute professional, I salute you, but I read every form that crosses this desk and that one sang.” She straightened a slip with one finger. “Then it was just a matter of putting the courier slips next to the session log next to your face the morning the wire landed. You can’t hold a face, Keller. You’re a wall about everything except money. The day three months of wages hit your account you stood right there and tried not to smile and I had it pinned before lunch.”

“You watched my face.”

“I watch everyone’s face. That’s the job, the actual job. The desk is just the chair they make me do it from.” She tapped the counter once, the cheerful certainty settling into the pitch. “So. I’ve kept your secret for a week and I’m going to keep it forever, that’s not even in question, I’d keep it for free, I’d keep it if you fired me, I’d keep it on my deathbed. But.” She let the word sit. “Here’s my price for the silence I was going to give you anyway. Put me on the roster. The schedule. Whatever Yuki’s calling it this week. I want on the list.”

I looked at the spread of evidence, and at her, twenty-three years old and lit from the inside and entirely certain she’d just played a winning hand, and I picked the slips up and evened them into a stack and set them down again.

“No,” I said.

She blinked. “Sorry?”

“Not like this.” I kept my voice low and level, the one I keep for things that matter. “Guests come to me by prescription, because the chart says so and they’ve signed for it with their eyes open. Staff come to me because they want to, and they say so, and nobody’s hand is on a lever. That’s the line. It’s the only thing that makes me the cure here and not the product. The second I do this because someone’s got a folder on me, I’m just a thing being operated, and I’d rather lose the job.”

“It’s not, it’s just.” She faltered, the bright certainty wobbling. “It’s just how things get done. You find the lever, you pull it, you get the thing. That’s how the whole world works for people like me.”

“What’s people like you.”

And there it was. She stopped squaring the slips against the counter, both hands going flat and still on the wood, and what came out of her then was nothing she ever let the hall hear, something harder, and a good deal more bruised.

“Five years,” she said, quietly, all the speed gone out of her. “Five years at this desk. Doctors walking past. Millionaires walking past. Actual miracles walking past, women going home pregnant who’d been told it was impossible, and me, the desk girl, stamping their NDAs and booking their cars and being looked through like glass. I assembled your secret out of requisition slips because nobody ever thinks the furniture is paying attention.” Her chin came up, defiant and wet-eyed at once. “I wanted to be on a list once. One list, in this building, where I’m not the person who manages everyone else’s miracle. Is that so. Is that such a.” She stopped, jaw working.

The hall was very quiet. The desk lamp hummed.

“You were never not on it,” I said.

She stared at me.

“You don’t need a folder, Poppy. You needed to ask. You’re staff, you want to, that’s the requirement, that’s the entire list.” I set the evidence aside, off the counter, out of the conversation. “But you don’t get it by blackmail, because that’s not what either of us is. You’ll wait your turn. You’ll get asked properly, and you’ll wait, and when it’s your turn it’ll be because you’re wanted, not because you had something on me.”

The word wait did something to her face I hadn’t expected. Her flush spread up from her collar into the freckles on her throat, a real bloom of color, and her quick green eyes went wide, and she put a hand flat on the counter to steady herself.

“You can’t just,” she said, and her voice had gone strange. “You can’t just say no to me and make it sound like that.”

“Like what.”

“Like a promise.” She came around the end of the counter, fast, and got right up close, chin tipped up, freckles blazing. “Prove it, then. Prove you’re not all chart and no spine. Prove you can mean a no, because every man in my life has folded the second I pushed, and if you fold too then you’re nothing special and I’ll go back to my desk and we’ll never speak of it.” She poked me in the chest, hard. “Go on. Hold a line. I dare you.”

I walked her backward into the key room off the front hall, the little closet of hooks and labeled keys, and backed her up against the shelves until they rattled, and she looked up at me with her breath already coming fast and an avalanche of yeses tumbling out before I’d asked a single question.

“Yes,” she said, “yes, that’s a yes, do you need it in triplicate, yes, God.”

I unbuttoned the cardigan. Slowly. One button, then a pause, then the next, while she narrated her own impatience at full volume in a furious whisper.

“You’re doing that on purpose,” she hissed. “That’s, you’re going slow on purpose, I can see you doing it, that’s a tactic, that’s a, oh my God, button two, button two, you’ve been on button two for a year…”

“I’ve got all night.”

“I have a shift in seven hours, you…” The next button. She thumped her head back against the shelves. “Cruelty. This is cruelty. I’ll have you up on charges.”

The blouse strained under the open cardigan just as the cardigan itself had, full and soft and freckled, her heavy breasts straining the buttons, her chest going pink and pinker, and I took my time there too, traced one finger along the strained seam of it, tugged the cup of her bra down just enough to thumb a stiff pink nipple, and she vibrated against the shelves like a struck tuning fork.

I got my hand under her skirt and dragged her ruined underwear aside and found her, soaked through, slippery hot and swollen, wrecked already, and the curse she made when my fingers parted her was almost reverent. I circled her clit slow, then sank two fingers into her, tight and soaked and clenching, and worked her in maddening intervals: build her up slow and steady, fingers curling, palm grinding, until her hips were riding my hand and her cunt was clenching, then ease right off the second before she tipped, then build again. Each stop got negotiated against escalating profanity in what I was fairly sure were two separate Irish dialects.

“No, no, no, don’t you dare stop, you absolute, come back, come back here…”

“Ask nicely.”

“I will end you…” I eased off again and she made a thin furious hiss through her teeth. “Please. There. Please, that’s nice, that’s me being nice, now will you…”

I gave her thirty seconds of exactly what she wanted and then took it away again, and she called me names she’d have to apologize to a priest about.

“Hands on the shelf,” I told her. “Flat. Stay.”

She put her hands flat on the shelf. She did not stay. Her hand shot down to grab my wrist and try to set the pace herself, and I stopped entirely, and looked at her, and she realized her mistake a beat too late.

The spank rattled the key hooks. Her body jolted and she gasped and then grinned, scarlet, delighted, exactly as I’d suspected she’d be.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s allowed, is it.”

“Hands on the shelf.”

“And if I don’t?”

I just looked at her, and let the look do the work. She put them back so fast the keys swung on their hooks. “Just checking the policy,” she muttered. “For the file.”

She kept them there this time, knuckles white on the shelf, while I worked her to the edge again, two fingers buried deep and pumping slow, my thumb rolling her clit, watching her come apart, the blush down across the freckled tops of her breasts now, one of them tugged free of her bra and bouncing with every jolt of my hand, her head tipped back against the shelves, her thighs trembling around my wrist, her mouth open on a breath she was trying not to let be a moan.

She lasted about a minute before she tried to steal it back. Her hips started chasing my hand, working herself toward the edge I’d been keeping her off, taking the pace one greedy inch at a time when she thought I wasn’t paying attention.

I stopped. Took my hand off her entirely, an inch of cold air between my fingers and the soaked heat of her, and let her strain up after it into nothing.

“No,” I said. “You don’t take it. I give it. That’s the whole lesson.”

“That’s not, you can’t just,” she panted, scarlet, outraged, her hips still tilting up after a hand that wasn’t there. “I was being good. I had my hands on the shelf. I held still, mostly, define still…”

“You moved.”

“I breathed.”

“You moved.” I laid two fingers back against her, just resting, no rhythm at all, and watched her fight not to grind down onto them, and watched her lose, and took them away the instant she did. “Every time you chase it, it stops. Every time you wait, it comes back. You’re the cleverest person in this building. Work out the rule.”

She thumped her head back against the shelves and made a low strangled sound, because she had worked it out, and she hated it, and underneath hating it she was undone by how badly she wanted to pass.

“You’re making me wait,” she breathed, and the word did the same thing to her face it had done at the counter, the brat hearing the promise folded inside the denial. “You absolute. You’re doing the no again. You’re doing it with your hands now.”

“I’m doing it with my hands now,” I agreed.

And then she went still. Deliberately, gorgeously still, hands flat on the shelf, hips held down off my touch by sheer furious will, every freckle blazing, her breath shaking through her teeth, because she’d cracked the rule and decided to win the test if it killed her. Holding her own composure with nothing ringing, no guest at the desk, no excuse for it at all except that I’d asked her to and she’d decided to give it to me, which I understood was the rarest thing she owned and the hardest for her to hand over.

“Good girl,” I said, and meant it, and watched the words land harder than any touch had.

Then I gave her back exactly what the stillness had earned. I went to her slow, two fingers sinking deep and the heel of my palm riding her clit, and built her up a third time, watching her face come apart, the blush blazing down her freckled chest, her hips grinding shamelessly down onto my hand now, fucking herself on my fingers, all the heckling gone, just a breathless string of yes, yes, there, please, please don’t, please, her cunt clenching tight and wet around me, and right at the edge, right as her body started to tip and clamp, I stopped. Pulled my fingers out of her. And held her there, empty, on the brink, shaking, while she made a sound of such pure betrayed outrage that I had to bite down on a laugh.

I kissed her forehead.

“Your turn’s held,” I said, against her hair, while she vibrated against the shelves, ruined and furious. “I’m holding it on purpose, not taking it from you. You’ll get it asked-for and earned, not blackmailed, and you’ll get all of it, every bit you’ve been demanding, when it’s your turn. Tonight you found out I mean my no. That you can push as hard as you like and the fence holds. That’s the lesson, and I think it’s the one nobody’s ever taught you.”

She stared at me, chest heaving, and the fury thinned to show the thing under the brat, the old hurt that the fence holding actually answered.

“You absolute,” she breathed, and couldn’t finish it, because it wasn’t an insult anymore.

She made a sound of pure outrage and pure delight, cursing me in both dialects, sliding down the shelves to sit on the key-room floor, flushed and furious and grinning ear to ear.

“You unbelievable,” she said, “you absolute monster, I am going to renegotiate this. Define turn. Define soon. I want SLAs, Keller, written ones, with penalties, you’ve started something and I am going to bury you in paperwork.” But she was laughing, and her eyes were shining, and something in her had unclenched that I don’t think had unclenched in five years.

She buttoned the cardigan back up herself, badly, and went to the desk, and without a word she took the folder of evidence she’d built, the slips and the logs and the case, and fed it page by page into the shredder by her chair, unprompted, while I watched.

“There,” she said, when it was confetti. “No leverage. Now when I get my turn it’s because I’m worth scheduling. You smug.” She glared at me, fond. “Get out of my hall, it’s after midnight, I have a desk to run.”

I got nearly to the stairs before she called after me, in a different voice, lower, the gatekeeper voice.

“Adam.”

I turned.

She had a single old page in her hand, yellowed, separate from the rest, separate from her own shredded blackmail file entirely. She hadn’t shredded it. She held it up just far enough that I could see it was a registry page, old, Falk-era, the paper gone soft and brown at the edges, and not far enough that I could read it.

“There’s a name on this,” she said, quietly, no joke anywhere in her now, the fire-alarm mouth gone all the way to the vault she kept under it. “From the archive. From years back, before my time, before most people’s time. A guest. From when Henrik was the donor and there was a different name over the office door.” She looked at the page, then at me, and her quick green eyes went careful, and a little frightened. “I found it months ago, doing an archive audit nobody asked for because I get bored, and I have not slept entirely right since, and I’ve never breathed a word of it to a living soul. It’d make your head spin, Adam. It would make your head come clean off.” She tapped the folded page against her palm, once. “I’m not going to tell you whose. Not tonight. Maybe not ever. There’s knowing a thing and there’s spending it, and some secrets, you only get to spend once, and you’d better be very sure it’s worth what it costs the person it belongs to.” She folded it, careful, along its old creases, and slid it into her cardigan pocket and patted it once, gentle, the pocket where she kept the things that mattered. “Goodnight, Hausquelle. You held your line tonight. I’m going to be insufferable about it for weeks, just so you’re prepared.”

She thumbed the desk lamp to its lowest notch, the office sinking to the amber of one bulb.


Chapter 9: The Underlined Rule

Simone Devereux started arriving early to things.

It was a small change, easy to miss unless you were watching, but Yuki was always watching, and Yuki put it on the chart, in her flat exact hand: Devereux: elevated engagement. Arrives 10 to 15 min early to scheduled appointments. She’d disapproved of her own phrasing, I could tell, because she’d considered crossing out engagement and then decided the data was the data.

I knew because I was in the lab when Simone came down to interrogate Yuki about probability curves.

She wanted the numbers. Implantation rates, the success distribution, the confidence intervals, and Yuki gave them to her, evenly, because numbers were a language they both trusted, and for a few minutes the two most self-contained women at Silberquell had the most relaxed conversation either of them would have all week, two machines comparing specifications.

Then Simone said, not quite casually, capping her pen, “And the donor. What’s he. What’s he like.”

Yuki’s pen stopped.

“That’s not a data point I can provide, Frau Devereux.”

“No.” Simone heard herself, and re-armored, fast. “Withdraw the question. Irrelevant to the outcome.”

“Withdrawn,” Yuki agreed. And then, when Simone had gone, she charted it anyway, because Yuki charted everything, including the questions people tried to take back. Subject inquired re: donor character. Withdrew inquiry. She looked up and caught me reading it. “It’s relevant,” she said, flatly. “Engagement correlates with success. It’s in the founders’ notes. The women who want him do better.” The tips of her ears betrayed her. “It’s science.”

“Of course it is.”

The competence beat came at six the next morning.

Simone called the desk with a stiff neck, which Poppy relayed to me with a face that said stiff neck, sure, and a pointed look, because Poppy had picked up that the panorama suite was now ringing the desk at hours it had no business ringing. I went up, and it was a real stiff neck, because she wasn’t sleeping, because she never slept, and a body that doesn’t sleep seizes up like a cold engine left out in the frost.

So I treated it. Properly, the actual craft, no agenda anywhere in it. I sat her on the edge of the bed in a grey t-shirt with her empire-running phone face-down and silent on the nightstand and worked the knots out of her neck and shoulders for forty minutes, and they were not small knots. There was a decade of them. The traps like cable, a band under the right shoulder blade hard enough to bounce a thumb off, the dense fused knot at the base of the skull that people who hold their jaw all day grow like a pearl. I read her back the way I read a building, where the strain was, what was carrying load it shouldn’t, what would fail next, and I worked it loose knot by knot, and somewhere in the second ten minutes her shoulders came down from around her ears for what I’d bet was the first time in months.

“That’s better than the clinic,” she said, eyes closed, gone almost loose. “I paid a man in Zurich four hundred francs an hour for that and he never found the one under the shoulder blade.”

“He was working the muscle. The muscle’s not the problem. The muscle’s just where you keep the problem.” I pressed a thumb into the band under her shoulder blade and held it, and she made an involuntary sound. “You’re carrying it all in your traps. The neck’s just the symptom. What you’ve actually got is a control problem. You go to bed every night holding the whole company in your shoulders, and a body can’t sleep while it’s bracing.”

“The company doesn’t run itself.”

“It runs four hours without you while you’re up here. I’ve seen the schedule, you cancelled a board call yesterday and the world’s still turning.” I worked my thumbs up either side of her spine. “You sign off on things at midnight that could wait till nine. Delegate one thing. One. The least important decision on your desk tomorrow, hand it to someone and don’t check whether they got it right. Don’t even look. You’ll sleep an hour more. The neck’ll follow the sleep. The body unclenches when the mind decides it’s allowed to.”

She was quiet for a long moment, longer than the advice needed.

“That’s not what I’m paying you for,” she said, finally.

“No. It’s free.”

And that disturbed her, I could see it land, far more than anything we did in the dark. The sex she’d contracted for. The sex made sense to her. A man telling her something true and useful and asking nothing for it did not fit anywhere in the spreadsheet, and she lay awake the rest of that morning not because of her neck.

It worked, incidentally. She delegated something. She told me, days later, like a confession.

Cohort breakfast that morning was a study in contrasts. Simone and Greta at the same small table, the auditor and the proof. Simone watched Greta eat, wary and fascinated at once, unwilling to trust a result she hadn’t audited herself, and Greta, serene, hand on her belly, made conversation as easily as breathing.

“You should do the full program twice, if you can,” Greta said, warmly, innocently, buttering toast. “I almost did. The second eight weeks is even better, you’re not nervous anymore, you can really enjoy it.”

Simone, mid-sip of grapefruit juice, choked.

“Enjoy it,” she said, when she’d recovered.

“Mm.” Greta smiled at her, unhurried, the sweet level lilt on full guileless display. “Oh, you will. Give it time. The first week everyone treats it like a transaction.” A beat, the smile not wavering. “Then they stop.” She went back to her toast. Simone stared at her grapefruit like it had betrayed her.

I was across the room at the time, on a stepladder, doing something quiet and useful to the dining-room window latch that had been rattling all week in the wind, and I watched the exchange in the reflection of the glass while I worked. Simone caught me watching it, as she caught everything, and her jaw tightened, and she pretended very hard to be interested in the grapefruit.

“He’s fixing the window,” she said to Greta, an accusation.

“He fixes things,” Greta agreed, serene. “It’s very relaxing. You stop noticing and then one day everything in the house works and you can’t remember why you used to be tense.” She buttered more toast. “It’s a problem, honestly. You get used to being looked after. Then you go home and the latch rattles all night and there’s no one on a ladder.” She didn’t look up, but the line wasn’t really about the latch, and Simone, who read subtext for a living, set down her spoon and didn’t finish the grapefruit at all.

I tightened the last screw, and the rattle stopped, and the room was quiet, and I climbed down off the ladder and felt two women not-watching me in two completely different keys, which is a full day’s work all by itself.

The dawn session was scheduled for the next morning, her terms, and when I came in she had a printed agenda waiting, but it was shorter than the last one. Fewer items. And the no-kissing rule was still on it, but she’d underlined it, which is how I knew. You don’t underline the rules you don’t have to think about. You underline the ones that are giving you trouble.

She was at the wall of glass when I came in, in her silk robe, the valley black below, the first grey coming up over the far ridge.

“Standing,” she said, not turning. “Here. At the window.” She set the agenda on the nightstand, level with the edge. “Same terms.”

“You underlined the kissing one,” I said.

Her shoulders set hard under my hands. “Observant.”

“You underline the ones that are bothering you.”

“It’s a boundary. Boundaries are maintained by attention, that’s all the underline is.” She let the robe pool off her shoulders to the floor, dark skin against the grey dawn light, the long line of her, and put her palms flat on the cold glass. “Begin.”

I stepped up behind her and ran my hands down her sides first, the dip of her waist, the flare of her hips, and reached around to find her clit and stroke her until my fingers came away slick, and felt the controlled set of her face crack against the rule she’d underlined. Then I bent her forward by the hips, set the head of my cock against her wet slit, and pushed into her slow, standing, deep, feeling her body open and give around me, until I was flush against her ass and seated deep, and the sound she made fogged the glass in front of her face.

She’d meant to set the tempo. I could feel her trying to, rocking her ass back onto me in a measured cadence, a project on a schedule. I didn’t match it. I went slower, drew almost all the way out until just the head held her open and pushed back in long and unhurried, dragging deep, and within a few minutes the cadence was gone and what was left was just her, chasing it, pushing back greedy onto every stroke, her palms flat on the cold glass.

Her breath fogged the pane in spreading clouds. Her palms made handprint blooms in the condensation. But she’d stopped looking at the dawn. Her eyes had fallen shut and her cheek had turned to the cold glass, hiding the one face at Silberquell she’d never let anyone read, the face I could see clear over her shoulder: lips parted, eyes heavy, the machine nowhere on it.

“You closed your eyes,” I said, low, against her ear, not changing my pace.

“I’m watching the valley.”

“Your eyes are shut.” I rolled my hips and she lost a breath. “You’re hiding it from me.”

“Don’t…” Her forehead dropped against the glass. “Don’t narrate it.”

“You like data. Here’s some. You’re early to everything now. You underlined the kiss. And you won’t open your eyes, because if I see your face while I’m doing this you can’t call it a line item.”

I gathered the cropped hair at the back of her head, gently, a fist of it, and drew her head up off the glass and around toward me, just enough that her mouth was a breath from mine and her eyes had nowhere to land but on mine, and stopped there. Held it. Half an inch of air, both of us breathing it.

“Amend it,” I said.

Her dark eyes searched mine, furious, wanting, the control and the wanting at war across that half inch.

She kissed me. Hard, furious about it, prosecuting the kiss like a breach she’d decided to commit herself, her hand coming back to fist in my hair to hold me there, and the careful scene fell apart at once. I took her harder against the glass, fucking up into her now, the pane shuddering in its frame, her full breasts flattening and squeaking against the cold glass with every thrust, and hauled one of her long legs up over my forearm to spread her open, to get deeper, and she went up onto the toes of the other foot and took it, took every stroke, my cock driving into her as deep as I could drive.

“There,” she breathed into my mouth, the contract cadence gone to velvet and then to nothing. “God, like that, harder, I don’t, I don’t care about the…” and she kissed me again to stop the sentence, and again, breaking her own rule over and over like she couldn’t stop killing it, saying things between the kisses she would have fired an employee for saying in a meeting.

And then, for one absurd beat, the machine tried to reboot. She pulled her mouth a half-inch off mine, got the level managerial voice back into something like working order, and informed me, bone-dry, breath ragged, “This remains within the agreed scope of the engagement,” reasserting jurisdiction over a thing that had left her jurisdiction entirely two minutes ago, and then ruined the performance by hauling me back to her mouth before the sentence had finished cooling. It was the last complete sentence she had in her.

She came with her forehead pressed to the cold glass, shaking, a long low sound torn out of her, the clench of her gripping and rippling around me, so tight I had to stop and breathe.

“Inside,” she said, gripping my wrist, the boardroom voice trying to return and failing. “That’s the protocol. You finish inside, that’s what I’m paying for.” And then, quieter, the contract gone out of it entirely, the words coming against my mouth because she couldn’t make herself stop kissing me, “Don’t you dare make it quick.”

I let go of her leg, set her foot back down, wrapped one arm across her chest and the other low across her hips, and pulled her back hard onto my cock and finished there, seated deep. I emptied into her in long hot surges, my cock jerking with each one, while she shook apart against the glass and made a sound she’d never have allowed herself in daylight. I held her like that, fully seated, the heat of me spilling into her, both of us breathing, and the dawn came up gold over the far ridge and neither of us looked at it.

She didn’t reach for my hand and guide it anywhere. She did the thing that was hers instead: her fist came back and closed in the front of my shirt and held it, locking me against her, hips flush, not letting me draw out, the grip of a woman who closes a deal by refusing to let the other side leave the table. We stood like that a while. Her heartbeat was still going hard under my forearm. The glass in front of her was a fog of handprints and breath.

There was no retreat back behind the suit this time. No adequate, Thursday. She came to the edge of the bed and sat, robe loose, and didn’t reach for the agenda or the phone, and after a minute she asked me something off the script.

“The women who succeed here,” she said. “Do they relax. Or do they surrender.”

I thought about it, because she deserved a real answer.

“They stop performing,” I said. “That’s all it is. They stop performing for everyone, including themselves. The body lets go when the woman does.”

She logged that. I watched her log it, as she logged everything, except this time it didn’t go into the spreadsheet. It went somewhere else, somewhere without a column, and she didn’t say anything else, and I dressed and left her sitting in the grey dawn light with her own broken rule on her mouth.

Yuki charted the session that afternoon.

I came past the lab and she was at the desk with the log open, and I saw her write the duration, and pause, and write a margin note beside it, small, in Japanese, a few quick characters in pencil.

She felt me see it. Pink flooded the tips of her ears. She set the pencil down very precisely.

“It’s a note about scheduling,” she said, to the chart.

“In Japanese.”

“It’s faster.” She picked up the eraser and rubbed the note out, badly, flustered enough to leave a grey smear that the characters still ghosted through. She blew the eraser dust off the page. The duration entry remained, in clean ink, where anyone could read it.

Devereux, S. Session +37 min. Anomalous.

“Plus thirty-seven minutes,” I said.

“It ran long.” Yuki capped her pen. “Sometimes things run long.” She nudged the chart against the edge of the desk, aligning it perfectly, because her hands needed something certain to do. “It’s just data.”

“What did it say,” I asked. “The note. In Japanese.”

She didn’t look up. Her ears, which had been receding toward their usual pale, went pink again, cleanly, instantly.

“It said the session ran thirty-seven minutes over the scheduled allocation,” she said, evenly, which I did not believe for one second and which she did not expect me to.

“That’s a lot of characters for thirty-seven minutes.”

“Japanese is efficient.” She picked up the next chart in her stack and uncapped the pen again and did not give me the door to push on, the auditor’s perfect deflection, and I let her have it, because Yuki gave ground only when no one was reaching for it.

The grey smear where she’d erased the Japanese stayed in the margin, the one untidy mark on an otherwise flawless page, the characters still ghosting up through it for anyone who knew to look.


Chapter 10: Storm Rules

The storm came in during Ruhe, which felt like bad manners.

One minute the afternoon quiet hour had the mountain hushed and still, robes and silence and the spa pretending the world didn’t exist. The next, the sky over the far ridge had gone the color of a bruise, and the wind hit the building like a shoulder, and the lights flickered, browned, came back dimmer. By four the cable car had stopped running. By five the road below was closed, the kiosk woman no doubt counting change at no one. By six we were cut off, a lit ship in a white sea, and the spa became, in the space of an afternoon, a snow globe.

Marlene ran it like a captain.

She didn’t panic, which I’d expected, but she also didn’t hide it behind the desk. She moved through the building giving orders that were really reassurances, and at one point, in the front hall, with at least four people listening, she put a hand on my arm and said, “Herr Keller will keep us warm. He’s the only reason we have heat at all, and he’ll be the reason we keep it.” It was a simple operational fact. It landed differently than that, on Bianca’s face, and Poppy’s, and even, I caught, on Greta’s, and Marlene knew it landed differently, because Marlene knew everything that happened in her house, and she said it anyway and turned away before anyone could read her.

The generator failed at eight.

The mains had finally given out, the storm taking the line down the valley, and the house dropped to emergency lighting and then the generator, which ran for nine minutes and died, and the temperature in a building full of wealthy women in robes began, immediately, to drop.

The fuel line had frozen and cracked at the joint. I found it in the storm-lashed boiler house with a torch in my teeth, wind screaming through the gaps, Poppy beside me in a borrowed parka relaying tools and keeping up a steady patter to settle her own nerves, and Bianca holding the lamp steady with both hands, her face stripped of all its usual mischief, the cold turning her breath to fog.

“Talk me through it,” Poppy said, handing me the wrench I’d asked for before I asked. “If we freeze to death I want to understand why.”

“Joint cracked. Diesel’s gelling in the cold. I need to splice past the break and lag the new section so it doesn’t do it again in an hour.” I worked with numb fingers, fast, because cold makes you stupid and stupid makes you slow. “Hold the light lower. There. Don’t move.”

“It’s going to be fine,” Bianca said, to herself more than to me, both hands cupped around the lamp, holding it steadier than I’d ever seen her hold anything. “Tell me it’s going to be fine.”

“It’s a cracked line, not a cracked block,” I said. “A cracked line is a Tuesday. Hand me the PTFE tape, the white roll, by your knee. Poppy, I need the heat gun off the wall, careful, the cord’s frayed, hold it by the body.”

Poppy passed it across without a word, her usual fire-alarm clatter gone quiet in the cold and the dark and the screaming wind, and I warmed the gelled fuel back to liquid an inch at a time, and cut out the cracked union, and spliced in a new section from the spares I’d insisted Marlene let me order my second week, the order she’d approved with one dryly arched eyebrow and a remark about a man who stockpiles fuel unions, and which was, right now, the only reason a building full of people wasn’t about to start freezing in the dark.

It took twenty minutes that felt like two hours. I spliced the line, bled the air, lagged the new section with foam and tape and a length of old pipe insulation so it wouldn’t gel again before dawn, and primed the pump by hand, the lever stiff with cold, forty strokes, fifty, until the fuel caught and pulled through. The generator coughed, caught, coughed again, and held, dropping into a steady roar, and the lights overhead flickered and came up steady gold, and somewhere above us a building full of people exhaled all at once, a sound you could almost hear through the floor.

“You,” Poppy said, through chattering teeth, with enormous feeling, “are the best money this place ever spent and I am including the donor budget in that.”

Ute served schnitzel by candlelight in the great hall like a war hero rationing the troops, and the storm raged on the glass, and something happened that I hadn’t seen happen yet: everyone came down to one room and the hierarchy melted.

The guests came down too. Marlene allowed it, the road being closed and the usual rules being a luxury of normal weather. Greta ran absurd parlor games like she’d organized a hundred midsummers and meant to run this one too: a guessing game with napkins over faces, a thing involving everyone’s worst holiday, a charade of “the cable car” that Poppy performed with such physical commitment she nearly went into the fireplace. She got even the stiffest guest laughing, a tight grey-haired widow from the garden wing who’d not made a sound all week and who turned out, three glasses in, to do a devastating impression of her own ex-husband.

Simone turned out to be terrifying at cards. She read the table like a balance sheet, took everyone’s matchsticks with grim executive efficiency and a small, real smile when she won, and when Poppy accused her of counting, Simone said, “Of course I’m counting, it’s a game with countable elements, what are the rest of you doing,” with such genuine bafflement that the table fell apart.

Ute moved through it all refilling plates without being asked, planting a fresh schnitzel in front of me twice, and once, passing, set a single extra dumpling on Greta’s plate and said only, “For the small one,” and moved on before Greta could thank her.

And Marlene, one glass of wine in, leaned back and delivered a single bone-dry observation about a guest’s bluffing that was so unexpectedly funny the room treated it like a comet, a thing that might not come again in a lifetime, and she looked faintly alarmed at the size of the laugh and then, for a flicker, pleased, and reached for her wine to have something to do with her hands.

I sat at the edge of it with a plate of Ute’s schnitzel and watched the institution turn, for one storm-bound evening, into something with the exact shape of a family, and I thought: this was the thing no glossy photograph of the place would ever catch.

The hall emptied toward midnight. The guests drifted up to bed. And Greta, passing me on her way out, paused, and put a hand on Bianca’s arm, and said, in her low warm voice, “The Bath House is open. Alumna’s privilege, when the road’s closed the house rules go to sleep. I’m too full of baby to do anything but float and watch, but I’d like the company.” She smiled, serene, shameless, perfectly clear. “And I think you two have somewhere you’ve been wanting to put that storm energy.”

“Greta,” Bianca said, grinning, “are you asking to watch?”

“I’m asking to float,” Greta said. “Watching is just where I’ll be facing.” She rested both hands on her belly, eyes dancing. “Pretend I’m not there. You’ll fail. It’s better when you fail.”

Two grinning sentences and it was settled, which was how most things got settled up here.

The mineral pool in the Bath House was candle-lit and warm, steam rolling off the water, the storm hammering the high glass and making the warmth inside feel stolen and precious. Greta settled herself on the wide warm ledge at the shallow end, a towel and zero shame, her pregnant silhouette gold in the candlelight, an audience of one who counted as three.

Bianca peeled out of her wet swimwear with theatrical patience, taking her time for the ledge, the top first and then, with a wink at Greta, turning around to take the bottoms off facing away so the ledge got the full view, narrating because of course she narrated, the most shameless woman at Silberquell performing for the warmest.

“This,” she announced to Greta, “is how you take your time. The old way was to rush. We don’t rush anymore.” She backed into the water and turned, sank to her chest, and waded to me with that wicked languid sway.

I lifted her, hands under the heavy curve of her ass, and she wrapped her legs around me for a moment, kissing me slow and wet, then reached down between us and wrapped her fist around my cock and guided the head of me to where she was slick and open and lowered herself onto me on the broad submerged bench step. Slow. Water-slick. We both groaned as she took all of it, the warmth of the water and the scalding tight grip of her cunt swallowing me at once, and she settled there a beat, seated full, my cock lodged deep inside her, every arch of her back aimed deliberately at the ledge.

“She’s watching,” Bianca breathed, beginning to ride me slow, grinning. “Tell me what she’s doing, meu bem, I can’t see.”

“She’s smiling,” I said.

“She’s commentating,” Greta corrected, from the ledge, and she was, low and warm and devastating in that sweet unhurried lullaby of a voice, half filth and half a midwife’s clinical precision, narrating the scene back to us like a woman reading a recipe she loved. “Look how she rolls her hips, not up and down, around, that’s the trick, that’s the thing the books don’t teach. She’s not chasing it. She’s letting it come to her. Oh, that’s lovely. Slower, Bianca, you have nowhere to be, the road’s closed.”

“You hear the boss,” Bianca laughed, and slowed, grinding down on me in slow circles, the water sloshing warm against the marble. I held her thick hips and helped her move, watching the water bead and run off her shoulders, and Greta’s voice wove through the steam like a third pair of hands.

“Tell him what you want,” Greta murmured. “He likes to be told. I can see it on his face.”

“I want him to watch my ass,” Bianca said, and lifted off me, my cock slipping free slick and hard for a moment before she turned in the water, reverse now, her back to my chest, her hands braced on my knees, and reached between her thighs to feed me back into her and settled down again. She aimed the view of herself at the ledge on purpose, the defining curve of her ass cresting the waterline with every roll, water sheeting off it by candlelight, working herself up and down my cock, the lips of her cunt clinging tight on every down-stroke, gripping me deep. “There. Now you can both look. Greta, is it good?”

“It’s obscene,” Greta said warmly, and her commentary slipped for the first time, just a little, the clinical precision warming into something with want in it, her hand drifting to rest on her belly. “It’s, oh, it’s very good. He’s holding you open so I can see. He knows exactly what he’s doing, this one. Henrik would shut his eyes and get on with it, kind and quick. This one watches where all of it goes.”

The ceremonial pace climbed. Bianca took my hands and pulled them to her, one to her hip and one up to a heavy breast to cup and squeeze it, and rode me harder, bouncing on my cock now, the water surging, slapping the lip of the pool, the wet slap of her ass meeting my hips loud under the candlelight, her volume off the marble walls unrationed because the storm covered everything and the only audience was a friend who’d asked to watch. I dropped a hand between her thighs and found her clit and worked it in circles while she fucked herself on me, and she keened.

“Now, querido,” she gasped, switching to Portuguese as she always did at the end, “agora, agora, don’t stop, I’m…” and she came loud and shaking and beautiful, full of me, her cunt clamping and fluttering around my cock, her body locking taut, her head thrown back against my shoulder. The grip of her milking me was too much and I followed her a moment later, gripping her ass down hard onto me, holding her there as I emptied deep inside her in thick hot spurts while the candles guttered in the steam and the water churned and both of us breathed like we’d run up the mountain.

From the ledge, Greta gave her verdict, warm and certain and final.

“Yes,” she said, hand on her belly, watching the two of us come apart in the candlelight. “The spa is going to be fine.”

We floated, the three of us, after, in the warm water with the storm dying on the glass. Bianca dozed against my shoulder. And Greta, drifting on her back, gold hair fanned in the water, told us the thing under the serenity, the confession that only surfaces at midnight, in warm water, with the road closed.

“I don’t miss the sex, when I’m home,” she said, conversationally, to the ceiling, the storm rattling the high glass above us. “I mean, I miss it, I’m human and pregnant and the third trimester is a scandal nobody warns you about. But the sex was never the hole in it. I miss being seen. A whole house that looks at you and is glad you came up the mountain. You can’t buy that. I’ve tried. I have a lot of money and I have tried to buy the feeling of a full house and it doesn’t come in any size.” She let her hand trail through the warm white water. “My flat in Malmö is very nice and very quiet. Too quiet. Built for two and lived in by one. That’s the part the waters can’t fix and even your clever hands can’t fix, novato. The quiet afterward. That’s all of it.”

She paused, the smile still in her voice, the loneliness right underneath it, the two of them braided together in her, smile and sorrow sharing the one breath.

“But I’m working on it,” she said, after a moment, before I could make a face about any of it. “Don’t look like that. I’m always working on it. You do it on purpose, every day, the same as the dishes. Nobody ever feels like washing up either, and the plates get clean regardless.” She turned her head, gold hair fanning in the water, and smiled at me, unbothered, certain.

Nobody said anything for a moment. The storm rattled the glass.

“You won’t be alone in there,” Bianca said, quietly, against my shoulder, not opening her eyes. “Wherever ‘there’ is. We’re terrible at letting people be alone. It’s our worst quality.”

Greta laughed, soft, and let it go, and we floated, and the storm blew itself out over the mountain.

By dawn the wind had dropped and the sky had gone a thin clean blue, and the road crews would have the valley open by noon. The cable car ground back into motion mid-morning, and the first thing it carried up was a delivery, and the first item in the delivery was an envelope for the directress, hand-couriered from the panorama suite even though the suite was thirty meters from the office, because Simone Devereux did things in writing.

Marlene opened it at the desk with Poppy and me both pretending not to watch.

Inside was the fourteen-page amendment document, the schedule density and the penalties and the metrics and the reports, every clause Simone had insisted on the day she arrived.

Withdrawn. All of it. A single line in her slashing hand across the cover page: Amendments rescinded. Standard agreement accepted in full. S.D.

Marlene read it twice. She set it down on the desk, very carefully.

“Well,” she said, to no one, in a voice gone quiet with something close to wonder under the dryness. “That’s new.”

Then she drew the panorama suite’s schedule card from the rack and wrote the next three words on it herself, in her own careful hand, instead of leaving them for Yuki and the board.

Window opens Thursday.


Chapter 11: Quality Assurance

Yuki put a new line on the board for the Tuesday before Simone’s window, a forty-minute donor block in the lab annex, and the justification she wrote under it was a small masterpiece.

Response-interval calibration. Refractory and recovery timing, direct observation, to tighten the conception-window model. Standard.

It was exactly as defensible as she needed it to be, and not one degree more. She’d engineered the reason as she engineered everything, to survive any audit, while knowing precisely how thin it was underneath. Marlene approved it without looking up from the cohort file, a flick of the pen, approved, M.A., the same unhesitating flick she gave everything Yuki put in front of her, because Yuki had never once put something in front of her that wasn’t sound.

Bianca read the board, took in the entry, and laughed for a full minute.

She didn’t tell anyone why. She just stood in front of the schedule with her arms folded and her shoulders shaking, and when Poppy asked what was funny she said, “Nothing, the chart’s funny,” and walked away, and Poppy spent the rest of the day trying to work out which line on the chart was funny and never got it, which delighted Bianca even more.

“It’s the Tanaka line,” Poppy decided, at lunch, narrowing her eyes at me across the table like I was a suspect. “There’s a Tanaka line, it went up this morning, and Bianca laughed at it, and you’ve gone all careful with your face, which you do when you know a thing. I clock faces, Keller. It’s the job.”

“It’s an interval calibration,” Yuki said, evenly, not looking up from her tea. “I am tightening the timing model before a critical window. Direct observation removes an estimate I have tolerated for too long. It is the least interesting entry on the board.”

“That,” said Poppy, pointing her fork, “is the most words you’ve ever used to call something boring, and a thing that’s truly boring doesn’t need a defense lawyer.”

Yuki drank her tea. The tips of her ears, I noticed, had gone the faintest pink. Bianca, across the table, snorted into her water and had to turn the laugh into a cough. And Poppy, who could read a wrong thing in a stack of right ones, looked from Yuki to Bianca to me and back, clocked something she couldn’t yet name, and said, “I’ll work it out. I always work it out,” and went back to her Knödel with the air of a detective who’s just realized the case is more interesting than she thought.

Ute, ladling, said only, “Eat. The chart is not seasoning,” and the subject closed, for now.

I’d started to learn Yuki by then, in the way you learn a machine, by paying attention to what it does when no one’s making it perform.

Off-duty, she was a different and stranger person. She did thousand-piece jigsaw puzzles at a speed that frightened me, alpine meadows and Dutch still lifes, the edges done in minutes, the field filled in by some sorting algorithm running behind her eyes. I tried, once, to help with the alpine-meadow one she kept going in the lounge, and placed four pieces, and she watched me do it with the polite horror of a surgeon observing a man operate with a butter knife, and then, when she thought I wasn’t looking, quietly took out two of my four pieces and put them where they actually went. She kept the worst one, the piece I’d forced into a slot it didn’t fit. She put it in a drawer. I caught the small private motion of it, the keeping, and pretended I hadn’t. It had made her laugh alone, she admitted once, at one in the morning, which was apparently the highest review my carpentry had ever received.

She listened to murder podcasts while she charted, hours of methodical recounted homicide playing softly from her pocket while she logged ovulation windows in her immaculate hand. I asked her once how she squared the two and she said, without looking up, “Beginnings and endings. I like the whole range,” and I decided not to think about that too hard. She had a chaos pocket, this most controlled of people, and the chaos pocket was where she kept the parts of herself she didn’t let onto the schedule.

I brought her tea one evening in the lounge. I’d watched how she took it for a week without meaning to, on the same reflex that makes me watch everything, and I made it exactly to her habit, the precise temperature she liked, a specific strength, and set it down beside her puzzle without a word and went back to my own end of the room.

She looked at the tea. She looked at me. She blinked, slowly, as she did when processing something she had no column for.

She didn’t say thank you. She didn’t say anything. But she drank it, and it was right, and I caught her, twice, looking at me over the rim with an expression I’d never seen on her, and I understood, watching it cross her face, that I’d just done the single most destabilizing thing anyone had done to Yuki Tanaka in years. I’d noticed her back. Affection in her family had been logistics, she told me once, in her own time, and so logistics had become her love language, and a man who’d silently logged how she took her tea had spoken it fluently without being taught.

The appointment was nine o’clock. I knew, because I’d seen the master schedule, that she’d left the slot deliberately at the end of the day, after Marlene’s rounds, after Poppy’s shift, when the lab annex was the quietest room in the wing and nobody had a reason to walk past. She’d engineered the privacy as carefully as she engineered the justification, a woman who could not be brave by accident and so built brave the way she built schedules, in defensible increments.

The lab was spotless when I came in. It was always spotless, but tonight it was spotless on purpose, the surfaces wiped, the tray laid out with that geometry she gave to things, one lamp throwing a warm pool over the exam table and the rest of the room in shadow. A clipboard. Gloves. Two timers, not one, set side by side, and a fresh data sheet ruled into neat columns in her precise hand and headed with the things she meant to measure tonight. No cup. And a prepared script that I could see her holding in her head the second I walked in, a clinical framework she’d built to keep herself safe inside her own appointment, a set of words to stand behind.

She was at the counter when I came in, her back to me, aligning the tray a final time, and she didn’t turn around immediately, and I let her have the moment, because Yuki needed a beat to convert a decision into an action, the way a timer needs to finish counting before it can chime.

The script survived about ninety seconds.

“This is an interval calibration,” she said, evenly, gloved, setting up the tray with mechanical precision. “I’ve scheduled this house around an estimate for eight months. How long the donor takes. How long until recovery. I inherited Falk’s averages and I have never measured my own, and I do not like running a conception window on another man’s numbers.” She uncapped the lubricant, and the small admission underneath the clinical line was that she had built the timing of an entire program around a figure she refused to keep guessing at, and had finally engineered herself a reason to stop guessing. “I’ll observe directly tonight. I’ll need your consent logged before we start.”

“You have it,” I said. “And yours, Yuki, on the record?”

The tiny nod. Her formal yes. “Proceed.”

She began as she ran everything, gloved, methodical, a clinical grip with no clinical purpose, reciting measurements that were real and meant nothing. She’d set the timer first, started it with a small precise press, and now she watched it in her peripheral vision while she worked, calling out latencies, adjusting the angle of her wrist like she was titrating a reagent.

“Initial response, twenty seconds,” she reported, evenly, watching my cock fill and stiffen in her small gloved fist. “Within expected range. Tumescence, complete. Logging.” She made a one-handed mark on the clipboard balanced on her knee, her gloved hand keeping its slow precise rhythm on me all the while, thumb circling the head on each upstroke, and the contrast of it, the flat clinical voice and the deliberate milking stroke, undid me more thoroughly than anything louder could have.

And then, at the ninety-second mark, she stopped, and her eyes went to the running timer, and she made a decision I watched cross her composed face.

She reached over and killed the timer. Pressed it off, mid-count, and turned it face-down on the tray. Then she stripped the gloves off too, finger by finger, and set them aside, folded neat.

Yuki Tanaka did not stop a timer mid-measurement. Yuki Tanaka did not abandon a running count for any reason that existed in the world. She’d just ended her own data, on purpose, with both of us watching it die, and that was the confession entire: the measuring stopped, because she’d decided she no longer wanted to be the one taking the readings.

Bare-handed now, her small warm palm closed around the bare shaft of my cock, skin on skin, and a strand of her hair slipped its careful pin at the contact, falling across her cheek, the first thing about her to come loose all evening. She stroked me slow against the running timer, her fist sliding up to gather the bead of precum at the slit and work it down the length of me, adjusting her grip and her rhythm like an experiment, logging my responses one-handed in a shorthand that degraded as she went, the neat characters getting looser, then sloppy.

“Response to direct, to bare contact,” she narrated, her voice holding even by visible effort, “elevated. Logged.” She tightened her grip, twisted at the swollen head with a move she’d clearly studied and rehearsed, watched my cock kick and a fresh drop well up, and watched my face for the effect, and got it. “Approaching threshold. I’m going to, to ease off, for data range. We need a sustained curve, not a single point.”

She backed off the second I got close, took her hand almost away, and held me at the edge with just her fingertips circling the head while the timer ran, and did it twice, edging me with clinical patience, her even voice the only steady thing in the room while the rest of her unraveled like her own shorthand on the clipboard, the neat characters going loose, then illegible. Her ears had gone pink, then her throat. A single strand had escaped the precise clip and hung against her cheek. Her thighs were pressed tight together on the stool, pressing and releasing, and I could see what it was costing her to keep counting, to keep the data-voice running while her body filed its objections.

“You can stop charting,” I said.

“The chart is the point.” Her wrist worked, her breath going shallow. “Latency at, at four minutes, response, response sustained.” A strand more came loose. “Adam.”

“Yes.”

“Your hand. On my, my readings would be more complete with.” She stopped, and started again, the protocol scaffolding she was clinging to. “Reciprocal data would improve the sample’s, the.” The tiny nod. “Please.”

I put my hand up the leg of her scrubs, slow, sliding along the smooth inside of her thigh, and she gave the tiny nod again, and parted her knees a precise few centimeters to let me, and I pushed her soaked underwear aside and found her bare, slick and swollen and burning hot, and she gasped, once, the first sound she’d made that wasn’t a measurement. I dragged a finger through her, parting her small tight folds, and she was drenched, her thighs trembling.

“Recording,” she breathed, fighting for the data-voice as I worked her, two fingers easing up into her tight little cunt while my thumb found and circled her clit, “subject response. Strong.” Her hips rocked against my hand despite her, riding my fingers in tiny helpless jerks. “Onset rapid. Wetness, ah, significant. Adam.” She’d stopped writing. The pencil had rolled off the clipboard and onto the floor and she didn’t look at it. “Adam, I’m, the count is, the count is at, I can’t, I can’t keep the…”

And then the count went. Not the language, the count: the latencies and the thresholds and the careful running tally she steered herself by, all of it sliding off the page at once, leaving her with nothing certain to hold and no number to stand behind, just gasps and a few soft syllables that measured nothing, her small body shaking on the stool, one hand still working me in a rhythm that had lost all its science and found something better.

“Off the stool,” I said, low. “Up here.”

She climbed onto the edge of the exam table at my direction, no protest, scrubs pushed half off her shoulders, her small pert breasts bare now, the pink nipples drawn tight, the clip finally surrendering and her black hair coming loose around her flushed face. I stood between her parted knees and fucked her on my fingers, two of them deep and curling while my thumb rolled her clit, and she gripped my forearm and wrapped her free hand around my cock and stroked me in time with my hand on her, and she rode my fingers in shaking jerks, chasing it, her even voice in ruins.

“Now,” she breathed, fisting me faster, “now, together, I want the, I want…” and her pocket timer chimed in her pocket, the small bright electronic note she’d set for God knew what, and she came on that exact sound, as if she’d timed it, as if she’d timed everything, her tight cunt clamping hard around my fingers and her thighs locking around my hand and her eyes rolling back and the last number she’d been holding gone clean out of her, and the grip of her and the sound and the sight of her undid me and I came in the same few seconds, my cock jerking in her hand, and she pulled me in against her so I spilled over her fingers and across the bare skin of her stomach, warm and unmeasured, no plastic, nothing caught for any assay, the two of us synchronized and charted by nothing at all, the cold clean lab light falling on her flushed fair skin and the mess she’d chosen over the measurement.

“Adam,” she said, through it, “Adam. See?” Like she’d proven a hypothesis. Like the data had finally returned the result she’d been afraid to want.

She put herself back together with origami precision afterward, the scrubs straightened, the clip going back in, though one strand wouldn’t be tamed and she gave up on it. The data sheet was still on the tray, the columns she’d ruled so carefully that afternoon, latency, recovery, interval, every cell of it blank. She’d come to measure the one number she refused to keep guessing at, and she had not written a single figure. She looked at the empty sheet, and I watched her decide what it was.

She did not turn away to the counter. She turned and looked at me instead, which was the harder thing, and which I understood was the braver one.

“I have no usable data,” she said.

“No.”

“The interval is unmeasured.” She picked up the sheet and the two dead timers and held them against her chest the way Poppy held folders. “It will stay unmeasured. I find I don’t want the number.” A pause, the deadpan arriving two seconds late and lethal. “I’ll keep scheduling around Falk’s averages and tell Marlene the calibration was inconclusive.”

“Was it.”

“No,” she said. “It was extremely conclusive.” And something moved at the corner of her mouth, the nearest thing to a smile I’d seen on her, surfacing and smoothed away before it finished forming. “It simply returned a result I’m not going to file.”

I left her setting her tray to rights, the strand of hair against her cheek, the blank sheet folded once and slid into the chaos pocket instead of the cabinet, the calmest person on the staff reassembled around a thing she’d finally let herself want and decided, on purpose, never to chart. She didn’t look up as I went, and let the loose strand stay where it was, the one reading she’d chosen to keep off the record.

On my way down the dark corridor I passed the master board, lit and faultless, every soul in the house accounted for in its colored square. Every soul but one. Low in the directress’s own column hung a single blank white magnet, no name beside it, no reason, and I stopped the way you stop at a gauge reading something it has no business reading. Poppy materialized at my shoulder out of the dark, the way she always turned up somewhere she technically shouldn’t be, and followed my eye to it.

“Eight months that’s been there,” she said, quiet for once. “Eight months, Keller. And nobody in this building knows what it’s waiting for.” She tipped her head, studying me studying it. “Including, I’m fairly sure, her.”


Chapter 12: The Window

The window opened on a Thursday, and the house performed the liturgy.

It started before dawn, with Yuki drawing Simone’s blood in the grey light, the timed assay, the numbers confirmed twice because Yuki never let a result exist until she’d made it prove itself. Then Yuki went up to the panorama suite and stood very straight and delivered the verdict in the flat, level voice she kept for confirmed results.

“The window is tonight,” she told Simone. “I checked twice.”

Simone took it like a verdict handed down. She was at the glass in her robe, and she went very still, and she nodded once, and she didn’t say anything for a moment, and the auditor and the woman behind the auditor were both, just then, in the same place at the same time, looking out at the white valley.

Marlene signed the prescription downstairs, formally, in front of Simone, who’d been brought to the office to receive it. I wasn’t in the room, but Poppy was, stationed at the door with the schedule card, and Poppy reported it to me afterward in a hush, dropping the comedy entirely, because even Poppy understood it was a sacrament and not a thing to make a joke of.

“She didn’t say a word the whole time,” Poppy said, her voice low. “Simone. She stood at the desk with her hands folded like a girl at her own christening and watched Marlene fill it out. The patient name. The window date. The protocol code. And then the signature.” She’d shivered telling me. “You know how Marlene signs everything in two seconds flat, like punctuation, to end a conversation? She didn’t do that. She took her time. She signed it slow, like she was making a promise with it, and she turned it around and slid it across, and Simone, who signs a hundred things a day without reading them, who has lawyers to read things for her, picked it up with both hands and read every line. Like it was the only contract that had ever mattered.” Poppy had pressed the schedule card to her chest. “I had to leave the room, Adam. I’m not built for that much sincerity before lunch.”

Poppy slid the schedule card under the suite door at noon. Discreet, neutral, a time and a room. The card that meant the institution had decided tonight was the night.

Simone’s day came apart in fractures.

She cancelled her own board call at two, which had never, in the history of her company, happened. Poppy relayed the cancellation to me verbatim, savoring every word, because Poppy lived for this. “She told her chief of staff,” Poppy reported, eyes shining, “and I quote, ‘Move it. I have an appointment I’m not rescheduling.’ And the chief of staff said, ‘For the whole afternoon?’ and she said, ‘For the whole evening,’ and hung up. Adam. She cancelled the board for you.” She fanned herself with a folder. “I’m putting it in the pool.”

In the afternoon Simone walked the snow garden with Greta. I saw them from the window, two women in coats on the cleared path, the pregnant one and the one against the clock, and what passed between them came back to me through Greta, as most things did.

“She asked me if it hurt to hope,” Greta said. “Out there in the snow, this woman who manages everything, she asked me like a child asking if a shot will hurt.” Greta had touched her belly. “I told her the truth. Every day. It hurts every day. You hope anyway. That’s the real treatment, Adam, all of it. Learning to hope on purpose when it’s already broken your heart once.” She’d smiled, sad and warm. “She cried a little. In the snow, where she thought no one could tell because of the cold. I let her think no one could tell.”

My own day was its own ritual, and the house ran it like a corner crew working a title fight.

Bianca steamed me in the sauna and was, against every instinct she had, strictly hands-off, all business, a trainer prepping a fighter. “No,” she said, when I gave her a look about keeping her hands to herself. “Tonight you are not mine. Tonight you belong to the window. I am a professional.” She lasted ninety seconds. “I am a professional who is going to tell you exactly what she would be doing if you were mine, as a meditation, to relax you.” It did not relax me. That was, I suspected, the point.

Poppy delivered, unasked, her own protocol in person, ticking it off on her fingers like a quartermaster doing inventory before a battle. Fed. Steamed. De-stressed. Not allowed near the boiler. “The boiler can wait, Keller. Say it back to me. The boiler WAITS.” I’d gone to check the boiler pressure that afternoon out of habit and she’d physically blocked the door to the boiler house with her soft body and a clipboard. “It held all winter,” she said. “It will hold for one night. You are not crawling into a generator and then going up to make a miracle smelling of diesel. There are standards.”

Ute fed me at four like I was going twelve rounds, a plate she put down without a word and a hand briefly on my shoulder, the touch landing and lifting away before I could look up, all the speech she had in her. “Eat the potatoes,” she said. “Not the wine. The wine is for after. There is always an after.” She did not specify after what. With Ute you never had to.

And Marlene caught me in the corridor at eight, on her way past, and stopped.

“Tonight she is not a client,” she said. Quiet. Not looking at me quite directly. “Whatever the chart says. Whatever she says. Tonight she is a frightened woman who has decided to hope, and that is the most expensive and least protected thing a person can do.” She paused. “See to it.”

It was an instruction, and a kindness, and a confession, all in five words, from a woman who only ever spent words she could afford.

Simone answered the door holding the prescription card to her chest with both hands.

She was dressed, still, in something soft, no agenda anywhere in sight, and she’d clearly prepared a line, some opening, some way to frame this that kept it inside a structure she could survive. I watched the line fail. I watched it die in her throat. And instead of saying whatever she’d rehearsed, she just held the card out to me, wordless, her dark eyes enormous.

I took it. Marlene’s signature, the protocol code, the date.

And underneath the directress’s signature, in Simone’s own slashing hand gone suddenly careful, one word.

Please.

“I don’t,” she started, and stopped. “I’ve never written that word on anything in my life. I make other people write it.” Her voice was barely steady. “Tonight I wrote it.”

“I know,” I said. “Come here.”

She undressed me, this time, her hands shaking, which I’d never seen, the woman whose entire self was control fumbling the buttons of my shirt because she’d decided to do this part herself, slow, deliberate, like she was forcing herself through it. She pushed the shirt off my shoulders and laid both palms flat on my chest and just stood there a moment, breathing, gathering. Then she pulled the soft thing she was wearing over her own head and dropped it, and there was nothing armored about how she did it tonight, no procedure in it, just a woman getting to skin as fast as she could because she’d decided and didn’t trust the decision to last.

I drew her down onto the bed and she came willingly, and before I was even inside her she locked her long legs around my back and pulled me down and held on.

“No positions tonight,” she said, against my mouth. “No designating. I don’t, I can’t manage it tonight, I don’t want to manage it. Just.” Her ankles tightened. “Don’t let go.”

So I didn’t let go.

I reached between us and found her soaked and ready, her clit swollen under my fingers, and worked her until she was rocking up into my hand and saying my name without the surname for the first time, and only then did I press the head of my cock to where she was slick and aching and push into her, slow, sinking deep, feeling her stretch and clench around me, until she gasped and her heels dug into the small of my back to pull me the last of the way home.

I took her deep and slow, face to face, the no-kissing rule a dead letter she kept killing with her own mouth, kissing me again and again like she was still prosecuting it, hungry, open-mouthed, nothing held back. I read what her body was asking for and gave her exactly the steady weight she needed, the long measured strokes that bottomed out against the place that made her breath stutter, the drag of my cock pulling a low broken sound out of her on every withdrawal. And the dirty talk started in the only voice she had, the boardroom one, yes, like that, that’s, that’s correct, maintain that, and then it degraded, fast, the contract cadence going to velvet and then to something raw underneath it, something I don’t think she’d ever said aloud to anyone.

“Give it to me,” she breathed, her ankles locked, her nails dragging down my back. “Put it in me. I want, God, I want you to. Breed me. Breed me, that’s, that’s what this is, that’s what I’m here for, say it, tell me you’ll…”

“I’m going to fill you,” I said, against her throat, in her own cadence, giving her words back to her. “I’m going to put it deep in you and you’re going to hold it. That’s the contract. That’s the only clause that matters.”

“Yes,” she sobbed, a woman whole boardrooms deferred to chanting it like a prayer, shocked at her own mouth, hearing herself and saying it anyway, “yes, breed me, fill me up, put a baby in me, please, please…”

I shifted her, gently, onto her front, prone, and she went, boneless, her cheek to the pillow, her ass lifting just enough, and I covered her with my weight and slid back into her from above, deep, and found her hands and pressed them flat into the linen under mine and laced our fingers, and took her like that, slow then deeper, my hips grinding down into her ass on every stroke, the new angle wringing a sound out of her that started high and broke in the middle. The length of her body was under mine, pinned, held, my cock buried deep in her, and I felt her give up the last of her control into the mattress, felt the exact moment the manager stopped managing and the woman just took it, pushing her hips back to meet every thrust.

“There,” I said against the back of her neck, “that’s it, you don’t have to hold anything tonight, I’ve got it, I’ve got you,” and she made a wrecked sound into the pillow and pushed back into me to take more.

She came the first time loud and shaking, the controlled length of her seizing tight around me, the machine short-circuiting at last, her hands crushing mine. I didn’t stop, fucked her through it and past it, and minutes later, when she’d climbed all the way back up, she came a second time wordless, her body locking under me, her inner muscles spasming around me, no sound at all because she’d run out of them, just a long silent bow of her spine and her fingers white between mine.

I turned her back over for the last of it, because she’d told me without telling me that she needed to be seen, and slid back into her wet and easy, and she demanded my eyes the moment she could speak.

“Look at me,” she said, and she didn’t frame my face, she fisted one hand hard in the hair at the back of my neck and dragged me down until there was nowhere for my eyes to go but hers, her own face wet, undone, magnificent. “Don’t you close your eyes. I want to watch it land. I want to see the exact second it goes in.” Her ankles locked at the small of my back, drawing my cock in deep, holding me there. “Now. Finish the contract. The only clause that matters.”

I drove deep and emptied into her, my cock jerking as I spilled into her as far as I could reach, and she held me there with her heels and her arms, her body bowing up to take it, to take all of it, to keep it. And Simone Devereux, the woman who’d arrived with fourteen pages of penalties, pressed her face into my neck and sobbed, and the thing she sobbed, over and over, into my skin, was thank you, thank you, thank you.

After, I put a pillow under her hips without being asked, and she opened one eye at me.

“The data says it helps,” I said.

“The data says it helps,” she agreed, and then, fierce, wet-eyed, “shut up,” and pulled my arm around her and held my hand flat against her lower belly and kept it there.

And then she talked. For an hour, unbilled, off every chart, she talked the way people only talk in the dark after they’ve been taken apart.

The empire built from one truck her father left her, a single truck and a route nobody else wanted, grown load by load into something the trade press wrote profiles about. The board that called her the machine, a name she’d earned on purpose, because the name was armor and the woman under it could be hurt. How she’d learned young that competence was the one thing that never betrayed you, that if you were better than everyone and needed no one you could not be left, and how that had worked flawlessly for twenty years, right up until it was the exact thing standing between her and the one thing competence couldn’t buy.

The marriage that starved to death on her hours and her husband’s resentment of her success, two people in a beautiful flat passing each other at the door, ended a decade ago over a child question neither of them could say out loud, each waiting for the other to want it first, until there was no marriage left to put a child into.

The red line on her calendar, thirty-nine in November, drawn the night a clinic in a glass tower said unexplained infertility with a shrug and a pamphlet and sent her home in a taxi she cried in, the only time she’d cried in years, furious all the way down at her own face in the dark window for doing it.

“Unexplained,” she said, to the ceiling, my hand still on her belly. “Do you know what that word does to a person who solves things for a living? Give me a problem. Any problem. I will resource it, I will schedule it, I will throw money and rigor at it until it submits. Unexplained. There’s nothing to push against. It’s the only wall I’ve ever met that I couldn’t find the seam of.” Her hand tightened over mine. “And then I came up a mountain to a building that promised a guarantee, because a guarantee is a thing I understand, a guarantee has a remedy clause, and I find out the guarantee is a man who asks me when I last slept through a night. You unforgivable person. You weren’t supposed to be a person.”

“I came here with contracts,” she said, drifting, her fingers still laced through mine where she’d anchored them, “because contracts have never once broken my heart.” She was nearly asleep. “I’m going to be furious about all of this in the morning. I want you to know that. I’m going to put the armor back on and call it adequate and pretend my heart didn’t just.”

“I know,” I said.

“You don’t even argue.”

“You’ll come back out of the armor. They always do.” I felt her breathing slow against me. “Sleep, Simone. You’ve got a window to keep open.”

She fell asleep holding my hand to her belly, and I stayed there long after I should have gone, holding, for the first time in my life, a hope that wasn’t mine to hold.

In the morning the suit was back on, exactly as promised.

She did her vitals with Yuki, crisp and professional, fully reassembled, and on her way out the door she said, to no one and everyone, “Same again next cycle. And the cycle after, if required. I prefer redundancy in critical systems.”

Yuki, charting, said, “Logged.”

But in the corridor, alone, before she’d quite gotten the executive face all the way back up, Simone Devereux paused, and a small, terrible, private smile crossed her face, and she pressed one hand briefly flat against her own stomach.

“Two weeks,” she said, to the empty corridor, to the clock she’d decided to hope against. “Two weeks until the test.” The smile flickered, want and fear at war under it. “I hate waiting.”

She set her shoulders and went down to breakfast a machine. Two weeks until the test, and not one thing in the world she could do to make it come faster. I went and checked the boiler pressure on my way past, because it was the only clock on the mountain I knew how to move.


Chapter 13: After Hours

The relief driver had a phone in his hand before he was off the cable-car platform, filming the view, filming the building, filming the way people film when they’ve decided their day is content. He’d come up on the Tuesday delivery, covering the usual man’s day off, young and chatty and pleased with himself for working a route that climbed into clouds. Harmless, mostly. The view is genuinely worth filming.

But a secret built on discretion only takes one stranger with a phone to end it, and the mountain sends strangers up every single day. And the timing, this particular Tuesday, was the worst it could have been.

Because at the exact moment the chatty driver wheeled his hand truck through the service door and took a wrong turn that put him three meters from the Wellness Wing corridor, that corridor had Greta in it.

Greta, seven months along now, golden, glowing, being walked to a milk bath in a state of dishabille that the brochure would have killed to photograph and the lawyers would have died to see published. Robe loose, belly bare to the warm air, gold hair down, the precise image of the thing Silberquell promises and never, ever shows. One frame. One frame of that, on a phone, in the wrong hands, and the whole mountain comes down.

The driver lifted his phone.

And then Poppy was there.

I have watched a lot of people be good at their jobs. My father could find a fault in a heating system by laying his palm flat on a pipe and going quiet. Bianca can read a back like a map. But I have never, before or since, seen anyone do what Poppy Brennan did in the next ninety seconds, which was take a catastrophe and make it not exist, smoothly, smiling, without once raising her voice above the warm chatter of a delighted hostess.

She came around the corner like she’d been launched, and she didn’t lunge for the phone, which would have been the mistake, the thing that turns a nothing into a story. She put herself between the driver and the corridor with her soft bright body and a smile so warm he forgot what he’d been pointing the phone at.

“Oh, you’re the new lad,” she said, all Cork warmth, taking his elbow, steering, walking him backward the way you walk a drunk uncle out of a wedding. “You’ve come the wrong way entirely, this is the signature zone, you can’t be filming in here, it’s a whole compliance thing, I’ll show you.”

“Signature zone,” the driver said, charmed, walking where she pointed.

“Celebrity wellness NDA sweep,” Poppy said, making up institutional policy on the spot and selling it without a flicker, easy as breathing. “We get people up here you’d recognize. Can’t have phones live past this line, it’s in the insurance. Here, give us it a second.”

And he handed her the phone. He handed it to her. Because she’d asked for it like it was the most normal request in the world and made him feel important for being part of something with NDAs in it.

She turned half away, thumbs moving, found the clip, deleted it, checked the deleted folder and deleted it from there too, all in the time it took to keep talking about the view and the road and how was the drive up. Then she handed it back, and pressed a folded note into his hand on top of it, a tip out of the petty cash she’d account for later to the cent, and told him a version of the morning so flattering and so wrong that he would tell it at the pub for a year and never once tell it right.

He left happy. He left with a story about a fancy mountain spa and a friendly girl and a celebrity NDA and no idea at all that he’d come within one thumb-press of detonating the most discreet building in the Alps.

The crisis was over. Half the house never knew it had happened.

I knew. I’d seen all of it, frozen in the doorway with a wrench in my hand, useless, because there was nothing to fix that Poppy hadn’t already fixed before I’d finished taking in the danger.

Marlene’s debrief that afternoon was two sentences.

“I reviewed the corridor footage,” she said to Poppy, over the desk, dry as ever. “Your salary is now what it should have been a year ago. Don’t argue with me, I’ve already filed it.” She turned to go, and stopped, and added, not quite looking back, “That was the best thing anyone has done in this building since I hired the new donor. And he fixed the boiler in the dark.” Then she was gone, before Poppy could do anything with her face.

Poppy did several things with her face anyway, in sequence, in private, where she thought no one was looking. I was looking.

That night, after close, I found her at the desk squaring already-square papers, her hands needing a job as they always did when something had got to her, and I sat on the edge of the counter and told her what I’d seen.

I didn’t tell her she was pretty. I’d worked out, by then, that everyone told her she was pretty, the cute one, the desk girl, and that it slid off her like rain off glass because it had nothing to do with the thing she actually wanted. So instead I told her about the ninety seconds. I told her she hadn’t reached for the phone, which is what I’d have done and it would have been wrong. I told her she’d read the situation cold and found the one move that closed it without a trace, and that I’d watched a man hand his phone to a stranger and walk away grateful, and that it was the cleanest piece of work I’d seen anyone do up here, hers or mine or anyone’s.

The freckles went first. They always went first. The blush came up out of her collar and across her throat and into her cheeks and lit every freckle on the way like a fuse finding powder, and her quick green eyes went bright and wet and furious about being bright and wet, and for once in her life Poppy Brennan had nothing fast to say.

“You,” she said, finally, and her voice cracked on it, “you can’t just. Say things like that. To a person. With no warning.”

“It’s true, though.”

“That’s the problem.” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand, angry. “Compliments on the rest of it I can bat away in my sleep. That, I can’t.” She sniffed, hard, and straightened the papers again, and got, very slowly, her grin back, the wicked one, the recovery. “Five years I’ve been the desk girl in a building full of doctors and miracles. You’re the first one who watched me work and said it out loud.”

“Won’t be the last.”

“It better not be.” And there it was, fire-alarm mouth coming back online, the hurt tucked back under, the brat reloading. She hopped up to sit on her own counter, flats swinging, and looked at me sideways. “So. While we’re being honest with each other after midnight.” She drummed her heels once against the cupboard door. “About those SLAs, Keller.”

I’d known it was coming. She’d been on the roster since the key room, held not skipped, waiting her turn, and she’d waited it with a patience that cost her visibly and that I’d made her keep on purpose because the keeping was half the point for her.

“Define turn,” she’d demanded that night. “Define soon.”

“Tonight,” I said. “Soon was tonight.”

Her hand went to her cardigan pocket, where I’d find out later she had a laminated card waiting, Roster Confirmation, chart format, official as anything, Brennan, P. Status: pending. Signature required, made days ago on the office machine, because for Poppy the paperwork was the foreplay and she’d authored her own. She’d dressed her wanting up in laminate so she wouldn’t have to say it bare.

I caught her wrist before the card cleared the pocket.

“Leave it,” I said. “No form tonight. You don’t get to file this one. Say it.”

She went still, the brat scrambling for a script and finding no laminate to read off. “Say what,” she tried, and it came out without the armor.

“What you want. Out loud. Your own words, not the chart’s.”

It cost her more than the card would have, which was the point. She’d spent five years filing everyone else’s wants and laminating her own so they’d look official instead of naked. “I want my turn, Keller,” she said, and her chin came up, brat and brave at once. “I’ve waited it. I want it tonight, on my own desk, and I don’t want a pen anywhere near it. There. No paperwork. Are you happy.”

“Yes,” I said. And it was on the record without a word of it written down.

The hall was dark except the one desk lamp, a pool of gold in the black, the guest book open on the counter where every secret on the mountain had a signature, the brass bell beside it that summoned her all day. Her kingdom, empty, mine and hers and no one else’s until morning.

The slow tease had been the key room. She’d had that one held over her for a week and a half, and tonight she’d earned its exact opposite. So I opened the cardigan and the blouse under it in two quick pulls, no ceremony anywhere in it, and her chest came free, full and soft and heavy for her frame, the freckles running down into it and the blush already chasing them.

“No,” she complained, delighted and outraged at once. “No, where’s my downtempo, I had expectations, I’d a whole speech prepared about your pacing, you’ve gone and ruined the speech.”

I sat her back on her own open guest book, the brass bell at her hip, the whole season’s worth of signatures under her bare skin, and put my hand flat up under her skirt, warm, not moving, just there, and the speech died in her throat.

“You talk a lot,” I said, “for someone who wanted to wait her turn.”

“I never said I’d be quiet about my turn. I said I’d take it. Those are different SLAs.”

So I gave her the consequence she’d been lobbying for since the first day she mouthed off at me, which was the only language that ever properly reached her. I pulled her down off the counter and into her own desk chair and over my knee, the swivel chair she ruled the front hall from, her skirt up, her soft round cheeks bared and already flushing, and the first spank rattled the key hooks on the wall as it had in the key room and she made a sound I’d remember.

“Count them,” I said.

“You count them, you’re the one…” The second landed. “Two, fine, two, you brute…”

“That’s one. You skipped one to be difficult. Start over.”

“That’s not, you can’t just reset the…” The third. She was laughing and gasping and furious and flushed to her chest, the blush gone everywhere the freckles went, and she renegotiated every single number, one higher, two off, disputing the count like a labor contract, and I held her down with one hand flat between her shoulders and gave her each one slow enough that she felt the wait between them, which was the part she actually wanted, the held interval, the proof someone would bother to make her wait.

By the time her count and mine agreed, by accident, somewhere around six, she’d stopped being able to do the math.

I bent her over the guest book.

“Right here,” she said, breathless, both hands flat on the open ledger, on the slashing signatures of CEOs and heiresses, the brass bell an inch from her fingers. “Right here where I watch everyone else’s life happen through this desk. Five years. Do it right here, Keller, or I’ll dock you.”

I worked her open first with my fingers, bent over her own guest book, two of them buried deep and curling while my thumb rubbed her clit, until she was soaked and dripping down her thighs and swearing and grinding her ass back into my hand, and then I dragged her ruined panties down to her knees, lined myself up against her slick swollen folds, and took her from behind, across her own counter, hard, sinking into her in one long stroke that lodged me deep and knocked the air out of her mid-sentence, which was what she’d been asking for in every needle and heckle since the day I walked in.

And the brat act held right up until it didn’t. She mouthed off through the first dozen strokes, breathless and game, her freckled tits swinging against the cold counter with every thrust, narrating the experience like a customer review, grading my technique, threatening to charge me overtime and bill me for wear on the counter, and I answered the mouth the only way that ever worked on her, with pace and depth, fucking her harder, my hips slapping against her soft round ass, a fist gathered in the red hair pulling her head back just enough, and I watched the defiance go out of her one heckle at a time, the back talk thinning into the most gloriously insincere stream of yes-sirs I have ever heard, each one dragged out of her and immediately disowned, each one a small surrender she’d deny under oath in any court in the land.

“That’s not, that’s not me agreeing,” she gasped, even as she said it again, “that’s just a, that’s a verbal tic, it doesn’t, oh, oh, it doesn’t count, harder, that’s a service request not a…”

“Say it again.”

“Yes sir,” she breathed, furious and melting, “yes, sir, you smug, yes,” and gave up the last of the fight, her hands white-knuckled on her own counter, her hips working back to meet me.

Her hand hit the bell. It dinged, bright and absurd in the dark hall, the sound that meant service, and we both lost it completely, laughing, joined, her forehead down on the guest book, and I did not stop, and the laugh turned into a moan turned into a curse in two dialects.

“If one guest,” she gasped, “if one single guest comes down those stairs right now I am charging them a viewing fee, it’s in the, oh, it’s in the schedule of, of fees, I wrote it…”

“You wrote a viewing fee.”

“I write everything, I’m the desk, harder, that’s not a request that’s a, that’s a service standard…”

When it took her she reached for the move that was hers alone, her own choice, her own hand, she grabbed the loose end of her cardigan and stuffed it into her own mouth and screamed into the wool, her soft body shaking across the signatures of the richest women in Europe, everything in her clenching down around me in hard greedy spasms, her freckled back flushed and gleaming under the lamp, and the grip of her milking me dragged me over a few strokes after, and I buried myself deep and held there, flooding her with thick hot spurts, emptying into her while she clenched and shuddered and made the muffled wreck of a sound that the cardigan barely contained.

She sprawled, after, half across the desk, boneless, the cardigan falling out of her mouth, grinning up at the dark rafters like she’d won something. She had.

I fished the laminated card out of her cardigan pocket, the one she’d never gotten to make me sign, and I found the stamp she kept in the drawer, the one for confirmed bookings, and I stamped it. FULFILLED. And under it, because I’d seen her smile go thin and dutiful the way it did when nobody credited her work, I wrote, Repeat custom welcome.

She read it. She held it to her chest.

“Hey,” I said, and I sat back down on the counter beside her sprawl and made her look at me. “The thing I said earlier. The ninety seconds. I meant it. You’re the most competent person in this building and the only one nobody’s ever bothered to tell. So here’s the list.” And I gave it to her in specifics, in the form I’d learned she needed, not you’re great but the actual things, the NDA she’d invented that was now house law, the betting pool she ran cleaner than the books, how she clocked every face that came up that cable car before they reached the desk. Three concrete things. I watched her believe at least three.

She put the card in her cardigan pocket. She kept it there for the rest of the season, patting the spot sometimes without seeming to know she was doing it, like a woman checking a thing was still real.

“Right,” she said, scrubbing her face, getting up, smoothing her skirt, the desk-girl reassembling around the wreck like she did. “Out. I have to put my kingdom back together before the early shift, you’ve got signatures all over the place.” She shooed me toward the stairs, then called after me, mouth fully back online, “And don’t think I won’t be revising those SLAs. I want defined turnaround times. I want a schedule.”

“There’s a board for that.”

“I’m putting myself on the board.”

I left her there, in the lamplight, restoring her counter, and I was halfway up the stairs when the chatter behind me cut out. Poppy never went quiet. I came back down two steps.

She’d stopped mid-tidy, a single form held flat on the counter, the new bookings she straightened every night before bed. Her head was tilted at it, the way she tilted at a puzzle, that quick green attention finding an edge that didn’t sit right.

“Huh,” she said, to herself.

“What?”

“New booking. Paid in full, three weeks out.” She turned it under the light. “No referral source. Nobody sent her, she just, appeared, with a wire. And the deposit took an extra day to clear, which the bank doesn’t do unless.” She shrugged, and yawned, hugely, the late hour winning. “Probably nothing. Probably a shy widow with a slow bank.”

She flagged it, a small amber tab from the strip she kept, and tucked it into the pile, and pushed her chair back from the desk.

“Name’s Maier,” she said, around the yawn, already halfway to forgetting it. “E. Maier.”


Chapter 14: Milk and Honey

The milk bath is the one part of the brochure that’s true, and they almost never let anyone have it.

Bianca told me that, the morning she taught me the ritual, in the small marble chamber off the Bath House where it all happens. It’s not large. That’s the point of it. A sunken marble basin the size of a generous bed, set into a floor of more marble, the walls white stone gone soft and gold under recessed warm lamps, a single high window letting in a column of mountain light that hit the water like a benediction. There’s a system behind a panel that warms mineral water and blends it, at the exact ratio the founders set down a century ago, with milk and a few oils that smell of almond and something green, and the water comes up white and warm and faintly opaque, and it does, genuinely, leave the skin feeling like it belongs to a better person.

“Duchesses,” Bianca said, running her clever hand through the white water to check the temperature, “have wept in this tub for the privilege. Czarinas, allegedly. I’ve scrubbed it after every one of them for ten years.” She flicked the water off her fingers. “It’s for honored guests only. Third trimester gets it as a privilege. Greta’s earned the lot, twice over.”

The chamber smelled of warm stone and almond and the mineral tang under everything, and I learned the ritual the way I learned the boilers, by being shown once and remembering.

That afternoon I overheard the thing that changed how I understood why Greta came back.

She was on her balcony, on a video call to her sister in Malmö, not hiding it, since she hid nothing anymore, the filter long since retired. I was fixing the balcony door two rooms down and the mountain carries sound. The nursery was painted, she was saying, a soft green, she’d done it herself with a roller and a sore back and a great deal of swearing her sister wasn’t to repeat. The crib was built. She’d assembled it alone over a weekend with the wrong tool and got it right in the end.

“And the chair,” her sister said, tinny through the phone. “Did you get the chair you wanted.”

“I got the chair,” Greta said, light, easy. “It’s beside the crib. It’s perfect.” A pause, just slightly too long for the brightness. “It looks a little lonely up there, is all.”

She didn’t finish the sentence. Her sister, who clearly knew the shape of it, didn’t make her.

I went back to the door hinge and understood her return completely. She hadn’t come up the mountain for the waters. She’d come up for the only house that had ever looked at her and been glad, before she went home to a green room with one chair in it.

Ute fed me that evening without my asking, a plate appearing at my elbow in the kitchen while I bled a radiator, and when I started to say I’d already eaten she gave me her verdict and went back to the stove. “You burn fuel like the boiler,” she said. “Eat.” It was, from Ute, a long and tender speech.

The chart said the milk bath was booked for the alumna, attendant of her choosing, and the alumna had chosen me. Marlene had signed it. Poppy told me there’d been a held pause before the signature, the pen hovering, and that Yuki, standing right there, had caught the pause and tucked it somewhere behind her exact dark eyes and said nothing, because Yuki recorded everything and spent none of it.

The chart said attendant. Greta’s eyes, when I helped her down the marble steps into the white water, said company.

She’d left the robe on the warm bench and come to the edge bare, in no hurry, carrying the belly like a crown, and I’d done the visual sweep her body always pulled out of me, bare feet on the warm marble, long pale calves, the wide soft hips, and then the belly’s curve which I never skipped and never would, taut and high and proud, and above it the breasts the last weeks had made heavy and full and faintly veined, the dark nipples already beaded at the tips before I’d touched her at all. Gold hair pinned loosely up, a few strands already falling. The column of mountain light caught all of it and turned her gold, the exact image the place sold and was never once allowed to show.

“The light does that on purpose,” she said, catching me looking, smiling. “I asked them once who designed this room. A founder’s wife, they think. A woman, definitely. No man would have put the window exactly there.” She lowered herself onto the broad submerged bench with a long sigh, the white water rising to her collarbones, and held out both hands for mine. “Come in, Adam. The chart says you’re attending me.”

I came in. The water was blood-warm and silky with the milk, and it closed over me to the chest, and she drew my hands to her under the white surface, to her breasts, heavy and full and warm, and pressed my palms against the ache of them.

“Here,” she said, plainly, no shyness anywhere in her, the filter retired for good. “They’re so full it hurts by evening. You’d be doing me a mercy.” Her blue eyes were warm and amused and completely direct. “I’ll tell you exactly what I want, and you’ll give it to me, and then you’ll be inside me while the water holds me up, because everything is lighter in here and I am very heavy these days. That’s the menu. Any objections?”

“None,” I said.

“There’s a good boy.” She drew my head down. “Start there.”

So I worshipped her on her own orders, slow, off her recited menu, because hosting was how she received and she’d told me so. My mouth at the slope of her breast, the skin hot and tight and swollen taut, and then closing over the dark beaded nipple, sucking, and the first warm sweet spurt of her broke across my tongue, faintly mineral, milk and bathwater one continuum just as she’d promised, and she made a low sound deep in her chest and her fingers came into my hair and held me there, pressing me to her.

“Yes,” she breathed, lullaby-low. “Like that. You can’t waste it, there’s no such thing as wasting it, I make more than a dairy. Drink.” Her head fell back against the marble lip, gold strands loose in the white water, the belly cresting the surface like an island. “Oh, that’s, that’s better than the breast pump, don’t tell the breast pump.”

I nursed at her in the steam, slow, drawing steady as she liked, and the milk came warm and sweet and the water rose around us and the lamps turned everything to gold. She guided me from one breast to the other when the first ran soft, her hand cradling my head, switching me like she was nursing already, and there was a rhythm to it that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with it at once, the giving and the taking circling each other.

“That’s the thing nobody tells you,” she murmured, her head back against the marble, her eyes half closed. “How good it feels. They make it sound like a duty. A function. The pump and the schedule and the cracked skin.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “Nobody says it can feel like this. That a mouth that means it can undo you faster than anything. I found that out alone, in the dark, in Malmö, and there was no one to tell, and I have been waiting eight months to be in warm water with a man who means it.” Her breathing climbed, slow and unforced, the pregnancy doing what the books say it does, every nerve nearer the surface, her body more honest, more itself. “Don’t stop. Drink. I’ll just make more. I always make more.”

I cradled the belly above the waterline with my free hand and kissed the curve of it, the taut warm crown of her, and she made a sound at that, at being honored there, that was different from all the others, lower, with something cracked open in it.

“People are so strange about the belly,” she murmured. “They look away from it like it’s rude. You kiss it.” Her hand covered mine on the curve. “Most men can’t, you know. Not once it’s the very part of the job they made. As if the proof embarrasses them.”

I worked my hand down through the warm white water between her legs, and she opened her thighs for me with a sigh, floated back against the marble lip and let me, her arms spread along the stone, and I slid two fingers up into her, soft and slick and yielding, and curled them while my thumb found her clit, and brought her off slow with my mouth still latched and drawing at her breast, the milk and the steam and the slow rolling pleasure building in her the way her whole self moved, at half speed, abundant, until she arched and shook and came against my hand, her cunt clenching warm and soft around my fingers, with a long low sound that rolled off the marble and didn’t break.

“There,” she said, when she could, smiling, wrecked and serene at once. “Now the other thing. Come here. I want you inside me while I’m weightless. It’s the only time I’m weightless anymore.”

She drew me onto the bench and lowered herself astride me in the buoyant water, reached beneath the white surface to wrap her hand around my cock and guide the head to her entrance, and the water took half her weight and made the rest easy, and she eased down onto me slow, taking me deeper and deeper until I was seated full inside her, both of us groaning at the slick warm grip of it, her belly pressed warm between us, her heavy breasts at the level of my face and leaking now with every rock of her, beads of milk running down into the white water and lost in it.

“Now the brochure’s true twice,” she said, against my mouth, smiling that lullaby smile, and rolled her hips, slow and deep and tidal.

It was the slowest thing I’d done all season and one of the best. The water did the work, lifting her on the rise and settling her back down with a warm slow push, and she rode me at her own tidal half-speed, in no rush anywhere, her arms looped around my neck and her belly warm and firm against my stomach and her breasts swaying full and dripping at my face. The white water swayed with her, almond and milk and warm stone, the lamps gilding every drop that ran off her shoulders. I could feel her all around me, hot and slick and gripping, and the only sound was the soft lap of the bath against the marble and her breath against my ear.

I caught one heavy breast in my mouth mid-thrust, sealed my lips around the dripping nipple and drank her again, milk and the salt of her skin together, sucking in time with the roll of her hips, and she gasped and clenched tight around my cock and laughed low all at once, her hips grinding down harder for it.

“Greedy,” she whispered, delighted. “Good. Be greedy. Nobody’s greedy for me, everyone’s so careful, I’m so tired of careful.” Her pace climbed, by tides not bursts, the water sloshing soft against the marble, the lamps low and gold, her gold hair coming fully down now and floating around us both. “Harder, you can, I won’t break, I’m not made of glass, I’m made of, of milk and stubbornness…”

I gripped her wide soft hips under the water and gave her what she asked for, deeper, the buoyancy letting me drive up into her while she settled down to meet each thrust, my cock filling her completely on every stroke, and she finally stopped narrating and just held on, her face in my neck, her breath going ragged and high, and when she came it was the long shaking near-silent kind, her cunt rippling tight around me, her body bowing slow over the swell of the belly, her hands fisting in my hair.

And as she came down she made her own version of the gesture, the one that meant something different in her hands than in anyone else’s. She took my hand from her hip and pressed it flat against her belly, not over an empty place asking to be filled but over the child already there, the proof of the last man who’d done this work, a hand laid in worship on a thing already accomplished, and held it there while she rolled down onto me and milked me to my own finish inside her, deep, the water settling glassy around us, her hand over my heart and my hand over the future, and I emptied into her held there, spending hot and deep, every drop spilling into her while she breathed yes, that’s it, all of it, give me all of it into the steam, the same way she gave everything, like there was always more.

When the water had gone calm and her breathing had come back down, she didn’t settle back to float. She’d had enough of weightlessness for one evening, she said; the bath was a mercy on her back, but the thing she wanted to ask wanted stone under it, something solid, and she let me draw her up out of the white water and onto the broad warm lip of the basin. I wrapped a towel around her shoulders and folded another beneath her, and she sat on the marble with her feet still trailing in the bath, the milk-water sheeting off her skin in slow ribbons, the column of mountain light finding her there on the stone instead, dripping and upright, one of my work hands held loosely in both of hers in her lap.

“I have to ask you a thing,” she said, not to the light now but to me, plainly, the way she’d told us about the chair, deniable on purpose so I could choose freely. “And you don’t have to answer it now. You don’t have to answer it ever, and we’ll still be exactly this, I promise you that first.”

I waited. Behind us the bath lapped quiet against the marble.

“The season’s over in two weeks. The baby comes in a couple of months. Midsummer, near enough, in Malmö.” She turned my hand over in hers, studying it, the work hand, and then looked up at me, warm and easy and entirely without performance. “There’ll be one chair beside the crib. And I find, lately, that I would very much like there to be a person in the birthing room who saw the beginning. Not the donor or the cure or the man on the chart. Someone who was there before any of that.” Her thumb moved once across my knuckles. “Adam. If I asked you to be there. As Adam.”

The almond steam rose off the water at our feet. I didn’t answer. She watched me not answer and smiled, completely unbothered, because she’d built the ask so I wouldn’t have to. She built everything to give the other person room.

“And I want to say the part I’m not supposed to say, so it’s said and you can do what you like with it,” she went on, easy, drawing the towel a little closer around herself with her free hand. “It isn’t the logistics. I could hire a doula, fly my sister down. I’m a woman who solves logistics.” She turned her head and looked at me, the warmth gone very direct. “It’s that I want the hands in that room to be the ones that kissed my belly like it was mine, and drank from me in a milk bath, and asked me the day we met, before you knew anything at all, whether the radiator was bothering me. That’s the want, naked. You can leave it on the marble if you like. I won’t mind. I’ll still send the postcard.”

“You’ll send a postcard either way.”

“With a smiley,” she agreed, “that I’ll deny drawing.” She squeezed my hand and let her gaze drift up to the high window, to the clean blue past it. “You don’t have to answer,” she said again, and let it go, sitting there full and certain on the warm stone, the holiest water in the building draining off her into the basin. “Henrik never once saw what he made. Twenty-two years and he never went, not once, to a single birth, a single christening, a single anything. He was invited every time. Every single time. He sent a card.” She leaned her wet shoulder lightly into mine, settling, the asking done. “Sit with me a minute now. The thinking’s for later, and I’m warm and I’m heavy and the light’s good, and that’s enough for one bath.”

So I sat with her on the marble lip, under the column of light, the bath cooling slow at our feet, and I didn’t answer, and she didn’t need me to.

Later, in my room above the boiler house, I opened the banking app out of the habit that calms me, the way I recite figures when I can’t sleep, and I looked at the number, and the number had changed.

The debt was half gone. Weeks ago it had been a final-demand letter in my duffel, €19,212.40, a figure I knew to the cent because knowing it to the cent was the only control I had over it. Now it was half that, eaten down by the retainer and the bonuses, melting like the snow on the south face.

I set the phone down and lay back. The number could keep, for once. The chair beside the crib could not, and I knew it, and I let it sit there in the dark unanswered.

In the morning Bianca read my face across the kitchen table in about one second, set down her coffee, and pointed her toast at me.

“She asked you,” she said, and didn’t bother to make it a question.

“She asked me.”

“Good.” Bianca took a bite of toast, watching me, and said it around it, warm and certain and absolutely unhelpful. “Say yes, idiota.”


Chapter 15: A Gap in the Calendar

Yuki drafted the justification three times that week, and deleted it three times, and that was how I first understood what the empty slot was costing her.

In her head the schedule was a living thing. She’d told me so on one of the nights when she decided to tell me things, and once she’d told me I couldn’t stop seeing it: the master schedule of Silberquell, color-coded, every soul on the mountain accounted for in a grid she held in her mind as clearly as the one on the wall. Guests in one color, staff in another, windows in red, the donor’s sessions threading through all of it like the warp through a loom. Every appointment a small certainty in a world she’d organized into nothing but certainties.

And in the bright grid, one name never appeared.

The keeper’s.

She scheduled everyone’s beginnings. She drew everyone’s blood, mapped everyone’s cycles, decided everyone’s when, held the chart that said tonight is the night, and her own name was the one square of white space she never let anything into, because to write yourself into the schedule of beginnings is to admit you want one, and Yuki Tanaka had spent twenty-six years not admitting that.

Then a guest cancelled a Thursday massage, and a ninety-minute block of white space opened at 21:00, and the chapter of Yuki’s life that I was lucky enough to witness is the story of that white space.

She tried to fill it defensibly first. Of course she did. I watched the attempts accumulate over two days, drafted and deleted, each one a small engineered reason she could survive an audit with, and each one a tell, because a woman who needs a cover story has already decided to do the thing, she’s only negotiating the price of admitting it.

Variance study, secondary. Deleted. A variance study had no business at nine at night in the staff wing.

Equipment calibration, exam room. Deleted, because there was no equipment in the exam room that needed her at 21:00 and she could not make herself write a lie that wouldn’t hold, even a lie to herself, even a lie no one would ever audit. The wrongness of it would have sat in the file like a splinter.

Donor wellness check. She got as far as typing that one and then deleted it too, because it was almost true, the closest to true any of them came, and a thing that’s almost true is the most dangerous lie of all, the one you might start believing. Untruth offended her more, in the end, than wanting did.

Poppy smelled blood.

Poppy, who missed nothing that crossed her desk and less that crossed the schedule board, watched Yuki draft and delete a justification three times in a morning, and did the kindest cruelest thing in her repertoire, which was to leave the slot conspicuously unfilled and to leave, on Yuki’s spotless desk, with no note, a bottle of plum wine.

Yuki looked at the bottle. She looked at the empty slot. She looked at Poppy, who was filing something at the front desk with the studied innocence of a woman who had just rigged an election.

“Nobody audits the auditor,” Poppy said, to her filing, not looking up. “Live a little, Tanaka. There’s a gap in your own calendar and you’re the only one who’d ever notice it’s there.”

I had my own evidence of Yuki by then, accumulated as I accumulate everything, by paying attention.

For weeks I’d been adding pieces to a thousand-piece puzzle she kept going in the staff lounge, an alpine meadow, and I’d been adding them badly, jamming flowers into sky, because I am good with my hands and hopeless with jigsaws, and every time I came back to it my wrong pieces would be gone and the section quietly correct, and neither of us had ever said a word about it. She re-did my sections every night; she admitted that much, eventually. And she’d kept my single worst attempt, a fistful of meadow I’d forced into a corner where it could not possibly go, in a drawer in her room, because she’d come across it alone at one in the morning and laughed, by herself, out loud, the only person in the building, and she’d wanted to keep the thing that did that.

That’s who was deciding what to do with ninety minutes of white space.

Thursday, 20:58, the schedule board had handwriting in it.

Her own. In the 21:00 slot, in her precise upright hand, one word.

Tanaka.

And in the justification column, the column where she accounted for every appointment in the building, where she had never once let a square go unexplained, where she’d deleted three good lies in two days because they weren’t true enough.

Blank.

She left it blank. She wrote her own name into the schedule of beginnings and she gave no reason, because the only true reason was the one she’d spent twenty-six years not saying, and rather than say it she let the blank cell say it for her. That blank justification column was the bravest thing I ever watched Yuki Tanaka do, and it stayed the bravest, because it was the first.

She answered her door out of uniform.

I’d never seen it. The scrubs gone, a soft cotton robe instead, and the clip gone too, her black hair down for the first time in front of me, glass-straight to her shoulders, framing a face that without the clip and the chart looked younger and more uncertain and somehow more exactly herself. Her nerves were there, hidden in her posture, the place she hid all of it, in the very straightness of her spine.

On the low table, two cups, the plum wine, and a card.

A card in chart format, because of course it was, because paperwork was how she made herself safe and she’d authored her own. Patient: Tanaka, Y. Complaint: waiting. And then, where the prescribed treatment went, the line she’d left for me, blank, just as she’d left the board blank, handing me the pen on the most important entry of her life.

I read it. I picked up the pen on the table. And I wrote, on the prescribed-treatment line, everything, slowly.

She read what I’d written, and the small braced set of her shoulders that she carried everywhere finally let go all at once, and the last of the straightness went out of her spine.

“Proceed?” she said, very quietly, her one formal word, the protocol she lived inside even here.

“Proceed,” I said.

I undressed her like an instrument out of its case, slow, because method was her love language and she’d shown me that and I wasn’t about to do this in any language but hers. The robe fell open and away and she was small and fair and perfect in the lamplight, finer-boned than anyone I’d ever held, and when I spanned her waist with my hands they nearly met, and she gasped at that, at the size of me against the size of her, the contrast a note I meant to play all night. When I lifted her, just to feel her gasp, she gasped, and her hands clutched my shoulders, and the precise exacting nurse who timed everyone’s everything was suddenly very aware of how much smaller she was than the thing she’d scheduled.

I laid her on the futon and took her apart with method, because method would reach her where speed never could.

I mapped her. I narrated it, in her own cadence, because I read people by mirroring them and hers was the easiest to love. Here. Response here. Sustained. My mouth at her small high breasts, sucking the hard dark-pink points of them, rolling each stiff nipple over my tongue, and she arched and bit down on a sound, and I told her, evenly, that suppressing the response would compromise the data, and she made a noise that was half a laugh and half a sob and let the next one out.

I worked down her with an unbearable patience, fingers and then my mouth, slow, mapping every place that made her shake, calling it back to her, here, this makes your breath change; here, your hands; recorded; logged, the clinical cadence turned worshipful, and her own language used to take her apart undid her faster than anything cruder could have. I parted her small thighs and settled my mouth against her bare cunt and she gasped at the first drag of my tongue through her, her hands flying to my hair, and I took my time, licked into her, sealed my lips around her clit and worked one finger and then two up into her impossibly tight grip, learning her by degrees, the way you learn a system by listening to it run, easing her up and holding her at the edge and easing her back, my fingers curling deep while my tongue circled her, until she was shaking and soaked against my mouth and forgetting to be precise.

The control she’d built her whole self out of failed the way a readout fails when the needle finally leaves the line, in escaped strands and pressed thighs and a count she kept losing. The data-voice tried to hold. “Onset. Onset rapid. Response, ah, response is, Adam, the…” And then it didn’t hold, and she cried out, muffled against the back of her own hand. And then, deliberately, a decision I watched cross her face, she took her hand away and let herself be heard, the small sharp sounds of her filling the quiet room. The unmuffling was its own act of courage, the second one after the blank cell. She chose to make noise. She, who measured her own arousal in escaped strands of hair, chose the sound, chose to be loud in her own room with her own voice, and I rewarded the choice, brought her over the edge with my mouth and two fingers while she gripped my hair and said my name in a voice with no protocol left in it at all.

She reciprocated, when she’d caught her breath, with studied, researched, annotated skill, her small clever hands wrapping around my cock and doing things she’d plainly thought about in advance, considered, possibly diagrammed, her grip firm and her wrist twisting at the head, then her mouth following her hands, taking the head of me between her lips and sinking down slow, her dark eyes watching my face the way she watched a readout, adjusting her pace and her suction by the response, and I let her, because letting Yuki run an experiment on me was letting her love me in the only language she fully trusted, and I told her so, and her ears went scarlet around my cock and her hands faltered and she pulled off and said, “Don’t, I’ll lose my place,” and went back to it with fierce concentration.

Then I sat back against the wall and drew her astride me, reverse, facing the small mirror on her dresser, on a hunch I’d had since Bianca laughed for a full minute at a chart. She reached between her thighs and guided the head of my cock to her entrance and eased down onto it, slow, her tight little cunt stretching around me by degrees until she’d taken all of it and sat seated and full in my lap with a shaking breath.

She saw herself in the mirror. She froze for a moment, caught by her own reflection before she was ready for it, and then she couldn’t look away. She saw what she looked like coming undone, the one subject the auditor had always kept off the record, that no one had ever been allowed to study: herself, hair down and skin flushed pink from her ears to her small high breasts, eyes wide, lips parted, my hands spanning her narrow waist and lifting her and setting her back down onto me. She made a sound at the sight of it, low and shocked, that told me the hunch was right, that watching herself lose control was the audit she most feared and most wanted.

I held her narrow hips and lifted her and moved her on my cock slow and made her watch, my length sliding wet and glistening out of her on every rise and disappearing back into her on every fall, the smallness of her against me filling the mirror, the contrast of it, my dark work-rough hands almost meeting around her waist, her fair body rising and falling on me, the size difference its own held note.

“You can see it,” I said, against her ear, in her own key. “Every reading. Live. No instrument between you and the data. That’s you, Yuki. That’s what it looks like.”

“I, I can see,” she breathed, staring at herself, grinding down onto my cock, the count long gone, her hand drifting up to her own flushed throat in the glass as if to confirm it was real. “Adam. I can see it. I look…” She didn’t have the word. She’d run clean out of words the same way she ran out of numbers, every measurement and every name for it gone off the page at once, and what was left was a few soft broken syllables that counted nothing, and she came watching herself come, her cunt clenching tight and rhythmic around me, shaking, small and radiant in the mirror, her hands gripping my forearms where they crossed her, her dark eyes fixed on her own ruin like it was the most important result she’d ever recorded.

I turned her to face me for the last of it, because I wanted her eyes and not the mirror’s, and slid back into her wet and tight, and she locked her slender legs high around me, so small around me, my cock buried deep in her, and the data-voice was in ruins now, no measurements left, just my name, over and over, Adam, Adam, the only word she had.

And when I was close she gave me the protocol’s last word, repurposed, clinical imperative turned to pure want, the order she gave everyone for everyone else turned at last toward herself.

“Now,” she said, fierce and shaking, her small hands fisting tight in my hair. “Inside. Now.” A breath. “Now.”

I finished deep inside her, driving in as far as I could go and holding there as my cock jerked and emptied into her, her small body clenching tight around me to keep every drop, her thighs clamped high at my ribs, her face against my throat, and for a long moment the woman who timed and measured everyone’s everything made no sound at all, just held on, full of me, while I held on, the two cups of tea going cold on the table beside the card with both our handwriting on it.

She didn’t lie against me after. She sat up, composed even wrecked, and reached for the card on the table, the one with both our handwriting on it, Patient: Tanaka, Y. Complaint: waiting, and held it in the lamplight, her thumb moving slow over her own printed name. She didn’t explain it. She let the card do that, the way she’d let the blank cell on the board do it, her own name sitting on a chart in a building where she scheduled everyone’s beginnings and had never once scheduled her own.

“Beginnings,” she said at last, dry-eyed, not to me, to the card, in the even voice that made it land harder than tears. “Every window. Every test. Every result that makes a person cry in this building. I schedule all of it.” Her thumb stopped on her own printed name. “Never my own.”

I pointed, through the wall, in the direction of the board down the corridor.

“You did,” I said. “It’s on that one too. Justification blank. I saw it.”

She set the card down and trued it to the table edge with a single fingertip, exact. And then the held line of her shoulders finally went soft, the brace she carried everywhere letting go all at once, and she made a small neat sound, and there were a few tears after all, exact and silent, gone almost before they’d come, wiped away with the precision she did everything.

“Don’t chart it,” she said.

“I won’t.”

“I mean it. That, the, the crying. It is not going in any record.” She capped the pen with a small click. “Some things are off the chart.”

“Some things are off the chart,” I agreed.

Only then did she lie down, small and warm, fitting herself along my side, her hair loose across us both, and she slept like that, her hand finding my wrist at the very end and settling two fingers over the pulse, charting me in her sleep.


Chapter 16: The Falk Ledger

A valve started weeping behind the old pump room, and chasing it put me on my belly in a crawlspace I’d had no reason to enter in all my time on the mountain.

It was the original service tunnel, from before they’d modernized, a low stone gut running under the Bath House where the founders had laid the first pipes. The leak was a packing gland gone hard with age, a ten-minute fix once I’d worm-crawled to it through a century of the building’s discarded organs. And along the way, stacked against the damp stone where nobody had looked since the road froze under some directress two wars ago, were the archive boxes.

Most of it was exactly what archive boxes are. Decades of treatment records, requisition slips, the paper sediment of an institution. I’d have crawled past all of it.

But one of the boxes had a toolbox on top of it, an old steel one, and a man who fixes things for a living does not crawl past a toolbox. I opened it on a reflex.

There were no tools in it.

There was a logbook. Leather-covered, swollen with use, the spine cracked white from being opened a thousand times, and tucked against it, flat and dry, a few pressed flowers, and loose between the pages a square of card with a garden bench drawn on it in pencil, carefully, the same bench drawn over and over, I saw as I leafed deeper, across twenty-two years.

I knew whose it was before I opened it. There’s only one man it could have been.

I should have brought it straight up. I read three pages by torchlight in the crawlspace instead, because some doors, once you’ve cracked them, you have to look through.

It wasn’t session records. That was the first thing, and it reorganized my understanding of the man in an instant. There were no protocol codes, no clinical measurements, no dates of windows. It was people. First names, only ever first names. Seasons. The weather the day someone arrived. What made a frightened woman laugh. Who took her coffee how. Small kindnesses logged the way other men log expenses, brought H. the violets from the south path, she has not smiled in a week, she smiled. A garden, sketched and re-sketched. The bench.

The early pages were happy. You could feel it coming off the paper, a young man twenty-two years gone, delighted to be useful, delighted to be the secret kindness at the center of a house that made miracles. Best work a man could have, he’d written, underlined once, in a hand that still had bounce in it.

The later pages did a quiet and terrible arithmetic.

Because every season he made someone’s deepest wish come true, and every season she left. Happy. Whole. Carrying. Gone down the mountain to a life with a nursery in it, and Henrik Falk stayed, and watched the next car climb, and did it again. Hundreds of them, across twenty-two years, every one of them leaving with the thing they came for, and not one of them leaving with him.

You could watch it happen in the handwriting. The early entries had names and weather and jokes. The middle ones started keeping a different record, almost without meaning to: A. left today. Boy, they think. Third one I’ve seen her through the door for and the door only ever opens out. And later, drier, the bounce long gone: Counted them tonight, the ones who came back to show me. Seventeen photographs in the drawer. Seventeen children I am told have my eyes and will never know my name, which is correct, which is the whole arrangement, which I signed. I find I am counting them anyway. He’d done the math without ever once writing the sum, page after page of it, a man slowly and gently understanding that he was the one part of the miracle that never got to keep any of it, that the job was a door that only opened one way, and that he’d spent his whole life holding it for other people to walk through.

There was a recipe for a soup in there, near the back, in a different hand, copied out by him. There was a list of the names of someone’s children, four of them, with their birthdays, kept current for years, the most painful thing in the book precisely because it was the most ordinary, a man keeping a calendar for a family that was his and wasn’t, that he was forbidden to claim and couldn’t make himself forget.

The last page I made myself stop at. One line, near the bottom, the handwriting older, the bounce long gone.

The two I should not have loved, and the one I should not have let leave.

No names. One pressed edelweiss, the small white star of it dry and perfect, marking that page and no other.

I closed the toolbox that was never a toolbox and brought it up out of the dark, and my hands, which don’t usually do anything I haven’t told them to, were not quite steady on the ladder.

I brought it to Marlene because instinct said it was hers. I don’t fully know why. Something about the edelweiss, and how the house went quiet around the empty wing, and a registry page Poppy had been hinting at for a week and refusing to read aloud.

She was at her desk. I set the logbook in front of her without much preamble, because she’s not a woman you preamble at.

“Found this in the old service tunnel,” I said. “Behind a weeping gland. It’s Falk’s. It isn’t records. I think it’s, I don’t know what it is. I thought you should have it before anyone else handled it.”

Her hand stopped halfway across the desk and stayed there, not reaching, not withdrawing.

I have watched Marlene Adler absorb a frozen fuel line, a journalist’s reworded questions, a CEO’s threat of exposure built in complete sentences, all without a flicker. I watched her look at that swollen leather cover and go still in a way I hadn’t seen, the stillness of a woman holding very, very steady on purpose.

She reached out and touched the cover. Just the cover. She laid two fingers flat on it, the touch you give a relic, or a sleeping face, and she did not open it.

“Thank you, Herr Keller,” she said, and her voice had dropped, sunk into the low place it went when her control was spending everything it had. The formal address. The armor talking.

She did not open it in front of me. She drew it toward her across the desk, both hands, and then she opened a drawer, the deep locked one on the right that I’d never seen unlocked, and she set the logbook inside it, and she closed it, and turned the key.

Not the file room. Not with the founder research and the redacted ledgers and the institution’s bones. The desk drawer. The personal one.

“That will be all,” she said, looking at the closed drawer and not at me, and I understood I was being released from a room I’d already accidentally seen too far into, and I went.

I found Bianca in treatment room three, our room now, and she took one look at my face and knew the shape of it without a word, as she always could.

“You found something in that tunnel,” she said, “and it’s sitting on you like a wet coat. Sit down. No, lie down. I’ve been wanting to try a thing and you’ve just volunteered.”

“I’m not really…”

“You’re brooding about Henrik.” She’d already started lighting candles, moving around the room in her off-shift wrap and bare feet, her dark waves loose. “I can see it. You found the lonely old man’s lonely old book and now you’re thinking, that’s the job, that’s the road, twenty-two years and a sketch of a bench.” She turned, hands on her hips, fierce and warm. “So I’m going to tell you the one thing, and then I’m going to make you stop thinking entirely, professionally, because I’m the best in the Alps and you’re off the clock.”

“What’s the one thing.”

“You are not Henrik.” She came and stood over me where I’d sat on the edge of the table, put a hand flat on my chest and pushed me gently down onto my back. “He made that book sad all by himself, page by page, and I will not have you reading it like an instruction manual. You are not alone in a house full of love, querido. You are outnumbered by it. You can’t move for it. We are all over you like a rash. That is the entire difference and you will please remember it.” She reached for a lavender eye-mask from the kit. “Now stop talking. Clients don’t peek.”

The mask went over my eyes. The world went soft and dark and smelled of lavender. I felt her loop a silk sash loosely around one wrist and then the other, to the table sides, and she narrated it, because she narrated everything.

“Loose,” she said. “You can pull right out, I want you to know that, this is for the game and not for real, sim? You say my name and it’s all undone.” A pause. “But you won’t want to. Watch.” Then, laughing: “Don’t watch. You can’t. That’s the point.”

What followed was an hour of being a man who fixes things being thoroughly, expertly unfixed.

I couldn’t see. That was the whole instrument, and Bianca played it like the craftsman she was. She started with the hot stones, the smooth basalt warmed in the kit, and trailed them up the inside of my thighs and across my chest, the heat blooming where I couldn’t predict it, and just as my body settled into the warmth she swapped to ice from the bar bucket, a single hard cube traced along the same path, and the shock of it had me jerking against the loose sashes I could have pulled free in a second and didn’t.

“There he is,” she purred. “You hate not knowing. I can feel you trying to predict it. You can’t. Give up. Best thing in the world, giving up, you should try it more often.”

Then her body. The hot stones and the ice set aside, and instead the slow slide of her oiled skin over mine, all of it, soft weight and friction and not a single hand, the long length of her dragging up my body. I felt her breasts press flat against my chest and drag upward, then her thigh slide between mine, then, deliberately, the heavy oiled curve of her ass settling over me and sliding slow, and I had no idea where any of her was until it arrived, warm and slick, and then it was gone again somewhere new. Blind, I could only feel and wait and want, and that was the instrument, the not-knowing, the next touch always a surprise.

“Knee socks,” she informed me, conversational, somewhere above me in the dark. “In case you were building a picture. Nothing else, just the knee socks. The white ones, the ones you pretend you don’t look at. The mirror’s got a very nice view of all of it and you’ve got nothing at all. Isn’t that sad. The best pair of hands you’ll ever be touched by, naked and oiled and right here, and you, blind as a mole.” Her oiled breast dragged across my mouth and I turned my head to catch it and she pulled it away, laughing low. “No. You take what I give you. That’s the lesson tonight. You’re always reading, always finding the strain, always two steps ahead of everybody’s body. Not tonight. Tonight you wait.”

She rode my mouth at her leisure, lowering her slick cunt onto my face from somewhere in the dark, her thick thighs settling either side of my head, grinding herself against my tongue, and narrated her own pleasure to a man who couldn’t see it, which turned out to be its own filthy thing. Her husky voice told me exactly what my mouth was doing to her, how my tongue felt dragging through her, how swollen and wet she was, how close she was getting, and then she’d lift away and deny herself the last of it, because the narration was the point and the words came easier when she wasn’t coming, and she wanted the story more than she wanted the end of it.

Then she turned, reverse, and freed my hands by untying nothing, just taking my wrists out of the loose sashes herself and placing them where she wanted them, on her ass, finally, full and oiled and heavy in my grip, and she reached back and guided my cock to her entrance and took me into her slow, settling back until I was seated deep and full inside her, and took complete control, grinding my length at her own languid pace while I held on and saw nothing and felt all of it, the heft of her ass filling my hands, the scalding tight grip of her cunt, the slow filthy roll of her hips, every sensation arriving sharper for the dark.

And she edged me. On purpose. Slow rolls right to the brink and then a stop, again, again, payback delivered with relish.

“This is for Poppy’s stories,” she said, breathless herself but loving it. “She told me about the key room. The whole desk. You make my meninas wait, querido. Now you wait.” A roll, a stop. I groaned, and pulled, just slightly, at the loose sash, and she laughed in pure delight. “No, no. Say my name. Say it like you mean it and I’ll let you.”

I said her name. Like an answer.

She reached up and pulled the mask off for the last of it, because she wanted me watching, and the room came back, gold candlelight and her dark eyes laughing down at me over her shoulder and the white knee socks and the mirror giving me everything the dark had withheld, her ass rippling as it clapped down against my hips, my cock disappearing into her on every drop. She rode me hard and fast and finally let me go, her cunt clamping down and fluttering around me as she came, and I emptied into her at the same moment, pumping deep, both of us loud, her volume climbing off the thin walls because the walls were always part of it.

She sprawled on top of me after, sweat and oil and candle smoke, boneless and pleased with herself.

“Better,” she pronounced. “You stopped brooding around the second cube of ice. I clocked it.”

We lay there. The candles burned down. On another night this was the hour she’d have wrapped a real thing in a joke and let it slip out sideways, because that was the only way she ever let one out at all. She didn’t, tonight. She’d already said the truest thing standing over me with her palm flat on my chest, you are outnumbered by love, and she was too good at her craft to repeat a line and blunt its edge by saying it twice.

What she did instead she did with her hands and no words for it. She found the old burn scar on my forearm in the dark and set her thumb against it, the rough way she touched the things she refused to make a speech of, and pressed, once, and held it there. I knew what it was. It was the same currency she’d handed me week one, when I’d asked about her wrists and she’d had no idea what to do with her own face for a day after; it was ten years answered in a single press of a thumb, given and taken back too fast to land hard on either of us. No floating confession. No sorrow set adrift on the dark. Her thumb on my scar, and the scars on her I’d never once get her to narrate, and that was all she’d allow, and it was plenty.

“Don’t you dare go lonely in a house full of love,” she said into my shoulder, an order and not a wound. “It’s rude. We’re the best there is. Ask anyone.” Then she bit my shoulder, not gently, and rolled up off me to go hunt her wrap in the candlelight, and the moment was over before it could turn into one of those moments, which was precisely how she liked them.

Later, at the desk, restoring my collar before bed, I found Poppy doing her own midnight ritual, and she’d been waiting for me with a face full of a secret she’d been hoarding for days.

“Right,” she said, low, glancing at the stairs. “You showed me yours, I’ll show you mine. That archive page I keep not telling you about.” She pulled it from under the blotter, a photocopy, an old guest registry leaf, Falk-era, the dates more than a decade back. “I made a copy before I refiled it. Don’t tell Yuki, she’ll have a feeling about the chain of custody.” She put it on the counter between us and put her finger on one line, on a name written in a careful hand among the heiresses and widows of a season fourteen years gone.

A guest. Not staff. Years before there was a Directress Adler at all.

M. Adler.

I looked at it. I looked at Poppy. Poppy looked at me.

“She was a guest here,” Poppy whispered. “Before she ran the place. Before she had the coat. She came up that cable car like everyone else, paid like everyone else, signed her name in the book like everyone else.” She tapped the line. “Whatever happened to her up here, she came back years later with a medical degree and took the building over and scrubbed one name off one magnet and never wrote another into it.”

The logbook, in the locked desk drawer, not the file room. The edelweiss. The one I should not have let leave. The blank magnet at the edge of the board. None of it explained, all of it suddenly sitting in the same room.

I put the page back under the blotter myself, face down.

“This conversation didn’t happen,” I said.

“What conversation,” Poppy agreed.


Chapter 17: Fourteen Days

Yuki drew the blood at dawn, in the grey light, two vials from the inside of Simone’s arm, and carried them down to the annex herself, and ran the assay, and ran it again, because she would not let a result exist until it had proven itself twice.

Test days have a tradition here, and like most of the house’s traditions it is a kindness disguised as a procedure. Marlene delivers the result in person. Walking. Good news or bad, the directress carries it down the corridor herself and tells the woman to her face, because the founders decided long ago that no one should learn the most important thing in her life from a phone or a form or a stranger.

The house waited in its own ways that morning, each person according to their nature. Bianca cleaned treatment room three twice, hard, the way she scrubbed when she couldn’t fix a thing with her hands. Poppy answered the desk in a voice half a note too bright and straightened papers that were already straight. Ute baked nothing, which was its own alarm, and stood at the window with her arms folded watching the cable car bring up the morning deliveries as if a result could ride up on it. And I changed a tap washer in the staff bathroom that didn’t strictly need changing, because my hands needed a job and the washer was a job, and that is how a house waits.

The corridor to the panorama suite is the longest walk in the building. I’d never understood that until I stood at the end of it, on the morning of Simone’s fourteenth day, and watched Marlene make it.

She knew before she reached the door. I could tell by the set of her shoulders, the particular composure she wore. Yuki had run it twice. The number was the number.

Negative.

Implantation hadn’t taken. The window had been perfect, the prescription correct, the science exactly what it always was, and her body had not done the thing, this cycle, that bodies sometimes simply do not do, and there was no fault in it and no reason and no one to bill.

Simone took it standing, in her suite, dressed for the day in full armor as if a suit could change a result, and she did the thing I should have expected and somehow hadn’t, which was to reach for the only weapon she had ever trusted.

“Then we’ll discuss remedies,” she said, and her voice was the contract voice, level, numbered, terrible. She turned and began folding a robe that didn’t need folding, her hands moving with awful precision. “The standard agreement specifies a guarantee. I have it in writing. I’ll want to review the breach provisions. There are confidentiality clauses that cut both ways, you understand, and a result like this, if it represents a pattern, a systemic failure of the advertised…” Her hands were shaking on the robe. The sentences came out whole and organized and her hands were shaking. “I have a great many readers’ worth of leverage I have never once chosen to use and I am beginning to think about the conditions under which I would…”

“Simone.” Marlene, even and unhurried, absorbing it, her hands folded one over the other and perfectly still, giving the news nowhere to land. “We’ll discuss whatever you wish to discuss. The agreement provides for additional cycles at no…”

I cleared the room.

I didn’t plan to. It wasn’t my room to clear, and I was the lowest-status person in it by every measure that mattered up here, the handyman, the staff, the body the contract was about. But I looked at Marlene and Marlene looked at me, one held look, an entire conversation in it. Marlene runs this house and lets no one run any part of it, and she read whatever was on my face, and she made a decision whose size I felt even as it happened: she gathered Yuki with a glance, the chart-keeper and the directress both, and walked out, and let me, and that permission was one of the most significant things she ever granted me, the directress of Silberquell stepping back and handing a heartbroken six-figure client to the masseur because she trusted his hands with more than muscle. She closed the door behind her, soft, and the latch clicked, and it was just the two of us and the negative.

Simone stared at me, the robe crushed in her shaking hands, her jaw set, the contract voice loading. “We’re not finished discussing the breach provisions, the standard agreement is explicit about…”

“You’re not breaching anything,” I said, low, level, the voice I use when a thing matters. “You’re not a plaintiff. There’s no counterparty in this room. Put the robe down.”

“I am protecting my…”

“You’re heartbroken. You’re standing in a beautiful room building a lawsuit because a lawsuit is the only pain you know how to file.” I took the robe out of her hands, gently, and set it on the bed. “Sit down. Stop drafting. There’s no one to sue. Your body isn’t a vendor that failed an SLA.”

“It is exactly that.” Her voice cracked down the middle of the contract cadence, the first break. “It is one more system that took my money and my hope and my, my schedule, and delivered nothing. I have built an empire on the principle that effort plus rigor produces outcomes. I did everything correctly. I read every page. I cancelled the board. I let myself, I let myself hope, which I have not done in a decade, and the result is…” She gestured at the air, at nothing, at the negative. “So yes. It failed. Like the clinic failed. Like the marriage failed. Thirty-nine in November and every system I trust is telling me the same thing, which is that I am the broken part of the machine.”

“You’re not broken.” I made her look at me. “Listen to me, because nobody’s said this to you in ten years and I’m going to raise my voice if I have to. Bodies aren’t deliverables. One cycle is one cycle. The science worked, the window was right, and sometimes it takes the second time or the third. That’s how the most uncertain thing in the world works. It has nothing to do with how hard you tried.”

“Don’t.” Her voice came out raw. “Don’t make it sound survivable. If it’s survivable I have to keep going, and I don’t, I’m not sure I have another one of these in me, do you understand, I have spent a decade not hoping precisely so that I would never have to stand in a beautiful room and feel this, and I let you, I let all of you, I let the cook and the nurse and the girl at the desk and the woman in the snow garden get me to put it down, and look…”

“Simone.”

“And look what happened the second I put it down.” She was crying now and prosecuting it at the same time, the two things impossible together and happening anyway. “It’s the same as it always is. I do everything right and the thing I want walks past me to someone who didn’t have to try as hard.”

“That’s the marriage talking. That’s the board talking. It isn’t today.” I held her shaking hands trapped between mine, hard, until she had to feel them. “Listen to me. The only thing that failed today is one idea. The one you’ve carried up this mountain your whole life. That you have to earn what you want by suffering for it correctly.” I stopped, because I’m not a man with speeches ready and I wanted to get it right. “You don’t. You never did. You don’t have to bleed right to deserve a child. The dice didn’t land. That’s all it is. They land or they don’t.” A breath. “We try again. Not because you failed. Nothing failed. Because that’s just the next appointment.”

She came apart.

The machine, the woman who logged her own gasps, who folded a robe with surgical hands while threatening two million readers, put her face in her hands and cried, and hated it, you could see her hating it, the body’s betrayal of yet another protocol, and I pulled her in and held her and she fought it for about four seconds and then stopped fighting it and cried into my shoulder properly, and hated that less.

“I don’t,” she got out, much later, when the worst of it had passed and she was wrung out and quiet against me. “I don’t know how to ask for this part. Stay. Not a, not a session, there’s nothing on a chart, I don’t want, I don’t want to schedule you. Just.” Her hand fisted in my shirt. “Stay.”

I sent the note with Poppy, who ferried it up the corridor stone-faced, no jokes, no commentary, because Poppy knows exactly when to be all teeth and exactly when to be a sealed envelope. S.D. asks me to stay. Not a session. Off any chart. Your call. Marlene’s answer came back in her hand, two words, folded once.

Off chart.

The fire had burned down to coals when Simone reached for me, and she did it slowly, almost shy, which I had never seen and never expected, the most decisive woman I’d met fumbling toward a thing she had no procedure for.

“I don’t know how to do this part,” she said, and meant wanting without contracting, reaching without a clause. “Tell me if I’m doing it wrong.”

“You can’t do it wrong. There’s no protocol. That’s the point.”

Nothing happened that she didn’t reach for first. I let her set every pace, and watched the woman who designated positions, who scheduled her own pleasure in numbered clauses, learn to simply move toward what she wanted and find it given without having to ask twice.

She turned the lights up. All the way, reaching past me to the lamp without breaking from me, not the forty percent she’d capped them at the first night, full firelight and full lamp, and she said, almost angry about it, “I want to be seen. I’ve spent ten years making sure no one saw me and look where it got me. Look at me. Don’t you dare look away.”

So I looked at her, all of her, the dark luminous skin gone copper in the firelight, the full heavy bust, the long legs, the face wet and bare and undefended, and I didn’t look away, not once, the whole way through. I cupped her jaw and ran my thumb along her cheekbone through the tear-tracks she wasn’t bothering to hide, and her breath shook, and she leaned into the touch instead of away from it, which a week ago she could not have done.

She kissed me, slow, the rule she’d killed a dozen times now dead for good, long deep lingering kisses with nothing transactional left in them, her hand spread warm on the back of my neck, and I drew her down into the cradle of my body, face to face on our sides in the firelight, wrapped close, and reached between us to ready her, stroking slow through her slick folds, circling her clit, until she was slick and sighing into my mouth and lifting her top leg to open for me, and then I guided myself to her and pushed slowly into her, feeling her stretch and clench warm around me, and we stayed exactly like that.

One position. The whole way. No designating, no transitions, no second act, just the two of us wound together in the firelight, depth without speed, her top leg hooked over my hip and her arms around me and her forehead against mine, breathing the same air. I moved in her slow and deep and measured, my cock dragging full against every soft inch of her, no rush anywhere in it, feeling every small catch of her breath, every place her body softened and opened around me that it had held rigid the first night. The fire ticked. Her skin was warm under my hands. It was the slowest and most undefended thing either of us had done, and she kept her eyes open on mine the entire time, which for Simone was the surrender, more than any window, more than any mantra.

And the dirty talk, where the dirty talk usually went, was just true talk instead.

“This,” she breathed, moving with me, her eyes open and wet and on mine. “I want this. Not the outcome, not the, not the guarantee. This. You. The chance. Again.” Her voice cracked on the next word and she let it crack. “I came here to acquire a result and I want to keep the part that wasn’t for sale.”

“You can keep it,” I said, against her mouth, rocking into her slow. “It’s not on a chart. It’s not for sale. It’s yours.”

“Say it again.”

“It’s yours.”

“Again.”

“It’s yours, Simone. All of it. As long as you want it.”

She made a sound at that, low, broken open, and pressed her face into my throat for a moment and then pulled back because she’d decided she wasn’t going to hide anymore, not tonight, and watched my face while I moved in her, her hand tracing my jaw, my mouth, like she was learning it. She came quietly, open-eyed, watching me watch her, no scream and no performance and no log, just her face open and undefended in a way it had spent a decade refusing anyone, a long slow wave of it that I felt clench soft around my cock and saw in her eyes at the same time, and she pulled me closer at the end of it, ankles crossing slow at the small of my back, drawing me deeper, and whispered the only prescription she wrote that night.

“Next cycle,” she said, fierce and soft, rolling her hips to take me deep, “this. Exactly this. That’s my, that’s what I want. Now. Come here. Stay in me.”

I finished deep inside her, seated full and held there, my cock spilling slow and warm into her while she kept me locked close with her crossed ankles, her hands flat on my back, and neither of us said anything for a long time after, the fire ticking down, the snow blue at the windows.

At three in the morning she talked, as she had after the window, but smaller now, quieter, the contract voice nowhere in the room. The empire mentioned and set aside in a sentence, like a thing she’d carried so long she’d forgotten it was heavy. The marriage named once and, I think, finally forgiven, both of them, the man who couldn’t stand her success and the woman who’d made success a fortress, two people who’d starved each other and not meant to.

“I rebooked the next cycle,” she said, into the dark, into my chest. “Just now. In my head. I’m telling you so it’s real.” A long breath went out of her, slow, and what was left in her voice was plain, no clause in it anywhere. “I’m not done. I decided I’m not done.”

And somewhere in it, drifting, I watched her draft a line in the org chart of her life she’d never read to me, her eyes going far away and soft over something she’d decided and wasn’t ready to say, her thumb moving slow against my forearm, the woman who put everything in writing keeping one entry off the page a while longer.

She fell asleep holding my wrist, not my hand, my wrist, gripped like a handrail on a stair in the dark, the grip of a woman who’d learned she was allowed to hold on and didn’t quite trust the floor yet.

I left at dawn. Marlene was in the corridor.

She wasn’t waiting for a report. She had her coffee and her coat and that gathered, contained quiet she wore like a second coat, and she fell into step beside me toward the front hall without quite looking at me.

“Henrik used to do that,” she said, low, her eyes ahead. “Stay. The part that isn’t on any chart. The part there’s no billing code for.” A pause, her voice dropping into the place it went. “It’s the part that works, Herr Keller. It was always the part that worked. The water never mattered at all.”

I could have let it pass, as everyone in this house let her statements pass. I didn’t.

“It mattered to him too,” I said. “The staying. He just never let anyone stay for him.”

She stopped. She didn’t turn off down the corridor, not this time. For a moment she looked at me full on, no glasses to look over, and she let me see it, the grief and the recognition both, and didn’t reach to fold it back down.

“No,” she said. “He never did.”

Then she went to her office, the coffee steaming, the chignon perfect.


Chapter 18: The New Booking

The journalist arrived on a Tuesday and was, to her enormous credit, completely charming.

I want to be honest about that, because it’s the part that matters. “Eva Maier” came up the cable car at thirty-three, a chestnut bob cut sharp at the jaw and an athletic, economical way of moving, and she came into the front hall and made Poppy laugh inside ninety seconds, made the porter feel important, asked after the cook by name as if she’d read a very good profile of the place, and settled into the lobby like a woman delighted to finally be somewhere she’d dreamed about. She was funny. She was warm. She paid in full without blinking. She was, in every visible particular, the easiest guest of the season.

And every single thing about her was one degree too bright.

Poppy caught it before I’d finished carrying up the woman’s bags, and Poppy’s amber flag went orange over the course of one afternoon, in pieces.

“The luggage is new,” she murmured to me at the desk, watching Eva cross to the lounge. “Not new-for-the-trip new. New like she bought an entire life last week. The tags were still creased in the folds, I felt them.” She tapped a form straight. “And the robe.”

“What about the robe.”

“She wears it like a costume.” Poppy nodded at the woman, who had the house robe on over her resort wear, belted just so, a careful drape. “Guests live in those robes by day two. They wear them like dressing gowns, like pajamas, like the thing you put on to be a person who isn’t performing. She’s wearing hers like she’s about to be photographed in it. Nobody relaxed wears a robe that well.” She straightened the last form in the stack. “And at breakfast she forgot her own surname for a moment when the waiter asked. Maier, she said, a beat late, like she was checking a note.” Poppy smiled, and it was not a nice smile, it was the switchblade. “Shy widow with a slow bank, my eye.”

I’d have dismissed it as Poppy being Poppy, except that I fixed Eva Maier’s window that afternoon, and the window told me Poppy was right.

The casement in her room had jammed in the cold, swollen in the frame, and I went up to free it, and she was good company throughout, genuinely good company, which was the trouble. She leaned in the doorway and made me laugh twice before I’d got the cover off the latch, a dry observation about the cable car and a better one about the lobby’s piped birdsong, and she had a gift for the thing I always notice in people, which is that she asked a real question and then actually listened to the answer, or appeared to.

“That’s not a swollen frame, that’s the building settling,” she said, watching me work, and she wasn’t wrong, which was annoying. “My father restored an old farmhouse. I spent my childhood holding the torch lower. You’re holding your shoulders the way he did. Bad back?”

“Bad everything. It’s the job.”

“What is the job, exactly? Up here?” Lightly. Smiling. “Half of you seem to do four things. The handsome handyman who’s also, I gather, on the massage rota. It’s a very efficient operation.”

“It’s a small staff.”

“Mm.” She let it go and came back to it from a different doorway a minute later, never quite leaving any subject alone. “And the famous success rate. Is it really as remarkable as people whisper? Because I have to say, having met the place, I can’t see the trick of it. Good mountain water and good massage doesn’t usually…”

“It’s mostly rest,” I said, planing the sash. “Wealthy women never rest. You’d be amazed what eight weeks of nothing does for a body.”

“I would,” she said, “be amazed,” and there it was, the beat too long, the bright eyes cataloguing the answer for later, every clever question bending toward the same low point in the floor like water. Staff tenure. Guest turnover. That success rate one hears about. And when I gave her nothing but a smile and a planed-down sash, she changed the angle and tried again from a new direction, smooth as anything, never once pushing hard enough to alarm a person who wasn’t already watching for it.

“You’re very discreet,” she said, pleased, when the window swung free at last on its freed runner.

“It’s most of the job,” I said.

“I imagine it would be.” She looked at me a moment longer than the line needed, cataloguing, charming, filing, and I thought: Poppy’s right, and the dangerous part is that I like her. She’s funny and she’s quick and her questions are good and if she’d checked in as anyone else I’d have fixed her window and chatted and thought nothing of it. Which is exactly why she’s dangerous.

But that was Eva’s week to begin, and it was Greta’s week to end, and the house had a send-off to throw.

They’d planned it for days, the staff, a conspiracy of warmth. Ute baked, which from Ute is a love letter, a tall thing with cream and the last of the winter preserves that she set down in front of Greta and refused to be thanked for. Poppy presented, with the absolute gravity of a state ceremony, a laminated certificate she’d made on the office machine: Alumna of the Decade, it read, in a font she’d agonized over, awarded to G. Lindqvist for Services to the Brochure, and Greta laughed until she had to hold the belly and Poppy looked prouder of it than of anything she’d done all season.

And Bianca, at the end, gave Greta a small bottle of the good oil, the almond-and-green one she hoarded and pretended she didn’t, and said, gruff, “For when you’re home. So you don’t forget what being looked after feels like,” and then had to leave the room briefly to be busy with something, the loudest, least sentimental woman on the staff undone by her own gift.

Even Yuki contributed, in her way. She produced, with a perfectly straight face, a slim booklet she’d had printed and properly bound at the stationer’s down in the valley, a complete feeding-and-sleep schedule for the first six weeks, color-coded across the pages, hand-corrected in two places where the printer had got her spacing wrong, with a note on the inside cover that said call any hour. I keep odd ones. Greta turned the pages and pressed it to her chest and said it was the most romantic gift she’d ever received, and Yuki said, “It’s a logistics document,” and a flush climbed her throat, and Greta kissed the top of her head, which Yuki allowed.

Ute’s contribution was a tin. She didn’t say what was in it. “For the road, and the week after,” she said, and set it in Greta’s hands with both of her own, holding the grip a beat longer than a woman who never held anything too long, and Greta, who knew exactly what that meant, held the tin like it was the baby itself.

Simone watched the conspiracy of warmth from the edge of it, the auditor observing a thing she had no column for, and at the end she crossed the room and put a slim envelope on the pile of gifts, and when Greta opened it later it was a card with one line in that slashing imperial hand: When you need a second chair, I have a logistics company. We move anything. S.D. Greta laughed and then didn’t, because it wasn’t entirely a joke, and Simone had known it wasn’t when she wrote it.

Greta booked her last slot with me, and then traded it, as was her way, to dawn, off-chart, her balcony, because her season had started in the dark of a winter arrival and she wanted it to end where the light started.

The garden room balcony at first light is the best seat the place has. She’d built a nest of blankets out there, two mugs of cocoa gone cold, and she drew my arms around her from behind, the two of us wrapped against the alpine cold while the valley below us went from black to grey to the first pink, and she gave me the agenda in her lullaby voice.

“Slowly,” she said. “While the sun comes up. And quietly, because sound carries downhill in the morning and I absolutely refuse to become a village legend.” A pause, smiling. “Refuse is strong. I would mind a little.”

Warm, slow mechanics, the counter-scene to all the gymnastics. No acrobatics anywhere. Just the two of us spooned under the blankets in the cold dawn air, her back warm against my chest, the belly heavy and full in my lap, and I reached down between her thighs and stroked her slow, parting her, circling her clit until she was wet and sighing and lifting her top leg to open for me, and then I pressed myself to where she was slick and open and eased into her from behind in a slow tide, sinking deep into her warmth, the heat of us a stolen thing against the cold of the morning. She gasped, soft, and reached back to grip my hip and hold me buried deep a moment before she let me move, and then we moved together in long languid rolls, my cock filling her slow and full, while the light climbed the far ridge and our breath fogged in the cold.

I filled my hands with her heavy breasts, full to aching with the morning, and they were leaking, the dampness already soaking through to the blanket, and my fingers went slick with her milk as I cupped and squeezed them, the warm wetness of it spilling over my palms, beading from the swollen nipples with every roll of my hips into her, and she made a low laughing sound against the pillow.

“Such a waste,” she whispered, delighted, “all that, on your hands, on the blankets. Or not a waste. Nothing’s a waste. Lick your fingers, go on, the village can’t see that.” And I did, brought my milk-slick fingers to my mouth over her shoulder, the sweet warmth of her on my tongue, and she watched me do it half-turned and shivered against me and pressed back harder onto me, taking me deeper.

“Greedy,” she breathed, all lullaby-soft, smiling. “I’ll miss greedy. Nobody at home will be greedy for me. Again. The other hand’s all wet too.”

I cupped the other breast and felt it spill warm and sweet over my fingers too, kept one hand full of her leaking softness and the other low on the curve of her belly, and we kept the tide slow, every sound rationed against the waking valley, the open air and the cold bite of the dawn and the rising pink light all of it spice on the warmth of my cock buried deep inside her. Her hips rolled back to meet me in that unhurried half-speed that was hers alone, taking all of me on every roll, and I matched it, in no hurry to be anywhere, the season’s last warmth drawn out as long as it would go.

It built anyway, by tides not bursts, slow and rolling as it always was with her, and her breath went ragged and high and she fought it down to almost nothing, biting the corner of the blanket, a long rolling finish kept nearly silent by sheer Swedish stubbornness, her body bowing back against me under the blankets, her cunt clenching and fluttering tight around me, her hand finding mine and lacing tight.

And at the end she sealed it the way only she would have thought to, not with her belly this time but with her mouth. She turned her head and found mine over her shoulder and kissed me, slow and open and lingering, kissed me through all of my finish, swallowing the sound I made into her own as I drove deep and emptied everything into her, slow and warm and unhurried, my face half in her loose gold hair that smelled of almond and sleep and her, the kiss outlasting the climax, a goodbye said the only way she’d let herself say it.

“Midsummer,” she said, soft, into the pink light, her thumb stroking the back of my hand where it had come to rest under her heart.

I’d had two weeks to think about a green room with one chair in it.

“Midsummer,” I said.

She turned her head and kissed me, slow and sweet and certain, and we lay wrapped in the blankets and watched the sun clear the ridge and pour gold down the white valley, and neither of us said anything else, because it was said.

She left two days later.

The staff came out onto the steps in the cold, all of them, which is not the protocol, and Marlene allowed it, which is also not the protocol. Ute pressed a tin of something into Greta’s hands. Poppy hugged her hard enough to lift her, belly and all, and made a noise she’d deny. And Simone Devereux, who had arrived with fourteen pages of penalties and a heart in a vault, came down the steps in her armor and, to the visible astonishment of everyone present, hugged Greta, the competitor’s audit turned into something else entirely over a season, two women who’d walked a snow garden together holding on for a moment longer than anyone expected.

Greta got into the car. And as it pulled away she put her window down and called back, to the directress standing apart on the top step, twenty years of alumna privilege spent in five words.

“Take your own waters someday, Doctor.”

It landed in the cold morning air and bought, with everything that privilege had cost her, the one thing no one else on the mountain could have said to Marlene Adler and survived, said gently, by a woman who’d earned the right to say it the hard way. And Marlene Adler’s face, standing apart on the top step in her white coat with the wind moving the silver in her hair, came open at last, a flicker of something old and long held down rising to the surface, and this time she did not get her face back in order before it showed. For one whole second, in front of the entire staff gathered on the steps, the directress of Silberquell stood with her face undefended and let it be seen. She didn’t trust herself to answer. She turned her face down the valley after the car, which was an answer in itself, and Greta accepted it as one, because Greta understood exactly what it had cost to stand there laid bare even that long.

The car went down. Greta went down the mountain to a green room and a crib and, soon now, a second chair. And Marlene stood on the step a moment longer than she needed to, watching the switchbacks take the car out of sight, before she turned and went back inside to a building she ran on a secret she’d once, long ago, signed her own name into a guest book to receive.

I went back inside, and the new guest was at the desk, charming the lobby, and the season had two weeks left to run.

Eva found me before lunch. She’d composed a request, polite and reasonable and faintly devastating.

“I’d love the full literature,” she said, warm, smiling, “on the program itself. The actual one. And a consultation with the directress, if she’d see me. At whatever level of candor the house permits.” She held my eye, bright and friendly and absolutely deliberate. “I get the sense there’s a great deal here that doesn’t make the brochure. I find I’m curious about the part that works.”

I gave her a smile and took the request to the office, and behind the glass the longest game of polite chess in the building’s history quietly opened, the directress on one side of a desk and a journalist on the other, neither saying a true thing, both knowing it. I watched a little of it through the glass while I pretended to adjust a radiator I’d already balanced. Marlene gave Eva tea. Eva admired the view. They talked for forty minutes and I’d have bet the cleared half of my debt that not one sentence either of them spoke was true, two professionals circling a thing in the middle of the room that both of them could see and neither would name, smiling steadily through every minute of it, and when Eva came out she was charming as ever and bright as ever and her eyes, just for a second crossing mine, had the flat assessing blankness of a card player who’d learned exactly nothing and understood that learning nothing was, itself, information.

Yuki found me in the corridor after, with a chart and a flat voice.

“Her cycle data,” she said, conversational, as if reporting the weather. “The intake forms she filled out. The dates don’t reconcile. The pattern she described isn’t a pattern a real cycle makes.” She looked at me, perfectly calm, perfectly certain. “It’s invented. Plausibly, by someone clever, but invented. She made it up.” A beat. “I checked twice.”

It landed in my chest like a fire bell.


Chapter 19: Quality Control

Marlene’s strategy for the journalist was the most unnerving thing I ever watched her do, because it looked, from the outside, exactly like nothing.

Candor theater, she called it, the one time she named it. She gave Eva the consultation she’d asked for, and she gave her the truth, the brochure truth, the springs-and-rest-and-gentle-conception-support truth, delivered with such surgical warmth and such complete openness that there was nothing for a journalist to push against. You cannot expose a building that is cheerfully showing you everything. The art of it was watching which questions came back later, reworded, from a new angle, because those were the ones that had found the locked door, and Marlene noted every single one without ever appearing to note anything at all.

She gave us the verdict at Ute’s kitchen table, which is where the house actually decides things, six people and a pot of coffee and the last of Greta’s send-off cake, and I want to be clear it was a kitchen table and not a boardroom, because the difference between those two things is everything.

“She’s shopping for a story,” Marlene said, over coffee, glasses pushed up into the silver of her hair. “She doesn’t have one. She has a tip and an instinct and a fake cycle chart, and she’s here to turn instinct into proof. The proof does not exist outside these walls, and it will not exist inside them either, as long as nobody hands her a page.” She looked around the table. “The most dangerous thing we can do is behave like people with something to hide. So we don’t. Business as usual is the best disguise we own.”

The assignments went round the table like chores.

Poppy got charm and stall, which she accepted gravely, drawing herself up straight like a general handed a battlefield command. Yuki got data hygiene, every chart Eva might glimpse scrubbed to fiction, which Yuki accepted with a single nod and what I’d swear was relish. Bianca got to keep being loud and warm and a perfect decoy of a woman with nothing to conceal.

“And Herr Keller,” Marlene said, looking at me over the rim of her cup, “will be boring.”

“He can’t,” said Poppy, instantly. “He’s incapable. He fixed her window and she’s already half in love. The man oozes competence, it’s a liability. We should lock him in the boiler house for a fortnight.”

“He’d fix the boiler house,” Bianca said. “And then he’d fix the lock. And then he’d come out better rested. You can’t punish a man with a job he likes.”

“Bind his hands,” Poppy suggested. “His hands are the problem. The hands oozing the competence.”

“I am not binding the donor’s hands a fortnight before a window,” Yuki said, with quiet horror, “for a public-relations strategy.”

“It was a thought.”

“It was a bad thought.”

“Most of mine are. That’s why I keep them coming, it’s a numbers game.” Poppy turned to me. “Right, the official strategy, then. When she asks you a question, you answer a different, more tedious question. She asks how long the success rate’s been so good, you tell her about scale buildup in hard water. She asks about the staff, you tell her about the staff’s plumbing. You become so dull she’d rather interview the cable car.”

“Try,” Marlene told me, dry. “Be a handyman. Be dull. Talk about boilers until her eyes glaze.”

“I can talk about boilers for a very long time,” I said.

“We’re aware,” said Ute, from the stove, not turning around, and the table came apart laughing, and that was the war council of Silberquell: six people, a pot of coffee, the last of Greta’s send-off cake, and a cook who weaponized four words at the exact right moment, deciding the fate of a two-million-circulation journalist over the remains of dessert.

But the strain showed on Marlene, and it didn’t only show because of Eva.

She was working later. The office light was on past midnight more nights than not. She was sleeping less, you could see it in the fine skin under her eyes, in the extra moment her composure took to assemble. And the blank magnet, the lonely white one at the edge of the board, Falk’s old slot, had migrated. Quietly. Over a week. It had been a full hand’s width off the grid for eight months, and now it sat one slot closer, just one, at the very lip of the schedule, as if it were thinking about joining.

Poppy maintained photographic evidence and a betting pool, because Poppy turns anxiety into bookkeeping.

“Bianca’s got Thursday,” she briefed me, sotto voce, at the desk, flipping her ledger to a page headed, in her neat hand, POOL: M.A. ⟶ ?, with columns and stakes and a disclaimer at the bottom that read the house takes no position, the house merely facilitates. “I’ve got the over on a fortnight. Yuki declined to bet on the grounds that it’s, and I quote, ‘a decision, and decisions are not stochastic, and I will not wager on a colleague’s courage,’ which is the most romantic thing she’s ever said and she’d have me deported if I repeated it, so don’t. And Ute.” Poppy grinned, the grin going slightly fearful at the edges. “Ute put money down without being asked, slapped it on the counter, and said, ‘before the thaw, obviously,’ and refused to elaborate, refused, walked off back to her stove, and honestly, Adam, that’s the terrifying one, because in eight years I have never once known Ute to be wrong about anything that happens in this building. The woman predicted the last handyman’s exit to the day.”

“You’re running a betting pool on the directress’s love life.”

“I’m running a betting pool on house morale,” Poppy said primly, straightening the ledger. “It’s a wellness initiative. The proceeds go to staff appreciation. I’ve costed it. It’s basically charity. And before you get pious about it, she knows. She has to know. She knows everything in this building, it’s her whole, you know, her thing. The fact that she hasn’t shut it down means she finds it as funny as we do, which is a permission of sorts, isn’t it.” She paused, and lowered her voice, the joke draining out of it. “She’s not sleeping, though. Have you seen her? She’s not sleeping and the magnet’s moved again. I’d retire the pool if I thought it’d help. I’d take the loss.” She looked at me, the gatekeeper under the comedian. “She’s the closest thing this place has to a heart, and it’s been alone above that office for two years, and none of us know how to say so without it being a thing she’d have to manage. So we bet on it instead. It’s the only love language the house has that doesn’t make her flinch.”

The thing that broke the standoff was a piece of paperwork, which is the only weapon that works inside these walls.

Simone’s next cycle was coming, and the next cycle meant a protocol review, and house practice since the very beginning, since my own first week, was that the donor’s protocol reviews happened under supervised calibration, a senior staff member present. Marlene assigned it, in her own hand, on the board: Calibration review, Donor protocol, supervised. Tanaka, Y.

And Yuki, with a straight face and the audacity of an avenging accountant, declined the assignment on the grounds of a scheduling conflict.

The scheduling conflict was a puzzle. A genuine one, a fifteen-hundred-piece thing she’d started and refused to abandon, blocked into her own calendar at the relevant hour, and she’d written it up in chart format so that it was, technically, on the schedule, and therefore a real conflict, and therefore unassailable.

And in the same flat hand she counter-assigned the review to the only other person on staff qualified to supervise the donor’s protocol.

The senior medical officer. The directress herself.

She set it down and turned it to face Marlene with no expression whatsoever, checkmate by org chart, gift-wrapped in protocol, and Marlene read it, and looked at Yuki, and Yuki looked back, and a whole conversation happened in that look that neither of them said a word of, and Marlene initialed it.

Approved. M.A.

The exam room at ten at night was the same room as my first week, the confessional Falk had named, and it held none of the things it was supposed to.

The clipboard didn’t hold. The gloves didn’t hold. The script she’d built didn’t hold, and I think she’d known it wouldn’t when she initialed Yuki’s paper.

She had the gloves in her hand. She didn’t put them on.

That was the tell, and it came before a single word of the script. Every supervised calibration since my first week had opened the same way: the snap of nitrile, the measured alto naming the previous cycle’s parameters, latency and baseline and response, the clinical scaffolding going up plank by plank before either of us touched anything. Tonight she stood over the open tray with the gloves hanging from two fingers and looked at them the way you look at a tool for a job you’ve quietly decided not to do.

“Is this review for the chart, Doctor,” I said. “Or is it for you?”

She set the gloves back in the box. Unworn.

Her hand went toward the clipboard out of two years of reflex, the place she always bought herself a moment by writing something down, and stopped halfway, because there was nothing left to enter that would have been true, and she knew it, and she let the hand drop empty to her side. No latency confirmed. No baseline recited. No untruth dressed up as procedure tonight; the procedure was the first thing to go. She had simply skipped past the part of herself that performed this and arrived at the part that wanted it, and she would not pretend the two were the same anymore.

Bare-handed, she reached for the warmed lubricant and worked it between her fingers, and then her hand closed around my cock, skin to skin, no latex between us, and stroked me to full hardness, and it was slower than the first week, nothing standard left in the rhythm, no protocol anywhere in it, a doctor’s steady fingers wrapped warm around the shaft doing a thing that had stopped being clinical the moment she set the gloves back in the box unworn. Her thumb dragged over the head on the upstroke, gathering the slickness there, and she watched her own hand sliding up and down me across the top of her glasses, and then she watched my face, and the watching was the confession; she had never once, in the baseline collection or anywhere since, let herself simply look.

“Your hands,” I said. “At your waist. May I.”

The tiny shift of her body that was a yes. I put my hands at the cinched waist of her, over the coat, felt the warmth of her through it, the curve in past the belt where the coat nipped her, and she let her head tip back, just slightly, and her breath went, for the first time in months, audibly uneven. Her hand kept moving on me, slow, steady, that surgeon’s control the last thing she had and spending it on this.

“Slower’s the wrong word for it,” she murmured, almost to herself, a clinician hunting the right term and not finding it. “There isn’t a code for this. I’ve looked.”

And then she unbuttoned the white coat. Her own fingers. The first button, and a pause, the way she did everything she’d decided was irrevocable. Then the next. Button by button, the coat I’d watched lose its war with what it contained for an entire season, opened at last, falling open down the front of her. And there she stopped. The silk blouse beneath strained the same way the coat had, every button along the fullest part of her trembling against its thread, the legendary bust the entire house orbited around held behind the thin straining silk, and her own hand came up to the topmost button of the blouse, and rested on it, and did not undo it. The coat she opened. The blouse she left. Even now, even this far gone, she would not spend the last of it in a dark exam room, and I understood that the unveiling, when it finally came, would be a thing she authored on a day of her own choosing and signed with her own name, not a thing that happened to her tonight. The swell of her rose and fell fast behind the strained silk with her breath.

She drew my head down with her free hand, deliberate, permitting, and I put my mouth there, at the warm bare swell of her breasts above the straining silk, kissed the soft heavy slope of what the blouse couldn’t contain, the upper curve of her bare above the trembling buttons and no further, and she gasped, her hand never stopping its slow steady pump of my cock, and her head tipped back and a sound escaped her, low, broken, a sound she’d have charted on anyone else and noted the time of. Her hand tightened in my hair. Her heartbeat was going hard in her throat. The whole season of held control was finally giving way, and she was administering its collapse like a dose, her fist working me steadily through it.

I worked her to the edge with my forehead against hers, the two of us breathing each other’s air, her bare hand steady on me and her eyes anything but, the grey of them gone dark and wide behind the glasses an inch from mine. And the kiss hung there between us, millimeters, the whole season of it, both of us tilted toward it, her breath on my mouth. She did not close the distance. She held it. At visible cost, the muscle in her jaw working, the effort of it written on her face like pain, she refused the kiss while doing everything else, because the kiss was the line her own hand hadn’t yet signed, and Marlene Adler did not cross lines she hadn’t authorized.

“Not yet,” she breathed, against my mouth, and I understood it wasn’t a refusal of me. It was a deferral. A date not yet entered.

There was no cup tonight. She’d abandoned the protocol past any retrieving, and when I finished it was over her bare hand, my cock jerking thick and hot across her steady fingers, her grip never faltering, milking every spurt out of me with that terrible steady care, the cum spilling warm over her knuckles and down her wrist, her eyes locked on mine over the glasses she still wore, watching every second of what she’d done, and she whispered, half to herself, in the dropped octave, the truest thing she’d said in this room.

“I have written this schedule for two years,” she breathed, “and never once, not one single time, have I…”

She stopped the sentence by force of will. You could watch her stop it mid-air, like a hand shooting out to catch a falling glass.

She re-buttoned the coat with shaking precision, every button found and fastened in order, top to bottom, slower than the task needed, building the armor back one closure at a time, the shutter coming down over the crack. She did not retreat to the sink tonight. She had no clean fiction left to scrub behind. She simply stood, fully dressed and fully undone, and let the buttons do the work the handwashing used to do, and she would not look at me while her fingers found the last one.

“The program is in excellent hands,” she said, to a point on the wall just past my shoulder, the practiced exit line, her voice climbing back toward steady and not quite making it. “Better than it has been since…” She stopped that one too. “The calibration is complete. Thank you, Herr Keller.”

Herr Keller. The first formal address in months. The containment, audibly cracking, retreating into the only fortress it had left, which was my surname.

“Goodnight, Frau Doktor,” I said, and gave her the dignity of the door.

It was nearly one in the morning when I passed the monitor room and found the door ajar and the light low.

She was asleep in the chair. The directress of Silberquell, asleep sitting up in the small dark room where the cameras feed, unmade by a day and a season, and open in her lap was the Falk logbook, unlocked from its drawer, open to the page with the pressed edelweiss, her hand resting on it. And on the console beside her, set there deliberately, the blank white magnet from the board, the lonely one, set there in the dark beside her like a small cold weight she’d carried in to keep her company while she decided.

Three secrets in one small room. The logbook she’d locked in her personal drawer. The edelweiss. The magnet with no name.

I didn’t touch any of them.

I took the blanket from the back of the spare chair and laid it over her, gently, with the same care she gave a result she had to carry to someone in person. Her phone had slid half out of her cardigan pocket, a recorded lecture still going, some old professor’s dry unhurried voice working through the stages of a procedure into the dark. I turned it down to a murmur, not off, because I’d worked out by now that she didn’t fall asleep in silence and never had; she fell asleep to order, to a calm voice naming things in their correct sequence. I left all three secrets exactly where she’d put them. Then I drew the door to behind me, soft, so the latch wouldn’t catch, and let her sleep with the edelweiss under her hand.


Chapter 20: Second Window

There was no pretending this one was ordinary. The first window had failed, and now the house carried the second one around with it like a held breath, into every quiet corner of the day.

Yuki ran the dawn assay and came up to deliver it, and the phrase that had been clinical the first time, I checked twice, came out warm the second, the same three words now carrying a hand on the shoulder as much as a number.

“The window is tomorrow night,” she told Simone. “I checked twice. Both times it said the same thing, which is that your body is doing everything correctly, and the last cycle was not a failure of the body, it was the dice. The dice land. I have watched them land for hundreds of women. They land.” It was the longest speech I’d ever heard her make, and she made it flat and even, and it landed as the kindest thing anyone had said to Simone in years.

Marlene signed the prescription, and then she did a thing she had never done on any prescription I’d seen. Under her own signature, in her careful hand, she added a second line.

With the house’s whole hope. M.A.

Simone read it standing at the office desk. She read it twice. And then she folded it and put it away and pretended she hadn’t, as she did with anything that reached her, except that her hand wasn’t quite steady doing it, and Marlene watched her not-react, armor recognizing armor, with something close to tenderness.

Simone in her changed-woman week was a thing the house watched with open delight.

She ran her empire for exactly four hours a day now and then closed the laptop, unprompted, the lid coming down on a multinational logistics concern at two in the afternoon because she’d decided there were better uses for a mountain. She walked the melt-water garden where the first green was coming up through the retreating snow. And, most astonishingly, she asked Ute to teach her to bake the cake.

It was a disaster of historic proportions, gloriously documented by Poppy, who appointed herself official photographer of the event and narrated it like a nature special. Simone Devereux, who could read a balance sheet like scripture, who ran the logistics of a multinational concern in her sleep, could not be made to understand that you fold and do not beat.

“It says to beat it,” Simone said, holding the recipe card like a hostile contract.

“It says to fold,” Ute said.

“It says to combine.”

“It means fold.”

“Then it should say fold. This document is ambiguous. I would never sign this document.” She beat the batter into submission with the grim efficiency of a woman closing a deal, and Ute watched the gluten develop with the face of a surgeon watching an amateur operate, and said nothing, because some lessons can only be taught by the oven.

The resulting object came out dense as a paving stone and listing to one side like a building with a foundation problem, and Ute looked at it for a long moment and delivered her verdict.

“It is honest,” Ute said, which from Ute is not a compliment, and Simone laughed so hard she had to sit down on the kitchen floor, the CEO in her cashmere folded up on Ute’s flagstones, helpless, wiping her eyes, and Poppy got the photo, and it lives in a binder to this day, captioned in Poppy’s hand: The Machine, defeated by a cake. Cherish it. Simone tried to confiscate the photo. Poppy had already made copies. “I always make copies,” Poppy said, serenely, “it’s the entire job,” and Simone said her lawyers would hear about it, and meant it fondly, which was new.

She found me at dusk, on the terrace, looking at the valley.

“Whatever the test says in two weeks,” she said, without preamble, her voice even, “I want it on the record that I already took something off this mountain I never contracted for. I didn’t budget for it. There’s no line item.” She looked out at the dying light. “I came to acquire an outcome. I’m leaving with, with whatever the rest of this has been. I’m told there’s a word for it. My lawyers will tell me.” A small dry smile. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said.

Yuki’s request came, as Yuki’s requests always came, in chart format.

This window’s protocol, she’d written, recommends clinical support present, given prior cycle outcome and donor-recipient optimization. It was, like all of Yuki’s papers, as airtight as it needed to be and no more, and what it meant, underneath, was that the chart-keeper wanted into the room.

Simone read it, and to my surprise agreed, with one condition, delivered ice-dry over tea like a merger negotiation.

“She can be present,” Simone said, “on one term. She participates.” She set down her cup. “I have watched that young woman look at you over a clipboard for a month. She schedules the whole world’s beginnings and stands outside the glass for all of them. If she’s in my room on the most important night of my year, she is not holding a clipboard. Nobody is data tonight.” She looked at Yuki, who had gone pink to the ears. “Agreed?”

“That is,” Yuki said, very precisely, “not standard protocol.”

“No,” Simone said. “It’s better. Sign it.”

And they negotiated the terms over tea, the two of them, with a gravity that kept dissolving into something warmer, a merger turning into a friendship in real time. Simone proposed clauses. Yuki amended them. Simone insisted on a clause stipulating that Yuki was not, under any circumstances, permitted to bring a clipboard into the room, and Yuki countered that the clipboard provided “structure,” and Simone said the structure was the problem, that the point of the exercise was a night without structure, and Yuki colored and conceded the clipboard but reserved the right to bring “a single timer, pocketed,” and Simone allowed the timer on the condition it never came out, and they shook on it like two heads of state, and Poppy, who had been hovering with the tea tray and dying, fled to the corridor to scream into a cushion.

It was, I understood, watching it, the no-jealousy engine of the entire house being written down and signed in front of me: a structure of room, everyone on the schedule and the schedule built wide enough that wanting the same man stayed a logistics question instead of a wound. They drafted it like colleagues working a treaty, and the treaty was kindness with terms.

Yuki arrived the next night with a chart and a robe, because of course she did, the chart in one hand like a shield.

Simone took it from her, gently, and set it face-down on the dresser, and reached out and untied the robe’s belt herself.

“Tonight,” she said, “you’re a woman in this room. Put the function down.” And the robe came open, and Yuki stood there small and fair and uncertain in the lamplight with her clip in and her chart taken away, and her blush did the thing it did, ears to throat, and Simone smiled at it with frank pleasure. “There she is.”

The three-way consent got formalized, because the house formalizes everything, terms stated aloud and agreed with a giddy gravity, and then the formality dissolved, as it always dissolves, into hands and mouths and the absurd luxurious heat of two utterly different women in one bed.

It went in movements, and the contrast was the entire superstimulus.

Both of them came onto the bed and onto me at once, first, Yuki’s precision and Simone’s command, the petite fair body and the statuesque dark one, and my hands didn’t know where to go and went everywhere. Touching them was like playing two instruments tuned to different keys: the small high firmness of Yuki’s breasts under one hand, the lush heavy weight of Simone’s filling the other. Two mouths working down me, two sets of lips meeting at the head of my cock, Yuki’s tongue tracing the underside while Simone took the head between her lips, and the two voices braided in the dark, Simone’s contract cadence gone velvet around me, yes, there, like that, keep doing exactly that, and Yuki’s clinical data delivered even while she shook, response strong, his pulse is up, I can feel it here, her fingers at my throat taking my pulse even now. I got a hand into Yuki’s dark hair and the clip gave up its grip, and I got the other full of the deep curve of Simone’s hip, and both women laughed low at the helplessness on my face.

“He’s overstimulated,” Yuki observed, evenly, delighted. “Two inputs. He can’t prioritize. It’s quite something to watch.”

“Don’t analyze him,” Simone said, kissing down my chest. “Use him.”

Then Simone took her window’s due. She rose over me, dark and magnificent in the firelight, her heavy breasts swaying, and reached down to wrap her hand around my cock and guide the head of me to her slick opening and took me in slow, sinking until I was seated deep inside her, both of us groaning at the tight wet grip of it, and rode me deep and unhurried, her ankles already wanting to lock around me. And Yuki knelt up behind her, small hands settling on the flare of Simone’s hips, and set the rhythm like a metronome, moving the bigger woman up and down on my cock, murmuring her timing filth into Simone’s ear.

“Slower,” Yuki said, evenly, guiding Simone’s hips down and forward in slow circles. “Depth over speed for retention. Hold there. Three seconds. Feel where he is. Now down again.” The data turned to filth in her mouth without losing an ounce of its evenness, which was the devastating thing about Yuki. “His count is building. I can read it from here. Don’t waste the window. Take it deep and keep it. That’s it. You’re doing beautifully.”

Simone took the coaching, which a month ago would have been unthinkable, the woman who designated everything letting a smaller woman set her pace, and the surrender of it showed on her face. She rode me the way Yuki conducted her, deep and slow and patient, grinding my cock against the deep place inside her on every down-stroke, Yuki’s small breasts pressed to her back and Yuki’s hands on her hips and my hands gripping the heavy sway of hers, and she came the first time fully seated, her cunt clamping down hard around me, a long shaking executive decision of a finish, her head falling back onto Yuki’s shoulder, Yuki murmuring “there, that’s the one, I have it logged” into her ear, low and certain.

Then it was Yuki’s turn, and Simone, spent and loose-limbed and generous with it, was the one who arranged it, drew Yuki up the bed and laid her back against the pillows and held her hand and watched with open admiration while I settled between the small nurse’s thighs and took her apart with my mouth, dragging my tongue through her tight little cunt and sucking her clit while two fingers worked into her. Yuki’s thighs went over my shoulders, the size of her against me a note I never tired of, and Simone’s fingers laced through hers and held on, and Yuki’s data-voice tried to hold and then gave out from under her entirely, the readings and the latencies gone, nothing left to report and no steady way to report it, while a woman who’d known her a month watched her come undone and squeezed her hand through it and said, low and certain, “There. Good. Let it go, I’ve got you,” like she’d been doing it for years. Yuki came against my mouth shaking, her cunt clenching around my fingers, both her hands crushing Simone’s, her back arching off the pillows, unguarded in front of someone for the second time in her life and getting braver about it.

And then the prescription. The reason the house had gone quiet and careful since dawn.

Simone on her back, where the night had aimed from the start, her ankles locked at the small of my back, drawing my cock deep, the breeding mantra rising in her mouth, the boardroom voice gone all the way to raw want. I drove into her slow and deep, the way Yuki had coached, each stroke bottoming out against the soft end of her, and she met every one and chanted for the next.

“Give it to me,” she breathed, “all of it, deep, breed me, put it in me, I want it to take, this time, I want it to take, fill me up, please…”

“Take delivery,” I told her, low, in her own idiom. “Every drop, deep where it counts, and nothing left standing on the dock tonight. You signed for this window. Now you hold what’s yours and you keep it. The chart says tonight.”

“The chart says tonight,” she repeated, like a vow, her eyes wet and locked on mine.

And Yuki, the chart-keeper, the woman who scheduled every beginning in the building and had spent her life standing outside the glass of them, knelt up beside them and pressed her small palm flat against Simone’s lower belly, over the place the window had opened, and held it there as I drove home, warm and steady, a clinical gesture turned into a benediction, the keeper of the schedule blessing the outcome with her own hand. “Here,” she murmured, to both of us, her even voice gone soft. “Right here. Give it to her here.”

I emptied into Simone deep, jerking through every spurt as I gave her all of it, held there, grinding the last of it as far as it would go, and she sobbed her thanks as she had the first time, her ankles locking to keep me planted and nothing of it lost, her body bowing up to take it. And Yuki’s palm stayed flat on her belly through all of it, feeling me pump into her friend, two kink lanes superimposed in one image, breeding solemnity and clinical corruption pressed flat against the future, the room ringing with the sound of it.

We tangled together after, the three of us, breathing, the fire low.

And Simone, post-storm honest, undefended in a way she’d have filed as a liability a month ago, turned to Yuki and said the thing that destroyed her.

“If it takes,” Simone said, quiet, certain, “you’re the first call. Before my mother. Before my board. You’re the one who told me the dice land. You’ll be the first to know which way they fell.” She said it the way she signed things, meaning it entirely. “First call, Yuki.”

Yuki, who had no protocol for being chosen like that, who had spent her life scheduling other people’s first calls and never once been anyone’s, made a small broken sound and hid her face in my shoulder and, for the first time in her professional life, charted absolutely nothing.

I put a pillow under Simone’s hips without being asked.

“The data says it helps,” all three of us said, more or less at once, the joke that had started as one person’s a three-person liturgy now. We laughed in the dark. The two-week clock started over, and somewhere below us the house began again to count.

I left them both there near dawn, Yuki small and asleep against Simone’s side, Simone’s hand resting on her own belly, and walked back down the corridor toward the stairs.

A door clicked, somewhere ahead, at the junction where the corridors meet and the acoustics carry.

Eva. In the house robe, worn wrong, worn like a costume, standing exactly where a person stands if they want to hear what travels down a hall at night. Her bright hazel eyes finding me in the dimness, her charming face already arranging an excuse about getting lost on the way to the pool.

And leaning against the wall a meter from her, arms folded, having clearly been there from the start, was Poppy. Smiling the smile she kept for people she’d already beaten, the one with no warmth in it at all.

“Lost, Frau Maier?” Poppy said, pleasant as poison. “Pool’s the other way. Has been all season.” She pushed off the wall and held out an arm, ushering, herding, the air-traffic controller back at her post. “Let me walk you. These corridors are a maze at night. You’d be amazed what a person could wander into.”

The two women looked at each other for a long moment in the dark hallway, taking each other’s measure, two professionals who had just, under the smiles, declared war.


Chapter 21: The Linen Room

Eva stopped asking questions and started doing legwork, which Poppy took as a personal escalation and a personal delight.

The wrong turns came first. A guest who kept finding herself, apologetically, charmingly, in service corridors she had no reason to be in, near the laundry, near the office, near the junctions where the staff move and the guests don’t. Each time with a ready excuse, warm and self-deprecating, I’m hopeless, this building’s a maze, I was looking for the steam room and found the soul of the place instead. And each time, Poppy noted, a flicker of real attention before the excuse arrived, the eyes doing their work while the mouth charmed.

“She’s mapping us,” Poppy told me, low, at the desk, a finger on a little hand-drawn diagram in her binder where she’d plotted every “wrong turn” with a date and a time. “Look. It’s not random. She’s walked every corridor that touches the office or the wing, once each, like she’s filling in a grid. Nobody gets lost in a pattern. Getting lost is the one thing you can’t do on a schedule.” She tapped the diagram. “She’s good. I want that on the record before I take her apart, because beating someone who’s bad at it isn’t worth the paperwork.”

Then the borrowed laundry cart, appropriated for ninety seconds while a porter’s back was turned, a journalist in a robe pushing linen down a corridor she’d been told twice was staff-only, getting a clean look at the layout, the doors, the locks, which keys hung where. Then, the boldest thing, a phone smuggled past the treatment-area line sewn into the lining of the robe she wore like a costume, angled through the office glass at the schedule board itself, the beating heart of the house, the grid that would tell anyone who could read it exactly what Silberquell really sold.

She was good. I’ll say it as many times as it takes, because it’s what made beating her worth anything. She was patient and clever and she never pushed hard enough to alarm anyone who wasn’t already watching her.

She just hadn’t accounted for the fact that Poppy had been watching her since the creased luggage tags.

The sting took Poppy and Yuki one afternoon to build. The office glass, normally curtained, was left conveniently uncurtained, with a sightline to the schedule board, except that the board Eva could see through the glass was not the schedule board.

It was a second board. A dummy. Poppy and Yuki had built it in an afternoon with the giddy focus of children making a fort, a complete fictional Silberquell, plausibly boring, full of Lymphdrainage and Aroma-Anwendung and Kräuterwickel, a whole spa’s worth of legitimate beige wellness, and a guest roster of invented names, the centerpiece of which was a guest Poppy had christened, with enormous satisfaction, B. Musterfrau. Jane Doe. The German placeholder, the name on every sample form in the country, sitting on a fake schedule board waiting to be photographed by a journalist.

I’d watched them build it, the night before, at the kitchen table, with Ute providing cake and commentary. Poppy invented the guests; Yuki kept trying to make them medically plausible.

“B. Musterfrau can’t have a Lymphdrainage and an Aroma-Anwendung on the same morning,” Yuki said, frowning at the fake grid. “The intervals don’t reconcile.”

“Yuki. It’s a fake board. For a fake woman. To fool a real liar.”

“If it’s going to exist,” Yuki said, with dignity, “it’s going to be correct,” and she rebuilt the fake spa’s entire fake schedule to clinical standard, because she could not do it any other way, and it was, in the end, the most realistic fraudulent wellness timetable in the history of the Alps, and that was precisely why it worked. Ute looked at the finished dummy board and delivered her verdict: “It is better run than the real one.” Nobody argued.

Eva photographed all of it. Forty minutes of patient tradecraft, a smuggled phone, a borrowed cart, and she walked away with a camera roll full of fiction, a spa that did lymphatic drainage and herbal wraps for a woman who did not exist, on a schedule more rigorous than the one it was hiding.

And at the wing’s exit, Yuki was waiting with a smile and a clipboard and a piece of paper.

“Spa-mandated device decontamination,” Yuki said, pleasantly, holding out a small grey wand. “Signature-zone compliance. It’s in your intake agreement, page eleven. All devices that enter the treatment wing are demagnetized at exit, for guest privacy. It takes a moment.” And she ran the wand over Eva’s phone, smiling, and the wand did nothing because it was a prop, and Yuki’s other hand, briefly, did the thing it had been trained for over a wing of charts, and when Eva got her phone back the camera roll was empty, wiped clean, “decontaminated,” the policy Poppy had invented weeks earlier now house law, deployed with a notary’s smile.

It was beautiful work. It was also nearly undone by accident, which is how these things go.

Because I came out of a post-session corridor with a guest, a real one, a real and recognizable one, at the exact wrong moment, and Eva was in that corridor where she shouldn’t have been, doing one of her wrong turns, and there were two seconds between Eva turning the corner and seeing something real, and Poppy used both of them.

A hand closed on my collar and yanked, hard, and I was hauled sideways through a door into the dark and the door pulled shut, and Poppy’s hand clamped over my mouth, and we stood crammed together between the shelving of the linen room in the pitch black while footsteps came down the corridor outside, slowed, paused, and moved on.

The guest, oblivious, drifted off the other way. Eva’s footsteps receded toward the pool. Crisis averted, again, by two seconds and Poppy’s reflexes.

And then there was just the two of us, in the dark, pressed between shelves of towels, her hand over my mouth, both our hearts going, and the adrenaline did the thing adrenaline does.

She took her hand off my mouth and replaced it with her mouth, a hard fast kiss in the dark, and pulled back just far enough to whisper, her words tumbling out at a speed that turned me harder than any of them on their own.

“I’ve timed her circuit,” she breathed, against my ear, lightning-fast. “She does the corridor and the junction and back in eight minutes, she’s nothing if not thorough, the absolute cow. Eight minutes. Yes I’m sure. Yes I want to. Especially because.” Her hands were already at my belt. “Especially because she’s out there and we’re in here and she nearly caught the whole thing and she’s going to walk past this door not knowing, and that, Keller, that is the single hottest thing that has ever happened to me, so if you’ve got an objection now’s the time, otherwise shut up and be quiet, that’s not a contradiction, you know what I mean.”

“No objection,” I breathed.

“Thank God.”

Her skirt went up around her waist. I worked her knickers down and they came off and went, somewhere in the frenzy, into my pocket, a thing she would demand back for a week and never once actually take. I got a hand between her legs first, in the dark, and found her bare and soaked, swollen and dripping down her thighs, already gone, the danger doing the work foreplay usually did, and I sank two fingers into her, tight and slippery and clenching, and rubbed her clit with my thumb and she bit down on a sound against my shoulder and rode my hand once before she shoved it away because we didn’t have time for slow.

I lifted her against the shelf uprights, her soft thighs locking around my waist, her back to the cool metal, towels shifting and beginning their soft avalanche down around us. She reached down between us and wrapped her hand around my cock and guided the head of me to where she was soaked and open, and I slid into her in the dark, slow and silent, both of us holding our breath at the stretch of it, her cunt clenching tight around me, her mouth falling open on a gasp she caught just in time. And the silence game began, the thing she lived for, the entire mechanic of the scene.

Every thrust rationed against the acoustics of the corridor outside. Every sound she’d normally make, every heckle and curse and gloriously insincere yes-sir, swallowed, mimed, scandalized profanity acted out in the dark with no volume at all, her mouth shaping words an inch from my face that I felt more than heard. I moved slow and silent, deep, drawing almost all the way out until just the head held inside her and easing my length back in, feeling her stretch and grip me on every stroke, and she clung to me with her ankles locked and her face buried in my neck, shaking with the effort of quiet.

I found her ear in the dark. “Not a sound,” I breathed, barely voiced. “She’s right out there. You make one sound and the whole house comes down. Can you do it?”

She nodded frantically against my throat, and I felt her clench around me at the words, the threat of discovery lighting her up brighter than anything I could do with my hands. So I made it harder. Exactly when I judged the footsteps might return I’d go cruel, a hard deep stroke that nearly broke her, then nothing at all, then another, watching her fight to stay silent in the thin light under the door, her hands gripping the shelves white-knuckled, her soft body straining against the need to make noise, her freckled face point-blank and wild with it.

The footsteps came back.

We heard them at the same moment, far end of the corridor, the unmistakable economical tread, coming closer, and Poppy’s eyes went enormous in the thin light under the door, and I stopped, fully inside her, and we held.

The footsteps stopped outside the door.

Four seconds. I counted them later and it was four seconds. Four seconds of absolute stillness, the two of us joined in the dark, frozen, not breathing, a journalist with two million readers standing on the other side of an unlocked door, the latch the only thing between her and the whole story, and Poppy looked at me in the dark with her eyes blazing and an expression of such pure incandescent joy that I understood she was, at this exact moment, having the best time of her entire life.

She reached up, slowly, silently, and pulled a folded flannel off the shelf and stuffed it into her own mouth, her own hand, her own choice, her enthusiastic-consent flag, biting down on the cloth, eyes streaming with the effort of not laughing or screaming or both.

The footsteps moved on, slow, leisurely, a meter and then two and then gone.

We waited until they were well gone, the pool door clicking far away at the end of the hall, and then the held silence detonated. I started to fuck her again, no longer rationing it, deep and steady, my hips driving up into her, and she came almost immediately, the held charge of the last four minutes releasing all at once. Her finish shook the whole shelf, towels coming down in a soft cascade around our heads, her teeth clamped in the flannel and her face screwed up and her body clenching and bucking against me in the dark, her cunt spasming hard around my cock, riding it out against the metal upright. I felt every clench of it milk me and I followed her a few strokes after, burying deep and holding there, spilling into her in thick hot bursts while she clenched tight to keep all of it, and she pulled the flannel out of her mouth just enough to mouth my name silently against my neck, Adam, Adam, shaping it with no sound at all, the most articulate silence I’ve ever been the subject of.

We stayed joined a moment in the dark, both of us shaking, her forehead dropped to my shoulder, her breath a series of tiny voiceless huffs of laughter she couldn’t quite stop.

We rebuilt the towel wall in the dark, the two of us, crying with the suppressed laughter we’d been holding for ten minutes, restacking shelves and shaking with it, biting it down, and when we’d gotten ourselves more or less decent she straightened my collar, brisk, wifely, sending me back out to work, and then debriefed the entire sting operation in complete crisp sentences while visibly vibrating from head to foot.

“The dummy board worked, she photographed Musterfrau, Yuki wiped the roll, and she walked past this door with us in it and she has no idea, none, she’s got a phone full of herbal wraps and a head full of nothing.” Poppy pressed both hands to her flushed face. “I am so good at this. I am unspeakably good at this. Why did nobody ever let me be good at this before you came.”

She was still vibrating, mid-debrief, and the easy thing would have been to turn her by the shoulder and build her the careful list of three true things the way I had at the desk the night of the key room. I didn’t. She’d told me herself she filed patterns, and a man who runs the same play twice on Poppy Brennan gets it clocked and docked for repetition. So I gave her something blunter and shorter instead, in the gap between two of her own sentences, no ceremony around it at all.

“You beat a professional liar on her own ground, and she never knew there was a ground,” I said. “That includes beating the doctor. You already know it. I’m just the witness.”

And for once I didn’t watch the freckles catch. The blush didn’t come. The fire-alarm mouth loaded nothing and fired nothing. She held my eye a second, steady and a little frightened of her own steadiness, and then she answered me the only way Poppy ever fully trusted, which was not with words.

She crossed to the desk and opened her ledger with great ceremony.

“Three days ago,” she informed me, “I opened a betting line. ‘Eva gets played by the house.’ I set the odds myself. Generous odds, because I’m a fair bookmaker.” She counted notes out of the pool into her own hand, slow, deliberate, every note a small argument she was making to herself that the thing I’d said was true. “And I bet on it. Heavily. So technically this is a conflict of interest, but I’ve reviewed the matter as the compliance officer, and I’ve cleared myself.” She pocketed the winnings, drew her shoulders back, and stood half an inch taller behind her own desk than I’d ever seen her stand. “Wellness initiative.”

That was Poppy letting a thing land. Not saying it back. Going and collecting on her own competence in cash, in front of the one person who’d finally named it.

But Eva, when I caught a glimpse of her that evening in the lounge, was not a defeated woman.

She had her phone out, and she was frowning at her own empty camera roll, and at a notebook, and her bright face had gone flat and calculating in a way I didn’t like at all. She’d photographed a fictional spa. She’d lost the lot to a “decontamination” she half believed. But near the linen room, on her circuit, she’d heard something. A man’s voice in the dark. A stifled laugh. The unmistakable acoustics of a secret being kept very badly behind a very thin door.

She didn’t have proof. She had something worse, for us. She had an instinct that had just been confirmed.

She wrote one line in her notebook, and underlined it, and underlined it again.

The story isn’t a treatment. It’s a man.


Chapter 22: Last Waters

The season wound down as seasons do up there, in departures staggered across a week, cars descending the switchbacks one by one, the building slowly emptying of its wealthy ghosts.

There’s a particular feeling to a spa at the end of a season, a thing nobody warns you about. The wing goes quiet a room at a time. The milk-bath system gets its final run before the off-season drain. Bianca started leaving doors open that stayed closed all winter, airing rooms that wouldn’t be used again until autumn. Poppy ran her end-of-season audit, which involved spreading the entire guest book across the desk and reconciling it against the takings and humming, the contented hum of a woman whose numbers reconcile. And the snow on the south face had gone from a wall to a memory of a wall, the first black rock coming through, meltwater running in the gutters day and night, the mountain remembering it had a shape under all that white.

I spent the week doing the things a building needs before it half-sleeps: draining the lines that would freeze, servicing the generator I’d nursed through the storm, planing the front door that still stuck in the damp no matter how many times I planed it, because some doors are like some people and the swelling is just who they are. Ute caught me at it and said the door had stuck for thirty years and three handymen and I should make my peace with it, and I said I’d make my peace with it the day it stopped sticking, and she looked at me a long moment and said, “You’ll be here a while, then,” which was about the closest Ute came to saying she was glad.

Simone was the exception. She extended her booking through test day, and she made the announcement at breakfast in a tone that brooked no discussion.

“I’m staying for the result,” she said, buttering toast with executive precision. “I have thought about it carefully. I can wait two weeks for the most important number of my life in a glass office in the city, vomiting from nerves into a wastebasket between meetings, or I can wait for it here. With cake.” She bit the toast. “There’s no analysis. The cake wins. I’ve cancelled three things.” She bit the toast again. “Don’t look at me like that, all of you. I can feel it from here.”

Eva, by contrast, had gone quiet. The wrong turns had stopped. The bright wrong questions had stopped. She drifted the lounge and the pool being charming and patient and giving away nothing, and Poppy trusted the quiet less than she’d trusted anything all season.

“A snoop who stops snooping isn’t a snoop who’s given up,” Poppy said darkly, sharpening a pencil she didn’t need sharpened. “It’s a snoop who’s changed her angle. I’d rather she was rooting through the laundry. When Eva, whatever her name really is, goes still, that’s when I get scared.” She tapped the pencil against the ledger, hard. “Maier. When Eva Maier goes still. If that’s even what we call her.”

The kitchen, that week, delivered its verdict.

I was eating late, as I usually did, Ute’s plate appearing without my asking, and she sat down across from me with her own cup, which she almost never did, and watched me eat for a while in her square-armed silence.

“Henrik ate at this table twenty-two years,” she said, finally. “Every night. Good man. Kind man.” She turned her cup. “Ate like a guest. The whole twenty-two years. Took the plate, said thank you, sat a little apart, never once reached for the bread without being offered it. Never put his elbows down. A guest.” She looked at me, eating with my elbows on her table and my second helping already taken without asking. “You eat like family. From the first week. Reached for the bread your second night here like you’d lived here ten years.”

“Is that a complaint,” I said.

“It is the opposite of a complaint.” She got up, gathered my empty plate, and delivered the rest of it on her way back to the stove, the theme of the season in one verdict from the one person allowed to state it. “That is the entire difference between the two of you. Henrik and you. He was the cure and never let himself be fed. You let yourself be fed.” She set a slice of cake down in front of me I hadn’t asked for. “Don’t ever learn his manners. They killed him slow.”

The milk chamber’s last service of the season belonged, by tradition, to the staff.

It’s an old rule, older than anyone working, that on the final night before the chamber’s drained and scrubbed for the off-season, the people who clean it all year get to use it. And Bianca commandeered it the way Bianca commandeered things, loudly, joyfully, drafting me into it as if there’d ever been a question, and Poppy, with enormous relish, paged Marlene for the formal permission the rule technically required.

Marlene’s answer came back, and it was the first joke-shaped order I’d ever heard her give, and the staff understood it for exactly what it was.

“Approved,” Marlene said, dry as bone, over the intercom, to a front desk full of people pretending not to listen. “The directress declines to chaperone what she cannot afterward unsee. Enjoy the waters.” Click.

The chamber was lamp-low when I came in, the white water steaming gold under the recessed lights, the column of the high window dark now with night instead of bright with day, and Bianca was already in it.

She was in the white water to the waist, her dark waves piled high on her head, her strong arms stretched along the marble lip on either side like a queen receiving an audience, and she’d very obviously, very shamelessly, started without me, her color high and her grin wicked and her breath already not quite even.

“Ten years,” she said, by way of greeting, watching me undress, “I have scrubbed this tub on my knees for duchesses and czarinas and a contessa who cried in it for a week. Ten years of cleaning other women’s milk baths.” She tipped her head back against the marble, the long brown column of her throat sheened with steam. “And tonight the help takes the waters. Get in here, lindo. I may have begun without you. I make no apology.”

I got in. The water closed warm and silky around me, milk-white and almond-scented, and she came to me through it, slick and laughing, half-wrestling, all that strong joyful weight in my arms, and I caught her and her legs came around me and we played in the white water like the warm thing it was meant to be, her mouth finding mine, the two of us sliding and laughing in the holy water she’d scrubbed a thousand times for women who never asked her name.

My mouth found her throat, the sheen of the milk-water on her skin, the salt of her under the almond, and then her breasts, high and full enough, the ones she joked about first so nobody else could, the dark nipples drawn tight in the warm air, and I gave them the attention she pretended not to want, drew one stiff peak into my mouth and sucked hard, rolling it with my tongue, and got a husky Portuguese curse for it and a hand fisting in my wet hair to hold me there.

“You always do that,” she gasped, half a laugh. “Nobody bothers with those, they all go straight for the…” She broke off as I bit gently. “Sim. That. Okay. You’ve made your point.”

And then she pushed off me and stood, in the waist-deep shallows, and turned, and gave me the thing.

The defining body part of the season, given its altar.

She bent and braced her hands on the marble lip and presented herself, arching her back to lift it clear of the water, the round heavy high curve of her, the white milk-water streaming off it in the lamplight, running off the deep-tan skin in pale ribbons and dripping back into the bath. I came up behind her in the shallows and just looked for a moment, both hands settling on the full warm weight of it, and she looked back over her shoulder, grinning, proud of it, wanting it admired.

“Go on,” she said, softer than her grin. “Nobody’s watching tonight. Nobody’s waiting on the room, nobody’s listening at the wall. Just you. Worship it properly or get out.”

So I worshipped it the way the season had been building to, hands and mouth and teeth, gripping the full heavy weight of it, spreading her cheeks apart with my thumbs, my mouth tracking the wet pale ribbons of milk-water down the deep-tan skin and then dragging my tongue through the slick split of her, the lamplight catching every wet line of her and gilding it, turning all of her to molten brass and shadow, and Bianca dropped her head down between her braced arms and groaned long and low and lost, somewhere in the rising steam, any ability to narrate at all. I worked her with my mouth and then with two fingers from behind, found her cunt dripping and swollen and gone, and she pushed back onto my hand and swore into the steam.

Then I stood and pushed into her slick open cunt and took her there, bent over the marble lip, sliding into her deep and slow and reverent, all the way in until my hips met her ass, the lips of her stretched tight around me, my hands full of the heavy sway of her ass. And here was the place where, any other night all season, she’d have aimed it at a thin wall and given the corridor the performance. But the room was stone, and the road was empty, and the season was done, and there was nobody for a kilometer in any direction, not one ear to play to, and Bianca Moraes, the loudest joy in any room she had ever walked into, went quiet.

It surprised her. I felt it surprise her, the held breath, the small confused pause. She braced on the marble and took me deep and didn’t throw a single sound at a door, because there was no door tonight worth throwing it at, and somewhere in the slow deep roll of it she discovered she didn’t need an audience to feel it land. The sounds she made were low and private and meant for me alone, my name and a soft Portuguese murmur pressed into the crook of her own arm, and it was the first time all season she’d made love in that room instead of made a point of it. I worked into her slow and worshipful, the warm white water rocking against our hips, both hands full of her heavy gleaming ass, and she pushed back to meet me with nothing rationed and nothing performed, only the two of us in the steam.

“I don’t have to be loud,” she said, half-wondering, like a woman finding money in an old coat. “Huh. Look at that.” And she laughed, soft and surprised at herself, and neither of us stopped moving, my cock driving slow and deep, the white water running warm off the small of her back.

When she was close I pulled out of her, my cock slick and glistening, and turned her and hauled her up off her feet into the buoyant deep end, and she wrapped around me, weightless, the water taking all of her strong heavy frame and making it light as nothing, her thick thighs locked at my hips, her arms around my neck. She reached down to guide me back into her and settled onto my cock with a long groan, and like that she was mine to move, and I moved her, slow and deep, lifting her on the water and settling her back down onto me, sinking deep into her on every roll, her face against mine, her breasts pressed warm to my chest, the white water rocking around us in slow waves.

“There,” she breathed, all the volume gone soft now, just for me, “there, like, just, sim, sim, querido, assim…”

She finished face to face in the deep water, her arms cinched hard around my neck and her thick thighs gripping my hips, the deep clutch of her fluttering and gripping tight around me, her body shaking, and she said my name once, low, right against my ear, no echo, nothing thrown at any wall, just the one quiet syllable meant for the one person it was for, and the grip of her milking me dragged me over, and I gripped her down onto me and buried deep and emptied into her, spilling deep in thick hot surges as I held her there, until the white water gradually stilled around us and the lamps burned low and gold.

She didn’t stay in the water to say it. That was Greta’s way, the floating and the still surface, and Bianca had watched it work all season and decided it wasn’t hers. She hauled herself up onto the warm marble lip instead, reached for a towel and a fresh candle, and set about putting the chamber back to rights with her hands, the way she handled everything heavy, in motion, and she said the real thing over her shoulder while she worked, wrapped in nothing for once, which from Bianca was a nakedness all its own.

“I came here for a job,” she said, wringing the water out of her dark hair. “Ten years ago. Twenty-one years old, off a plane from Florianópolis, following a Swiss hotel contract because it paid in francs and the sun in Brazil doesn’t pay anything. A contract, a hotel, a paycheck, somewhere warm-ish to land that wasn’t home.” She lit the new candle off the dying one. “And somewhere in the ten years I stopped imagining wanting anything more than this. The work, the meninas, the mountain, the good oil I hoard and pretend I don’t. I decided that was all of it and I was lucky to have it, and I was, I want to be clear, I was lucky. Most people don’t get a family from a job in a foreign country. I got one. I stopped reaching because my hands were already full.”

She folded the towel, evened the edges, set it down. A small ordinary motion she made suddenly very careful.

“And now.” She kept her eyes on her own hands, on the work, not on me, because looking at me would have made it a Greta confession and she was set on it being a Bianca one. “Now I’m imagining. More. Here. All of it, querido, the part past the job. The thing Greta has, that she carried up that cable car and that I scrubbed her bath while she carried it and never once let myself want for me, not in ten years, because wanting it would have meant admitting the family I had wasn’t, quite, the whole of the one I wanted.” Then she did look at me, finally, over the candle, and there was no joke anywhere on her face this time, none of the volume, none of the performance, just the warm dark eyes gone serious and a little frightened of their own honesty. “I’m not asking you for anything. I want to be very clear about that, because you’re a man who’d try to give it to me tonight if he thought I was asking, and I’m not. I’m just telling you the water’s changed. There’s a horizon in it now that wasn’t there a season ago. I can see it from here. That’s all. That’s the confession, every word of it, and I’ve never made it to anyone standing up dripping wet with a candle in my hand, so don’t you dare make it weird.”

“I won’t make it weird.”

“You’re already making it weird, your face is doing a thing.”

“That’s just my face.”

“Mm.” She came back to the edge of the bath and sat, her feet in the water beside me, the warmth flooding back into her voice. “Keep it, then. I’m fond of the stupid thing.”

I reached up and she took my hand, and I didn’t fill the silence, because some silences you don’t fill, and she sat there with her feet in the white water and her hand in mine until the bath went cool.

Later, near midnight, raiding the kitchen for the cake Ute always left out, we passed Marlene’s office, and the light was on.

She was at the board. Alone. And she had the blank white magnet in her hand, the lonely one, Falk’s old slot, the one that had migrated one square closer over a fortnight, and she was holding it over the Thursday column, her eyes on the grid, the pen in her other hand, and you could see the whole eight months in the stillness of her.

Bianca grabbed my arm hard enough to bruise and whisper-screamed, into my ear, the line the entire house had been waiting all season to say.

“PAY UP, POPPY.”

Then she pulled me back from the doorway, gently, before Marlene could feel us watching, and steered me toward the stairs and my own room, alone, with a hand flat on my chest and a look I’d never seen her wear, fond and serious at once, the first woman of the season giving me the wisdom about the last.

“Go to bed,” she said, low. “Alone. Don’t you dare go in there. Don’t you dare knock.” She glanced back at the lit doorway, the woman with the magnet in her hand. “When she’s ready, she’ll write it herself. She signs everything in this house with her own hand, you understand me? Everything. This too. Don’t you take the pen out of her hand on the one thing she needs to sign alone.” She pushed me toward the stairs. “Thursday. It’ll keep. She’s earned the right to do it her own way.”

I went up alone. Behind me on the stairs I could hear Bianca padding back toward the kitchen and the cake, humming something low and Brazilian and pleased with itself, a woman who’d just won a season-long bet and decided not to collect on it tonight after all. Don’t you dare knock, she’d said, and I didn’t.


Chapter 23: Frau Doktor

Thursday morning the board had a new entry in it, and the entire house saw it before the coffee was made.

The 21:00 slot. In the directress’s own careful hand, the same hand that signed every prescription in the house, two words where there had only ever been a blank white magnet and eight months of silence.

M. Adler.

And in the justification column, the column where Marlene Adler accounted for every appointment in her building with clinical exactness, one word, dry as the desert, the only confession she’d allow herself in writing.

Overdue.

What followed was the quietest, loudest day Silberquell ever had.

Nobody said a word to me about it. Everybody said everything to me about it. Poppy collected the betting pool with tears standing in her eyes, counting it out in silence, mouthing the totals, too moved to gloat, which for Poppy was a state I’d never witnessed and never would again. Yuki found the entry mid-morning, read it, and initialed the justification column with surgical gravity, APPROVED, Y.T., returning the favor Marlene had done her without a word two weeks before, one initial answering another across the margins of a schedule, an entire friendship conducted in pen. Bianca looked at the board for a long moment, and then settled her bet, the one she’d staked all season on this exact question, collecting from Poppy’s pool with a quiet that wasn’t like her, and didn’t say PAY UP again, because some wins you don’t crow about. And Ute baked. Without comment. A tall and serious cake with no occasion attached, set in the middle of the staff table at lunch with no word at all, which from Ute was a brass band and a twenty-one-gun salute, more than she had ever said out loud.

I caught glimpses of Marlene through the day, and she was, visibly, for the first time since I’d known her, a woman counting hours.

She did her rounds flawlessly. She cancelled nothing, postponed nothing, let no detail of the house slip, because she would not let her own want cost the institution a single thing, that was the architecture of her, top to bottom. But there was a new awareness in her quiet, a clock running under the composure, and once, passing the office at four, I saw her stop in the middle of signing something and simply look at the pen in her hand for a moment, the pen that signed everyone else’s beginnings, before she finished the signature and set it down.

At eight that evening I passed her private corridor and her door was ajar and I saw her at her own mirror, and she was taking down the chignon.

Pin by pin. The silver-streaked blonde coming down out of its tight architecture, falling to her shoulders, and her hands, the surgeon’s hands that had done sutures steadier than anyone alive, were not entirely steady doing it. I didn’t stop. I wasn’t meant to see it. But I carried the image of it with me to nine o’clock, the directress of the entire house taking down her own hair with shaking hands in front of her own mirror, alone, getting ready.

At nine I knocked on the office door, and she said, “Come in,” in the measured alto, and I came in, and she received me as the directress.

Coat on. Glasses on. The schedule board at her back, her whole kingdom behind her. She would not do this in a robe in a bedroom like a woman caught off guard. She would walk into this through her own front door, in her own uniform, on her own authority, or she would not do it at all, and I understood that the moment I saw her, and I respected it, because by now I knew her.

On the desk between us was a single form.

A prescription form. The house’s own. Filled out in her hand, and signed at the bottom with the signature that was the erotic watermark of the entire institution, the same signature that had sat on every card slid under every door all season.

And the patient named on it was Adler, Marlene. Age: 44.

The diagnosis line, in her precise clinical German, deadpan as a death certificate: Chronic abstention. Self-inflicted. Two years’ standing.

She turned it to face me and slid it across the desk with two fingers, the way every woman in this house had learned to begin, the only way it ever felt safe to them, through the paperwork, through the ritual, through a signed form a person could stand behind while she asked for the thing she wanted most.

“The new donor,” she said, and her voice was steady and her eyes above the lenses were not, “honors all prescriptions on the schedule.” A breath. “Even late ones.”

A whole season of want, and two lonely years above this office, in eleven words.

I picked up the form. I read it, gravely, taking my time, because that is how you honor a thing a person built to make themselves brave enough to want. And then I answered her in her own idiom, because that was the language she’d taught me, mirroring her as I mirrored everyone, my way of telling her I saw her.

“Treatment requires the patient’s complete cooperation, Frau Doktor,” I said. “I’ll need you to follow my instructions exactly.”

Her exhale shook.

She reached up to take off her glasses, the gesture of a woman undressing for an examination, and I caught her hand, gently, and stopped it.

“Leave the coat,” I said. “I’ve been treating it like a rival for months. I’d like to win fairly.”

And Marlene Adler laughed.

The first real laugh I’d heard from her in the season, surprised out of her, low and warm and astonished, her hand still caught in mine, and it broke something open in her face, and on that laugh, while her guard was down, I closed the distance the unfinished kiss had hung at all those nights ago, the last breath of space she’d refused at such visible cost, and I kissed her.

She made a sound into it. Her hands came up and fisted in my shirt and she kissed me back like two years of refusing it all at once, long and deep and devastating, backing into her own schedule board, the magnets scattering off the grid and clattering to the floor, every careful name and window and appointment knocked loose at last, and neither of us cared, and she pulled me harder against her and kissed me like the directress was already nowhere in the room.

Then I worked the white coat open. Button by button, as ceremony, the coat I’d watched lose its war for an entire season, and under it the silk blouse, and under that, the bra unhooked at last by my hands while she watched my face, the legendary bust unveiled completely, spilling free heavy and full into the office lamplight, the withheld superstimulus of the whole book spent finally and fully, the dark nipples already stiff, the magnificent heft of her bared and swaying loose, and I’m not ashamed to say my breath went out of me, audibly, the way Simone’s had once gone for her own reasons.

“Noted,” Marlene whispered, flushed, the clinical word a reflex, the last syllable of her composure, and then my mouth was on her, on the heavy bared slopes of her, the soft skin and the weight and the warmth of what the coat had hidden all winter, my hands filling themselves with the lush give of her tits, and the word dissolved into a sound that had no clinical name at all. I drew one stiff peak into my mouth and sucked, rolling the nipple over my tongue, and her hand came to the back of my head and held me there and her breath came apart entirely, the precise consonants gone, just air and a low unguarded sound underneath, and a single pin slipped from the silver chignon so a dark-and-grey strand fell loose against her flushed cheek, the first piece of her armor to surrender all night, her thighs pressing together under the pencil skirt.

“Two years,” she breathed, to the lamplit ceiling, her head fallen back. “Two years I have watched you do this to other women and signed the forms that let you. Two years.”

She drew me down onto the chaise by the window, sat me on its edge, freed my cock and wrapped one cool steady hand around it, and she knelt between my knees on the office floor in her open coat and her stockings, and she did the thing that was hers, the unveiling’s consummation, the act the withheld season had reserved for exactly this. She gathered the heavy bust I’d worshipped from across a desk all winter and folded it around my cock, the opulent soft warmth of her closing in around me on both sides, swallowing me in cleavage, and began to move, sliding the lush heavy softness of her tits up and down my length, slow and deliberate and overwhelming, the head of me appearing and disappearing in the deep valley of her with every stroke. She dipped her head to catch the tip with her tongue each time it surfaced. And she did it watching me, over the glasses she had deliberately put back on for the purpose, the cool assessing look that had been her weapon all season long now aimed up at me from her knees, cool grey eyes holding mine while everything below was soft and slow and obscene.

“Is the treatment proceeding to your satisfaction, Herr Keller,” she murmured, and the clinical crispness in her mouth while she did this, the deadpan of it, undid me more than the act, “or should I adjust my technique.”

“It’s,” I managed, “it’s well within tolerance.”

Her mouth curved at the borrowed deadpan, my own attempt at her clinical voice. “Within tolerance.” She bent her head lower and took the head of my cock between her lips on the next upstroke, sinking down to take me into the wet warmth of her mouth while the soft heavy slopes of her tits still cradled the base, the slow heavy ceremony and the suck of her mouth at once, and I was wrecked inside a minute, undone by the sight of the woman who ran the entire house looking up at me through her reading glasses while she took me apart with the softest, heaviest, most patient touch she had. The lamplight gilded the silver in her loose hair. Her coat hung open off her shoulders, her bared breasts pressed around my cock. The kingdom of the schedule board lay scattered on the floor behind her.

She brought me near the edge, caught the change in my breathing before I felt it myself, and stopped. Deliberately. Pulled back, breathing hard, her lips parted, her hair down and her coat open and her control in ruins.

“Not here,” she said, low, fierce. “Not in this office. I live upstairs. I have lived upstairs, alone, for two years, above this room where I schedule everyone else’s lives.” She stood, and took my hand. “Tonight that ends. Come up.”

The stairs to her private suite were taken half-undressed and urgent, her coat abandoned on a step, my shirt somewhere behind us, and at the top was a room I’d never seen, austere and warm and entirely hers, and a bed she’d slept in alone for two years.

And she did one more thing first that told me everything about the cost of it.

She bent herself over her own footboard. Before I touched her. Of her own accord, gripping the wood, presenting herself, the directress who signed every document in the building with her own hand putting the pen down for once and asking, with her whole body, for someone else to take it.

“I sign everything in this house,” she said, over her shoulder, every cut-glass consonant of it gone soft and unsteady, her knuckles whitening on the footboard where her steady surgeon’s hands had finally begun to shake. “Everything. Every prescription, every result, every beginning. Tonight someone else holds the pen. Do you understand me. Take it.”

I stepped up behind her and ran my hands down the long stocking-seamed length of her legs first, up over the full matronly curve of her hips and ass, the body the pencil skirts had framed and the corridor had watched and no one had touched in two years, and she shivered and pressed back into my hands. I dragged my fingers through her from behind and found her drenched and swollen and waiting, sank two of them up into her and felt her clench, and she made a low broken sound at the first curl of my fingers, the directress of Silberquell bent over her own footboard begging without words, rocking back onto my hand.

Then I set the head of my cock against her and pushed home, sinking into her slow and deep, her body stretching to take all of me until there was no more of me to give her, until she gasped and her knuckles went white on the wood, still in her stockings and the abandoned ruin of her uniform, and the cries that came out of her climbed up out of two years of silence, out of a house full of other people’s hope, out of the woman who’d watched everyone walk through doors she built and never once used one herself. I gripped her full hips and gave her the steady relentless weight she’d been holding her breath for since a printout stopped her cold in the autumn, fucking her deep and unhurried and certain, the slap of my hips against her ass filling the quiet room, and she gripped the footboard and shook and made sounds I’d have sworn she had no capacity for, sounds with no German precision in them at all, the composure gone all the way down to the woman.

“There,” she got out, “there, God, like that, don’t stop, I’ve written that exact instruction onto a chart for someone else and never once…” and the sentence broke and didn’t come back.

Then I turned her, and laid her back on the bed she’d been alone in, and the glasses came off at last, set on the nightstand, and the directress was nowhere in the room. There was only Marlene, forty-four, magnificent, her heavy breasts spread soft across her chest, her silver-blonde hair loose across her own pillow, her stockinged legs wrapping around the man her own bloodwork had found in a panel of routine staff screening eight months before, and I slid back into her slow, face to face, sinking deep until she gasped, and she pulled me down and held on.

And she counted.

It was the most extraordinary thing. The clinical habit, the woman who counted and charted and measured everyone’s everything, turned wanton, counting each one aloud between gasps as it came, a scoreboard of her own undoing kept in her own breaking voice. “That’s, that’s two,” she gasped, her nails in my back, “God, three, that’s, I haven’t, in two years I haven’t even by myself more than, four, Adam, four…” and she lost the count somewhere after that, the data abandoned past retrieval, the most exacting woman I’d ever watched work reduced to no numbers at all.

When I was close she framed my face with both hands, as I’d learned the women of this house did when they needed me to see them, and she held my eyes, and she gave the order, the house’s own command phrase turned all the way around and aimed at herself, soft and absolute, the prescriber prescribing her own cure.

“Complete the treatment,” Marlene whispered, her legs locking, drawing me deep. “Doctor’s orders.”

I drove deep and finished inside her, my cock throbbing through spurt after spurt as I emptied into her, held there deep, and her body bowed up to take it, her arms cinched around my back to keep me planted and all of it deep inside her, and the last of it gave without a single sound, the way her magnets had scattered loose off the board downstairs, two years of locked doors and a logbook in a drawer all coming free at once, and she held me inside her and didn’t let go, her face against my throat, her loose hair everywhere.

We lay tangled a long time after, the chignon a silver ruin across us both, her head on my chest where her own habit had her taking my pulse with two fingers even now.

And in the dark, near two in the morning, she cracked one sealed door an inch.

“I came to Silberquell the first time,” she said, quietly, to the dark ceiling, “long before I ran it. Years before. I came up that cable car like every other frightened woman, and I signed my name in the book at the front desk, and I took the waters.” A long pause, and she let it sit in the dark between us before she finished it. “It did not end in a nursery.”

She didn’t say more about it. I didn’t ask. Some doors you let a person open by exactly the inch they choose.

“Henrik was kind,” she said, after a while, even quieter. “Greta has the phrasing right. The kind ones ruin you for clinics.” And the logbook in the locked desk drawer, and the pressed edelweiss, and the blank magnet she’d carried into the monitor room to think about, all of it lay suddenly in the same room together, contiguous, a shape with no name yet but a clear silhouette, and she let me see the shape and kept the name, and that was hers to keep.

Then she was nearly asleep, and the dryness came back into her voice, the directress reassembling one last time at the very edge of sleep, and she said the most Marlene thing I ever heard her say.

“Tell Brennan the pool money goes to the staff fund,” she murmured, into my chest, eyes closed. “All of it. She’ll understand.” A breath. “She’ll know I knew the whole time.”

“You knew about the betting pool?”

“Herr Keller,” Marlene said, on the absolute edge of sleep, “I know everything that happens in my house. I always have. I had Thursday in my own pool under a false name through Poppy’s cousin.” And she fell asleep on that, on my chest, the most controlled woman I’d ever known having played her own betting pool on her own surrender, and won.

At dawn I went down before the house woke.

The board in the office had been righted, the scattered magnets returned to their places in the night by someone, by her, before we’d gone up, or after, I didn’t know. The grid was whole again, every name and window restored.

And her magnet, the lonely white one, was in the grid at last. Named now, M.A. in her own hand, no longer set apart at the edge, no longer blank, no longer eight months alone.

Placed not in the guest column.

In the staff column.


Chapter 24: Results

Bianca couldn’t stay in one room. From before dawn she drifted the corridors, straightening robes on their hooks and refolding towels that were already folded, touching the building the way you touch a feverish child’s forehead, needing to lay hands on something even if it wasn’t a person.

It was worse than the first test day, because everyone remembered the first. The house pretended to function with a desperation that would have been funny if it hadn’t been so tender. Poppy, whose running mouth was the soundtrack of the front hall and who could not as a rule abide a silence, had gone wordless, which was an alarm all by itself, and instead tipped the entire front-desk drawer out onto the counter and sorted every paperclip and stamp and spent rubber band into tidy little regiments, a drawer no one had touched in years, because her hands needed something small and exact to grip while the morning hung over all of us. Ute stress-baked something tall and golden and refused, absolutely refused, to name it, on the grounds that naming a cake before a test result was exactly how you jinxed a test result.

“What is it,” Simone asked her, white around the mouth, hovering in the kitchen because she couldn’t bear to hover in her suite.

“It is a Tuesday cake,” Ute said, not looking up from the icing. “It celebrates Tuesday.” And that was all anyone got, because Ute was not about to let a dessert cost a woman her child.

Yuki ran the assay in the grey dawn, and then she ran it again, start to finish, a second time, because she would not let the result exist in the world until it had proven itself twice, and on a day like this she would have run it five times if the protocol had let her.

It proved itself twice.

Marlene walked the long corridor with the envelope. Simone received her standing, in the panorama suite, dressed with deliberate care in her best suit, every line of it in place, because she had decided she would meet either verdict on her feet and dressed for it, win or lose, and she had asked for one thing only, which was that I stand beside her while she heard it. So I stood beside her. Marlene held out the envelope, and her own hand, I noticed, was not entirely steady either, the whole house’s hope on one slip of paper.

Simone opened it.

Read it.

And Simone Devereux, empire-builder, the woman who had arrived with fourteen pages of penalties and a heart in a vault, sat down on the floor of a six-figure suite in her best suit, all the way down onto the carpet, and put her hands over her face, and laughed until she cried.

“Positive,” she got out, between the laughing and the crying, looking up at us, undone, radiant, wrecked. “It’s. It took. It’s positive.” She laughed again, helpless. “I’m going to be a mother. At thirty-nine in November. I’m going to be somebody’s mother.”

Her first call was not her mother.

It was Yuki, summoned over the intercom by Poppy, whose flawless dead-calm receptionist voice cracked clean in half on the second word and gave up entirely, so that what went out over the house system was just Poppy, openly weeping, saying, “Yuki. Yuki, come up. She wants you, she wants you first, come up,” and Yuki came up at a run, the only time I ever saw her run, and Simone pulled her down onto the floor and held her, the first call before her mother, exactly as promised, the chart-keeper and the CEO crying on the carpet, and the hug ran long enough that the rest of us found things to study on the far wall.

The celebration was the house at its best.

The Tuesday cake was publicly, ceremonially renamed, and Ute permitted it, which was its own benediction. Poppy produced champagne flutes and Marlene filled them with sparkling elderflower, no alcohol anywhere near the newly pregnant woman or, by solidarity, anyone.

“The house’s first dry toast,” Marlene said, dry herself, but glowing in a way I’d never seen on her, lit from somewhere new. “Get used to them. There will be a great many more of these now, if the new donor keeps his appointments.”

And Simone gave a toast, standing, flute in hand, CEO-crisp and utterly transformed, the same voice that had recited penalties on her first day deployed now in service of something it had never carried before.

“I came up this mountain,” she said, “to acquire a specific outcome on a specific schedule, with penalties for non-performance. I have reviewed the results.” She paused, and her composure wobbled, and she let it. “I am leaving with the outcome I contracted for, and with materially, substantially more than the agreement specified. I’m reliably informed there’s a word for the surplus.” She raised the flute. “I’m told it’s called a family. My lawyers,” she said, and her voice broke on the joke and she pushed through it anyway, “will be hearing about it.”

I glanced at my phone, once, in the middle of all of it, out of the old habit that calms me, the reciting of figures.

The completion bonus had posted. And the number that had ridden up the mountain with me in a duffel a couple of months before, €19,212.40, the final-demand figure I’d known to the cent because knowing it to the cent was the only control I’d had over my whole life, was gone.

Zero. Cleared. The debt that had defined me, paid in full.

I looked at the number for one second. Then I put the phone back in my pocket without telling anyone, and went and got another slice of the renamed cake, because the cake was warm and the people were mine and the number was, in the end, just a number.

She summoned me that night with the old formality, as a joke, the last night of her booking.

A printed agenda slid under my door, as the agendas had come all season, except this one had a single line item on it, and the line item read: The thing that was never on any chart.

Inside her suite, candles. The fire lit. And in the fire, curling and blackening and going to ash, her old contract folder, the fourteen pages of penalties and metrics and confidentiality clauses, the armor she’d arrived in, burning.

And Simone, on the bed, in nothing at all but my stolen flannel work shirt, the soft worn one I’d been missing for a week and had assumed Poppy had taken, the one Poppy had been framed for and was, by the look she gave me at breakfast, absolutely furious about.

“Poppy didn’t take your shirt,” Simone said, watching me clock it, supremely unbothered. “I took your shirt. I let her take the blame because watching her splutter about it was the most entertainment I’ve had since the cake. I’m keeping it, by the way. It’s settled law. Don’t bother.”

She held out a hand.

“The program is finished,” she said, as I came to her. “The thing I paid for is done, it took, it worked, there’s a baby. Tonight isn’t on any schedule. Nobody prescribed it. There’s no window, no card, no signature, I owe nothing and you’re owed nothing.” Her dark eyes were steady and warm and completely certain. “Which is exactly why I want to give you the one thing the program never once required. The thing that was never going to be on a chart. Freely. Because I want to, and because for the first time in a decade I’m doing something for no reason except that I want to.” She drew me down. “Slowly. I’m in command of my own surrender tonight. You’ll follow my pace. Understood?”

“Understood.”

It was slow, all of it, from the first touch, because she’d decided it would be and because she was pregnant and certain and luxurious with it, the armor worn open, a new key on her entirely, softened and lit and in total command of her own undoing.

She let me worship her first, a long preparation written as exactly that. I unbuttoned the flannel shirt off her one button at a time, the way I’d opened a white coat the night before, and pushed it open over the full heavy bust and the dark luminous skin gone somehow even more radiant with the certainty in her now, the new ease on her, pregnant and sure and lit from inside. I laid her back into the pillows and took my time, my mouth at her throat, the slope of her breasts, the soft plane of her stomach where the future was, and lower.

“You don’t have to,” she started, the old reflex, the woman who didn’t let herself be given to.

“I want to. Lie back. You’re in command, but I’m allowed to want.”

She let that land, and then she let her knees fall open, and I banked two finishes in her before we came anywhere near the main event. The first under my mouth, slow, my tongue dragging through her slick folds and circling her clit while I sealed my lips around it and sucked, her hands fisting in my hair and her hips rolling up against my tongue, a long luxurious build with no clock on it, until she came with a low broken sound and her thighs shaking around my ears, her cunt flooding wet against my mouth. The second on my fingers, two of them buried deep and curling against the front wall of her while I kissed the inside of her thigh and rubbed her clit with my thumb, her breath gone ragged, the woman who’d timed everything letting herself be taken apart twice over with no schedule anywhere in the room, no card, no window, nothing prescribed, only wanted.

“That’s two,” she breathed, wrecked, a ghost of the counting habit, smiling at the ceiling. “On the record. Now the thing I actually called you up here for.”

Then she gave herself to me in a manner the program had never once put on a chart, on her own terms, as ceremony and never as conquest.

She arranged herself, unhurried, on her knees, shoulders down into the silk, the round dark curve of her ass lifted, and reached back and handed me the oil herself, and she coached me through every step of it in the CEO voice gone all the way to velvet, the instrument of her power deployed at last in service of her own pleasure. She had me prepare her slowly, patiently, her own breath guiding the pace, a cool drizzle of oil down the cleft of her and my slick thumb circling the tight pucker of her asshole, then one oiled finger easing into her slowly, working her open at the pace she set, then two, stretching her with careful patience while her own hand moved between her legs underneath her, every phase named and authorized before I took it, her body learning to give around the intrusion until the tight ring of her loosened and welcomed it.

“Now,” she said, when she was ready, and she was the one who decided when. “Slowly. You’ll feel where I stop you. Stop there.”

I notched the oiled head of my cock against that tight little hole and gave her the first careful inch, and she breathed out long and slow and pushed back into it by a fraction on her own count, the head breaching her with a slow burn that broke into a shocked gasp of pleasure, taking me at her own pace, on her own count, her own authority, the negotiated depth measured out in her steady velvet voice, her ass gripping me impossibly tight.

“There,” she breathed, into the silk. “Hold. Let me. Now more. Good. God, that’s, that’s more,” and she opened her ass to me inch by inch on her own schedule, the vise grip of her loosening breath by breath, until I was fully seated, buried deep in the tightest grip I’d ever felt, and she was full and shaking and swearing in what she’d once called the three languages of profit, English and French and a gutter German she’d have fired an employee for, all of it pouring out of her into the silk.

“Move,” she ordered, when she wanted it, and not a second before. “Slow. Just like that. Don’t you dare rush this, I’ve waited my whole adult life to give something away with no clause attached.”

I held still when she said hold and moved when she said move, slow and careful and deep, every drag of my cock in and out of her tight ass pulling a fresh sound out of her, and let her run it, because it was hers to run. The build came on slow and tidal as she’d ordered, her hand working her clit underneath, her hips rocking back to take me in increments she controlled, the grip of her around me almost unbearable, and the contract burned to ash in the fireplace behind the headboard, throwing its dying light up the wall, every rule she’d written turned to smoke and feeding the act it had once forbidden.

And then it stopped being slow. Her hand worked herself faster underneath, two of her own fingers buried in her cunt now so I could feel them through the thin wall against my cock, her voice fraying out of the velvet into something raw, and I matched her, careful and deep and steady, fucking her ass in long even strokes, tracking every hitch and clench of her against me, and when she went over she went over hard.

She came first, screaming into the silk, her body locking tight, her ass clamping down around me like a fist, her hand a blur beneath her, and I stayed deep and let her ride the length of it out, and only when she was shaking through the far side of it did she give the order.

“Inside,” she gasped, fierce, reaching back to grip my hip and pull me deeper. “All of it. Tonight nothing’s wasted. That’s policy. My policy, freely adopted, no clause required. Fill me.” And I did, driving deep into her ass and holding there as my cock jerked and emptied into her, finishing in long hot jets while she pushed back to keep every drop, the last gift given and taken on the last night, nothing owed in either direction, and she shook through the aftermath of it with my arms wrapped around her and the contract burned to grey ash behind the headboard and the firelight dying gold on the wall.

I eased her down onto her side and stayed wrapped around her, both of us slick and spent, and she pulled my arm tight across her and held it there, her heartbeat slowing under my forearm, and for a while neither of us said anything at all, which from Simone Devereux, who scripted her own life in numbered clauses, was as near to peace as that voice had ever come.

She wrapped herself in me and the flannel after, the shirt she was keeping, settled law, and she planned aloud, unguarded, as she only ever was in the dark after she’d been taken apart, except that the plans were different now, the future a thing she was building instead of defending.

“The nursery’s going on the penthouse floor,” she said, drowsy, certain. “South light. I’ll terrify the board with it, half of them think I’m having a breakdown, let them. And spa weekends. Quarterly. In perpetuity. Non-negotiable, I’ll have it drawn up, you’re a standing appointment now, Keller, you and this whole ridiculous mountain, you don’t get rid of me.” She traced the burn scar on my forearm, as they all eventually did. “And someday.” Quieter. The real one. “Someday the child’s going to ask where she came from. And I’m going to look her in the eye and tell her the mineral water up there is very famous.” A beat. “And I am going to laugh.”

She fell asleep on that, laughing, certain, wrapped in my shirt, and nobody in the house said goodbye that week like it was goodbye, because Simone Devereux does not do goodbyes, she does standing appointments in perpetuity, and she’d written herself into the schedule of the place for good.

She left the next morning. The whole staff came out onto the steps in the cold, as they had for Greta, and Simone descended the switchbacks in a black car, off down the mountain to a penthouse and a board to terrify and a south-facing nursery, the machine transfigured, the contract ash in a cold fireplace behind her.

And on the switchback, climbing as Simone’s car descended, the two of them passing on the narrow road, came a village taxi.

It stopped at the top. And Eva got out.

Eva Maier, back from a three-day “hiking excursion” she’d announced and nobody had believed, her boots pristine, not a scuff on them, no hiker’s boots that had seen a single meter of trail. She had new luggage. She had a signed booking extension in her hand. And she stood on the steps in the cold morning with her chestnut bob and her bright cataloguing eyes and announced, with the rehearsed timing of a woman who’d practiced the line in the taxi all the way up, that she’d thought about it carefully, and she simply could not write.

She caught it. Half a syllable in, she caught the word and swallowed it and replaced it, smooth as anything, but it had already left her mouth, the wrong word, the true one, hanging in the cold air between all of us.

“I can’t leave,” she said, over the top of it, smiling, “without trying the famous program myself. The full program. Whatever it takes. I’ve extended my booking. I’m enrolling.”

And the swallowed word, write, the one that didn’t belong in any guest’s mouth, fell into the snow between us all, where Poppy, frozen mid-breath on the step beside me, watched it land.


Chapter 25: The Guest Book

The season ended as the snow did, in pieces, melting off the high faces a little more each day until the mountain underneath came through.

The cohort wing got deep-cleaned and closed, the suites stripped and shrouded, the panorama windows where Simone had watched a dawn break her metronome shuttered for the off-season. Greta’s postcard arrived from Malmö, an ultrasound photo on the back of it and a smiley she’d drawn and would deny drawing, and Ute installed it on the kitchen wall at exact eye level and stood under it with her arms folded, daring anyone to comment, and nobody did, because nobody was brave enough and everybody was glad.

Poppy went down to the village for stamps, and brought back the only piece of news the mountain ever gets, which is what the village thinks of it.

“The kiosk woman,” Poppy reported, hanging up her coat, “counted my change without looking up, like always, and she said, all innocent, ‘Good season up there, was it?’ And I said it was a fine season. And she counted out the last of the coins and she said, still not looking up, ‘They say the new Kurschatten works wonders.’” Poppy mimicked the flat village delivery to perfection. “The new Kurschatten. They know, Adam. The whole village knows there’s a new one. They’ve always known. They just never, ever say.” She hung up her scarf. “It’s the most discreet village in Europe and it knows everything that happens on this mountain before we do.”

The waiting list, when Poppy pulled it up to plan next season, was eleven months deep.

She read me the early names cheerfully enough, the widows and the heiresses, the usual climb of the desperate and the wealthy. And then she got to three names near the top of the new intake, and she stopped, and she put the tablet face-down on the desk, and she said, “I’m going to need to sit down to read these three to you, and I’m going to need you to not make a face,” and she sat down, and she read me three names, and I made a face, and she said, “I told you not to make a face,” and neither of us said anything else about it, because next season was next season and this one wasn’t quite finished.

Marlene and I walked the empty guest corridor that evening, in step, as we did now, colleagues and conspirators and the other thing we didn’t have a word for yet, planning the next season the way I imagine married couples plan a renovation, which is to say with a great deal of disagreement conducted entirely in fondness.

“We can’t take all three of those bookings in one cohort,” I said.

“We can and we will, the deposits alone…”

“Marlene, three women who can’t be in the same building as each other without it making the papers…”

“Which is precisely why they’ll pay what they’ll pay to be in a building where they can’t be photographed at all.” She gave me a sidelong, dry-eyed look. “You worry about the boilers, Herr Keller. I’ll worry about the guests.”

“Someone has to worry about the man doing the worrying.”

“I do,” she said, lightly, not breaking stride, and that was as much as either of us said about it in the corridor, which was a great deal.

The Eva problem was managed, not solved, which Marlene was honest about at the kitchen table, the house’s true parliament, six people and coffee.

“I’ve deferred her program request to next season’s intake assessments,” she said. “Politely. Indefinitely. It buys us time and gives her nothing to write, because a deferral isn’t a denial and a denial isn’t a story.” She set down her cup. “But understand what we’re dealing with. She has no proof. She has a fake cycle chart, a camera roll full of herbal wraps, and a deferred booking, and she has, somewhere under all of it, the right instinct and the patience to wait for it.” She looked around the table. “The most dangerous thing this house can do now is be interesting. So we are going to be extremely boring, for as long as it takes, and we are going to watch her, and we are going to wait for her to make the mistake she hasn’t made yet.”

“She’s made one,” Poppy said, and produced the binder.

It was new. It was thick. It had tabs, color-coded, neat, a counter-surveillance operation in a three-ring folder, and the tabs were Yuki’s work, unmistakably, the opposites cartel turning a snoop into a research project.

“The word she swallowed on the steps,” Poppy said, flipping to tab one. “‘Write.’ Guests don’t say write. And tab seven.” She didn’t open tab seven. She just tapped it, and looked at me, and the switchblade was nowhere in her face for once, just something steadier and far more dangerous folded away underneath it. “Tab seven’s not ready yet. I’m still building it. But it’s going to be ready.”

Then Marlene closed the wellness wing for the night, for what she announced over the house system, with a completely straight face, as an annual maintenance review, the least subtle wink in the history of European spa management, and the staff appreciation night began.

It was simple, in the end. The pool and the sauna and Ute’s feast laid out on the deck, the lamps turned low, the house empty and ours, the betting-pool fund formally donated to “staff wellness,” which prompted Poppy to point out, reasonably, that “we ARE staff wellness,” which prompted Ute to bring out more wine.

There were gifts, and there were roasts, because that’s what a family does. Bianca had framed my old “training record,” the one she’d graded passed with distinction, and presented it to me like a diploma, and made a speech about my hands that lit Yuki’s ears red and made Ute leave the room. And when it came round to me, I gave Yuki the thing I’d been carrying in my pocket for a month, the single missing piece from her alpine meadow puzzle, the one I’d quietly pocketed weeks ago so the puzzle could never be finished without me, and I watched the careful architecture of Yuki Tanaka’s face come apart over one cardboard puzzle piece in her palm, because for Yuki the small exact gesture was the entire vocabulary of love and I’d just spoken a whole sentence of it.

Then somebody splashed somebody, and Poppy issued a dare, because of course she did, and the robes came off by referendum, and the negotiation that followed was the foreplay, every woman in the room claiming her lane at once in the lamp-lit steam.

“I claim first,” Bianca announced, already in the water. “Seniority. I decoded him before any of you knew his name.”

“There’s a roster,” Poppy countered, “and rosters are binding, I’ve checked, I make the rules about binding…”

And Yuki, with no expression at all, produced from somewhere a folded rotation chart, an actual document, drawn up in her precise hand, with all four of their names on it and time allocations and a fairness algorithm, and the entire house collapsed, because of course Yuki had made a chart, Yuki would have made a chart for the apocalypse.

It went round-robin, in the warm water and the low gold light, and the thing I’ll say about it, the thing that mattered, is that nobody disappeared into anybody. Each of them stayed exactly herself, all the way through, four distinct women in one warm room and not a drop of jealousy anywhere in it, because the house had built itself, all season, around the simple fact that everyone was on the schedule and the schedule had room.

Bianca opened, because tradition and because she’d never once waited her turn in her life. She climbed astride me on the broad pool steps in the warm shallow water, reached down to guide the head of my cock to her and lowered herself onto it with a long satisfied groan that echoed off the tiles, taking all of me until she was seated full, loud and ceremonial and joyful, riding me slow at first and then not slow at all, working her cunt up and down my length, the water pouring off the curve of her, the heavy sway of her tits at my face, the chamber acoustics doing their work as they’d done all season. She narrated it all to her audience, because Bianca narrated everything, told them exactly how full he made her feel and exactly how good he was and exactly what they had to look forward to, and she finished with her head thrown back and her cunt clenching tight around me and her voice ringing off the lamplit stone. Then she lifted off me, breathless and beaming, kissed me hard, and handed me off like a hostess passing a dish around her own table, with the line I would hear in my head for years after: “Pace yourselves, meninas. He’s load-bearing.”

Poppy next, and she’d been vibrating with impatience through all of Bianca’s turn, heckling from the side. She bent herself over the warm marble bench at the pool’s edge, freckled and flushed and spilling everywhere, her soft round ass lifted, and I notched myself against her soaked cunt and took her from behind, sinking deep, and she bratted at full unrationed volume because for once there was no enemy in the corridor and no thin wall to mind, no silence game, nothing to ration. She narrated and heckled and renegotiated her own SLAs between gasps, graded my performance, threatened to dock me, demanded a written schedule for next season, all of it pouring out of her at fire-alarm volume while I gripped her soft hips and fucked her at exactly the pace that turned the words into noise, her tits swinging beneath her. The freckle-blush ran down her back and across her shoulders. I gathered a fist of red hair and her defiance melted, as it always did, into the gloriously insincere yes-sirs, until Bianca, laughing, leaned in and gagged her with the sleeve of her own discarded cardigan, the callback landing perfectly. Poppy’s muffled outrage gave way to a muffled scream as she came, her clench fluttering and gripping me in quick tight spasms, shaking against the marble, and then, visible from space, a thumbs-up, her own hand, her own choice, the brat at her absolute peak.

Yuki third, and the women did the thing for her that her whole arc had been about, which was choose her. They drew her gently into my lap in the warm water, facing the others, and she reached down and guided me into her, her small fair body settling onto my cock with a gasp at the stretch of it, her tight little cunt taking me by degrees until she was full, and her shyness started to do its thing, the ears going pink, the throat, the instinct to find a function to hide behind, to direct instead of receive. And instead of letting her hide, they cheered her. Bianca’s strong hands came into her loose black hair and held her up, and Poppy, gag gone, held her hand and told her she was doing brilliantly and to stop charting and just feel it. I moved up into her slow and deep, my hands spanning her narrow waist, lifting her on me and settling her back down, my cock sliding wet and full in and out of her, and she clung to me and looked out at the faces of people who were openly, loudly glad to watch her, and the last of her holding-apart gave way. Yuki, who had spent her whole life on the far side of the glass from everyone else’s beginnings, came apart shaking on the near side of it at last, in the middle of a circle of people who loved her, her cunt fluttering tight around me, the data-voice in total ruins, her hand crushing Poppy’s and her face buried in my throat, chosen over her function at last, in company, witnessed, cheered.

And between the movements there were hands and mouths and laughter, the warmth of it, the not-choreographed human heap of it, bodies and steam and elderflower and somebody always laughing. Poppy floated a fresh round of insincere objections about the rotation chart’s “fairness algorithm” and Yuki defended it with genuine offense. Bianca fed me a grape from the deck spread like I was a Roman, and then fed Yuki one, and then missed Poppy’s mouth on purpose and got threatened with the cardigan again. Somebody started a slow lazy game of who-could-stay-underwater-longest that nobody won because everybody kept laughing. For long stretches it had stopped being about the sex at all. It was about the fact that the doors were locked and the season was over and the people in this warm gold room were, every one of them, exactly where they wanted to be, with each other, on purpose.

Then the doors opened.

Marlene.

In a robe, and her glasses, the over-the-rim look traveling the steaming tableau on the deck, taking in every part of it with the cool grey assessment that had presided over this house for two years, and the room went quiet, and she crossed the wet stone unhurried, her bare feet on the marble, and she reached down and picked up Yuki’s rotation chart off the bench where it had been abandoned.

She examined it. Gravely. The fairness algorithm, the time allocations, the four names.

And then she took the pen that Yuki, of course, had clipped to the top of it, and she added her own name to the bottom of the list, in the careful hand that signed every document that left her office.

“The directress,” she said, dry as an old invoice, capping the pen, “does not jump queues.”

The queue dissolved itself in her favor by unanimous, instantaneous, joyful acclamation.

She let the robe fall on the wet marble and stepped down into the shallows, and the lamplight found the magnificent body the house had orbited all season, the heavy bust, the full hips, the silver-streaked hair already coming loose in the steam, and she lowered herself astride me on the submerged bench in the lamp-lit shallows without a flicker of the two years of hiding, the staff arranged around the edge of the water like a court attending a coronation. The woman who had hidden above an office for two years chose, for her place in the family, to be witnessed entirely, surrendering in front of everyone she loved with nothing held back.

She reached down and guided my cock to her and eased down onto it slow, taking all of it until I was buried deep inside her, her breath going out of her all at once, the last of the directress leaving her on that single long exhale, the heavy softness of her tits pressed to my chest, and rode me deep and unhurried in the gold light, entirely unhidden, grinding her cunt down the length of me on every roll, her hands framing my face as they had upstairs, her glasses fogged and forgotten, the directress nowhere and Marlene everywhere. And she counted each one aloud the way she did now, no shame in it anywhere, the clinical habit gone gloriously wanton in front of the people who loved her, “that’s two, that’s, God, three,” her voice carrying across the water while the staff watched their severe magnificent directress come undone and be glad of it. When she finished, her cunt clenching hard around me, and when I finished inside her, driving deep and emptying into her, held deep, her body bowing over me in the gold light, her face pressed to my hair, it landed to actual applause, Bianca whooping and Poppy cheering and even Yuki’s small hands clapping, the staff of Silberquell cheering their directress home.

We sprawled around the pool edge after, five of us and a cook’s worth of leftovers, near one in the morning, the lamps low and the steam rising and the season behind us.

Somebody named it. Somebody toasted it, elderflower in pool-side glasses, the season, the cohort, the guarantee restored and the family made. And Marlene, last, gave the benediction, dry to the very end, lying back against the warm marble with her ruined chignon and her glasses fogged with steam.

“Next season,” she pronounced, to the lamp-lit ceiling, “we are doubling the linen budget.”

The family laughed, and held the laugh one beat longer, all of them, before the cold opened below.

Because down at the front desk, at midnight, Poppy was closing the book.

It was her ritual, the season’s final audit, alone in the pool of the desk lamp with the great guest book open in front of her, the ledger that held a signature for every secret the season had carried up the cable. She turned the season’s pages one last time. Simone’s slashing imperial hand. Greta’s round letters with the little smiley she pretended she didn’t draw. A whole winter of the wealthy and the desperate, signed and sealed and gone back down the mountain carrying miracles.

And then the booking-extension form, signed that very morning on the steps. E. Maier.

Poppy squared it against the lamp, the way she squared everything, the habit that had caught a delivery driver and a fake cycle chart and a dozen small wrongnesses all season, and the lamplight raked across the paper at the angle that shows the things the eye misses.

And in the fiber of the form, ghosted, pressed into the paper from a sheet that had lain on top of it while someone practiced, was a signature traced over and over, the real one drilled until the false one would flow, a lie rehearsed until it stops feeling like one.

Eva Marie Sommer.

Poppy’s hands went dead quiet on the file.

She pulled the staff binder. She opened it to tab seven, the one she’d said wasn’t ready, and it was ready enough, because inside it was a clipping Yuki had pulled from a Munich gossip weekly, a byline photo of a woman with a different haircut and the same cataloguing eyes, over a column masthead that two million people read every week.

Eva Sommer. “Die Sommer-Akte.” Auflage: zwei Millionen.

Two million.

Poppy sat alone in the lamplight, the press clipping in one hand and the forged extension form in the other, the sleeping house above her, its women and its miracle and its man all warm and unknowing in the dark upstairs, and she looked at the two pieces of paper for a long moment.

She reached for the intercom.

She stopped.

She looked up the dark stairs, toward the rooms where everyone she’d spent a season learning to protect was sleeping off a celebration they didn’t know was the last quiet night they’d have. Then she looked down at the guest book, where every secret on this mountain had a signature, and where she, Poppy Brennan, the desk girl, the one nobody had ever listened to, was the only person awake who knew the most dangerous one.

“Oh,” she said, out loud, to the empty hall, to the woman sleeping three floors up under a false name. “You are going to be a problem, Frau Sommer.”

She closed the guest book. She carried it to the safe behind the desk, the one only she had the combination to, and she locked it inside, every signature the season had collected sealed in the dark behind a steel door.

And then Poppy Brennan turned off the desk lamp.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Cole Cross
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