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Chapter One
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Home, sweet home.

Miles parked his motorcycle in the back lot of the hotel. To one side of his parking spot, a sandblasted runner stripped to its frame. On the other, a cherry red muscle car with a blinking security light inside the cab. 

The hotel’s back wall smelled damp and glistened from a recent scrawl-obliterating pressure washing. Weeds had been plucked and the only trash was the scraps of food wrappers trapped in the fence.

An hour before midnight and the two night workers who lived on his same floor were out in the breezeway under the orange sodium light. The new manager had a speaker playing soft classical music with twangy violas, but it hadn’t cut down on the loitering. Otherwise, he was alone.

Miles pulled the key card out of the ignition, confirmed he wasn’t leaving anything of value on the bike that would get swiped, and rubbed his dog’s neck as the hound stood attentively on the back of the seat. He motioned for the dog to follow as he approached the alley.

The two workers watched him approach. One wore a fur vest and short shorts and heels long enough to make her taller than Miles. The second one Miles knew. They were clad in a pink plastic bodysuit, wore opaque pale makeup and lipstick, and sported heavy boots with dangling laces that made their feet look too big.

“Hatima, how are you tonight?” Miles asked.

“Better, thanks Miles.” Hatima stooped to pet the dog. “And how’s my good boy?”

“The ‘good boy’ is spoiled by another day at the marshal’s office, sitting in air conditioning and getting doted upon while I did paperwork. I have a hand cramp from all the typing. You staying out of trouble?”

Hatima shrugged. “It’s only Tuesday. But yeah, we’ve kept up with the buddy system like you suggested. No one’s harassed us this week.”

“You’ve been eating?”

“Some. Had soup this morning. You give your dog a name yet?”

Miles hadn’t found the animal’s owner since discovering him at a construction site weeks before. A lost dog wasn’t uncommon, but Miles’ dog turned out to be a robot, and an expensive one. 

“Not yet. I’ve been calling him ‘dog.’ He doesn’t mind.”

“Well, he’s a good boy. Yes, he is.”

The dog tried to lick Hatima’s face. 

“You two have a safe night,” Miles said. “Things are quiet out there and I hope they stay that way. And Hatima? Lace up your boots right so you don’t trip.”

Miles left them and used a card to get into the hotel lobby. The hotel had gone through some renovations under the new manager. A camera, the door stayed closed and locked, and the lobby didn’t smell of anything but pine cleanser. But the cheap dive remained an eyesore from the outside, and now that he was through the door, the sounds pressed in. Neighbors shouting, serials playing too loud, a baby crying, and someone in the unit above his moving something heavy across a hard floor. 

Miles’ room was a studio with a kitchenette, fridge, small bathroom, and a sagging bed that occupied most of the floor space. He kept his clothes and few belongings on a chair in the corner. He hung his sidearm and holster before unbuttoning his shirt and deciding whether he had the gas to shower before falling asleep.

The banging upstairs continued unabated, as if his neighbor had friends over and they had brought their furniture. Miles could shut his right ear down, but even half the sound would be enough to drive him mad before sleep asserted itself.

The manager didn’t answer his phone. The dog watched intently as Miles climbed onto the chair and pounded on the ceiling. For a moment, the racket stopped. Then a thump. Scrape. Thump-thump. BANG.

“I’m going to have to go up there,” he said to the dog.

He went out into the hallway. His room was near the stairs and the elevator. As he went to the stairs, he waited for an older woman who was easing herself along, taking one step at a time.

“Good evening, Mrs. Howard.”

Mrs. Howard looked at him and scowled as she tottered past, a cat in one hand, a bag of rubbish in the other. He hiked the steps and pounded on his upstairs neighbor’s door. The big man who answered had a prominent brow and black tattoos on his neck and face. He was wearing a tank top and cargo pants and a bright work light strapped to his forehead that blinded Miles until the man turned it off.

“What?” the neighbor asked.

“I’m from the unit below. It’s late. You’re being loud. I’m hoping you’ll be considerate to everyone in the building and quit whatever you’re working on.”

The man looked Miles over before his face softened. “Oh, dude, I’m sorry.” He put a finger to an ear as if making an adjustment to a hearing device. “I had my ears set to a show. I’ll keep it down.”

Miles craned his neck and saw a partially disassembled car engine in a hoist occupying the center of the room. The mattress was propped up against a wall. A couple of younger boys were sitting and watching their screens, oblivious to their visitor.

“How did you even get that thing up here?” Miles asked.

“Hah. Didn’t fit in the elevator, so we carried it. Had to avoid the manager but we made it!”

“Why?”

“What do you mean why? That’s a straight twelve, dual crank, 650 horse beauty that was going to rust in a back lot unless someone took it off the owner’s hands. Just needs a valve job and some loving.”

“You even have a car for that thing?” Miles asked.

“No. Say, you’re the guy with that big bike. That’s a sweet machine too. A bit bloated, if you ask me.”

“It gets me from place to place. But I leave it parked outside.”

“Yeah, okay, I get it. I’ll be quiet. No more work after ten, I promise. But if you ever need someone to spruce up that machine, I’d be happy to take a look. I’m Domingo.”

“Miles.”

The door closed. Miles went back downstairs. His door stood ajar. Hadn’t he shut it? He pushed it open with his foot. No one inside.

“Dog?”

The robot animal usually answered, but not always. A quick search behind the bed and inside the bathroom confirmed the dog was gone.

“Dog!” he called in the hallway. Listened. No more racket from his loud neighbor. The hotel was quiet enough to hear if the animal was running. He took the stairs to the lobby. Empty. The front door remained closed. He had never seen the dog work a latch and hadn’t considered the possibility. Had the animal gone upstairs and gotten past him?

No, he decided, it hadn’t.

Either someone had entered his room, or the dog had opened the door to let himself out. 

He went outside. Light traffic on the street and a few pedestrians. In the breezeway, Hatima was alone and taking a drag off a stim stick. Miles passed them and looked out at the back lot. Perhaps the animal had returned to his motorcycle. Not there either.

“You looking for your dog?” Hatima called.

“You saw him?”

“Yeah. He ran out to the opposite side of the street.” 

Miles ran.

“Wait, let me finish. That’s when a car pulled up. The dog jumped in and they drove off.”

“A car? What kind of car?”

Hatima laughed. “Weirdest thing. I was hoping they were here for me. It was a limousine, a big one.” 

“Did anyone get out of the car to get the dog?”

“Uh-uh. And your dog just hopped right in like he was expecting a ride. Craziest thing this week. But it was a big black car, if you’re looking.”

The hotel’s front door camera might have caught it. He headed for the lobby. Would wake the manager, and never mind what the manager would say when Miles explained the reason he needed the security footage. 

Before he made it back inside, his phone chimed. He would have ignored it, except it was his son, Dillan.

Dillan sniffed before speaking. “Dad, where are you?”

“I’m home. What’s wrong?”

“It’s Zoe. I don’t know what to do about her. I need your help.”
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Chapter Two 
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Dillan’s eyes were bleary and red. He had his phone in one hand and a tissue in the other. It had taken Miles fifteen minutes to make the ride over to the townhouse. The door had been unlocked. Stir-fry in a pan on the stove, congealed and cold. The dining nook had two place settings.

Miles found his son in the living room and sat next to him on the pillowy couch. All the lights were on in the kitchen and dining room, but no Zoe. 

“Is she home?” Miles asked.

Dillan shook his head. “That’s the thing. She keeps staying at work later and later. She says it’s because she’s almost finished with her PhD and needs to put in the lab time at the greenhouse. I try not to bug her when she’s working, but now she doesn’t answer my texts. Yesterday before midnight she sent a message saying she’s finishing up and then she came home but was too tired to talk.”

“You told her you’re worried?”

“That would require a conversation. She went straight to bed. And now she’s gone again tonight? She’s cheating on me, Dad.”

Miles kept his voice even. He loved his son, but he loved Zoe, too. “How do you know?”

“It’s the only answer. It’s every evening now for a week. And it’s the same excuses. Lab work for her thesis. Says she’s swamped with work at the farm.” 

“Dillan, there could be several explanations for why she’s not answering. Bad signal or she keeps her phone off. Did you call her lab’s number?”

“No. I can’t do that. I don’t want to...get her in trouble or accuse her of anything. But tonight I had the car and I went to the greenhouse to surprise her and bring her dinner. She wasn’t there. That was at seven. Thought maybe she walked home, but I’ve been here for an hour and she’s still not back. I’ve texted and called.”

“Okay. I’ll come with you to look for her.”

“Yeah, no, wait. I can’t have her know I called you. In case...”

Miles sighed. “In case she comes home late again. I think we’re past that.”

“Dad, please. I just need to know if she’s okay.”

“What do you want me to do?”

Dillan blew his nose. “I don’t know.”

“Why don’t you stay put? I’ll go and take a ride. If I spot her walking, I’ll let you know. If I don’t find her or there’s any reason to suspect something happened to her, I’ll call the militia and we’ll put the word out.”

“I...didn’t even think about that. What if she got hit by a car? Or if someone—”

Miles regretted airing any unfounded guesses. “Stop. Just stop, Dillan. She went to work. She’s got her head in her project and keeps her phone off. She probably went out with some of her workmates.”

Dillan groaned. Once again, Miles had said the wrong thing. Going out with a workmate could imply a project partner romance. Par for course, but the words were out. Best to solve this quickly.

Miles got up to leave. “She’s fine. I’ll check in with you soon.”

––––––––
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THE RIDE TO THE LAB and the greenhouse farm where Zoe worked took ten minutes. If Zoe was on foot, the walk couldn’t take more than an hour. Miles employed Insight and targeted anyone walking on the street, and did his best to spot faces in the other vehicles.

He had forgotten to ask if she used a bicycle, but checked each of the two riders he spotted anyway as he made the drive.

Zoe had been Dillan’s second girlfriend since leaving home, and Miles thought she was a keeper. His first was a musician, and she and Dillan had set out for Seraph from River City, intent on starting a band. They split not long after. Dillan still played but also worked at a child therapy office. Miles wasn’t sure how he had met Zoe. He had spent some time with her when she had been his ride during his first case working with the marshal service. To Miles’ embarrassment, what was supposed to have been a surveillance job turned dangerous and they had been involved in an incident with a group of corporate assassins out to abduct the son of an information broker. 

Despite a car chase and getting shot at, Zoe had kept a cool head through it all. Dillan had been furious at Miles.

He pulled up in front of the long gray stone building. Attached was a single-level plastic greenhouse large enough to house several container trucks. Jandro Labs, the discrete plaque next to the front doors read. One in the morning and there were lights on somewhere inside. 

Miles walked to the entrance, looked up at the camera, and rang the doorbell. A voicemail system reminded him of the lab’s operating hours of nine to four in the afternoon and prompted him to leave his name and scan his contact information. And in case of emergency, log onto Seraph net and say, “Emergency.”

He rang again, knocked, and knocked louder, pounding on the door with his metal knuckles and making the glass rattle.

A flashlight caught him in the face from the opposite side of the glass. Miles squinted as a man peered out at him. 

“What do you want?” the man asked.

Miles showed his ID. “Seraph marshal. Can you get that light out of my eyes?”

“You’re a cyborg.”

“So they tell me. If you open the door, I won’t have to shout.”

The man unlocked the door and cracked it open. He was wearing a gray-green jumpsuit, had a key chain on his hip, and smelled of citrus cleaner.

“You the custodian?” Miles asked.

“Sperry.”

“Is there anyone in tonight, Sperry?”

“No. The last of them left at six. I’m wrapping it up here now. Had to replace a toilet. Is there a problem?”

“You know the staff pretty well?”

“Some. Who are you asking about?”

Miles didn’t want to mention Zoe’s name. She was affable and outgoing, so Sperry probably knew her enough to mention a marshal was asking about her.

“I’m checking for a vehicle someone said was parked here associated with someone we’re looking to ask questions, that’s all.”

“Is it something which should concern me?”

“No, it’s not like that. But if you see anything suspicious around here, call the Yellow Tigers.”

“But not you, Marshal...”

“Kim. Militia will get here faster than me. It’s their job to protect the community. Mine’s a routine investigation. Again, no cause to be worried.”

Sperry’s eyes had narrowed. “Uh-huh. Well, I will lock up, then.”

“Have a good night.”

The flashlight clicked off. Sperry locked the door and vanished down the hallway. 

Miles admonished himself for the clumsy approach. But at least he confirmed she wasn’t there, at least according to the custodian. But this was something Dillan already knew.

He returned to his motorcycle and looked at the building. Jandro Labs had a Seraph net page with a bland mission statement. “Agriculture and food research for our future.” The site listed staff, student researchers, and primary donors. Sperry the Custodian wasn’t mentioned, but Miles wasn’t expecting him to be. There was no reason to suspect anything. Miles would bring his office’s resources to bear and start asking other employees if Zoe didn’t turn up, but the ache in Miles’ stomach pointed him to the most obvious conclusion. 

She was indeed seeing someone else. 

It had happened too often in the Meridian Military Police. People who work that many hours together, suffer and endure trials, share victories, have mutual enemies? Bonds grow and romances blossom. Surely the same was true for a research center like Jandro Labs.

Poor Dillan.

His son wasn’t stupid. Calling his father rather than having a frank and uncomfortable conversation with his fiancé was only putting off the inevitable and possibly making it worse. 

Miles would do as he promised and would help where he could, but Dillan would have to do the heavy lifting. 

He rode around the building for good measure, only spotting a single car in the lot. The rest of the neighborhood was silent and dark, a commercial hub near the Green District industrial and urban agricultural zone. He selected the route Zoe most likely might have walked or rode a bike and began a return trip towards their townhouse. If he didn’t see her, he’d follow a second route, and a third, and check any nearby bars or restaurants.

The more he saw of the neighborhood at that hour, a creeping realization occurred that it wasn’t the best area at night. The Green District had a few people here and there, bored youths out too late mostly, but some pricked his dormant instincts and reminded him good things rarely took place at that hour.

A Yellow Tiger patrol coasted past. The cops in the cruisers were invisible behind reflective windows.

He was close to Dillan’s street when he spotted someone sitting on a bench in the small park nearby. Two people, and they were kissing. Even in the faint light he saw neither were of Zoe’s build. He drove on.

His phone chimed. Insight displayed his text message across his eye. Dillan. 

“She’s home. It’s all good, Dad. We had a talk. She’s fine. I’m sorry I got you involved and out so late. Call you tomorrow, okay?”

He pulled over, was about to reply, but stopped himself. Let them have their conversation. It would take more than one. Miles would stifle his own curiosity, for now. But he coasted by the townhouse, anyway.

He pulled up at the corner and walked over. Dillan and Zoe’s voices were coming from their open window. They weren’t quite shouting, but their raised voices didn’t need a bionic ear to overhear. He felt a flush on his cheeks at the thought of eavesdropping. 

Each of the homes had a decorative gate and short walkway leading to the entry. The tiny front yard had enough room for a flower bed, a small tree, or a hedge. Dillan’s place had a few cacti and blue river pebbles. Inside the gate, a bicycle which hadn’t been there before leaned locked against the iron fence.

The neon-orange bike was an unremarkable model, pedal only, no motor, and not meant for off-road riding. Miles entered the gate for a closer look at the saddlebag. Nothing inside except a crumpled tissue and the wrappers to food bars. The bike also had no computer of any kind which might tie into a navigation or health app.

It wasn’t his business anymore. Inside the townhouse, a door slammed. The sense he was intruding was overwhelming. But before he left, he caught a whiff of something off the bike. Apples. A perfume or cleaner scent? An air freshener?

Odd. But this was no longer a mystery for him to solve. He closed the gate quietly as he left. 

He had a missing dog to find.
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Chapter Three
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Lunch break the next day, and Miles picked at a wrap he had ordered from a new food truck parked near the marshal’s office. The wilted lettuce was curled and brown, the tofu rubbery, and the Polynesian sauce so sweet it made his teeth ache. 

He set the unfinished wrap aside on his desk, wiped his fingers on his pants, and checked his device. His son hadn’t returned the text message Miles had sent that morning.

“You two still together?”

No response yet. Too blunt, and he hated the question and everything it implied. Dillan had read the message. Miles had waited all morning for his phone to chime. No leads on the dog, either, but he hadn’t done much more than check with the animal shelter and skim the lost and found ads on Seraph net.

Miles went to the office refrigerator and swapped the wrap with a half box of rice balls from the day before. Bland, filling, and they wouldn’t cause cavities. He carried his lunch into the atrium in the center of the marshal’s office. Normally, this was his boss’s sanctuary, but Marshal Barma was out. Something going on which required his presence at City Hall, a meeting with Sheriff Vaca and Mayor Bedford. Barma would be in a foul mood that afternoon.

But the other marshals and Glenda were out or busy at their desks, so Miles had the atrium to himself.

He called Dillan. 

His son answered quickly. “Hey, Dad, what’s up?” 

“I was hoping for an update.”

“Yeah, I saw your text. I wasn’t sure how to answer because I don’t know. Zoe didn’t talk to me this morning, just left for work. Took the car.”

“What did she say about where she was?”

“She didn’t, at least not at first. Apologized for not calling. Then she said she went out with a couple of friends. When I asked who, she got mad. Told me I was being too possessive. Maybe she’s right. I’m pushing too hard. I just...I was worried. Dad, I love her.” 

“You said you talked. You’ll have to have more than just one conversation. If this is what it looks like...”

“It’s not. I shouldn’t have called you so late and got you involved. I’ll text you later. I have to go.”

Miles looked at his phone for a moment before putting it away. The rice balls were sticky in his mouth. He added soy sauce from a packet and now they were too salty. He ate them anyway. After finishing and washing his hands, he worked for a few hours. Checked Seraph net again, but he held back from creating his own ad. He left a message with the manager of his hotel. Perhaps the front door camera had seen the black limo or whatever car had picked up the dog. Miles could review the footage that evening. 

His neck and shoulders were cramped by the time he rose from his desk and headed for the door.

Glenda peered up from behind her monitor. “You get a call that didn’t go through me?”

“I’m going out to check on something.”

“Finished all your homework and want to sneak out? My screen shows you haven’t filed anything you’ve started today.”

“Why Glenda, dear, you do care,” he said as he slipped out of the office.

––––––––
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HE RODE HIS MOTORCYCLE to Jandro Labs. 

Zoe and Dillan’s silver subcompact was parked in the lot. He found a place in the shade and watched the building. When Glenda texted him, he told her he would file the reports remotely. She countered with the fact he was only just back off administrative leave and his status as a marshal was less than certain and he should toe the line. He replied with “Will you marry me, Glenda?” and that ended the conversation.

But now that he was there, he wasn’t sure what he would do when he saw Zoe. Having your boyfriend’s cop father confront you would only make things worse, his own good relationship with her notwithstanding. Would he stalk her if she headed off again after work? What would uncovering her after-hours activities prove? His private resolve to help needed more thought than he had given it. 

Dillan was an adult. He didn’t need Miles to shepherd him through a tough patch. Hadn’t asked.

At least he was away from his computer. Had time to sit back, breathe in the warm desert air, and watch a corner of Seraph drift by as the afternoon waned. 

If Zoe was deciding to end the relationship, his knowing the facts wouldn’t help Dillan. Miles had his work and a dog to locate.

He reached for the bike’s ignition button when he saw her. She was leaving the lab’s front door alongside a pair of colleagues. She wore an untucked button-down white shirt over charcoal slacks and had her hair tied back. The three waved their goodbyes, with Zoe heading around towards the rear lot.

Miles leaned on the handlebars and kept his head down. But Zoe became immediately preoccupied with her device, pausing at the edge of a curb beneath a flowering myrtle tree. With his right eye, he zoomed in. Her face creased as she sent a text. An unease grew in his midsection. He was spying, intruding, didn’t need to be there. Once she got in her car, she’d leave.

A black van pulled up on his side of the street. Something he would have given minimal attention under most circumstances. No one got out. The person in the driver’s seat had an arm leaning on the window. Whoever was in the passenger seat was staring at the building. Or at Zoe. 

Miles’ imagination, surely. 

Zoe finished with her message and went to her car. When she pulled out of the lot and onto the street, the van started up and pulled out after her. Miles started his motorcycle and followed.

Just a coincidence, he reasoned. Her labs and the other businesses in the area received deliveries, patrons, visitors, and had employees who came and went. The van might be any of those. When Zoe turned, the van turned. When she merged onto one of the major boulevards between districts, it remained a car back and matched her speed. Miles’ bike wanted to go faster but he kept a robot truck between him and the van, occasionally easing to the edge of the lane to confirm Zoe was still there and he wasn’t chasing some random vehicle.

The slim possibility the van was coincidentally driving the same direction as Zoe vanished when she turned off and it veered to follow, as if the driver had been surprised by the maneuver. Miles had no vehicle for cover when he went after the van. His motorcycle didn’t blend in. Balloon tires, shining chrome, big handlebars with frills on the grips he hadn’t gotten around to removing.

Zoe pulled into a parking space on a tree-lined street near several businesses. The van had slowed enough and pulled up into a driveway to a veterinary clinic. Miles drove past them both. If the van driver or its passenger saw him, he didn’t know. Zoe was walking with purpose towards a two-floor building with a brick facade. The business in the building’s front was Keiko’s Hair Barn. Nails, Pedicures, Perms a Specialty. 

Miles made a U-turn and found a spot behind a truck being loaded with bundles of PVC pipe by a material handler. The woman driving the handler scowled but Miles ignored her. 

Zoe hadn’t entered the salon but had walked down the side lot. From Miles’ angle, he couldn’t see what might be there. The two in the van hadn’t left their vehicle. While he wanted to know where Zoe had gone, he felt better watching the van’s occupants. 

He considered calling the Yellow Tigers. But in what way was this a militia problem? The van had broken no laws. Acting creepy didn’t cut it. He needed to know more. And why follow Zoe? Corporate espionage for someone who researched plants? He had to admit he didn’t know enough about what she did. Zoe always seemed eager to talk about anything but her lab work, not that she was secretive about it. Genetic engineering? Reviving strains of plants thought lost? Possible motives for mischief, if profits were involved.

But the men in the van could be anyone. Did she owe someone money? A darker thought: had Dillan hired someone to keep track of her? Again, the not knowing, and again, he reminded himself the van might be nothing and no one and they might drive away at any moment. But they didn’t. So Miles stayed put as well. 

Soon enough, the truck with the pipes was loaded and it drove off. The material handler puttered into the yard and the driver rolled a long gate shut, locking it with a chain and padlock. A few people left an office at one end of the yard. An Open sign winked out. It was early evening, the sun just setting. Quitting time. A couple of ladies exited Keiko’s Hair Barn, the last one out turning the lights off.

Moderate traffic on the four-lane street. Trucks, passenger vehicles, robot delivery dogs. Whereas most people were leaving work, a few more cars and motorcycles pulled up near the building he was watching. Some were dressed up, with suits and short dresses and shiny shoes. A younger crowd. Through it all, the van and its occupants remained in place. As the sunlight faded, a few streetlights came on, as did a neon sign high on the corner of the building behind Keiko’s Hair Barn.

Raz’s.

A bar or club. 

Patrons were now showing up at a steady stream, many parking near Miles as the closest spots were taken. A few limos pulled up out front and even more people got out. No purloined dogs visible, but Miles tracked each limo’s number just in case. After waiting another thirty minutes, he got off his bike and crossed the street. He was shoulder to shoulder with a group of six women in sequined dresses who were laughing too loud and jostling each other as they headed for the club. Bare shoulders, plunging necklines, lots of thigh, and too much perfume.

He tried not to harrumph.

The side lot had a queue as a wiry young man without a shirt checked each patron’s ID before letting them past. A deep bass line rumbled inside. The vibrations made Miles’ teeth ache. When Miles bypassed the line and approached the entrance, the bouncer scowled.

What Miles had thought was hair on the man’s scalp and face were tattoos. The ink might have once been an intricate pattern, but was bleached blue and had spread. 

The splotchy marks made the whites of the bouncer’s eyes shine. “There’s a line.”

“I need to see if someone’s in there. Woman, early twenties, entered maybe an hour ago. Might have been underdressed for this place.”

“No exceptions. You want in to meet your girl, you get in line and pay the door.”

Miles considered showing his ID and badge. Maybe growling. But the bouncer didn’t appear unsettled by Miles’ appearance. And no wonder. While some of the club patrons were well dressed and immaculately groomed, about half wore torn shirts, single gloves, mismatching shoes, and ripped pants. Some had partially shaved heads, and inks, along with asymmetrical oversized piercings, were the rage.

Miles’ skin grafts and metal augmentations fit right in.

While using his credentials would get him inside, it would also make his presence memorable, and for the moment, he wanted to keep things low key.

He considered getting in line, but walked across the street and back to his bike. 

The black van was gone.

Zoe’s car remained in its spot. Miles got comfortable on the bike’s seat and watched. He tried not to check his device as the screen light would draw attention. Then the phone chimed and he checked it.

Santabutra Sin. The Yellow Tiger Militia captain had been busy the past week and they had only managed one late supper together. He put the audio through his false ear and answered as he slipped the phone into his jacket. 

She sounded out of breath. “Are you working?”

“Nah. Still on desk duty pending paperwork. Barma’s loaded me down with his own backlog to, in his words, ‘make my presence worth the resources to pay my wage.’ I took the afternoon off to help Dillan with something. Are you running?” 

Santabutra laughed. One of his favorite sounds in the world. “No. I did that this morning. I just finished changing a tire on my car and thought I’d check to see if your old bones were still up.”

“It’s not that late and I’m not that old. Old doesn’t mean dead. I’m offended.”

“What’s wrong with Dillan?”

Miles hesitated before answering. He had held little back from Santabutra since they started seeing each other. Being evasive was a young person’s game. Plus, Santabutra had spent a few evenings with
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