
NIGHT MARKET RUN

By Marc Porter Gibbons


Table of Contents

Title Page

A Novel

Copyright © 2025 Marc Porter Gibbons | All rights reserved. | No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher. | This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. | Published by Black Lantern Publishing.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Novel


[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright © 2025 Marc Porter Gibbons

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Published by Black Lantern Publishing.





[image: ]


[image: ]

## NOTE ON THE CITY

The city in this novel has no name. It is a composite  built from the canal districts, elevated highways, container terminals, night markets, biomedical corridors, and hawker stalls of several Southeast Asian cities, combined into a single fiction meant to feel like somewhere you could live rather than somewhere you could locate on a map.

The temperature-controlled pharmaceutical logistics industry it depicts is real. The chain-of-custody protocols for clinical trial samples are real. The courier infrastructure that moves medical cargo across cities at night is real. The companies, regulatory bodies, and individuals in this novel are invented.

The six hundred and twelve trial participants are fictional. The disease is not.
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# Chapter 1  Night Contract

The noodle broth was too hot to drink fast, so Linh didn't try. She sat with it in front of her, both hands around the bowl, letting the steam come up against her face. The hawker stall was a converted cart under a corrugated awning, three plastic stools and a folding table that wobbled when you put anything heavier than chopsticks on it. She'd been eating here for two years. The owner, a compact woman in her sixties named Lan, knew not to bring the bill until Linh put her helmet on the table.

It was eleven at night and the city was doing what it always did at eleven at night, which was to say it was doing everything at once. The elevated highway ran forty meters above the stall, a concrete river of lorries and motorbikes that never fully drained. Below it, the street-level market was still half-alive: stall operators rolling down their shutters with the slow resignation of people who'd be back up in six hours, clusters of young men eating at plastic tables exactly like this one, a woman walking with a sleeping child across her shoulder, two monks in saffron moving against the traffic flow with the unhurried authority of people who understood the city on a different timescale than everyone else.

Linh watched all of it. Not deliberately. She didn't decide to watch  her eyes just didn't stop unless she made them. It had been this way since she was a child, this inability to be in a space without mapping it. Her mother used to say she was born anxious. Linh had come to understand it differently. She wasn't anxious. She was calibrating.

Two men at the corner table. They'd been there when she arrived and they were still there now, and they'd eaten nothing in twenty minutes. Not watching her  they weren't stupid enough for that. But their conversation had the quality of something that could pause instantly if the right sound occurred. She noted them and moved on. They were probably waiting for a third person. Or they were fighting about something they didn't want to resolve. Or they were doing a slow handoff of something small and valuable in a public place, which was common enough in this part of the city that she barely registered it.

She ate her noodles. The pork was good tonight  Lan had a supplier who came Tuesdays and Fridays, and this was Friday. The broth had the particular depth that came from bones left too long in water, which was a flaw that had become a signature. Linh appreciated things that had been made consistently, even when the consistency was technically a mistake.

She'd been riding since four in the afternoon. Three runs: a pharmaceutical pickup from the northern hospital district, which was always clean and boring; a private document delivery to a law firm in the central business district, which required knowing which elevator bank served the correct floor and then pretending you didn't know it, because law firms liked to feel like they had security protocols; and a third run that was off the books, a cold-case sealed in a personal cooler from a private address to another private address that she'd been told contained tissue samples from a personal medical procedure, which she'd believed because the client was a visibly wealthy man in his fifties who was very embarrassed and that embarrassment was more convincing than any paperwork. Thirty kilometers total. Her back ached in the specific way that came from the cargo rig's weight distribution rather than from riding itself  the rig was a half-centimeter too far rearward on the mount and she kept meaning to adjust it.

She was forty kilometers from her flat and she didn't want to go there yet.

This was the meal before a run. Not because she knew a run was coming. But because this was when she felt like herself  in the hour before the city asked something of her, eating alone, watching the street.

Her earpiece was in. It was always in.
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The phone buzzed against the table. Lan looked over from behind the cart, long enough to register that Linh was not going to eat any faster, and went back to washing the single pot she washed perpetually.

Bao Nguyen.

She put the phone face down. Picked up her chopsticks. Ate three more bites.

It buzzed again.

She answered. "I'm eating."

"I know." The background behind his voice was too loud  she could hear the specific resonance of a rooftop bar, the particular way that bass music and open sky combined to turn a crowd into a single ambient sound. He was somewhere high up in the central district. He was always somewhere that cost too much. "I have a job."

"Tell me tomorrow."

"Can't. It runs tonight."

She set down her chopsticks. "When did it come in?"

"Two hours ago."

"And you're calling me at eleven."

"I called Pham first. And Chau. And that guy from the south side whose name I always get wrong."

"Rudy."

"Rudy. Yes. None of them could take it."

"What's wrong with it?"

"Nothing's wrong with it." A pause that lasted exactly one beat too long. "It's a time-sensitive delivery. Standard temperature-controlled. The rate is double."

She pulled the bowl toward her and wrapped both hands around it again. The warmth helped her think, or at least gave her hands something to do while her mind worked. Double rate on an emergency job at eleven at night was not unusual  it was the tax for disrupting a courier's schedule, for the short notice, for the premium on same-night service. But Bao had called three other riders before her, and he was usually smarter about sequencing. She was his best closer on difficult runs. He should have called her first.

He hadn't called her first because he'd wanted to give the others a chance to say yes.

"Pickup location," she said.

He gave her an address in the biomedical district  the strip of newer development along the northern canal where the private research facilities clustered. She knew the street. She'd made deliveries to two of the buildings on it.

"Drop location."

"Eastport Warehouse District. I'll text the specific address."

Forty-seven kilometers, roughly. Depending on the route, forty minutes to an hour. She did the math: leaving by midnight, arriving before two, assuming the city cooperated. "Package class."

"Medical supplies."

"That's a category. Be more specific."

"Biological samples. Temperature-sensitive. I'll text you the handling specs. It's not complex  keep it cold, keep it upright, don't open it."

"Who's the client?"

"Medical logistics firm."

"I'm asking who the client is."

"I know what you're asking." The background music shifted  someone changing the playlist. "The end client is a research group. The logistics firm is the contracting party. That's the name on the invoice."

She knew what this meant. It meant the end client didn't want their name on paperwork. This was not rare. Medical research moved through intermediaries for a dozen legitimate reasons: privacy compliance, regulatory classification, institutional liability. She'd carried things before where the actual client was two names removed from the contract. It was inconvenient, not necessarily suspicious.

"What's the drop contact?"

"Name is Thanh. He'll meet you at the destination."

"Number?"

"He'll find you when you arrive."

She looked at the two men at the corner table. They were still sitting there. Still not eating. "I need a direct contact number for the drop. That's not negotiable."

"Linh"

"It's not negotiable, Bao."

A longer pause. She heard him put his hand over the phone, half-muffled exchange with someone. Then: "I'll get you a number. Give me ten minutes."

"Fine." She hung up.

Lan appeared at her shoulder, wordless, and refilled the tea without being asked. Linh nodded. She picked her chopsticks back up. She ate the rest of the noodles without tasting them.

—-
[image: ]


She owned a storage unit on the western ring road  the third one she'd rented, each progressively closer to the city's major arterial intersections, which was the most important location criterion for a courier who valued response time over living costs. The unit was five meters by three, corrugated steel walls, a padlock she'd replaced immediately upon renting and whose key existed in only one place: on her person. She paid six months ahead. She had never been late.

Inside: her tools.

The cargo rig came off the bike first  she checked it over before any run, looking for stress fractures along the mounting brackets, wear on the polymer straps, and the torque on the four bolts that anchored it to the frame. She found nothing wrong. She checked the right bracket anyway, because she always checked the right bracket twice since an incident eighteen months ago when a bracket failure on a night run had cost her a delivery and a client she'd never gotten back.

The thermal liner for temperature-sensitive cargo was stored in a sealed dry bag, kept from humidity that would compromise its insulating properties. She unrolled it, checked the interior surface for damage, and fitted it into the cargo rig's primary compartment. It was good for maintaining a two-to-eight degree window for up to four hours, assuming the ambient temperature stayed below thirty-five. It was thirty-one outside. She had margin.

She changed into her run kit. Dark over-trousers over her riding jeans, a long-sleeved technical shirt that breathed and didn't catch light. She checked her helmet  the interior padding, the chin strap mechanism, the visor for scratches that could distort her vision at speed. Clean. She attached her secondary GPS unit to the handlebar mount beside the main tracker app's display cradle  the secondary was a standalone device that worked off satellite without any courier network overlay. It was her backup. She'd never actually used it as a backup, but it was there.

Prepaid phone, second unit. She tucked it into the interior breast pocket of her jacket. It was charged to eighty percent, which she considered acceptable.

She had a philosophy about weapons. She did not carry them. She had considered this decision carefully and arrived at it through calculation rather than ethics: a weapon changed what police did when they found you, and police finding you was an actuarial certainty at some point in a career built on moving things across a city at night. A courier caught with a package they couldn't explain was a courier with a professional problem. A courier caught with a package and a weapon was a courier in a criminal situation. She preferred professional problems. She could navigate those.

What she carried instead: a titanium glass-break tool on her key ring, which was a legal item with obvious safety justifications; a backup flashlight; a thermal emergency blanket; a small first-aid kit with antiseptic and wound closure strips. Things for when the city made mistakes, not for when people did.

Bao's text came through while she was pulling on her gloves. The handling specs, as promised: temperature range 2–8°C. Do not invert. Do not expose to direct vibration above standard road conditions. Do not open the seal. A second text followed: the delivery address in Eastport, and below it, a contact number with a name she didn't recognize. Not Thanh. A different name.

She looked at this for a moment, then texted back: *This is not Thanh. You said Thanh.*

Bao: *Thanh is the ground contact at the destination. This number is for logistics coordination during the run. Call if you have problems.*

She stared at this. Then she put the phone in her pocket and looked at the number again in her head. Logistics coordination during the run was not a service Bao typically offered. He assigned jobs and he collected his cut. The in-run support was her job. If he was providing a coordination number, someone had asked him to. And that someone had asked for it after the job was already supposed to be arranged.

This was the third thing that didn't fit.

She locked the storage unit. Swung onto the bike. Opened the tracker app to load the route.

The app took eleven seconds to connect. Normally it was three. She noted this, dismissed it as a network-congestion issue  the city's data infrastructure had predictable slow hours, and eleven PM was one of them  and checked the route it generated. Northern biomedical district to Eastport. The app recommended the Central Highway via the interchange. She looked at it. She preferred the secondary route: Canal Road to the Eastern Bypass, less camera coverage, less fixed checkpoint exposure, and she knew every surface variation on it from three years of use. She switched the navigation to her own preferred line.

The route loaded. She set it to ambient mode  route visible but no audio guidance, because she knew the city and audio guidance made her ears less useful for the things she actually needed to listen for.

She kicked the engine over. It caught immediately, the way it always caught, the particular sound of it that she could identify in a crowded street from twenty meters away. There was no other sound in her life this consistent.

She pulled out into the night.
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The biomedical district was quieter than the market area  no street vendors here, fewer pedestrians, the buildings institutional and set back from the road behind security fencing and small car parks. At midnight the car parks were empty and the buildings were dark except for interior emergency lighting and the occasional lit window where someone was working late or had simply never turned off their lamp.

She found the address. It was a mid-block building, four stories, newer construction  the kind of private research facility that had gone up across this district in the last decade as pharmaceutical investment had found the city's skilled labor and lower operating costs. There was no corporate signage on the exterior. This was not unusual for research facilities that housed pre-patent work  you didn't advertise what was inside until you owned the intellectual property. But she noted it.

A loading bay on the building's north side. A single light above the bay door, yellow-tinted, the kind meant to reduce insect attraction. Standing in the bay's shadow: a figure in scrubs. Young. Standing still in the way people stood when they'd been told to wait and were trying to do it without looking like they were waiting.

She pulled in. Cut the engine. Removed her helmet.

The technician was perhaps twenty-five, with the specific look of someone who worked in a controlled environment and had come outside for the first time in hours. A small ink stain on the left cuff of the scrub sleeve. He had a tablet under his arm and a sealed case at his feet. The case was hard-shell, professional medical grade, approximately forty centimeters long and twenty wide. A digital temperature readout was set into the front panel. She could read it from two meters: 4.2°C. A bio-seal strip ran along the closure seam, its integrity indicator showing green.

"Courier?" the technician said.

"Yes."

"I need to see your courier license and the job reference number."

She handed him her license  the actual one, not the false backup. The job was on record with Bao's dispatch network, which meant it existed in a system that police could theoretically access. She had nothing to hide at this level.

He checked it against his tablet. Made a note. Then he walked her through the handling requirements in the manner of someone who had memorized a protocol: case must remain upright, temperature must remain between 2 and 8 degrees, do not subject to impacts beyond normal road vibration, do not open the seal under any circumstances.

She checked the case herself while he talked. She picked it up by the handle and felt immediately that it was heavier than a case this size should be for medical samples. Not significantly heavier  not alarming. But the weight distribution was off. The case's heaviness settled to the left when she held it level. She set it down on the flat surface of the loading bay, level, and examined the exterior. Uniform casing on all sides. No additional compartments visible.

She filed it.

"There's an NDA," the technician said, holding out a tablet with a document on screen.

She read it. Standard non-disclosure language, prohibiting disclosure of the delivery details, the package contents, or the client identity to any third party, with a penalty clause that was specific enough to have been drafted by a real lawyer. At the bottom, a logo she almost missed  small, embossed in the footer: a circular mark with letters she read and stored: VeriGen.

The NDA asked for her name, her courier license number, and her vehicle registration.

She signed with a false name she kept for exactly this purpose  a complete identity with consistent initials that she used whenever a signature would enter a private client database. The courier license number she gave was her real one, because it was already on the document they'd verified. The vehicle registration she transposed two digits of.

The technician didn't check. He sent the signed document to whatever system received it, and then gave her a verification code for the delivery: six digits, which she memorized immediately and did not write down.

"Who does the verification code go to at delivery?" she asked.

"The receiving contact will ask for it."

"Thanh?"

A beat. "Yes."

She loaded the case into her cargo rig. The thermal liner wrapped it securely. She checked the temperature readout  still 4.2°C. She checked the bio-seal strip  still green. She locked the cargo cover.

The technician was already retreating into the bay door. He was going back to whatever room he'd come from, and she glimpsed it briefly: the clean-room partitions she'd expected, the equipment she recognized  centrifuge, laminar flow cabinet  and a wall-mounted display with columns of data she read as clinical trial outputs. Patient group, control group, measurement markers. The display was active, which meant someone inside was working, and the technician was going back to them.

The bay door closed. The light above it clicked off.

She was alone in the loading bay with a case she wasn't allowed to open, carrying data she wasn't allowed to understand, heading to a destination whose primary contact she'd never spoken to.

She put her helmet on. She started the engine.

The tracker app was open on the dash display. It loaded the route. As she pulled out of the loading bay, she watched the screen and saw something she'd register only later as significant: in the lower corner of the display, a small status tag on her active job. The tag read, in text small enough to miss at speed: *FLAGGED  pending review.*

She was already moving. She filed it with everything else and rode into the night.
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# Chapter 2  Lab Transfer

The building had no sign.

This was the first thing she noticed as she turned into the loading bay approach. The biomedical district ran three kilometers along the northern canal, and every facility in it had some form of exterior identification  a company name at minimum, often a logo, sometimes a board listing the tenants if the building was shared. It was a professional community. People in it wanted to be known as part of it.

This building had nothing. Four stories, newer construction, a blue-gray cladding that absorbed rather than reflected the canal-road streetlights. The windows were all dark except for two on the second floor, where interior light showed through frosted glass. The loading bay had a single lamp above its roll-up door  yellow, low-intensity, the kind meant to discourage insects  and a figure standing in the bay's shadow who had clearly been waiting for some time.

She pulled in. Cut the engine. Removed her helmet.

The technician was perhaps twenty-five, wearing non-branded medical scrubs in a shade of dark green that was close enough to black in the loading bay's yellow light. He had a tablet under his arm and a sealed transport case at his feet. He had the particular stillness of someone who'd been told to wait outside at midnight and was managing their discomfort with it by concentrating very hard on the door in front of them. When she dismounted, he looked up, and she read on his face a sequence of micro-expressions that she'd learned to track in clients who had more riding on a delivery than they were supposed to: relief that she'd arrived, anxiety about the time, and behind both of those, something harder to name. Unease with his own role in what he was doing.

Small ink stain on his left cuff. Dark blue. The size of a thumbprint.

"Courier?" he said.

"Linh Tran." She stepped forward. "You have the package."

"I need your license first. And the job reference."

She gave him her courier license  the real one, not the backup. The job existed in Bao's dispatch network and would have been cross-referenced against the client system, so the name on the license needed to match. She gave him the job reference number from Bao's confirmation text.

He checked both against his tablet. Made a note with a stylus, which she watched: he wrote in a tight script, abbreviated, the notation of someone whose working method was still partly analogue. Not a clean-room tech. Someone who worked at the boundary between the digital record and the physical object, where the official log was one thing and the working reality was another.

"The handling requirements," he said, and walked her through them in the manner of someone who had been told to say these specific words: temperature range 2°C to 8°C, case to remain upright at all times, no impacts beyond normal road vibration, seal must not be broken under any circumstances.

She let him finish. Then she crouched and picked up the case herself.

Hard shell, professional medical grade, approximately forty centimeters long by twenty wide by fifteen deep. The handle was centered on the long axis. A digital temperature display on the front panel read 4.2°C. A bio-seal strip ran the full perimeter of the closure seam, its integrity indicator showing green. She turned the case slowly in her hands, assessing its weight and balance, the way she assessed every package before loading it.

The weight was right for what it should contain. But the distribution was off. When she held it by the handle and let it hang, the case's weight settled to the left. Not dramatically  not enough that anyone handling it carelessly would notice. But she held every package the same way, and she noticed.

She set it down on the flat surface of the loading bay and examined the exterior. Uniform casing on all sides. No visible seam other than the closure seam along the top, whose bio-seal was intact.

She filed it. The case had something in its base.

"There's documentation," the technician said. He turned his tablet to show her a new screen. "Standard non-disclosure for third-party couriers on sensitive research material."

She read it. The language was precise  drafted by someone who understood courier liability, not just research confidentiality. The prohibitions were: no disclosure of the delivery details, the package contents, the client identity, or the route taken. Penalties were specific. At the bottom of the document, in the footer where contract parties often put their institutional logos: a small circular mark. She read it as she would read any detail she expected to need later: VeriGen Biotech.

The NDA asked for her name, her courier license number, and her vehicle registration number.

She signed with a false name she maintained for exactly this purpose  complete, consistent, with matching initials she'd used for three years on private-client documentation that she didn't want entering databases under her real identity. She gave her real courier license number because it was already on the document they'd verified. She transposed two digits of the vehicle registration.

The technician didn't cross-check. He sent the signed document to the receiving system and then waited for a confirmation on his tablet. When it came, he showed her the delivery address  a warehouse in the Eastport district, a contact name.

"Thanh," she read.

"Yes. He'll receive the case and complete the handoff documentation."

"I need a contact number for Thanh."

"He'll meet you at the destination."

"I need a number." She held his gaze. "If there's a problem in transit  weather, traffic, mechanical  I need to be able to notify the receiving contact directly. That's standard protocol."

He seemed to be considering whether this fell within his authority. He looked at his tablet. He typed something. "I'll put a relay number in the job record. You can reach the destination team through that."

Not a direct number. A relay. She noted this.

She loaded the case into her cargo rig. The thermal liner seated around it cleanly  she'd sized the liner for exactly this case category. She checked the temperature display one more time: 4.2°C. She checked the bio-seal: green. She locked the cargo cover and tested the case's stability in the rig with two firm pushes, front and side. Solid.

The loading bay door began to descend. The technician was already retreating inside.

She had one second before the gap closed. She looked.

Clean-room partitions on the near side, the equipment she expected  centrifuge, laminar flow cabinet  and on the far wall, a display she wouldn't have been able to read in more time, but which she registered as a clinical data output: patient cohort table, measurement columns, a block of rows highlighted in a color that usually indicated variance from baseline. The display was active. Someone was working with the data, at midnight, in an unlabeled building.

The door completed its descent.

She put her helmet on. She opened the tracker app. Three seconds to connect  slightly slow, she noted, and assumed the late-night data congestion she'd seen before. The route loaded and she set it to ambient mode. She pulled out of the loading bay.
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The canal road was mostly freight at this hour. She held the right side of the road and let the trucks have the left, and she settled into the particular quality of attention that long night runs required  not focused on any single thing, but open to everything at once, the road ahead and the mirrors and the ambient sound of the engine and the case's weight behind her.

Bao's text had come through while she was loading: the specific warehouse address in Eastport, a confirmation of the contact name, and below that, a number preceded by: *Logistics coordination  call if needed.*

She'd tried the number from a backup phone before leaving the biomedical district.

Voicemail. Generic recording, no name.

She thought about this while she rode. A logistics coordination number that went to an unnamed voicemail was either a relay line manned only during certain hours, or a number that had been provided as a formality  something to put on the documentation  without the expectation of it actually being used. Neither interpretation was entirely reassuring.

What she knew about VeriGen Biotech she'd assembled over the last twelve minutes. News search, three articles: a major research announcement seven weeks ago  Phase III clinical trial for a gene-expression therapy, metabolic disease application, stock up significantly on announcement. A follow-up article from three weeks later noting regulatory scrutiny of the trial methodology  stock volatile. A financial market piece from last week: VeriGen's acquisition talks with a larger pharmaceutical group had accelerated, deal potentially contingent on trial verification.

She understood the broad shape of it now, even without the specific details. A clinical trial at a critical verification stage. Samples that needed to be authenticated before a deadline that was connected to a financial transaction. And an emergency supplementary courier arrangement made at midnight because the primary channel had been disrupted.

The canal road met the Eastern Bypass. She turned north and picked up speed.

She thought about the weight distribution in the case. Left-heavy. A medical sample rack loaded at one end, or a secondary compartment in the base. She'd carried chain-of-custody documentation in physical form before  for pharmaceutical trials, for legal proceedings, for corporate IP transfers  and it often accompanied the physical samples because the legal value of the samples depended entirely on the paper trail. Or in this era, the digital trail. A drive. A signed authentication log.

She thought: what makes a physical sample worth more than its chemistry is the signature of the person who verified it.

She thought: what makes that signature worth anything is the continuity of the record between collection and verification.

She thought: if you wanted to invalidate a clinical trial result, you wouldn't tamper with the samples  you'd break the chain of custody. Create a gap in the record. Establish reasonable doubt that these were the samples collected at the authorized time and place, by the authorized protocol.

The bypass ran elevated here, above the repair shops and warehousing of the city's mid-ring industrial district. To the east, the port cranes were lit against the sky  she could see them from fifteen meters up, red lights on the boom ends pulsing in the slow aviation-warning rhythm. The Eastport terminal. She had thirty kilometers still.

Her earpiece was live. She thought about calling Bao again and decided against it. She'd extracted what she could from him before pickup. Anything he added now would be in response to her questions, which meant it would be shaped by what he wanted her to know rather than by what she needed to know. She was better with what she had and her own analysis of it.

She ran the job's structure through her head instead.

A legitimate medical research company  VeriGen  needed samples transported for verification. Their normal licensed courier was offline due to a licensing audit. They went through Bao's network, which operated in the space between licensed and unregistered, and arranged an emergency transfer. Double rate for short notice and for the risk of using an unregulated channel. The end contact  Thanh  was presumably a regulatory verification scientist, given the destination was a warehouse that would need to function as a field verification point.

All of this was explainable. Medical research moved through unofficial channels more often than the regulatory framework liked to acknowledge. The legitimate reason was expediency  formal licensed couriers had documentation windows that didn't accommodate emergency transfers. The less legitimate reason was that official channels created records that could be audited.

The distinction between those two reasons was the thing she couldn't determine from here.

She was eight kilometers from the Eastport district boundary when the tracker app made a sound she'd never heard from it before.
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Not an alert chime. A system sound  the specific electronic tone of a network handshake, the kind that happened when two systems exchanged authentication. She looked at the display.

The route was showing correctly. Her position marker was current. The speed and heading data were accurate.

But in the status corner of the display, where the job tag usually showed nothing after a run was accepted and confirmed, there were two lines of text.

She couldn't read them safely at eighty kilometers per hour. She found a service lane cut-in beside the bypass  a gap in the road barrier that freight trucks used for breakdowns  and pulled off. The engine ticked.

She read the screen.

First line: *ROUTE ADVISORY: Alternate path recommended via Port Road South. Delay at Eastern Freight Gate reported.*

Second line: *JOB STATUS: FLAGGED  external review pending.*

She looked at the timestamp on the second line. It had appeared fourteen minutes ago  while she was still on the canal road, early in the run.

She had not seen it. She'd been watching the road, not the status corner. The flag had been there for fourteen minutes.

She photographed the screen with her phone. Then she called Bao.

He answered on the second ring. "Everything okay?"

"My job has a status flag. It appeared fourteen minutes ago. I'm looking at it now."

A pause. "I can see it from my system." His voice had the texture of someone choosing their words under pressure. "I flagged it to check something."

"You flagged your own job?"

"I got a query I wanted to verify."

"What kind of query?"

"An external query through the client data channel." He paused again. "When a job is logged, the client has a real-time status link. They receive updates. But the query that came in tonight wasn't a status receive  it was an active query. The client side reached into my system and asked for your current route data."

She looked at the route advisory still showing on her screen. *Port Road South.* "Someone queried my route."

"Yes."

"And then a route advisory appeared on my display."

A long pause. "I didn't generate that advisory."

"I know."

"Linh"

"The advisory is pushing me to Port Road South. Who has write access to my navigation display?"

"In theory, only the network's own system. In practice  if someone built a query protocol on the client side that could also write to the courier's navigation overlay, they could generate an advisory. It's a vulnerability I didn't know existed."

"Who does that kind of thing?"

"Corporate security teams. Logistics management platforms. Anyone who wants to know where a courier is and also wants to influence where they go."

She thought about this. She thought about who wanted to move her to the south road. Either someone who wanted to help her avoid an actual traffic delay at the eastern gate  in which case this was benign, if alarmingly unauthorized  or someone who wanted her to go south for a reason that had nothing to do with traffic.

She thought about the two motorbikes she'd been aware of for the last four kilometers. Not tailing her  she wouldn't call them tails yet, not with only four kilometers of data. But present at a consistent distance, in the left lane, moving at a speed that matched hers rather than the traffic flow around them.

"I'm not taking the south road," she said.

"I wouldn't."

"The route advisory  can you remove it from my display?"

"I can override the flag. Give me thirty seconds." She heard keyboard sounds. "Done. If the advisory reappears, it means whoever generated it has the ability to write to your display directly, not through my system."

"Understood." She looked at her mirrors. The bypass stretch behind her was visible for a quarter kilometer. No motorbikes in view  the service lane cut-in had taken her out of the traffic flow. "One more thing. The route advisory said there's a delay at the Eastern Freight Gate. Is there?"

Keyboard sounds. "No active delays reported on the eastern freight gate."

"Then the advisory was false."

"Or the information it was based on was false."

"Same thing." She put the bike in gear. "I'm going to the original address. Answer your phone."

"I will."

She rode.

—-
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She kept the motorbikes in mind for the next twelve kilometers.

There were two of them  she confirmed this at the junction where the bypass connected to the port access road, where the traffic slowed for a construction closure in the left lane and she had a longer window to check her mirrors. Both bikes were dark-colored, both riders in full-face helmets that told her nothing. They were maintaining approximately eighty meters  too close to be coincidental, too far to be threatening. The specific distance of someone who wanted to keep you in view without committing to an approach.

She thought about her options. Going faster on the port access road would create a gap she couldn't sustain  the road narrowed at the freight gate, and anything above a certain speed put her in conflict with the heavy vehicles that owned this road. Going slower would compress the distance and force a decision. She didn't want to force a decision on a road with this kind of restricted geometry.

She thought: I know this city. They may not.

She thought about the night market district, four kilometers west. Dense, slow, chaotic  the worst possible environment for maintained-distance surveillance. If they were following her with any
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