
[image: image-placeholder]





This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

Copyright © 2023

Thirsty Bird Productions
All rights reserved

Cover designed by MiblArt

For more books by the author

GREGDRAGON.COM






Glossary


Bliss:  Amphetamine
Bravo: Tough guy
Burro: Smuggler
Chipper: Hacker
Clipper: Assassin
Clocker: Wage worker
Dex: Data exchange communicator
Doppy: Public security officer
Dozer: Drug addict
DPS: Division of Public Security
Escort: Sex worker
Hover: Flying car
Migo: Friend
Mojo: An illegal sedative
Pusher: Drug dealer
Roller: Car
Runner: Street hustler
Strig: Zombie
Unc: Unified Nations Currency
Workstation: Personal computer
Yalma: Romantic partner 





One


It was a Friday, and I was in the back of an Orion Cru Bolt with my Ma, Maria Salazar, rolling through Zion Town’s business district. We were on our way to meet Case City’s mayor, Celia-Ann Shion, who we’d been meeting on and off since she’d won the election.  
Marco Franklin was at the wheel, and Dizzy Dennis rode shotgun, cracking jokes and dropping Bliss. How could I judge? We all were on it, including my Ma. Bliss was the drug of choice. A little wafer on the tongue and your troubles go home. This wasn’t a meeting I would typically be invited to, but Ma wanted me along today for some reason. We rolled over wet, chipped-up roads below the nonstop jab-combos from the forever rain, discussing Celia-Ann, and her not-so-subtle flirting. 
I didn’t mind the attention. It wasn’t the first time I’d have a female friend of my mother’s take a liking to me, but something about her set off my alarms. She was attractive, in her forties, but with the cosmetic mods and workout discipline that kept her age ambiguous. I couldn’t tell if her accent was true Case City. She sounded like us, but something was odd about her accent, making me trust her even less. 
I hated how invested my mother was in her. She was so proud to have “one of us” in the mayor’s seat, but from where I sat, I worried that this pride could be blinding. Ma laughed out loud. She had one of those loud, whooping deep belly laughs you wouldn’t expect to come from such a small, middle-aged woman. “Celia-Ann likes you,” she managed to say. “She gets nervous around my handsome Jackson. You should go see her sometime. It could help our family.”
“You’re serious?” I turned to find some sign of her pulling my leg, but there was none. My own mother was trying to pimp me out. “You gonna square it with Skai, or do you have a casket picked out for me already?” I said. Ma was as buttoned-up as the staunchest professional but retained her sense of humor. She could be as immature as a runner when it came to jokes at my expense. However, I felt her “little” suggestion was her way of seeing how open I was to the tryst.
“Skai,” she blew me a raspberry. “That girl is a puppy.”
“Come on Ma, take it easy. There’s something off about your girl, Celia-Ann. I don’t stick my d–”
“If you finish that disgusting sentence, I will have Marco throw you from the roller,” she said.
“I would’ve stopped short. I don’t forget my manners. Is it an order?”
“What are your plans with this girl? Skai? Do you plan to marry her, give me some grandchildren? She’s been your yalma for a while.” She raised an eyebrow and leaned in a little closer to say, “She knows a lot about our business… I trust you, mijo, but I worry.”
“Skai’s with me, Ma. We’ve been over this, but if you like shouting at a wall, be my guest. I like having a yalma, and remember, it was you who gave me the idea to settle down. What happened to, ‘Get yourself someone special, mijo,’” I mimicked her voice in the way she hated. “You told me to find a yalma with class and ambition beyond the strip, so I did.”
“I say to Lucky sometimes: if you want to say something you will regret the rest of your life, say it to Jackson. My son forgets nothing,” she glowered at me. “Dios, you know I love Skai. I worry about you, that is all. I want you to be good. So, you don’t like Celia-Ann?”
“You know, instead of, The Spider, they should call you, The Claw. You never let anything go. Hey, isn’t that our girl?” On the dash’s main terminal between Marco’s and Dennis’s seats, Celia-Ann Shion was on a news feed, arguing with another politician. I had never seen her like this before, animated and threatening, her finger jabbing the air between them. 
Leaning forward between the seats, I asked Dennis to transfer the feed to the rear screens. Ma stiffened when she saw it, knowing, from the looks of it, that it would either be devastating or embarrassing. All our attention was directed at that feed as if nothing else mattered. Celia-Ann had been a leap of faith for my mother, a desperate Hail Mary after our war with the Reapers put a spotlight on our business. 
“I will not allow Councilwoman Evans to speak down on the strip,” she was saying to the host, a middle-aged suit with bloodshot eyes who looked like he would rather be anywhere else. “Keep it up, doll. We’ll see how it works out for you in the end.” A lengthy silence followed, and Ma gripped my arm tight, transmitting her frustration at what she was seeing. Then Celia-Ann remembered where she was and told the camera, “I mean, the good people of Huxley won’t forget.”
“Are you threatening me, Mayor Shion?” Sally Evans exploded.
“Ma, what’s she doing? All this time I thought we had someone smart up there looking out. She’s out of control.”
“I don’t know what this is,” was all she could say.
“People have seen you going in and out of her office. You act like her migo, and now she’s barking. She can’t be this greasy on the feeds.”
Ma cursed. “We’ve come too far to let this put us off. Let me worry about her,”
On the feed, the host had managed to cool the argument between the two politicians, but I knew that wouldn’t be the end of it. Ma wasn’t seeing things clearly. This Celia-Ann Shion was going to be a problem. 
“Am I foolish, Jackito?” Ma asked after some time had passed. It shouldn’t have surprised me if there’s one thing my Ma was; it was introspective. Though we weren’t blood, it was a trait she’d passed on to me, the curse of being a killer with a conscience. Ma knew how I felt about Celia-Ann, and she knew of all the members in our guild; she could rely on me to be honest, even when that honesty wasn’t positive.
“This friendship between you two. I don’t know,” I said, distracted by a distant view of the spires. I had expected Ma to get defensive and cut me off to assert that she and Celia-Ann were not friends, but she remained quiet, listening. “She’s from the strip, but she isn’t one of us. She had a good education—”
“And we didn’t?” she spat back, but I expected it. Questioning Maria Salazar’s intelligence was a surefire way to see “The Spider” at her worst. It was one of those triggers that set her off on many occasions, especially in dealings with legitimate business. Despite being an outlaw, Ma thought education gave us our edge. It had been a requirement for advancement from mere trigger-man to handler, and as her adopted son, I had no choice.
“Yeah Ma, but I doubt her education wasn’t from virtuas off borrowed identities. When it rains, we’ll be the ones stuck holding her umbrella, wet and exposed.”
“Hey,” she slammed her fist on the seat to get my attention. “I don’t do what I do for us to wind up in the Seep or stuck. The only way to survive this city is to keep moving Case City is up. I always tell you, up is the way, and to travel up, we need uncs. With Celia-Ann keeping DPS off our asses, it lets us to do what we want. You’re no longer a clipper, son. You’re a handler. Always look to the bigger picture, son.”
“Whatever you say, Ma,” I deflated, dutifully receiving my president’s tactical lessons. It had been over a year since I was made into a handler. Now instead of trawling sewers and jumping rooftops, I was sitting with scumbags plotting for uncs. When you’re born in the gutter and survive long enough to assume the life you once thought was impossible, you start to worry that it may not always be there. I’d learned to hedge my bets by doing what I did and being where I’ve been.
We picked Celia-Ann up outside Ishihara Plaza, where she had gone shopping, evidenced by the small bag in her hand. She was from Huxley, “the strip,” and she didn’t hide it. I assumed this was how she intended to stay in power by dressing the part and provoking the rumors that she and Maria Salazar were tight. 
Gap-toothed, ruddy-skinned, and striking. Today, she wore a form-fitting black leather dress below a brown jacket with matching boots. A silver cross glistened brilliantly below her round face and silver-streaked brown hair. While she couldn’t pull off gangster chic like my mother, she nailed the look of a silk from the strip. There was a sizable crowd, but no one seemed to care who she was. Ma’s Orion Cru Bolt was luxury, but it had the bonus of being nondescript. There was no flair, just a waxed black paint job, and shielded wheels. 
Marco pulled around, and she slid in next to me, leaning across to greet my mother with a kiss on the cheek. Outside the shaded glass of the Orion’s windows, I witnessed the mother of all backdrops as we crossed the Dyson bridge. It was the Case City skyline, much of it blocked off by the closer skyscrapers. Still, the angle and the sun’s off-center location nearly made me miss what Celia-Ann was saying. “How are you, Jackson?” 
With a touch of a button, the rear seats shifted, the ends sliding forward to form a curve, giving us more room to spread out, but Celia-Ann wouldn’t take the hint.
“I’m in a roller with Case City’s mayor, and I’m not in handcuffs. I would say, I’m doing okay. Y’know, since you’re from the neighborhood, no one with a brain would lay a finger on you there. Come by the bar one day. See how we’re managing on the low end. We’ll set you up nice, won’t we Ma? Roll out the red carpet.”
I could feel her gears spinning. “I know you don’t mean it,” she said, “but I may surprise you and come out one day. When I show up though, I’ll be Celly, not Celia-Ann. You see his face, Maria? He don’t believe I’ll show up without the squares.”
“Let us get down to business,” Ma cut in before I could respond to her challenge. “Now, what in the hell was this during your debate?” She replayed some of the footage from the earlier feed. 
“The two of you should be backing me up,” Celia-Ann said loudly, bringing my attention back to their conversation. “That bint put out an article accusing me of corruption. She accused me of misusing the city’s reserves - like those two great projects we’re doing mean nothing, my friend. Then she calls the contractors you’re using, ‘unscrupulous.’ That’s why I raised up on her ass.”
“So, threatening her on a live, scrolling feed is what you do after she accuses you of stealing? Oh, my dear, Celia-Ann,” Ma said, shooting me a momentary glance of frustration. “What are we going to do with your opponent, Miss Evans?”
“It’s already being dealt with—as slander. She’ll apologize before the week’s out if she knows what’s good for her.” 
What a magnificent contradiction, this Irish silk from the strip. She seemed to get charged by her own words. With every strong response, her shoulders would get straighter, her chest would puff out, and her small, dimpled chin would raise. I found her incredibly sexy despite the woman, and she caught me looking before I could blink it away. The slightest smile took to the corners of her thin red lips, and her eyes lowered. “Scooch-scooch,” she said under her breath. “Come a little closer, Jackson. I could use a strong man’s support."
“While we’re inside this roller, Mayor Shion. I’m your man,” I vowed, winking and scooching until our hips came into contact. “Anything you want, just ask it.”
“Oh my,” Celia-Ann gasped, fanning herself dramatically to the great disapproval of my mother, who wasn’t in the mood for our games.
“Do that on your own time. Tell me about… . ”
Once they got going, I checked out mentally, returning to the skyline. I felt my high coming down, taking my patience for being trapped with these two queens discussing illicit favors and expectations. I missed the simplicity of being a clipper, where my commitments were limited to closing out contracts and collecting the uncs owed at the end. This new normal of back-channel talks with greasy clockers was far from ideal. 
Celia-Ann spoke calmly to Ma, firm and direct but never authoritative. It reminded me of my Uncle Lucky when he would give orders to the runners. That matter-of-fact delivery of a commander, running out mission details in such a way that everyone involved absorbed them.
In listening to their talk, I learned that before becoming mayor, Celia-Ann worked in transportation, air shipping goods in and out of Case City. She was also partly responsible for establishing routes from our poor western districts to the wealthy mega-structures in the east, not limited to the spires. It explained why my mother tolerated her. Celia-Ann was to be a golden goose for a scheme Ma hadn’t deigned to share with her adopted son.
At one point, the conversation went back to Sally Evans, who she believed hired a chipper to look into her affairs. This got my attention away from the window. Chippers were little more than hackers, but if Sally Evans hired a master like our own Syn Japhet, we all risked exposure. My eyes found Ma’s, and I saw that she, too, had been alarmed by this admission. “Celia-Ann,” Ma said suddenly, “What did he find?” 
Celia-Ann brought up a bejeweled hand to cover her handsome, heart-shaped face, saying, “This is so awkward. Do we have to discuss it here, in front of Jackson?”
“Pull over here, Marco,” Ma instructed. “We’ll talk outside, Celia-Ann. Okay?” 
I could’ve hugged her. The point of coming along on the ride was to listen and learn. Normally I was a willing participant, but with Celia-Ann Shion, it felt like a shopping trip where I was stuck holding their bags. 
“Big favor she wants from us,” Ma shared after we’d dropped her off, and she could share. “Do you know this lawyer, Darren Wesley?”
“I’ve seen his ads. Fake tan, too many teeth, and empty promises for desperate suckers looking to sue.”
She jabbed her finger at the feed, pausing at a moment when an enraged Evans stormed off the stage. “These two fools, they opened their legs to that man. This is what she wanted to tell me. Celia-Ann thinks Evans found out about her and Wesley. She says a man has been calling and sending her threatening messages. He showed her proof of what was recorded, and she says it was recorded from Wesley’s perspective, through his lens.”
“She wants this lawyer taken off then,” I said.
“No, Jackson, wait. Let me finish. She says she asked him about it and he grew angry, swearing he had nothing to do with any of it. He is married, old Catholic, and Celia-Ann says the wife will take him for every unc if she finds out about them. She thinks this Evans hired a chipper to ride shotgun through the lawyer’s smart-lens for the frame. They can’t go to the doppies, only our guild is able to help.”
“What’s the crisis? It wouldn’t be the first time some official’s naked ass is put to a feed. She realizes there’s a million sims out there with her replicated, true-to-form, and open for business? Come on. Sounds to me like the only one losing will be this lawyer, who, let’s face it, has it coming. Even in my wildest times I knew better than to get with another man’s yalma. For a lawyer, this guy ain’t too smart. Slotting it to rivals on the political end, and he’s married?”
“I agree,” Ma replied, which surprised me. She was no prude and had her own record of questionable choices, but she was the one who taught me the importance of standing on commitments. “I agreed to help her for another reason, Jackson. Celia-Ann has a big mouth, but we need her. I am worried about things she may have said to this man on those recordings.”
I cursed. There was no backing out of this now that there was even a chance our names were mentioned in those feeds. For all we did to remain invisible and powerful to the Case City elites, this situation could mean the undoing of everything we’d worked on for decades. A mayor watching our back, DPS figureheads on retainer to keep runners out of jail, and our position on the lower end as the top guild. All could be lost with the attention brought on by whatever was on those recordings.
“Some risks I am not willing to take,” Ma explained softly. “Celia-Ann is a child, who we are now stuck cleaning up after, but we have to do it.”
“What do you want me to do about it, Ma?”
Ma released a long sigh and looked nearly as deflated as she sounded. I knew how hard my mother worked, sometimes at the cost of a personal life. For a necessary rung in the ladder to her goal to be this kind of mayor felt unfair. “Find this chipper and whoever hired him. Bring me what they have on Celia-Ann.”




Two


Throughout all the years I spent being the grim reaper, I had dreamed of graduating to handler, where I was no longer the shooter but the shot caller. When work would be reduced to hosting meetings and brokering deals. It was a good dream, a positive aspiration, and one I made into reality last year. What I didn’t account for was the ghosts of my victims staying on as partners to this advancement. What was the use of having all the uncs to buy whatever I wanted if I could barely find the peace to fall asleep? 
Now that I no longer was the enforcer, I wanted to amass the uncs needed to diversify my income, manifesting some of these lessons I was learning from my mother. Things were good the way they were. I had a network of professionals at the ready, and aside from Celia-Ann’s blackmailer, there were no demands from the guild. 
After meeting with Ma and Celia-Ann, I wanted to immediately get down to business. It was the clipper in me. Everything was timing. The shooter who finds his nest first holds the advantage over the other. That was my thinking when I walked into Rania’s, a popular multilevel drink-and-kink run by a partner of mine, Porter Nash. Porter’s name may have been on the lease, but Rania’s was ours as part of a greater arrangement from which we all benefited. 
It meant the rum I sat nursing was on the house with Porter’s compliments, but it also meant that anyone coming for him would have to go through me and the guild. Over the last year, it had become my private office, where I would sometimes meet and talk business. I was draining the last of my rum when the silkiest set of fingers danced down my back while another set touched my abdomen. 
“You come in and don’t say a word, Jax. What’s your static?” a warm breathy voice whispered. I recognized the voice of Delta Spectra and kept it together while I finished my drink. 
“I’m the customer here, Del. You call on me, I don’t call on you,” I said. It was meant to be a joke, and when she snatched her hands away from me, offended, I caught her by the waist to reel her back in. Delta had a pinched face and stunning amber eyes rimmed with silver glitter. She was petite but carried herself like a tall pageant queen, making her one of the more popular escorts. Nothing was going to happen beyond the touches, that was concrete, and she knew it, but given our history, I would be lying if I said I disliked it. 
I reached inside my front pocket, retrieved a small case, flipped it open, and plucked out a wafer, holding it up to her expectant face. She stretched out her long pink tongue, and I fed her a paper-thin wafer of Bliss, kick-starting her trip. Dropped one of my own to get down on her level, and we stood for a moment, listening to the sounds of the band downstairs jamming their asses off for whatever Porter was paying them.
Rania’s was alive tonight, with the strobe lights pulsing to the booming music. All four bars on the main floor were packed, and every XPerience booth read occupied. The atmosphere was electric. People were dancing, laughing, and cutting loose, enjoying a few hours of escape from their miserable lives.
“Alone tonight, guap? What’s the sitch?” She cooed after leveling out from her climb. We were in a booth behind a few open VIP tables, which gave me some privacy.
“I’ll come look for you later,” I lied, ready to be rid of her. “I’ve got business with your boss.”
“Sure you do,” she responded skeptically and leaned in to peck me on the cheek before bouncing up to resume her duties. I watched her go, slip into the crowd of distant writhing bodies, moving her hips rhythmically to the song I didn’t know from the band I didn’t care to remember. They were no Nuclear Fallout Family, but they had a similar sound and energy, so it was tolerant at best.
“Hey, boss. I knew I would catch you in here,” said a voice I knew belonged to Cho Takase, my number one clipper and migo. I rose to give him a hug. Cho was a short, agile guy, but when he embraced me, he made me wonder if he was a full-kit cyborg below the tracksuit. The man was deceptively strong, and having seen him shoot it only made me respect him more as a weapon. “It’s so dark over here, bro. Mind if I turn on a light?” I gave no objections, so he touched the lamp, causing it to emit a low, soft, white light.
“What are you doing here tonight?” I asked.
“I’m always here. I should be asking you that. You here for Porter? Doesn’t matter,” he started laughing. “He’ll come find you eventually. You know he has lookouts working the doors. Back when I worked here, he had us reporting any heavies. That’s how you know you’re the man now, boss. I see you around, your migo gotta drain the southern vein.”
“Yeah, way south from what I hear,” I called after him, watching him go. Cho Takase, “Mr. Reliable.” It made me feel better knowing he was in the building, just in case anything went south. As he had predicted, Porter found me, a pale gorilla in a 900 unc suit with a square jaw and platinum blond Caesar to polish off the stereotype. Tonight he had a set of white contact lenses. I thought he looked like a vampire, but though he dressed the part, the tattoos on his neck exposed him for the pimp that he was. 
Porter Nash was a lowlife, but he made me a lot of money. I tolerated his flaws, but once in a while, he’d test me, and I was growing weary of the game. “Ha, there’s the man,” he approached the table, performing a two-step to the music. A server named Leigh came up to offer us drinks, stopped to see what he was doing, and made a face at me behind his back. I shot her a wink, and she came over to take our orders. “Get Jax another. I’ll have the usual,” Porter said.
“The Mohawk by the balcony’s a clip,” I informed him. “He’s been eying the first floor for ten minutes now, scoping a mark. If you don’t want DPS all in your shit, you get him out of here.” 
Taking me at my word, Porter waved over a bouncer and had him ask the clipper to make an exit. He did so without objection, and Porter returned to thank me. I found it amusing that he thought I did it for him, forgetting I owned part of the club. When seated with his drink in hand, he placed his elbows on the table and interlocked his fingers, using them to cover his mouth while he spoke. “Listen, the Kings got the message on that other thing. We shouldn’t have any more issues on that route.”
“We better not,” I said. “There were two ways we could have gone about that, and I chose the peaceful option. Next time I’ll send Aki Dice, and DPS can scrape what’s left of them off the pavement.”
“It won’t come to that. They know who they’re dealing with,” Porter said. “I let Obea know you were behind this, and he gave me his word he’d talk to Noid.”
“Bad Obea’s the only reason I would even consider dealing with the Nut Bones,” I reminded him. “Port, I need you to stay out of this for a month or two so they don’t think this is a favor. This is still business, and regardless of what you owe them, I expect my uncs to be on time, as soon as the last roller comes it in. I need to catch up with Obea at some point, but we’ll see how this goes. What else is new?”
He slid into the seat across from me and made an expression like his dinner wasn’t sitting well. Porter was a big guy, tall and built like a bruiser, though most of it was augments bought back when he was moving and shaking on the strip. When I was a nobody, his name was buzzing until he went away for murder, with little support from his guild. He’d bullied his way into Rania’s, eventually becoming its owner. Now, even as a shell of his former self, he presented as a boss in his paisley gold blazer and pinkie ring.
“Noid might be a problem,” he said, removing the jacket and loosening his cuff-links. “He’s been talking down on me, you, your mom. Anybody who ain’t gang. There’s some kinda unresolved beef he wouldn’t say. Know anything ‘bout that?”
“Reapers, you think?” I wondered what I could have done for Noid to have a beef with me. “Shit, Port, I don’t know, but he can bark at the moon all he wants. I don’t care. As long as we get our uncs, he can call me whatever he wants in private. You’re looking extra icy tonight. What’s the occasion? You got a young silk to trick into serving here?”
“Careful with the balls, brotha. They’re tender,” he laughed, feigning a wince. “And we’re ‘posed to be migos.” He knocked back a shot, growled, and exhaled a “whew,” through clenched teeth.
“Do you ever leave this place, Port? I always see you here, even when I’m rolling in at four in the morning, there you are and you’re not even tired.”
He didn’t like me asking. “What do you want me to do, send you my schedule? I take some days off, but even then, everything I need is right here.” He emphasized this by ogling a server brushing past him to another table. “I’m just doing my thing, Jackie Cole, no harm intended. How’s the old lady? Not the one who raised you, but the one you got waiting at the spot?”
“Playing with fire, migo.”
“Just switching it up,” he deflated. “You’re reading too much into it. I still haven’t met your yalma, Skai. Ain’t that her name? We do a lot of business. Let me build back the trust, and get on the level. We would never disrespect her in here. She’d get the red carpet. You know how we do.”
I took my time answering. He was practically begging, and as much as I wanted to tell him to stick it up his augmented rear, he wasn’t wrong. I could put in more effort to be friendly. There was no personal beef, but he’d betrayed me in the past, and that memory remained.
“Yeah-yeah, Port, I know. Look I have no problem with her coming to Rania’s, but there’s no way in hell I would introduce you to my girl. You know way too much ‘bout what I do in here.” I let out a laugh. “Man, are you joking? You don’t know Skai. She starts playing with your head and I’ll be in the doghouse.”
That made him laugh. He had one of these loud genuine laughs that would have been annoying if my joke hadn’t elicited it. Cho Takase returned from the restroom, grabbed a chair, and swung it around backward, leaning forward to rest his elbows on the table. He looked zoned out of his mind, making me wonder if he was present. The last thing I needed watching my back was a Blissed-out zombie slow to react, so I reached up to thump his forehead, but he deftly caught my hand. 
“I’m on sharpies not drops,” he said, releasing my fingers with a conspiratorial wink.
“Yeah, so back to where we left off, migo,” I said. “Is it a girl here that has you hanging around? Teresita’s has free drinks, and I know you don’t miss it already.”
“Cho hangs out here ‘cause there’s always merc-work,” Porter pointed at Cho with his glass. “Mouths to feed, eh migo?”
When he said this, Cho smiled instead of giving off his typical scoff at anything Porter said. 
“Mouths?” I repeated, wondering if he was mistaken.
“He’s talking about my son, Steven. His mother hates me and won’t let me see him. I send something every month. I don’t even know what she’s doing with it. Neither of you have kids, but it’s like this. Even if I can’t be his father, I want him to have a better chance out here than we did.”
“You’re a man, Cho,” I said, and Porter grunted his approval though I felt he didn’t deserve to share any of this moment. “Laurie will come around eventually. You’re too much of a catch for her to not be, Queen Bee.”
“Righteous Jax,” he raised a mock toast before fixing a clipper’s gaze on Porter. “You
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