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Chapter One
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All seasons are cruel.

Seo Yeun Kim fell sick in winter, died in spring, and in summer Miles Kim’s son Dillan left River City and abandoned his father to his grief. 

Miles followed his son to the desert city of Seraph and they reconciled. He soon discovered Seo Yeun’s disease was manmade. She had been assassinated to keep her from remembering events in her past, and only by a fluke was Miles spared the same fate.

In late fall, Miles learned the name of her killer.

***
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NEW PACIFIC FELT LIKE River City with the serial numbers filed off, its tracking chip removed, and its security forces dolled up with cheery colors. Green and blue uniforms and no riot gear. No armored vehicles in town, either. But the two cops he saw under the streetlight chatting up the kid on a bicycle could no doubt call down a squad of brutes with the click of a throat mike.

“Light’s green, good marshal,” Paxton Walker said.

The con man who had helped free Miles from the corporate black-box prison was hunched down in the passenger seat. Miles had promised to bring Paxton to New Pacific as a reward instead of hauling him back to a Seraph jail. 

His crime? 

Selling counterfeit medication. His victims lived in the southern canyonlands. Some had been crippled, others had died.

Miles owed other people for the rescue too. 

His boss Marshal Barma and their office’s receptionist Glenda. Santabutra Sin, the Yellow Tigers militia captain Miles was dating. And Dawn Moriti, the mercenary spy who got herself tangled up in most of Miles’ recent cases. They had risked everything to save him. Without their timely intervention, his mind would have been stripped bare by his interrogators. 

His dog Ghost sat erect in the rear cargo compartment. The speckled robot hound stared at every scooter, cart, truck, and delivery dog that zipped past.

Paxton squirmed in his seat. “May I suggest you keep up with the flow of traffic?”

“You may not.”

Miles stifled a yawn. They had driven nearly non-stop for fifteen hours, pausing only once to relieve themselves. His back ached, his legs had shooting pains, his butt was numb, and his real eye itched. 

6:03am, according to his Insight module. 

Would you like to join the nearest Commonwealth network?

It was the fifth or sixth time his brain implant had prompted him. 

“Shut up, Insight.”

Evergreen District has a guest sign-in on their public splinternet hub, as does Wei-Howard Surety and Reilly-Bigg Corporation. Transom Collective offers free entertainment tokens for new sign-ups to their network. Your blood sugar is low. Entertainment tokens can be used to purchase Jilly-Jolly Breakfast Treats at the nearest kiosk.

Blinking prompts to join one or all of the networks clogged his vision.

Pop-ups? This was worse than River City.

Miles dismissed the notifications. “I said be quiet.” 

But he didn’t turn off his module. He needed it to navigate the city streets.

A central canal divided the major downtown thoroughfare. Decorative pedestrian bridges with scrolling metalwork, etched relief carvings in a seashell motif in the concrete, and light posts aglow with amber bulbs. The citizens of New Pacific were bundled against the sheets of misting rain. 

Pearl Street, according to the AR app on the dashboard.

Miles switched on the windshield wipers. Smearing grime streaked the glass. His stomach growled, but getting to the bottom of the Jilly-Jolly Breakfast Treat Mystery wasn’t high on his to-do list.

He squinted to read a sign in the gloom between blinking billboards. “Public parking ahead.”

Paxton craned his neck before ducking again. “I advise against it. Everything in the canal zone is highly patrolled by the Commonwealth. Surveillance here is assured, and not only by them but the other ruling corporations too.”

“I thought you said the corporations stayed out of the Beige Zones.”

“Officially, yes. But they spy on each other and keep eyes on the Commonwealth. I recommended the Beige Zones, but not here. This is the center of the city. If you desire to avoid detection, look for the street signs with the white circles for the public routes to best avoid the corp-held sectors.”

“Sounds like you’re as concerned as I am. I thought you wanted to come here to get away from your legal problems.”

Paxton forced a smile. “Degrees of entanglements, I assure you. New Pacific will be a haven compared to my prior predicament. I thank you for bringing me this far. What’s the next cross street?”

“Sand Dollar.”

“Excellent. Anything bringing us away from downtown. This will let out into a neutral commercial district called Wharfside.”

“What’s there?”

“A place where we can part ways.”

Miles turned on Sand Dollar Drive and cut through a light as it turned red. Instinctively checked the rearview mirror. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over for a traffic stop. He strolled down a block before rolling into a driveway and setting the brake.

Paxton checked the side mirror and looked both ways. “What’s wrong? Why did we pull over here?”

“I’m going to need you for a while. I don’t know this place and you said you could help.”

“Sir Marshal, we’ve arrived in New Pacific. This is as far as I can take you. I’ve attempted to assert over and over during our journey how your plan is fraught with danger. I can’t guide you any further. So if you’d please take us to the Wharfside mall?”

“No.”

The rain drummed ever harder on the roof of the car. The windshield wipers weren’t keeping up.

“What do you mean ‘no?’”

“What I heard is you bragging about how set up you’re going to be once you made it here. I’m going to need contacts, equipment, and someone who knows the lay of the land.”

“That’s...not what we agreed upon.”

“This is the new deal. You help me get oriented, and then you’ll be free to go. It’s not a big ask.”

“My contacts will require finesse. They haven’t heard from me in years. I won’t be able to walk through their front door and introduce a Seraph marshal—” 

“Former marshal. I quit, remember?”

“Semantics. I’m not trying to be difficult. I’m grateful, truly. My situation in the Seraph lockup was most precarious for a person of my disposition. But my recent actions have suitably balanced our account.”

“That got you out of prison. Then I brought you here.”

Paxton laughed. “You’re charging me for passage from Seraph?”

“If you want to parse who owes who, I also never squared up with you for saving your ass when Marshal Jodie wanted to hand you over to Judge Gabriel.”

Catching Paxton Walker and rescuing him from the hands of Gabriel had been Miles’ first case as a Seraph marshal. Gabriel had been a rogue dispenser of frontier justice intent on stopping Seraph’s influence in the southern canyonlands. Marshal Jodie had wanted to surrender Paxton to Gabriel. Miles had killed him.

“You were performing your duty.”

“And I made a choice I’m still second-guessing. All I’m asking for is a foot in the door.”

“My contacts are hardly the drop-by-for-a-cuppa sort. I have no way to let them know we’re coming.”

“The direct approach has always worked with me. Don’t worry; I’ll protect you. What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

A car swerved and honked at a bicyclist who jumped a curb and darted in front of him. A close call, but the driver and bicyclist went separate ways. During the few seconds of distraction, Paxton unclipped his seatbelt and threw open his door. 

Before Miles could stop him, Paxton was out of the car and running.
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Chapter  Two 
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Ghost barked from an alleyway. 

Miles had to leave the car behind once Paxton cut through a row of bollards protecting the front courtyard to a business park. The alley had a dumpster blocking it. Miles squeezed past it and ran, straining his ears and ignoring the stitch in his side.

Rain gushed from the downspouts. Ghost darted ahead and paused at the next street, his attention fixed.

He caught up with him. “Good boy. Now where did he go?”

Paxton wasn’t the most athletic man Miles knew. When they were running from Gabriel, the desert beyond the canyons would have killed him if not for Miles’ help. 

Something else for the account balance, he thought bitterly.

Ghost led him to the side entrance of a bar. Neon in the window advertising Mr. Majestyk Sake and Galaxy Cream Ale. A carved sign above the door read “Liar’s Dice Tavern”. A couple of subcompact cars out front and three motorcycles. Late or early crowd?

“Wait here,” he told the dog before going inside.

Four patrons sat on bar stools next to each other. In one booth, a woman was asleep or passed out with her head on her arms. The drinkers at the bar had beers. The place smelled of grease and mop water.

A bartender came through a propped-open swinging door to the back with two plates of egg sandwiches. He set them down in front of his customers before bringing out salt, pepper, hot sauce, and ketchup.

“Grab a seat and I’ll be with you,” the bartender said to Miles.

“Someone came in here a minute ago. Pasty fellow.”

This got the attention of one patron. Older man with a face that might have been carved out of wood. Light-blue shirt, navy peacoat, black boots. When the man turned, Miles spotted a pistol in a shoulder holster. 

He realized all four of the guests at the bar appeared to be carrying. The second was a woman with tight cornrows, the third a bald man, and the last a younger man wearing a thick mustache with beer foam clinging to it.

The first man hiked a thumb towards the corner. “Back at the data terminal.” 

Miles stepped forward. A fifth booth occupied the corner. An illuminated rate board hung above the single bench. Paxton sat inside and was leaning as far back as possible to avoid being seen.

Miles gave a two-finger salute to the older man and headed towards Paxton.

The old man stood up off his stool. “Not so fast, stranger. You’re carrying a weapon.”

In his haste, Miles had forgotten to close his coat. Now he had all four of the armed patrons’ attention. The older man’s jacket had a gold pip on the collar. Rank insignia of some sort. And the woman and the bald man wore badges on their belts.

Miles’ jaw tightened.

Cops.

Something about their fixed, casual look confirmed it. He had stumbled upon a security service watering hole with a group of early-morning drinkers.

Miles hated his excuse as soon as the words left his lips. “I forgot to lock my burner up in my car.”

He tried to get Insight up so it could sign onto a network—any network—so he could look up New Pacific’s concealed-carry laws. But he doubted they wanted anyone packing a weapon in public. This wasn’t Seraph.

He showed his palms. Wrong choice. Two of them put a hand to the butts of their weapons. 

Miles froze. “You want me to surrender my sidearm? I know the routine. I’ll set it on the floor, thumb and forefinger only.”

The older man looked Miles over. “Where’d you blow in from?”

“Up north,” Miles lied, trying to recall the lay of the land in New Pacific’s sprawling web of settlements. 

“That’s a lot of dust on you. And that’s an old burner and positively ancient mods you’re wearing.”

“Can’t help the mods. I’m going to take my burner out of its holster and put it down. I’m cooperating. Like I said, I forgot to stow it.”

He understood their nerves. None appeared modded up. Even an old cyborg could outdraw someone in their prime who had no augmentations.

The older man’s next question surprised him. “You serve?”

“Caretaker War. Yes. Infantry. Later, an army cop.”

“Meridian graphene on you, right? Where’d you take damage?”

“Black Swamp. How’d you know I’m wearing Meridian implants?”

“Because I ran stretchers during the thick of it and know the type of patch-up cybernetics they slapped on us. I wasn’t in Black Swamp, but served at the tail end of the Aerie siege. I was a sixteen-year-old conscientious objector back when I thought about things too much.” He offered a hand while keeping eye contact. “Streiner.”

“Miles.”

“That man in the booth a friend of yours? Friends don’t normally run like there’s a hellhound on their heels.”

It was time for a calculated risk. “Business associate. And I’m not from New Pacific. He’s wanted in Seraph and we were just clearing up our arrangement.”

“Running a bounty?”

“No.”

“Got ID?”

Miles didn’t. “It’s a long story. I’m with the Seraph Marshal Service. I’m escorting that man to a contact in a murder case I’m hoping to interview. But this is nothing official and I want to keep it that way.”

“You should know better than to run an op here, considering the relationship Pac City has with Seraph.”

The one time he had run into New Pacific’s forces, the meeting had been tense.

“Like I said,” Miles said, “this isn’t an official visit. The weapon on me is my mistake. I’ll surrender it now. But I need to take that man out of here.”

“You know I’ll need to hear more before that happens. Hate to turn my back on a nothing that could turn into a something. In case this ‘interview’ of yours turns into an ugly chapter that will ruin my day. Call it covering my ass. Officer Portela will take your weapon and you can explain everything. Meanwhile, your friend will stay put, won’t you?”

Paxton’s face was damp with sweat, rain, or both. He offered a weak wave. “I don’t suppose the barkeep has a fernet he recommends? A dram would do my digestion wonders.”

While the bartender got Paxton his shot, Miles placed his burner on the bar. Officer Portela was the woman. She shoved the sidearm into her belt before returning to her stool.

“You officers third shift?”

“Ten to six a.m. on a quiet night,” the bald cop commented. 

The one with the mustache chuckled and sipped his beer. “We tell our wives we’re at choir practice with the department chaplain.”

Grins from the other cops at what sounded like a well-weathered joke.

Streiner continued to study Miles. “First time in New Pacific?” 

“Set foot in the territory once while doing a job. Never made it to the city proper. You’re with Commonwealth Security and not corporate, aren’t you?”

“Half the pay as Evergreen Corp, none of the glory. But we go home at night knowing we’re holding this place together. We let the corpos do their thing when it comes to dealing with the troubles down south.”

This earned nods from the other three. By troubles, Miles had heard rumors of breakaway factions and Neo-Caretaker terrorists. 

While the other off-duty police officers appeared to be relaxed, neither Bald Cop nor Mustache had touched their sandwiches. Hands rested on laps. Friendly smiles were forced.

“How about I buy a fellow vet one?” Streiner said. “It’ll take the edge off if you’re just finishing your drive from Seraph. It’s a long haul.”

“A bit early, but okay.” Miles scanned the shelf of bottles against the wall. “Mescal, neat.”

The bartender poured a shot of light amber liquid. Miles sipped and savored the burn trickling down his throat.

Streiner leaned an elbow on the bar. “A Seraph marshal wearing rusty augmentations walks into a bar chasing a fugitive. So what’s the punch line, Miles?”

“There isn’t one. He comes along with me and we get out of your hair. We just had a misunderstanding about our relationship.”

“What’s your perp on the hook for?”

“Small potatoes. But that’s not what this is about. My case is bigger than that and he’s my CI.”

“Is he now? My gut tells me this is something personal, then, since your visit isn’t anything official.”

“It is personal. I’ve come a long way for this, and I’m not just talking about the drive. That man over there is going to help me find someone.”

“People like us don’t fall into petty traps of revenge. It’s how we live as long as we do when we realize the wrongs of the past can never be satisfied. So what is it? An old case? Promise a victim of a crime you’d make things right? Or did Seraph law let a criminal walk and now you’re looking to close that loop?”

“Revenge isn’t always petty, Officer Streiner. So unless you’re looking to do a fellow old soldier a solid and help me find someone, I’ll just assume to keep you in suspense. It will save you the burden of knowledge. You’ve done your shift; there’s nothing for you here.”

“So you say. I’ve never been one to pass the buck. We watch out for each other here in the Commonwealth. I cut you loose and let you keep your burner? What if you have a back-up piece on you or in your car and you go kill this person you’re looking for? Maybe you take a cop down with you. You have targeting software in that noggin?”

“As a matter of fact, I do. So pat me down. I’ll let you search my ride. I don’t have another weapon. In fact, ask my companion about the reason we’re here. He won’t protect me with a lie.”

Streiner drank some beer.

“Or,” Miles continued, “You save yourself unnecessary paperwork, we finish our drinks, and you take my word that I’m not here to gun down someone in the streets. My inquiry is old business, and something embarrassing to Seraph’s mayor. These are matters that go all the way back to the war. I’m hoping to handle this discreetly.”

Another half-truth. 

Mayor Bedford of Seraph had played a role in Miles’ abduction and torture, all to hide his wartime relationship with Harper Flores, an Evergreen corporate officer. Miles’ erased memories had been restored. He once again had first-hand knowledge of Flores and Bedford’s partnership. And after a pointed conversation with Mayor Bedford, the truth about Seo Yeun had come out, along with the identity of her murderer.

Miles opened his wallet. “While I don’t have much, I can make it worth all of your whiles.”

Streiner stopped him. “This isn’t a shakedown. I’ll keep the burner. Without it, you’re just a visiting citizen of Seraph here on personal business.” He turned on his stool and glanced at Miles’ former prisoner. “So this is Paxton Walker.”

“I didn’t share his name.”

The cop’s eyes held a reflective shine. An AR implant. Contacts, perhaps, but nearly invisible. “You didn’t have to. No logged bounty from Seraph that I can see. But Reilly-Bigg Corp, on the other hand....”

Paxton had a New Pacific warrant?

“Pocket change, really,” Streiner said. “But wages being what they are, we take what we can get, especially since they lowered the cap on overtime.”

Miles rose from his stool. Mustache clamped a hand on his shoulder and shoved a pistol against his side.

Streiner’s gaze locked on Miles. “But as for you, Sergeant Miles Kim, war veteran, and Seraph Marshal, retired? Someone up the food chain has pinged your name for a reward. No idea how much yet, but I’m guessing it’s worth going back to the station.”
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Chapter Three
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The jail cell was roomy enough to pace, with two benches and only one cell mate asleep on one of them. The drunk snored and reeked of sour sweat. Their stainless-steel toilet flushed itself at random intervals. 

Paxton was in another cell at the end of the block. He sat with his face in his hands.

Time since arrival: three hours, five minutes, and thirty-seven seconds.

“Thanks, Insight.”

The station had no available networks. Signal blocker, perhaps, or was it the steel cage surrounding him or the fact they were two floors underground?

Miles washed his face in the sink and ignored the sewer smell wafting from the toilet. 

The cops had been as polite as could be expected. Miles hadn’t resisted, had gotten onto the floor of the bar with his hands spread, and hadn’t said a word while being cuffed and brought out to a wagon. No one slammed his head into the roof of the wagon and he was spared the dozen ways a pissed-off cop could extract their gram of pain.

Didn’t mean it wasn’t coming.

Processing had been minimal. A buzzing thumb-sized recorder drone had floated up one side of him and down the other. The bot scanned his metrics, including his face, cybernetics, fingerprints, and eyes.

“Paxton?” Miles called. His former captive looked over. “I need to know what you told them.”

“I didn’t tell them anything.”

“Then what did they say to you? You were up there for an hour.”

Paxton put his face down again.

“At least tell me if my dog is okay.”

Footsteps. Doors opening and closing. 

The thought of once again being a prisoner made him clench his jaw. He’d fight before letting anyone stick his brain into another memory machine. His prior jailors at the Evergreen facility had been willing to use his precious recollections of his wife as a pry bar to uncover details about Mayor Bedford and Harper Flores. He’d lose, but would make them pay with broken bones and teeth if he could help it.

Paxton Walker coughed miserably from the other cell.

“Should have let him run,” Miles muttered to himself.

The last thing he was expecting was for Ghost to scamper down the steps. The dog whined, wagged, and thrust his face through the bars before barking and running to Paxton’s cell.

“Is that a dog?” the drunk on the bench asked.

“Visiting hours, buddy.”

Miles leaned as far as he could to see who was coming. Two cops in green and blue Evergreen Corporation uniforms. Tasers on their hips. Scowls on their faces. 

He backed away from the cell door. The arresting officers hadn’t pulled the plug on his cybernetic arm. He could still pack a wallop if they came straight at him. But the pair marched past, entered Paxton’s cell, and brought him out after cuffing him.

Did someone want Paxton Walker more than him? So much for New Pacific being Paxton’s safe Haven.

Paxton kept his head bowed and avoided Miles’ gaze.

“Where are you taking him?” 

They ignored Miles as they led their prisoner out of the jail. The dog sniffed about excitedly.

More muffled voices coming. 

The muscular woman made the hallway look small. It didn’t help she had a little person walking beside her barely taller than her beltline. She had buzzed black hair on top, long in the back, with shoulder-length braids. Her raincoat came up short on her elbows. Swirling tattoos covered her forearms.

The little man next to her was bundled up and busy on a device. He wore a damp mop of blond hair.

The woman grabbed the cell door. “Open it already.” The door buzzed and she pulled it wide. “Coming?”

“Which outfit are you with?” Miles asked.

She arched an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“What corp? No uniform, and you don’t look like lawyers. That means you’re mercs.”

“None-ya Corporation,” the little man said. “As in none-of-ya-business.”

“Manners, Linus,” the woman said. “We’ll answer your questions once we’re out of the building.”

Miles caught her shifting glance. There wasn’t a law enforcement agency in the world dumb enough not to have surveillance on their cells. A casual chat between cellmates could yield a bounty of information.

The drunk sat up. “You my ride too, honey?”

The woman slammed the cell door shut once Miles was outside.

Insight kept scanning her face, but wasn’t coming up with anything. 

He allowed them to lead him to the processing station where his hat, jacket, and boots were returned to him. No burner. The Seraph credits were gone from his wallet.

Steiner was leaning at a desk and observing them.

The clerk who handed Miles his belongings presented a tablet. “This absolves the Commonwealth of liability concerning items lost, injuries, communicable diseases, employment disruption, and mental duress during your stay.”

Miles pressed his thumb to the tablet.

The clerk spent a moment leaning over Ghost. “And who’s a good boy? Such a good boy! You make sure you behave now. But of course you will. Such a sweetheart.”

Ghost slobbered her face.

“He ate most of my hummus. Hope that’s okay for his little tummy.”

Miles feigned a smile. “I’m sure it’ll work out.”

He dressed and was surprised his two escorts didn’t cuff him before they headed out through the service door to a parking garage. Neither of them appeared armed. They walked to a hatchback with dented panels, a missing hubcap, and a cracked foam bumper. Cracks ran across the windshield.

“Where are you taking me?”

“They have your runner in the Commonwealth impound,” the woman said. “I wouldn’t hold your breath on getting it out. My advice? Take the first bus out of here and go back to your desert.”

“You’re cutting me loose?”

Linus laughed. “You’d prefer we sell your ass to Evergreen? That would be much more profitable, as I told my boss here a dozen times before springing you out.”

“I don’t get it. Who are you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” the woman said. “There are ears here, too.”

Something about her looked familiar. With his recently rebuilt memories, it could have been someone he hadn’t thought he knew. But the restored memories were from decades ago. She appeared to be in her early thirties, a generation that hadn’t experienced the Caretaker War.

“Here’s my situation: I have no ride, no money, and I don’t know anyone. You got me out of jail, and I’m grateful. New Pacific is as complicated a place as Seraph or River City, and I’m not leaving. Which means if there’s people willing to pay for me, I’ll be back in lockup in no time. Someone you’re working for wanted me free. So let’s get away from this place and you tell me what’s going on.”

The woman scowled. For a hot moment, Miles thought she might take his head off. Instead, she squeezed into the car. 

Linus was grinning from ear to ear. He opened the back door for Miles. 

“What’s so funny?”

“Eh, inside joke. But the thought we’re working for Dawn Moriti is the cherry on top of a wonderful morning.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“You can just keep calling me Linus. And my boss? That’s Eve Moriti, Dawn’s sister.”
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Chapter Four
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“You’re Dawn’s sister?”

Eve kept glaring out the window. Her jaw clenched and she kept tapping the window with her fist as Linus drove them onto the New Pacific streets and away from the city lockup.

“How did Dawn know I got arrested?”

Eve ignored Miles’ question.

Linus glanced at him in the rearview mirror before scanning the road behind them. “You’ll have to excuse her. She gets upset when Dawn spends her money.”

“You had to bribe someone to get me out? I thought there was a bounty.”

“Both.”

Linus cut into the left lane and sped through a yellow light. The traffic had grown heavier and there were more pedestrians about. A couple of close calls, shouts, horns, and extended middle fingers later, and Miles realized something. Eve Moriti’s anger and Linus driving as if someone was after him only made sense one way.

“You paid the cop to release me before anyone else could drop by to claim me.”

Eve’s voice was soft. “We could have claimed your bounty. The credits would have paid some bills. Instead, you put me in the red.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, I appreciate it.”

“It’s on my sister’s ever-growing tab. You’ll need to look over your shoulder while you’re here. Once you leave, too, but that’s your business. Linus, head for the Nineteenth Avenue cargo depot. I’m putting you on a robot hauler heading east. You and your dog will be back in Seraph in a day.”

“I’m not leaving New Pacific. I didn’t come this far just to go back home.”

“You realize us springing you is a onetime deal?”

“Like I said, I’m grateful. I’m looking for someone. Dawn said he has a bounty on him from River City. There’s corporate higher-ups here who protect him, and he might have his own network keeping him safe.”

“Stop.”

“There’s more.”

“Not you. Linus. Stop here. At this corner.”

Linus obliged, pulling over at the next cross street. An overeager pedestrian looking to jaywalk hurried to avoid getting struck by the subcompact’s bumper.  

Eve turned in her seat. “Get out.”

“What’s here?”

“I don’t care. I did what Dawn asked me. If you decide to stick around, it’s on you. But I don’t want to hear another word in case you get scooped up and questioned. The last thing I need is for you to drop my name while you’re being brain scanned. This is where we part ways.”

Ghost whined. Miles patted his head. “I appreciate you getting me this far.”

He climbed out and the dog joined him.

“Hey, Kim?” Linus called. “There’s a place on the opposite end of the lane here. Sully’s Tavern. Don’t let the décor fool you. It’s a gray zone, so no surveillance. It’s also a place you can go to find people, assuming you have some credits stashed away.”

“I don’t.”

“Yeah, but maybe you do. Something tucked in that shiny head of yours might be worth something, right? Plus, this dog of yours isn’t real, is it?”

“How can you tell?”

“It didn’t touch my half-eaten peanut butter bar in the cupholder. Bot like that to the right buyer? Sky’s the limit. Might be worth enough to get you started, anyway.”

“I’m not selling my dog. Is there someone I should ask for?”

Linus looked him over. “Nah. Guy like you walks into that place, they’ll know why you’re there.”

***
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CRICKET GEAR FESTOONED the entryway, the wall behind the bar, and every column inside Sully’s Tavern. Helmets, pads, bats, balls, jerseys, and wickets hung everywhere alongside vid-photos of players in action. Lots of candy red and puke green, the colors of a local ball club.

Signed holograms of players decorated the way to the stage. A row of pinball machines occupied a rear game nook. Three of the five machines had a cricket motif, with bright graphics blinking, blinding, and attempting to hypnotize prospective players with offers of Club It Deep! and The Wicket Falls!

Smoke from a patron at the first table reeked of cloves and ash. Otherwise, the place was empty of customers.

A dull bass thump-thump-thump pulsed from the sound system.

Miles pulled his hat low on his brow as he walked to the back of the bar. The establishment wasn’t as big as he first estimated, having strategic mirrors placed in the corners. 

Two wall screens showed recorded matches in progress. Corporate and regional New Pacific teams going at one another, each with colorful uniforms. The announcers chattered and were hoarse with excitement in counterpoint to the meager action on the screen. On the largest of the two monitors, Evergreen Corporation was winning its test.

A bartender was reading on his tablet and watched Miles approach the bar. He craned his neck to look at Ghost.

“No pets allowed.”

“He’s a service animal.”

“Yeah, whatever. Can I help you?”

A second mescal this early would be a mistake. Plus, he was broke. “Just browsing. Heard this was a place to purchase information.”

“You heard wrong.”

“I’m not a cop.”

The bartender laughed. “You don’t look like one. You like a bad section of road in need of a repave. Breakfast specials are on the board. If you’re not going to order something, leave.”

“I also heard you might be interested in robot animals like my dog.”

“Robot, huh? That mutt? Where’d you steal him? Try a pawnshop.”

Miles exhaled slowly, but failed to dispel the knot in his stomach. Took off his hat and brushed dust off it. “Linus sent me. I’m not a cop. I’m looking into Evergreen and one of their higher ups. I need to know if we can do business.”

“The green chili breakfast burrito is five credits. Tap beer is six, shots are seven a piece. You don’t strike me as a cocktail drinker, but I have a menu of libations.”

“That won’t be necessary.” He put the hat back on and took the dog by the collar.

The patron at the table blew a stream of white, cloyingly sweet vapor. “Linus sent you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You said Linus sent you. And what did the little man tell you about the place?”

“That this was a gray zone and I could find help here.”

“Partly true. We’re surveillance free. Help is a tricky thing, a bottomless well, and endlessly subjective.”

“Somehow, I’m guessing you’ve figured out who I am since I came in.”

The patron smiled. Straight white hair framed an angular face. Round glasses obscured their eyes. A high collar on their deep red shirt was starched stiff. A glass cup of mint tea stood next to a palm-sized device.

“Sit, Miles Kim. Call me Gian. And who is this lovely?”

Gian reached down and stroked Ghost’s muzzle. 

“A fellow lost soul I took in,” Miles said. “Is it true? There’s a bounty on me?”

“That isn’t the question you came to ask. You were recently ‘acquired’ by Commonwealth Security and yet you’re free, here, and claim you’re broke.”

“All true. A friend of a friend got me out.”

“Implying someone besides Linus.” Gian became completely focused on Miles. “And was anyone with the little
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