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Chapter One
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Miles Kim tried to get close enough to the information kiosk so he could scan the QR code. Every time he tried to step closer, someone in the crowd edged past to gawk at the colorful carved map with its cartoon faces and colorful sights and attractions of things to see. The code was helpfully situated on the bottom right-hand corner of the massive piece of redwood. Children were in the way. Miles saw an opening and sidestepped a short woman with two of her kids in tow, only to bump into a large man in shorts and a tucked-in collared shirt who shouldered past him.

Everyone smelled of sunscreen and sweat.

The bus that had disgorged the group shut its doors, and its electric engine whined as it drove off, an earsplitting shriek that forced Miles to turn off the audio input in his right ear.

When he was bumped again, he gave up and retreated from the sign, heading towards the shade of an overhang running along a boardwalk. Behind him, the information sign played a jaunty tune before a cheerful voice made an announcement.

“Welcome to Red Springs! We love our visitors and guests! Please scan the code at the bottom of the sign for suggestions on what to see on your day with us! Plus, you’ll find deals and steals you won’t want to pass up! Welcome, partners, to the best little town in the new wild west!”

“Insight,” Miles said. “Text Santabutra: I hate vacation.”

Her response came seconds later. “Buck up, Kim. I’ll see you soon.”

What was supposed to be downtime and recovery spent with his son Dillan and future daughter-in-law Zoe, along with Miles’ militia lady friend Captain Santabutra Sin, was now him on his own, in a strange town, where it was too hot and he knew no one.

He didn’t even have his dog with him, the robot animal in the repair shop after suffering a gunshot wound.

Red Springs wasn’t Seraph.

Main Street was a long line of shops and eateries crammed onto a boardwalk where well-dressed families strolled. Each merchant, gallery, and restaurant had an awning or umbrella out to shield patrons from the heat. Each also blasted their own brand of tinny, cheerful music that overlapped into a barrage of noise that forced Miles to keep his artificial ear off so he would only have to suffer half the pain.

A kid with a churro in hand and an AR eyepiece slammed into his leg and almost knocked him down before racing off into the meandering crowd.

Window shoppers stood everywhere, forcing him out into the sun.

A fountain of four lifelike, rearing copper horses splashed and gurgled. Children and families sat along its edges, with a group of young girls slapping at the water while shrieking. Sweet, savory, and herbaceous aromas competed for attention from the nearest shops. Some of it smelled good. Miles tried to get past a line of ambling tourists, but they stopped mid-stride in front of him.

“Excuse me,” he said.

A mother with a baby carriage looked at him, blinked as she took in his face, and pivoted away.

Miles went elsewhere.

Dillan had a last-minute crisis with a child in the care of his clinic, and Zoe wouldn’t come alone, having been reluctant to leave work on her PhD project. And Santabutra Sin?

Running late.

He ducked down an alley under a wicker archway of honeysuckle and called her.

“Kim?” Santabutra answered.

“Hey. Was just checking how your drive to Red Springs is going this morning.”

“It’s not. I was going to send you a message that I’ll make it out tomorrow, but right now it looks bad. I’m sorry, but I told you I was a maybe. This corporate restructuring thing is going down this weekend, and upper management has decided it’s cutting everyone who wasn’t a team player.”

He shielded the phone so he could hear her clearly. “I thought you said your position was safe.”

“I think I am, but nothing’s certain. The Yellow Tigers militia organization was always top heavy. They’re having me make the cuts. I’ve worked with some of these people for ten, twenty years.”

“I’m sorry you have to do that. It sounds awful.”

“It is. It’s the job, so I’ll make it through. I hate to flake. Enjoy the time with your son and Zoe. It’s not ideal, but you’re on admin leave with your office, have a free apartment that the marshals use, and I saw the weather report. A little windy, but otherwise a perfect weekend.”

“It’s everything I could hope for.”

“You’ll be taking a dip in the hot springs? I did that an age ago. It was lovely.”

“I’ll give it a go. Not a big fan of bathing in public and no one wants to see my implants in all their glory.”

“Kim, you’ve got to relax. Just don’t rust out on me. Look, I’ve got a meeting. Number five of the day, and it’s not even noon. Call me later this evening. We’ll take tea together and talk more. Okay?”

They hung up after a last goodbye. Miles drew himself in as a large group edged past him from the boutique steamed bun place hiding at the end of the alley.

A perfect weekend.

His boss, Marshal Barma, told him he’d have at least two weeks on paid leave before he’d be cleared to go back to work following the events of his first official seven days with the marshal service.

“Could be longer, could be shorter, but don’t hold your breath,” Barma had said.

He went to the bun shop but saw there were five small tables, no bar, and no prices on the menu in the window. He left the alley and got off the boardwalk, finding a tea shop with a window seat and prices that only made him arch his eyebrow a little.

The server kept snapping her gum as she took his order and brought him a tall glass of looseleaf green tea and a plate of spring rolls. The rolls were filled with minced cucumber, shrimp paste, and mint. The hoisin dipping sauce was garlicky but too salty. The tea had a pleasant seaweed earthiness and a warm fragrance. Too hot to do more than sip at the rim of the glass for now.

He people watched out the window.

A father had a couple of boys on harness and a retractable tether. The children wore paint on their faces and carried balloons, and one of them held a pink beehive of cotton candy. The father’s head sagged and he was dragging his feet. Miles hadn’t yet visited the carnival section of the boardwalk and was deciding he might skip it. A Ferris wheel and games had been the sort of thing ten-year-old Dillan would have dragged him and his late wife Seo Yeun through whenever the summer fair showed up in River City.

A pair of older women walked past, going window to window and studying the menus as if there might be an exam at the end of the street. When they came to the tea shop, a discussion followed. One woman met Miles’ eye through the glass, grabbed her partner by the elbow, and they both hurried off.

Miles sipped.

Red Springs had its own local meshnet. Using his Insight module, he scanned the Things to Do pages in search of activities away from Main Street.

The naked man walking down the center of the road caught Miles’ eye. Other tourists also noticed as the pedestrians on either side of the street froze, some pointing and others gawking at the spectacle.

Miles regretted not having read up on whatever local customs or celebrations might be going on.

The man’s hair was all over the place, greasy and jagged, like his barber had used a machete. His dark, hairy body was slick with perspiration. In his right hand, he carried a shotgun.

Miles set the tea glass down. “I’ll be back in a moment to settle up,” he told the server. She nodded numbly as she stared at the man outside.

He exited the tea shop and caught up to the naked man, who appeared to have a place to be and was walking fast. Miles carried no weapon. Had turned his sidearm in after being placed on leave.

Miles doffed his hat. “Hey, friend. Heck of a day for a walk.”

“Sarah Moon.”

“Excuse me?”

The naked man adjusted the shotgun so it was leaning on a shoulder. His finger remained on the trigger guard. “She’s gone. Sarah Moon. I’ll never see her smile again.”

“I don’t know Sarah and I’d hate for you to get a sunburn. What do you say we go take a rest in the shade and you tell me all about her?”

The man scrunched his eyebrows. “You don’t...you don’t...? You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

“I’m just a guest in your fine town. I’d say it’s been a pleasant visit so far. How about you place your weapon on the ground so no one’s day gets ruined?”

The man nodded as if Miles had offered sage advice, then muttered, “Trying to trick me.”

He swung the shotgun down towards Miles. Miles grabbed the barrel with his metal hand, pushing the weapon back up, and then whipped it from the man’s grip. The man’s hands were trembling, his lips quivered, and his eyes were wide. Miles opened the weapon’s breach. It wasn’t loaded. The interior of the shotgun was corroded and it appeared to be missing the firing mechanism.

“Now about that sit down,” Miles said, then led the man towards the nearest raised sidewalk.

––––––––
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A RED SPRINGS POLICE officer came running while trying to pull a powder blue jacket onto his shoulders. His duty belt jangled with keys and pouches, but no weapon was visible. The officer was a middle-aged man with a paunch. His white shirt was starched stiff. A photo ID and badge hung on a lanyard around his neck.

“I’m here! I’m here!” the cop cried.

Miles sat with the shotgun on one side and the naked man on the other. He gestured for the cop and tapped a finger to his lips. The cop stopped in the middle of the street and stared along with the tourists. Some had their devices out and were recording.

The naked man was bawling. “Sarah Moon is gone. She’s gone, gone, gone. That rat Corbin got her, and I couldn’t get back to her in time.”

“Sarah is someone special to you?” Miles asked.

“Yes. We were going to be married.”

“This Corbin is on the loose? Here in town?”

The man looked at Miles and shook his head before putting his face between his hands.

“Marshal Kim?” the cop asked.

“Yeah. My friend here needs help. There’s someone who might have gotten killed. Sarah Moon?”

The cop scrunched his face. “Sarah Moon? Sarah M—” He adjusted a pair of glasses. Blinked, and his eyes darted back and forth as he read via the small screens. “Moon County Adventures. Jake there has been tripping while playing a sim.”

“A sim?” Miles patted Jake on the back. “So this Sarah Moon and Corbin...”

“Just fictional characters in a video game. Some people get attached.”

A quick check on Insight confirmed it. Moon County Adventures was an interactive virtual experience set in a dynamic world where the player got to be hero, villain, slayer of the undead, thief, or lover. Jake, apparently, wasn’t good at the game.

“Can we bring Jake somewhere where he’ll get help?”

“On it. I have the clinic nurse coming. He was carrying his scattergun?”

“Wasn’t loaded. But scared some folks. Scared me. Jake, we’re going to get you inside so you can rest. Someone’s going to talk to you about Sarah Moon and whatever medicine you’re on.”

Jake didn’t appear to hear Miles. Miles scanned the cop’s lanyard. It had a helpful QR code, identifying the officer. Newton Phillips, Chief of Red Springs Police Service. In contrast, Miles wore no QR code or any kind of visible identification.

“Officer Phillips, how did you know who I was?”

“Courtesy text from your home office that you’d be staying in the marshal service apartment. Without it, might have guessed you were a squatter. I was looking for you.”

“I’m on vacation.”

“So I gathered by your dress. But there’s someone in town who needs to see you, and it isn’t a request.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two
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Away from the boardwalk, Red Springs was a tidy place with hotels and gardens and large homes with trees, fountains, and trellises. The amount of landscaping and flowing water made Miles wonder if the residents and proprietors knew they were living in a desert.

An ambulance had come for Jake. His mutterings about his lost love inside his sim continued, but he remained sedate and quietly went along with the paramedics. 

Chief Phillips led Miles down a few blocks without further explanation of who might need to see Miles so urgently.

They passed a property with a fancy metal fence with a series of swimming pools beyond where people were paddling about. The shrieks of children at play pierced the air. A sign stood large over a porte-cochere.

Dr. Lifshitz’s Hot Springs

Refreshing! Therapeutic!

Relax in one of our seven pools!

“Taking in a mud bath while in our town?” the chief asked.

“Hadn’t considered it,” Miles said.

“You should. We’re famous for that. Some say the spring water bubbling from the ground is curative.”

“People say a lot of things.”

“You can take a bath, can’t you? With your metal parts?”

“Steel wool and lemon juice. Thanks for checking. Where are you taking me, Chief Phillips?”

The brick façade bar entrance stood under the shade of a willow. An A-frame sign out front with the name Scully’s in a cursive scrawl held a chalk-written message:

Beer’s cold.

You’re not.

Come on in.

It took Miles’ eyes a moment to adjust to the gloom. The bar had two patrons sitting at it, the first a skinny man in shorts and a bright yellow collared shirt, the second a woman in a lavender silk suit. Yellow Shirt had a lager in a mug and was drumming his fingers to the thumpa-thumpa beat of the bass track of the pop metal power ballad pumping from the speakers. Lavender Suit was texting one letter at a time with her hooked fingernails. A clear drink with olives in a martini glass sweated on the bar next to her.

Miles walked to the bar and peered behind it. No bartender.

He considered Lavender Suit and tipped his hat back. “You were looking for me?”

She glared at him as if he had just licked her glass before returning her attention to her phone screen.

Chief Phillips cleared his throat. “Marshal Kim?” He pointed to the corner of the bar.

At a table in the recesses beneath a balcony sat two more patrons. An older heavy-set man in a three-piece suit was picking at a plate of nachos. After licking his fingers, he took a sip from an amber liquid over ice in a rocks glass. The young woman next to him wore her pink hair up in a bun with hair sticks. She had her legs crossed and a steno pad in her lap and was scribbling with a pen. Beside her sat an extra-large paper cup
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