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Chapter One
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“Are you feeling okay?”

Seo Yeun set the glass of tea in front of him. Hot vapor drifted up as the loose green leaves swirled and sank. She next placed a platter with ginger snaps, freshly baked. The spicy aroma filled the small kitchen.

She was wearing the frilly apron she always wore when she baked, which wasn’t often. Tiny pink carnations on yellow. “You haven’t tried one. I made them especially for you. Your favorite. Do you want me to get you a napkin?” 

“What’s the occasion?” he was supposed to ask. But the words wouldn’t leave his lips. He was having trouble drawing enough breath to speak. 

She poured herself a glass and sat at the half table across from him. Her dark brown eyes taking him in, her mouth ready to smile yet holding back, her hand reaching for his. He withdrew, afraid to be touched. She made a face for a moment before taking a cookie and biting off half of it.

“Too sweet, but you like them that way.”

He did. The snaps would have been perfect, were perfect, he knew, once he ate one. Crisp with a little chew. The warm spice notes. But he couldn’t take his eyes off her face. The smooth skin of her cheeks. The tiny wrinkles around the edges of her eyes and mouth, the graying bangs over her forehead. As she finished her cookie, her hands caught his attention. Although washed, she had traces of dark grease embedded in her cuticles. Her chipped nails would never grow long, and one of her thumbs was blue and black and about to shed its nail.

My little grease monkey.

This kitchen, this day. She had been retired for a week and it was the first afternoon he had taken off early. Dillan was in school and wouldn’t be home for a few hours. They’d drink tea, they’d eat cookies, and they’d laugh and talk like they hadn’t done in a month. They’d make love. 

Yet Miles trembled. His good eye burned with budding tears.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

His throat was too tight to speak. He didn’t dare try, lest he give way to an uncontrolled sob. 

“We don’t have to talk, honey. Just sit. When you’re ready, I’m here.”

Not her words, none she had said that day at least. But the difference between what was and what he heard didn’t change the fact that she was here in front of him, a glass of tea before her, an expression of concern on her face, and when she reached for him again, he extended his left hand and gripped hers.

Her face filled with concern. “Why are you crying?”

Miles felt the hot tears on his left cheek. His artificial right eye shed no moisture, but it stung, a phantom response as if his lost eye and missing tear ducts were there but dormant. Like his arm. It itched, and there was nothing the artificial nerve signals from his metal fingertips up to his shoulder could do to dispel the sensation.

“You’re dead,” he managed.

“I’m right here, silly. Nothing will ever take me away from you. At least not for the next couple of hours.”
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Chapter Two
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A SORENESS REPLACED the itch. The sensation of Seo Yeun’s hand vanished. He was gripping cold vinyl armrests. The kitchen of their River City army base apartment was now a hazy space with blue lights. A figure worked near him, but Miles couldn’t focus. It was as if he had been staring at the sun, his retinas overloaded with burning brightness.

“Are you comfortable?” a smooth male voice asked. “Try to breathe normally. It’s important. I’ll give you some water, but just a sip. You’re disoriented and I don’t want you choking. You can have some more later.”

The figure leaned over him and pressed a straw to his lips. 

Miles flinched. He had the taste of tea in his mouth. But he hadn’t drunk any. The raw memory reminded him he had. Eaten ginger snaps, too. He and Seo Yeun had talked, snacked, and spent the afternoon in each other’s arms. That was how he remembered it. The living dream he had woken from had been different. He had been aware of the strangeness, interrupted the flow of events, stopped them, and then woken up.

He sipped cool water. Coughed. The figure helped him sit up where Miles hacked and spat before sagging back into the chair. Pastel painted walls, ferns on corner tables, but the rest remained behind a fog bank.

The kitchen, his wife, the day—so long ago, yet freshly defined in every sense. And now he was braced with the unwanted reality of where he truly was, in body, mind, and spirit.

Captured.

Detective Deng of the Yellow Tiger Militia and his men had drugged him and delivered him to Kitty Fish. She had handed him over to some goons who had thrown him, tied and hooded, into the back of a truck for a long drive. His shoulders and back ached. Much of it had been across relatively smooth roads, but there were enough bumps and bad suspension to hammer him and leave him bruised.

Insight was no help in piecing together a timeline. It wouldn’t reboot, whether by malfunction or the hazy disconnect in his head. Part of it was the drugs his captors had given him. The rest was the device everyone from Meridian to Seraph to New Pacific wanted. 

A prototype memory machine. 

He had rescued his son Dillan’s girlfriend Zoe from a criminal who sold access to the dark technology. Miles had also found the plans to the device. No doubt this was in his captors’ hands, too.

His afternoon with Seo Yeun was a conjured memory, the same yet different, interactive, and he wanted nothing more than to slip back into that day and never return.
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AN HOUR OR HOURS LATER, and the shape next to him had company. Someone large loomed over him and was adjusting the chair to an upright position. They smelled of sweat and were wearing a tan shirt, but the rest was a blur. 

The blue lamps were out, but blinds stood open, letting in brilliant yellow sunlight. 

“Help him up, Kendal,” an unfamiliar voice said from somewhere behind Miles. “Mr. Kim is a special guest. I’m trusting you with his care.”

“Of course, sir. His room’s all clean like you told me. But, sir, he has bruises. That’s been noted, hasn’t it? I don’t want...I don’t want to be blamed.”

“Don’t worry, Kendal. No one will blame you for Mr. Kim’s condition. He came to us as is, and it’s been noted.”

“I just want to make sure everyone else knows, too. They’ll know I did as you asked and didn’t hurt him or drop him. I didn’t let you down.”

“You never have, and you won’t. Please do be careful.”

“Maybe I should get someone else to help me make sure he doesn’t fall when I pick him up. Can I do that?”

The voice behind him took on an edge. “Kendal, what have I told you about asking questions? No one needs to know anything about our guest. And you won’t be telling anyone, am I clear?”

“Like you say: clear as glass. I’m not stupid, sir. I can keep quiet.”

“Good boy, Kendal. Don’t drop him. Mr. Kim is awake and should have regained some of his strength. Be gentle, but get him to his room.”

Kendal heaved and hauled Miles from the chair. He wasn’t ready and grabbed tight onto Kendal’s thick neck and broad shoulders as he was plopped into a wheelchair. Kendal put a strap around his chest to keep him upright, but Miles kept himself seated even as he tried to will his vision clear so he could make out the man’s face.

“You see, sir?” Kendal said. “He didn’t fall.”

A clicking sound, fingernails on a screen. The voice sighed. “Yes, Kendal. Off you go.” When Kendal hesitated, the voice added, “And you’ll get your Bonus Bucks this afternoon from Officer Petty.”

“Goodie.”

Kendal got him rolling and out through a door, bumping the chair twice and nearly dislodging Miles before getting him into an outer hallway. The air smelled of mop water. The concrete hallway held men’s voices. But direction proved elusive as the world swam. The wave of dizziness only increased as he took Miles through a set of glass automatic doors and outside beneath a covered walkway.

Miles clamped his eyes shut, but the daylight lanced into his skull. His head throbbed. Hot, dry air. The voices were louder now, laughing, shouting, taunting, until a shrill whistle blasted and it went quiet.

“Lunchtime is over, men,” a voice called. “Back to your work assignments. Pick up your trash. Don’t make me write any of you up.”

Kendal was muttering to himself as he guided the wheelchair along. Miles squinted and withstood the needles in his retina. They were approaching a square, terra cotta building with two floors. Another set of doors opened for them as they approached.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“Able Unit. He likes you. I don’t even get to stay in Unit A. You must have been someone special to get the royal treatment. And now you get Able Unit.”

Miles grabbed a wheel, forcing the chair into a turn before Kendal stopped pushing. “What’s this Able Unit?”

“The place where you’ll be staying for a long time, if you’re good,” Kendal said happily. 

“Able Unit is a house in this facility, isn’t it? And what is this place?”

“It’s where we go to get better. It’s like they told me when I first got here, so I’ll tell you. You’re our special guest, Mr. Kim. Welcome home.”
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Chapter Three
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Miles could barely keep his legs under him as he struggled to rise from the wheelchair. Kendal had him by the elbows and directed him towards a bed. The plain room also had a frosted window, a screen mounted on a wall, a desk, a plastic stool, and a toilet.

He made it to the edge of the mattress and sat. He could see well enough to make out Kendal’s face. The broad man had an island of wispy red hair but was otherwise clean shaven. His eyebrows were thin and his mouth drooped as he stared.

“You won’t fall, will you?” Kendal asked.

“I’m okay. Thank you. What is this place? And don’t tell me it’s home. This isn’t home. I was brought here.”

Kendal took a moment to process the question. “Everyone is brought here.”

“This is some kind of prison, isn’t it? Who runs it?”

“I don’t think I’m supposed to talk to you about that.”

“It’s just you and me here. I won’t get you in any trouble. If you can’t tell me any of that, tell me about yourself. Are you free to leave? Where’s the closest town?” 

The big man shook his head as if deciding the questions weren’t worth answering. “This is your Able Unit apartment. That’s all that matters. I got you here. I did a good job.”

Someone in the doorway began slowly clapping. Like Kendal, he wore a tan shirt with matching cloth pants, a trimmed beard, and straight blond hair down to the collar. “Bravo, Kendal. You did your job. You earned your Bonus Bucks. Now go mop a bathroom or sweep the outside walkway. The adults need to talk.”

Kendal frowned. “I don’t have to do what you say, Gibbon.”

“Of course you do. Otherwise, I tell Warden Blinko you were going through Mr. Kim’s pockets.”

“You wouldn’t. I didn’t!”

“Who’s he going to believe? It’s an honest question. You or me? Maybe he won’t believe either of us. No Bucks for anyone. Off you go.”

Kendal looked at Miles and back at Gibbon before running out of the room.

“You’ll have to excuse Kendal. He’s useful for a little, but not the sort of person you want around if you expect to have a conversation.”

Miles tried to get up, but the dizziness persisted. “I suppose you’re that kind of person? A conversationalist?”

“I can be. Trenton Gibbon. Gibbon’s fine. Everyone does the last name thing in this place like we’re extras in a military drama.”

“And this place being...?”

Gibbon shrugged. His face was hard to see, but the beard and teeth told Miles he was smiling. 

“No one seems to settle on a nickname catchy enough to stick,” Gibbon said. “The Cauldron? A bit infernal. Any of the staff who used that one are gone. Grand Bluff? I’m not sure we’re even close to there. Seguro Wellness Center makes it sound like we’re here to kick a habit. That’s the name the warden uses. Call it what you will.”

Grand Bluff? He’d heard of it. Spot in the desert far to the west of Seraph. So they had driven across the border. 

“New Pacific territory,” Miles said carefully.

“Yeah. Where else would we be? Although we’re far enough away from NP that we might as well be in the middle of nowhere.”

Miles patted a hand on the mattress before pressing the wall. “This building, my room, yours...we’re patients?”

“Let’s call it what it is. This is a cell. We’re prisoners. We do as we’re told, we can’t leave, we eat, sleep, and defecate according to someone else’s schedule. While we’ve got it good in Able Unit, it’s still a jail. So you’re new, not from around here, and you’re...” Gibbon gestured to his face.

“Tired. So this is a jail. Is there a phone?”

“We’re not allowed to talk to the outside while we’re being adjusted. No messages whatsoever. The reigning philosophy is it inhibits focus on us working on our better selves. Did you get the speech? You were in Central for a while. Warden Blinko must have had a lengthy rap session with you. Or was it straight to therapy?”

Miles studied the bearded man’s face and decided he needed to be careful. “If you’re the welcome committee, I consider myself welcomed. Will you be the one to show me around where stuff is?”

“Nah. Not my job. Kendal will be your guide. I was scoping you out to see if you might have anything to trade. But besides a new dayglow jumpsuit and some old parts, looks like you’re as unencumbered as anyone else who’s just been sentenced to our little slice of paradise. Welcome to Seguro Wellness Center. Keep your head on, and you might survive the stay.”

Gibbon slipped out of the room and said, “He’s all yours.”

Kendal appeared a moment later, his face flushed red. “He shouldn’t talk like that to me. I didn’t steal anything.”

“Is he like that with everyone?”

Kendal nodded. “But he never gets in trouble. It’s not fair. He gets his Bucks and no one says anything to him. You’re on your bed. I have to go.”

The sound of his soft footsteps plodded off down the hall.

Miles wanted to rise to close the door, but the room was spinning. He eased himself down to the stiff mattress. With every passing moment, the dream with Seo Yeun was fading, and if he closed his eyes, he might nurture the embers back to a flame.

Not real.

At the moment, he didn’t care. He dismissed the thoughts his Insight module-deprived brain kept throwing at him. All the worries he had churning through his head during the drive were still there.

Had Kitty Fish or the people who had taken him done anything to his son Dillan or Santabutra Sin? Would Zoe Franklin recover? And what had the cops in the Yellow Tiger station done to his dog?

He focused on the kitchen in the army base apartment, their rickety half-table, ginger snaps, the durable plastic tablecloth that had been around since they had first started going out. Remembered the loose-leaf tea drifting, drifting down, the water turning a rich green. Finally, he recalled the touch of his wife’s skin and the memory let him in.
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Chapter Four
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Kendal was talking, but Miles was barely listening.

“Supper time” and “Supposed to get you out and moving.” More mention of “Bonus Bucks” and the bromide “We all have an opportunity to make our world a better place.”

Kendal didn’t appear to need Miles to take part in the conversation. He followed Miles with the wheelchair as Miles lumbered along. Miles wanted to get his legs working even as both his good eye and bionic eye refused to improve much past a general nearsightedness that at least allowed him to navigate and see faces.

And there were faces. None came near enough to see clearly. 

Most of the men coming and going in the open-air corridor outside Able Unit glanced, but didn’t stare. Whether this was the usual wary considerations of having an old cyborg in their midst or the Seguro Wellness Center inmates’ way of not being confrontational while sizing up the newbie remained to be seen.

Miles paused at a walkway intersection. On one side, an open yard. Miles breathed in and smelled dry air and soil. A small motor chugged away, perhaps a compressor or rototiller. The inmates coming from that direction had soil on them. A work detail, no doubt. The other two directions led off to two more buildings in approximate size to Able Unit. More men shuffled past, some of these in clean jumpsuits, all unhurried.

Kendal pointed out into the sunlight towards a single level structure. “Mess is there. Able eats first.”

“Where are the guards?”

“Wellness officers.”

Miles fought to keep his tone even. “Okay, where are the wellness officers? I don’t see towers or a fence line.”

“If you don’t go to mess, you don’t eat.”

“I’m not hungry. I want to see this place, and you’re supposed to show me around.”

Kendal pointed again. “The mess is this way,” he said in a small voice.

Miles squinted as he headed into the sunlight. Not knowing the exact time was a novelty he didn’t like. The urge to return to his room and sink into the stirred-up memories tugged at him. But why? What was Warden Blinko hoping to gain by forcing Miles to relive such moments? There had to be more to warrant a bounty. First, Miles needed to learn everything he could about the Seguro Wellness Center.

Mess first. 

He didn’t want to upset Kendal too much.

The inside of the mess hall felt like every bland institution cafeteria Miles had ever known. Fixed seats attached to foldable tables, tile floors, a serving line with chafing dishes, sneeze guards damp with condensation, and bored servers with white aprons. A dozen men were inside and eating, with another dozen queued up. 

Each took a red tray and received a sectioned platter with food before moving along to find their seat. Tables had pitchers with water cups. Miles caught more stares as he got in line and took a tray. Kendal parked the wheelchair and followed. 

Miles received a platter. Something that looked like a small quiche, mixed vegetables, and greens glistening with oil.

“Hey, Kendal!” a loud voice shouted. 

A short man with big eyebrows had come up behind them and snatched Kendal’s tray away. Miles’ escort hadn’t received his food yet. He stood stiffly as the Big Eyebrows leaned close.

“You’re not Able. You’re not eating yet.”

“But I’m showing our new guest around.”

“So show him. Doesn’t mean you get to eat with us.”

Kendal grabbed for the tray. The man held it up and away and moved it side to side. He started laughing as Kendal wasn’t fast enough to snatch it back. The two servers just watched, as did the rest of the cafeteria. Gibbon was at a table with three other men, and their conversation had fallen silent.

Miles listened for a guard’s whistle, boot steps, an alarm. Nothing but the simmering of the water in the steam table.

He set his tray down and stepped past Kendal. To Big Eyebrows, he said, “You enforce the dining code here?”

Big Eyebrows sneered. “You’re the new guy everyone’s whispering about. What scrap heap did they pull you from?”

Miles hit him. The blow wasn’t the strongest Miles had ever landed but it did the trick. A thump center chest, and Big Eyebrows doubled over. Miles snatched the stolen tray before it hit the floor. He handed it to Kendal and turned him towards the servers. Big Eyebrows took a moment to recover before retreating from the mess hall.

“Kendal’s my guest. We’re eating.”

Kendal got his food and joined Miles at a table. “You shouldn’t have done that,” he muttered.

“Let me guess. That guy’s the tough guy in this place.”

“No, he isn’t. But he works for him.”

It was all Kendal would say on the matter before halfheartedly picking at his quiche. Miles did the same, discovering bits of peppers and faux chunks of ham. He ate some, and it was edible but salty. While he didn’t feel hungry, his stomach disagreed and he finished his platter.

A glance around the cafeteria confirmed he remained the center of everyone’s attention, even as the muted conversations had resumed. Gibbon gave Miles the slightest nod. But as the minutes ticked past, the facility mounted no response. No guards stormed the cafeteria. The kitchen staff resumed its work serving and replenishing the chaffing dishes.

“What do people here know about me?” Miles asked.

“Nothing. The warden doesn’t tell me anything.”

“Who does he tell?”

Kendall shrugged as he pushed bits of cauliflower out of his vegetable medley. “Dr. Chidi, maybe. He doesn’t talk to me. But trustees learn things. But not me. I know when not to listen.”

“You’re one of the good ones, Kendal. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”  
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Chapter Five
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Miles’ legs gave out a few paces away from the doors to the cafeteria. Kendal was there to catch him and put him in the wheelchair. A line of patients or inmates had formed outside as the Able Unit diners exited. Suppertime for the next housing unit. 

Kendal had helpfully bussed Miles’ tray at the door.

Miles adjusted himself to sit upright. Pins and needles ran up his legs. Had his vision grown worse? No, it was getting dark and the sun was setting behind the buildings. Dark clouds rolled by above the rooftops.

“Take me to the fence.”

“Uh-uh,” Kendal said. “Back to the apartment. That’s what I was told.”

“We can go back soon. All I’m asking for is a detour.”

But Kendal wouldn’t be dissuaded from his course and directed Miles towards Able. Gibbon caught up with them. He had two of his fellow diners in tow.

“Kendal, you’ve done a banger of a job with Mr. Kim. The man wants to see the sights. A circuit around the yard wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

“But the warden said—”

“He’s not here right now. We’re both trustees, and I outrank you.”

“No, you don’t. There’s no—”

Gibbon took hold of the wheelchair. “You said you wanted a detour? Let’s go take one.”

Kendal watched helplessly as Gibbon pivoted Miles about and took him out towards the yard. 

“I think Kendal might be crying back there,” Miles said.

“Yeah, can’t be helped. You need to watch out for people like him. There’s a few of them, you know. The gleam in their eye. Halfway to becoming one of the goons.”

“The goons?”

“Huh. You really haven’t been outside your room. I could tell you. But it’s best I show you.”

Miles turned his head, but couldn’t quite see Gibbon’s face. “You know I don’t have anything to trade.”

“Of course you do. You just don’t realize it. You’re the first fresh face in a month. Which means you have information. You share it with me first, and I show you what you need to do to survive life inside Seguro.”

The two men followed as Gibbon led him to an open yard with basketball hoops. A few smaller buildings were lit by brilliant lights. A long fence covered in vines marked off an orchard. Beyond stood taller fences topped with loops of razor wire.

“So this is a little more than just a rehab facility,” Miles said.

“It can be that, too. I had a stim stick in my mouth for more minutes of the day than not. Now I barely miss it.”

“And what’s everyone in here for?”

“Ah, the significant question that no one wants to ask, but everyone wants to know. Did you do it? New Pacific only cares that we wanted to commit an infraction. So we come here to correct our attitude. Kind of like a timeout for the post-pubescent my-parents-didn’t-love-me crowd. We all got flagged for something. A petty crime. Planning a petty crime. Thinking about planning a petty crime. Some less petty than others. But as it says on the induction forms, we’re not irredeemable. So here we are, being redeemed. Breathe it in, it’s the smell of salvation.”

A stark voice blasted from a loudspeaker. “Gibbon, Sabha, Franzetti, Kim. Back to your quarters. The yard’s closed.”

“Aw, come on, Officer Petty!” Gibbon shouted. “We’re just taking a little constitutional!”

“Don’t make me dock you. Final warning.”

Gibbon waved at the darkness before turning Miles about and returning them to the concourse. 

“Dock you?” Miles asked. “Is that the Bonus Bucks Kendal was talking about?” 

“Credit system. Merits, demerits, you know. A tangible way of tracking our progress. Spend ‘em, save ‘em, put ‘em in your shoe. Bonus Bucks are cash-a-roo. But seriously, it’s the carrot.”

“If that’s the carrot, what’s the stick?”

“Stick around long enough and keep doing what you did in the cafeteria, you’ll find out.”

Gibbon chuckled at his own pun.

From the dark came a crooning. The singular wail was joined by more voices, the chorus a long howl that took a moment to peter out. 

“You were asking about the goons,” Gibbon said. “That’s them. They keep it dark in their part of the facility so the staff can herd them into their cells. Stay away from that side of the yard.”

Miles made a mental note and tried to imagine what kind of men he was trapped with inside the prison.

––––––––
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GIBBON LEFT MILES STILL seated in the wheelchair just inside the room. Miles listened for the soft sounds of Gibbon’s footsteps to vanish before turning the chair around. His door wasn’t locked. With some effort, he shoved it open, got the chair wedged in before the door could close, and maneuvered himself into the hallway.

He listened as the door clicked behind him. Someone was singing from one of the nearby rooms. A toilet flushed. A muted conversation, or one of his fellow patient/inmates was talking to themselves.

He couldn’t wait any longer. He set the chair’s brakes and eased himself to his feet. His legs cooperated, but were limp noodles as he lurched against the nearest wall. One step, two steps, and he stopped, reached for the chair, and hauled it close so he could once again sit. He’d crawl if he had to, but he wasn’t there yet. Wheeling down the hall and towards the exit was much better. But as he came to the double doors, they didn’t swing open. He slammed into them and nearly pitched sideways out of the chair. 

After straightening himself, he slapped at the glass and searched for a door sensor. An unobtrusive black box sat above the threshold. He waved. Kicked the doors. Had a trustee locked them up, or were there staff, like Officer Petty, out there somewhere? A timed lock, maybe.

And what would happen if there was a fire? 

Seguro Wellness Center was a mystery he didn’t want to solve. He needed to get outside, find out where exactly he was, and run. Wanted to go home.

He got up again. Using the fingertips of his metal hand, he scored the glass. Left-right, left-right, then up and down several times in a rough, rounded square. Then he slammed his fist through it. The heavy-duty safety glass spiderwebbed and buckled. He hit it again and again until it shattered and fell away. It wasn’t a big enough space for the wheelchair. He ducked under the door’s push bar and made it outside beneath the overhang, hobbling from one support post to the next. 

Behind him and in front of him, keypad panels flashed red. Silent alarm. He could go straight towards the next building, but he guessed it was another apartment block housing more inmates. The quad with the mess lay to one side, and the recreation yard to the other. That was the direction to get to the outer fence.

He almost fell a few times but maintained his balance as he left the last of his easy handholds and tottered towards the closest basketball hoop. The garden was up ahead. It had a low fence, easy to climb if he was fully able. Instead, he used it as his next waypoint, catching the chain link barrier in the nick of time as he nearly gave out. He caught his breath and willed his uncooperative limbs to obey.

After a moment, he continued to the corner of the garden. An earthy manure smell permeated. A large shack occupied part of the garden’s space. Beyond lay darkness. The high fence stood imposing some fifteen meters away, difficult to see in the moonless night. 

No lights, no whistles, no shouts. No voice called to challenge him. Could it be this easy?

Not easy. He’d still have to climb or tear his way through, and he didn’t believe his cybernetic hand could do much to the heavy wire. But he needed to get there first. He moved. Step by step, he made it halfway before one foot didn’t quite make it and turned, causing him to stumble and land hard on the gravel.

Something was coming. Not someone. Metal feet clicking rapidly, a single yellow eye winking and locking onto him. He forced himself up and fought to keep his balance when the metal creature slammed into him, knocking him back to the ground. 

A drone dog, and it was heavy. He shoved at it, but the thing kept its place, one paw on his chest and its face centimeters away from his.

“What mischief is this?” Warden Blinko asked. 

He and two other men appeared above Miles and shined a flashlight beam into his eyes. 

“It’s an escape attempt, Warden,” Officer Petty said. 

“Yes, I can see that. My question was rhetorical. Get the dog off him.”

Officer Petty tapped a device fixed to his hand and the dog backed off Miles and sat obediently at the guard’s side. The warden nodded to the other guard, who helped Miles to his feet.

Warden Blinko said, “Mr. Kim, I suppose we weren’t thorough in our introduction and in your orientation. Outer doors are locked for a reason. You stay in your room after lights out. We keep you as comfortable as possible. I understand there was some violence in the cafeteria at supper, and now this? You’ll be brought back to your room and locked in there. I need to be more precise in my instructions. You don’t get to leave this facility.”

“What do you want from me?” Miles asked.

“My, my, I suppose that wasn’t clear either. I want what’s in your past. And you’re going to help me retrieve it.”
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Chapter Six
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Miles’ tea was cold. Hail blasted the windshield, and the heater only blew tepid air across his lap. He sat in the Meridian Military Police Corps cruiser as it idled curbside near River City’s Birch Avenue Shopping Plaza. 

He and his trainee, Sarah Gordon Lee, were watching the back entrance to the mall’s DIY replicator and storage repository. Gurman Mansour, an AWOL Meridian army pilot, had his credit ID pinged an hour before, and they had arrived to spot the man’s scooter parked next to a recycling bin.

Now they waited. The pitter-patter of hailstones came in waves, heavy enough to drown out any attempt at conversation. The dash radio lit up. Miles’ Insight module offered a transcription of the message, but it was only chatter from other units on their channel and nothing Miles wanted to hear.

Miles turned the volume knob all the way down.

“So we just wait?” Officer Lee asked. 

Thick-necked and husky, her tank-like build belied the fact her face looked like she could be sixteen years old. Twenty years old, Insight corrected. And forty-two days until her birthday. He was old enough to be her grandfather. Great-grandfather. 

Insight also offered to provide her bio, latest psych evaluation, service record, and performance reviews. Everything Meridian Corporation had on her. Correction: everything the police corps had, at least sergeants with his level of clearance. Insight knew that and would only meter out data he was privileged to.

No future promotions in sight, as he was supposed to be retired. But his duties continued because he kept saying yes, and here he was with a trainee a few weeks younger than his son.

“We should go in, shouldn’t we?” Officer Lee asked. “He could take any of a dozen exits and we’re just waiting here.”

Her voice was phlegmy and scratchy. A cold, some might guess, but Miles recognized one of the telltale signs of aggressive hormone and genetic therapy. A lot of the younger cops did it. Who wouldn’t want to be faster, stronger, tougher—everything Meridian could hope for in a recruit?

“That’s his ride,” Miles said. “His wife’s still logged in at work. Cameras confirm it. He’s waiting out the storm and he’ll show.”

“Maybe he got another ride. He has unaccounted for accomplices.”

“You mean friends. None have been tagged for suspicious behavior. They won’t start here, not for a grade school pal they haven’t seen since graduation.”

Insight offered to do a check on said acquaintances, but Miles nixed the search.

“If you’re wrong....”

“Then we catch up with him later. We go in and make him panic, then we have a chase. We let the weather clear, he shows, and we go have a conversation.”

She took out a taser from a holster.

“I said a conversation. We talk. He listens. He comes back with us quietly.”

“If you say so.”

The hail had become rain and it
















[image: image]

































[image: image]




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HE ILED






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





