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Chapter One

[image: ]


Miles held Santabutra Sin’s warm hands as they leaned conspiratorially close to one another over the corner of the table. The lentil Bolognese cooled in the bowls in front of them. Miles’ dog Ghost lay curled at his feet.

From the kitchen, Miles’ son Dillan argued in hushed tones with Zoe, his fiancé. 

“Aren’t you going to go in there and referee?” Santabutra whispered.

“I may be reckless, but not suicidal.”

“Feels like we should do something. Maybe turn the music up so we can’t hear what they’re saying.”

“The ethical thing to do would be for both of us to turn our auditory implants down.”

She sipped wine. Unlike Miles, her artificial ear was her only augmentation. Miles’ right arm up to his shoulder had been replaced, along with part of his face, his right eye, and right ear. A multifunctional Insight module wired to his brain helped with his cybernetics while providing physiological and environmental information, targeting assistance, memory and visual recall, interface with his mobile device, and could tell time. 

At the moment, it piped white noise into his ear as it suffered through its third reboot of the day. 

Her dark eyes studied him. “How did it go with Marshal Barma yesterday?” 

“It was just paperwork. I’m not going back.”

“Famous last words. I heard he’s settled some of your legal hurdles. Coming from Barma, that’s the red-carpet treatment.”

He shrugged. “He’s hinted as much. Not having any outstanding warrants is enough to make me happy. And I have a few proposals on the table for security consultation.”

“Word’s gotten out. Any tempting offers?”

“No. But I need to eat.”

From the kitchen, Zoe shouted, “Will you just drop it?”

Santabutra and Miles paused their conversation as if waiting for a burning fuse to trigger an explosion. It never came.

They both drank. Synth bass music drifted from the sound system. Miles nodded slowly along to the rhythm, never having cared for the style until he started attending Dillan’s live performances.

Her face warmed to a smile. She swiped stray gray hairs from her eyes. “The Tigers could always use you as a freelance specialist.” 

The Yellow Tigers were the private militia who supplied law enforcement services within Seraph city limits. She remained a senior officer. 

“Like they’d touch me with a ten-foot pole.

“I could facilitate the paperwork. Part time, no running into burning buildings or getting into shootouts.”

“What’s the fun in that? I’m more concerned about you keeping your own head down after this week’s fiasco of yours that made the headlines.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Fiasco’s a strong word. The first units into that warehouse raid were a little premature on their all-clear. None of my people got seriously hurt. Besides, my burner never even came out of my holster.”

“I thought they trained you better than that.”

“It’s all about de-escalation with the new mayor. Sometimes it works.” She leaned back and considered him. A half-glass in and her cheeks were flush. “I like this.”

“Whispering awkwardly with me while those two have an argument in the kitchen?”

“No, silly. You. Almost smiling, concerned about me and my backside. Us together, having a pleasant time. It’s like you’ve come out of your shadow, at least a little.”

He gazed at the wine in his glass as he swirled it. 

“Don’t get funky on me, Kim. I know you’ve been through a lot and I’m calling you out on making progress. I don’t know anyone who’d crawl through what you have without damage. But I still think you should talk to someone.”

“I’m talking to you.”

“You know what I mean. A professional. No pills, no machines, just a neutral party who can help you frame what you’ve experienced. You were a cop. You know it helps sometimes.”

His Insight module pinged. It had completed its reboot and was juggling network notifications when a voice call arrived. Ghost, as if sensing a disturbance, looked up from under the table before returning to his nap.

Marshal Barma, according to the Caller ID. The Insight module provided a screen full of options, including a history of messages, Barma’s bio, and a red button unpressed labeled Ignore.

Santabutra must have seen the flicker in his eyes as he considered the call. 

“Go on, take it.”

Rising, he exited through the back door onto the townhouse’s small porch. 

From the kitchen, Zoe shouted, “Stop apologizing for everything!”

Dillan emerged, muttering an apology to them as he fidgeted and slumped into a chair. Santabutra wore a compassionate expression as she got up, patting Dillan’s shoulder before entering the kitchen.

A wave of guilt as Miles clicked the slider closed.

Throat clearing punctuated Barma’s husky voice. “Kim, thanks for answering.”

“What do you want?”

“Nice to speak with you, too. I got something on my desk that’s right up your alley. Easy scut work that pays.”

“Not interested. I’m busy. You could have sent a text.”

“Wait, don’t hang up. You know you’re the only one not in the department I can trust with a discrete investigation.”

“Discrete isn’t easy. Is that why you’re calling? Don’t trust that your texts won’t be read?”

“They listen to voice calls too. But seriously, Kim, this would be a big help. What else are you going to do for lunch money? Here you get to pretend you’re still a cop, do some good, help catch bad guys, and not have to worry about the paperwork.”

He wanted to ask why Barma wouldn’t just have a deputy handle the case in their off-time. But the question would give Barma an in and he’d assume Miles was curious about the case. 

“I’m sorry, my answer’s the same. Maybe you need to spend a little time developing new contacts to do your side investigations.”   

“I thought I’d start with the best.”

“Flattery your new angle? I’m with my family. If that’s all you have for me, I’m going to wish you a good night.” 

A hard blink and the call would end.

“It involves Kitty Fish,” Barma said.

Kitty, eldest daughter of Genady and Beatrix Fish and sister to Agatha. The wealthiest family in Seraph and arguably the most powerful. Kitty, the tech-savvy, bored, aristocrat genius who had put a bounty out on him to keep him from meddling in her affairs. She had him abducted. It was because of her he had been dragged across the desert to the Seguro prison for memory manipulation and brain wiping. 

She had never seen justice. 

Miles and the surrounding people were pieces on a chessboard. Kitty Fish fed on chaos.

“I’m listening.”
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Miles checked his burner. 

He had run a diagnostic on it before bed. Power core seals intact. Levels at 100%. No microfractures anywhere. 

“Trigger lock off,” Insight confirmed.

The weapon slid into the thigh holster.

A discrete investigation. 

How was that possible when everything involving the Fish family spiraled out and grew tumorlike over anything they touched? Except for their youngest daughter Agatha, he reminded himself. Bright, charitable, and eager to break the mold. But Barma wanted eyes on Kitty. Miles needed to know more.

He popped his motorcycle’s kickstand and got off. Ghost bounded down to the sidewalk next to him. Immediately picked up on a scent and spent way too long examining a sickly green weed growing from the gutter. 

A snap of the finger and the dog joined him inside the entryway of the Marshal’s office. Tinted glass doors, posted safety notices, and a black drone fixed to the top of the second security door with a weapon muzzle pointed at him. Its glass eye stared.

“Open up, Glenda.”

The door buzzed. The drone relaxed a little as Ghost preceded Miles into the office. Three marshals worked at their desks. Glenda sat closest to the entrance, her diminutive form wrapped in a flak vest, AR glasses on her face, and red hair up in a bun. 

She wore a heavy pistol in an appendix-carry holster. “I didn’t expect to see you through these doors again.”

“We’re both too old to be doing this.”

“Some of us like our jobs. And what’s this exactly? Barma hasn’t told me why our office needs to expense an independent contractor.” 

This last quip came with no hint of humor. He had quit working for them and she had a job to do.

“Leave it to Barma to fill you in.” 

She tapped a tablet on her desk. “Visitors sign in.”

“Skip it,” Barma called from his back office. “Come in, Miles.”

Ghost busied himself investigating the breakroom as Miles went to join Barma. The imposing man fiddled with a screwdriver and filing cabinet.

Miles took a chair. “Problem?”

“Key broke. I don’t suppose you have a multi-tool in that arm of yours?”

“I left it at home and took my old, bare-bone model out for a spin. Let’s get to the point of why I’m here.”

Barma maneuvered around him and shut the door before settling in hard into the swivel chair behind the desk. A foil-wrapped sandwich filled with lumpy white-and-pink mystery spread waited on top of a collection of papers. Barma pushed it all aside and opened a tablet computer.

“Kitty’s been going to meetings downtown with her daddy. Business suit, makeup, and sensible heels.” 

He turned the device so Miles could see the photos. The last time Miles had seen her, she had been wearing an almost comic trench coat before her henchman pulled a bag over Miles’ head. Usually, she spent her days lounging at home. 

But here she was, her dark hair back, wearing a brown three-piece suit, a valise case in hand, emerging from a silver limo and hurrying up the steps to the Caliper Club. 

Her father, Genady, was a few steps behind her. Compact build, black suit, buzzed hair, and hard eyes. He was the head of Founder Corp. He had his fingers in every affair where credits flowed. A healthy percentage always made it back into his gravity well.

Miles took a screen grab of the image with his Insight module. “So she’s gotten into the grown-up game of Seraph business. You don’t normally do white-collar crime.”

“My office has been branching out. But you’re right. Business crimes like bribery are Yellow Tiger territory. We have an informant who told us Founder Corp paid off city inspectors on the Green District grav-train depot project. When my office informed the Tigers, they promptly ignored the lead.”  

“Not a surprise, considering the Fishes are shareholders. Why were you even photographing this in the first place? Genady wouldn’t dirty his hands with anything that menial.”

“No, but he was meeting with someone who would.”

“A fellow member of the club? Otherwise, they’d need a booster seat for the big table. Doubt many city employees do lunch there.”

“They do if Genady invites them.”

“This sounds like straight-forward police work.” Miles leaned back. “Am I getting paid for showing up here? Because I’ve got laundry to do.”

“You’re probably aware Genady footed the bill for the downtown Sundial Square renovation.”

“Hard to miss. His name’s on everything.”

“A lot of that going on lately. As if he’s no longer content with keeping Founder Corp and his own brand off his projects. The Fish family going legit, which means he’s more sensitive to bad press and public opinion.”

“I still don’t see how this involves me.”

“Give me a minute, okay? There are more rail lines finishing up. All need their infrastructure. There are land deals going down with Founder Corp involved through proxy companies doing the buying. Glenda’s got the office AI probing the various splinternets on clues, but they’ve been hard to come by. And then our snitch in Founder Corp went missing.”

“Any signs of foul play?”

Barma smirked. “They had an apartment—more of a squatter box—out in Bright Blocks. We’re on that. But then there’s the glaring fact that we hear nothing untoward happening with a dozen deals that pave the way for our transpo-baron’s latest round of expansions. It’s squeaky clean. Even small-time deals have leaks, missteps, a form or two going unfiled, an enviro report getting ‘accidentally’ deleted or edited. You  know.” 

“So Genady has brought his girl on board and you think she’s the one greasing the wheels or covering the tracks of Founder’s latest projects. Maybe she’s just good at her job.”

“This is the last picture we got before my office received a nastygram from the pro tem mayor’s office, signed also by the sheriff, to not harass members of the Caliper Club. I had one marshal there for two hours and landed a complaint.”

“Have you considered it has nothing to do with the Fishes and more to do with the fact the club has good security?”

“Hell of a coincidence. There’s a missing inspector who either ran, got paid to run, or is lying in a shallow grave twenty klicks out in the desert. Genady is having a mid-life coming out as a Seraph benefactor. And Kitty Fish is at his right side, lending her skills to his machinations.”

Miles’ Insight module defined machinations, forcing him to blink a few times to dismiss the vomit of words scrolling across his eyeball.

“You expect me to go to the club and invite myself in? I’ve done it before and I think they have my picture on the maître d’s lectern as a Do Not Serve.”

“Nah. The club’s just a location. I want you to see what Kitty’s up to. After everything she did during your brief time as a Seraph peace officer, our file on her suggests she’s nose deep in bad stuff. She’s whip smart but arrogant. If she has anything sticking to her we can connect to daddy, I want it.”

Miles felt acid rolling in his stomach. “But you want me to go at this off the record.”

Barma heaved a sigh. “Not exactly. You’ll be on the payroll as a CI. And I don’t need you to do anything a normal citizen couldn’t do. But you’ve got the wiles to not get caught doing something stupid.”

Ghost scratched at the door. Miles ignored the sound. The whimpering intensified until he let him in and patted his neck.

“Do I have your attention, Kim? Get pictures. Find out who she’s meeting face-to-face. Genady isn’t going to be touched by anything I can bring to bear, even if he walks down Main Street popping off burner rounds.”

“There are private eyes who won’t be recognized as easily as me. Kitty knows this face.” 

“None that I trust.”

“I won’t spot her committing a felony while standing outside on the street.”

“And that’s not what I’m expecting to find. I want people inside the Seraph civic offices willing to take payouts in order to not do their job. Inspectors who ignore safety regs. Suppliers who get kickbacks and provide shoddy materials to vital infrastructure where good citizens like yourself might get hurt. I at least want Genady Fish to have to try a little harder.”

“You want to keep a lid on a simmering pot.”

Barma waved off the comment. “I don’t cook much these days. But Seraph does better when the crooks stick to the shadows and the people who profit from them at least pretend they’re not benefiting from gross acts of peculation.”

The definition of peculation is—

“Shut up, Insight,” Miles murmured.

“What’s that, Kim?”

“All right. I’ll do it.” 

“Good. Can you start today?”
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Chapter Three
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The inside of the charity kitchen dining room smelled of sautéed onions. Condensation coated the front window and glass door. Miles’ bike stood parked just outside. Ghost remained seated where Miles had left him, bolt upright and alert, on the bike’s seat.

Miles stepped past the Wet Floor sign and headed for the service counter. Steel steam tables simmered. The clatter of pots and pans came from beyond the swinging doors. A muscular man carrying a mop bucket straightened stiffly from behind the counter. Froze when he saw Miles.

White apron, white t-shirt that barely contained his biceps, and a braided beard covering a face full of old burn scars. 

He garbled but Miles couldn’t understand a word of it.

“Hello, Henrik.”

Before Miles could make his request, the man fled into the kitchen, with mop water splashing everywhere. A girl in her mid-teens wearing a long, earth-tone-patterned dress emerged a moment later. A tumble of curls topped her head, held down by a hairnet. Her bangs almost concealed her eyes. 

Dimples formed as Agatha Fish smiled. “Mr. Kim!” 

She rushed to hug him. He hugged her back while keeping an eye on Henrik, who had followed her back out. He now held a meat tenderizer.

“Good to see you too, kid. How have you been?”

“Oh, you know. Working. Just cleaned breakfast and now we’re getting ready for the lunch rush.” She turned to Henrik and began signing. Miles’ Insight module translated. “It’s okay. He’s a friend. You remember Miles.”

“I remember,” Henrik replied, his hands firm with anger. 

Henrik had assisted Agatha in running away when her parents were using her as a pawn in one of their little wars. He had attacked Miles in the belief he had been there to hurt Agatha. The militia working for Genady Fish had then shot Henrik.

Miles hadn’t seen him since that day but heard the man had been cleared of all charges after the dust had settled. 

With Insight helping, Miles’ own efforts at signing were stiff and unpracticed. “I’m glad to see you’ve recovered. It’s good that you’re able to work and that Agatha has you as a friend. I’m here to speak with her.”

Henrik grunted before leaving them for the kitchen.

“He doesn’t like me,” Miles said.

“He’s just very shy. I’m happy you’re here to visit. But we are short-handed today. Unless you have a couple hours to help set up? We’re doing vegetable curry with rice and a split pea soup. You know how to work a blender?”

“Sure. I have an adapter for my arm. But I can’t stick around.”

She laughed. Blushed, even. Then frowned. “Is there trouble?”

“I honestly don’t know. I wanted to ask you about your sister. See Kitty much lately?”

“You know us. Like peas in a pod. We have tennis later and we’ll be dining at the Caliper Club because they make the best compressed watermelon steaks and algae caviar. And then it’s a holographic carnival at the Pearl Theater. We’ve even got coordinating outfits. I’ll get my hair and nails done right after washing the lunchtime pots.”

“I’m serious.”

“Sorry, Mr. Kim. No, I haven’t seen her much. I don’t get home too often.”

An old yet familiar unease wormed through his belly like a constrictor snake. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m okay. But it’s Mom who’s a pain to be around. I can’t take much of it. She went from training and exercise three times a day to not even coming out of her room. I’ve been staying with my friend Greta. She has a studio apartment near the uni.”

“Are you safe there?”

She made a face that he had seen on a teenage Dillan hundreds of times. As if Miles had asked her if she knew how to tie her shoes.

“Listen, kid, I don’t doubt you know how to handle yourself. But you need a parent. And there’s people who’d snatch a Fish girl for an easy payday.”

“Daddy knows where I am. He sends patrols by. It’s really annoying. And I think my sister spies on me, not that she’d do anything if someone came to murder me in my sleep.”

“She comes around?”

“Not in person, no. But there are local cameras that track me and delivery dogs who make detours when I get picked up to come here. In fact, she might be watching now.”

Agatha nodded towards a security camera looking down at them.

She smirked. “Made you look. That’s closed circuit.”

“What’s up with Beatrix?”

“Oh, you know Mom. Before, she spent more time doing laps in the pool than being a parent. Recently, she’s discovered pills. She was alive and making sounds last time I was there.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me too.”

“So you go home sometimes.”

She nodded. “I miss Celia. She’s back working at the mansion. I make sure she’s okay. She cares for Mom and has called the doctors whenever there’s an issue. Which has happened a few times over the last two months.”

“You’ve been through a lot.”

“I even spend time with Dad when he’s got an evening. It’s not all gloom and doom with me. How about you, Mr. Kim? I see you’ve got fresh scars.”

“Every tenth one gets me a new upgrade. Perks of being a former Meridian employee. So how does Kitty spend her time? Is she still at the house?” 

“I guess. She’s kept her old room. Pretty much has the run of the place. House is big enough that she and Mom never have to see each other. Even so, there are nights when I am there where she doesn’t come home.”

“She’s been working with your dad.”

A shrug. “He doesn’t talk about work. I don’t let him.”

He appraised her. “And when you are home, you’d never dig into your sister’s stuff to...you know.”

“Snoop? Oh, heavens no, Mr. Kim. Celia does that for me.”

“And what does Celia say?”

“That Kitty has a new group of friends. That her clothes reek of herb cigarettes, although Kitty doesn’t smoke. Celia also knows Mom’s driver picked her up more than a couple of times from a place called Club Mareo.”

***
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THE RITZY DOWNTOWN club didn’t open until evening. Still, driving by Club Mareo gave him time to get a feel of where he’d be lurking, with plenty of spots to surveil the place once the sun set.

A stiff wind blew. The sky was clear. Late winter, and Seraph looked the same. 

He endured the modest traffic as he navigated the route to the Founder Corp high-rise and then made his way past the Caliper Club.

What if Kitty Fish’s work was a legit part of daddy’s enterprise? Genady could make credits falling out of bed in the morning. With his eldest daughter’s help, he’d be unstoppable with no need to break laws.

Doing it for the thrill was a vacant observation. 

Dogs drank out of filthy puddles even when they had a clean water bowl. Institutionalized malfeasance. It’s why megacorporations like Meridian eventually fall, his old sergeant back in the latter days of the war would say. That, after suffering through another week with no resupply.

But Miles wasn’t here for judgement. Work the case. Collect facts. Let Barma decide what to do with them.

A Yellow Tiger desert runner coasted past. Impossible to tell if the two cops inside noticed Miles, but the cars were rigged with cameras that fed back to home base. If Kitty had her hooks inside the mainframe, she’d learn eventually Miles was on the case. Easy guess Barma knew her capabilities, too. The man had leveraged on the fact Miles had a score to settle with the Fishes. 

For the moment, Miles remained just another motorist. No need to be paranoid.

He parked in a free city lot a few blocks away from Club Mareo, grabbed a veggie wrap from a food truck, and found a tea shop where they at least pretended an old metal head was welcome.

Ghost stared at him through the window and licked his chops every time Miles took a bite.

Club Mareo had a full schedule of DJs with names like Chopper, Caliphate + Blaze, and DRIPdrip. Tonight, CarniWhore presided over the dancing.

Miles perked up when the first limo arrived. He had found a spot across the street in a doorway to a real estate office that had closed thirty minutes before. The immediate problem became apparent when a spotlight from the club switched on. It dropped swirling blue and white lights on the incoming guests.

Bright spots spread like stains on his vision. The colors cycled through greens, reds, and purples, but by the time his eyes adjusted, the group was inside.

Another limo arrived.

“Ghost, go check it out.”

His dog obediently scampered across the street and found a place near the front door where other guests were waiting in line. 

“Aww, a puppy!”

Miles received the data feed and watched through the dog’s eyes. 

A kid in a mesh shirt, fancy AR glasses, and a gelled lightning bolt hairdo crouched to scratch Ghost. The rest of the line likewise petted, photographed, and coochie-cooed the animal. Ghost drank it up. 

“Focus, bud.”

Ghost glanced over in time to see a group of women in their mid-twenties emerge from a limo and receive the spotlight treatment. Recognized no one.

When a bouncer shooed Ghost away, those in line jeered at the club employee. The man ignored them. Ghost ran into the street and around the sidewalk, where a valet waited. The woman spoke on the phone and didn’t notice. A few cars were stacked up in the lot. Ghost headed over.

“Hey!” the valet called. “No deliveries.” 

He walked over as if to grab the animal. Ghost veered off and ran. When Miles tried to get him to return along the street, a second valet joined the first.

“What’s up?”

“Weird delivery dog must have gone rogue. If it comes back, call the cops.”

Miles cursed under his breath. Just then, three cars pulled up, almost bumper to bumper. The drivers got out and opened the gull doors for their clients. The spotlights illuminated them. 

No way for Ghost to return to the entrance without drawing more attention from the club employees. Still too much glare to see. The driver of the second car had left his door open. Both valets were momentarily distracted when a roadster pulled up to their stand.

It was his best chance. Ghost jumped into the second limo driver’s seat. The tinted windows provided an imperfect shield to the blinding lights. Just in time as Kitty Fish and her entourage filed inside. 
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Miles knocked at the club’s back entrance. Hat tipped back, coat open, and doing his best to wear a pleasant expression. Ghost stood at his feet.

An employee in a white t-shirt and damp apron opened the door. “Yeah?”

“Delivery dog service was turned away earlier. It needed a thumbprint and looks like your transponder might be down. I’m here to check.”

“No delivery. No dog.”

“Our service has a document for the manager marked urgent. Are they in?”

The employee did a shoulder check. Spoke in rapid-fire Tagalog to someone behind him. The racket belonged to a busy kitchen. Knives chopping on a cutting board, fryers going full blast, and a ventilation system straining to keep up.

Insight provided the translation. “Is Chucky in?”

“He’s in the office,” came the reply.

Miles already had Charles Benning’s name from the joint’s website. What he didn’t have was company credentials for any of the delivery services. 

The door began to close. “Wait here.”

“Hold on,” Miles said. “Your transponder will be in your utility closet. You’re busy. Let me just stick my head inside to test the signal. It’s what I do all day. Probably a rat. You have rats? They chew an antenna and it’s game over.” 

“No rats.”

The door slammed and clicked. 

They’d summon the manager. And Miles wasn’t ready to be caught in a lie this early in the investigation. He retreated to where he parked his bike. Ghost found his spot on the rear of the seat and watched the passing traffic. 

Roving holographic billboards jockeyed for space as they cruised the blocks near the rows of restaurants and music joints. Driverless cars and cabs caught the reflections. These moved like neon phantoms down the four-lane street. None moved slower than 8kph to avoid getting flagged by the traffic monitors.

Miles had an idea. He returned to the Club Mareo website. No camera links for club voyeurs, but a social media search found a few hits. 

A live view with a time-stamp opened in his HUD. Sponsored banner ads scrolled past along the bottom of a vid stream shot from a smart kiosk near the entrance. Guests who wanted to be seen would stop by the booth for an instant post to their media. All sponsored by Jilly-Jolly Beverages.

Tailored suits, flashy dresses, plenty of bare skin bedecked, bedazzled, and painted in glowing colors. 

The ear-splitting jingle caused Miles to flinch. When he tried to mute it, Insight gave him a message.

Feature unavailable. 

Had he allowed an unwanted cookie to override his wetware? Time to troubleshoot later.

He studied the view. The bar was crowded, the dance floor was not. People clustered and shouted at each other over the din. Drinks, Nummers, and Lift were gulped down with abandon. The formally dressed bartenders and pill dispensers were a flurry of motion.

No sight of Kitty. Only a few of the tall tables were visible, but the place had a set of stairs beyond a velvet rope between two stanchions. He needed to keep digging.

It took some time to find as he browsed social media. Finally, pay dirt. A few of the partiers were streaming on their devices. 

One girl doing a live stream was up on the balcony. Her face filled the lens as she droned on about a slight she had suffered during a confrontation with a teacher. Finally, it ended, with not even a glimpse of the other patrons.

He browsed the older posts where Club Mareo had been tagged, impatiently fast-forwarding through the dross. Eventually, he returned to the Jilly-Jolly kiosk cam to see if he had missed anything. Upon zooming in, he found the reflection on the bar’s mirror, paused a frame, and blew it up. 

Enhancement filters brought the blurry parts into focus.

There Kitty sat near the balcony rail, intent, with tired eyes. Face grim. He felt a moment of pity for her. How had someone so young have become so cruel? 

More screenshots gave him clear images of her friends as they rose to go to the bathroom. Kitty scooted over and vanished from view. 

As he downloaded frame after frame for evaluation, a police runner pulled up next to his bike. Lights flashed. It was a Yellow Tiger cruiser. From a speaker on the car’s front rack, the cop inside the vehicle said, “You’re in a loading zone. Move along.”

Miles started the bike. He rode down to the next intersection, but the cop followed. Turned when he turned. Finally peeled away two blocks later. Miles found a parking garage nearby. It took a moment to get his browser back to the kiosk view. 

The signal was suddenly weak. It took a restart of his Insight module to log back into Seraph net. 

By the time he reconnected with the club and the kiosk, Kitty Fish was gone. 

***
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HE WAITED UNTIL THE club closed. They were once again parked nearby, this time one lot down. 

Ghost whined.

“Yes, we’re up past our bedtime.”

The patrons left in pairs or in groups, with most getting picked up by a taxi. A line of bikes and trikes festooned with ribbons and trinkets waited to oblige. The limos zoomed in like big fish to collect their wards, with the bouncers and valets pouncing from the sidewalk to wave the cabs off so the larger cars could pull in.  

Couldn’t see half the faces of those departing. None of the tags on the limos matched the one that had dropped off Kitty and her group. Finally, the traffic died down. He had missed them. 

No matter. He had seen the faces of her companions, along with the tag number of the limo. 

As he rode home, he relished the cool air on his face. Tailing Kitty was easy work. Tomorrow, he’d spend a few hours at the Marshal’s office. Look up names, find the limo. But there’d be no surprises. 

Kitty’s status within the city had only improved since their last run-in. So what if she held court with a bunch of rich kids with less fashion sense than the mad hermits and scroungers scratching out a living in the rocks and weeds beyond the city? 

Lunching with upper-crust businesspeople wasn’t a crime. 

Sure, they’d color outside of legal lines. Bribery, grift, a little fraud? Inescapable. It seeded the foundation of Seraph, River City, and New Pacific like veins of sediment through bedrock. 

As an army cop, he knew when to give up on a Meridian exec who broke the rules. As a marshal in Seraph, it was no different. You learn to prove what you can prove and surrender the rest. There’d be fresh cases in the morning and you never won them all. 

And now he wasn’t even a cop.

The missing snitch was the only thing that seemed worth solving. And Barma would handle that. 

Miles would hand over his report and step aside.

***
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HIS CALL TO DILLAN the next morning went to voice. He sent a text, checking in on him and Zoe as he rode to the Marshal’s office and got buzzed in. 

“Is Barma here?”

Glenda had her pistol disassembled on her desk. “No, but he said to expect you and extend every courtesy.”

She assigned him a workstation with no chair and stacked high with boxes. Ghost found a spot underneath and curled up to sleep as Miles dragged a stool over. The terminal required Glenda to swipe a card.

“We’ll need to do that every hour. Marshal Barma added that for when the Sheriff’s people come around to use our database. No file downloads and no printing from there without my permission.”

“You know, you could add me as a registered user. It would save you the hassle of getting up again.”

She made a face and left him to work. Two deputies were having a muted argument over a filing procedure. Another typed furiously at a keyboard as a news podcast related an update on the River City orbital bombardment. 

Meridian Corporation still blamed the two-hundred-and-fifty deaths on the Caretakers. The podcast host reluctantly agreed with the conclusion before editorializing. She hated Meridian and trusted nothing they reported through official channels.

Meanwhile, New Pacific, Seraph’s neighbor three-hundred-and-fifty miles to the west, remained on lockdown as it endured a series of terrorist attacks.

“Makes you glad you live out here, right?” Miles said amiably.

The marshal grunted without looking up from his keyboard. 

After interfacing the terminal with his Insight module, Miles ran the face recognition program. Public data first. Kitty’s three companions were residents of Seraph. No criminal records. Education placed them all as graduates from three of the boutique colleges around the city. No surprise that only one had a registered job.

Darby Ramos was an assistant executive vice president with Weavetech. Sounded like a no-show-but-here’s-your-paycheck position.

Kris Dunlap played cricket. But besides being a team captain, Miles found little of substance about them. Photos, mostly. Out dancing, out drinking, and passed out following a team win during last season’s finals.

Terrance Li didn’t appear to do anything during his waking hours. He was tagged in enough social media posts to make Miles believe he was a professional hanger-on, with up to three parties a night and several current romantic partners, all who claimed him as their own. Selfie vids featured him espousing his opinions on other people’s videos, including Darby Ramos’. He spoke with a lisp and called her Darbs.

“A regular band of criminals.”

He lined up the three images. The only thing that didn’t fit was Kitty. Miles’ observation was that she was bored with her station in life. Would any of these three be on her level of intellect and guile? Perhaps Kitty was settling into what would become of her life. An easy executive position, zero obligations, social idling. 

Like machines with stripped gear sets stuck in neutral.

Hardly a matter for a marshal.

The limousine belonged to Beatrix, Kitty’s mother. The car had two registered drivers with corporate security clearances. They both held conceal-and-carry permits. Miles made a note of the names. Hardly enough to waste a day on, but he wouldn’t argue with a payday. 

Like Kitty’s entourage, neither driver had a criminal past. Both were
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