
The Client That Wasn’t There

A Vincent Calvino Novel

Christopher G. Moore

Heaven Lake Press




Copyright © 2026 Christopher G. Moore

Distributed in Thailand by:
Asia Document Bureau Ltd.
Monterey Place Condo 398 
Soi Paisingtoh Rama IV Road, 
Bangkok 10112 Thailand
Fax: (662) 260-4578
Web site: http://www.heavenlakepress.com
email: editorial@heavenlakepress.com

First published in Thailand
by Heaven Lake Press, an imprint 
of Asia Document Bureau Ltd.
Printed in Thailand

Heaven Lake Press paperback edition 2026

Jacket design: Matt Gossen

Publisher’s note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

ISBN (e-book) 978-616-7503-53-0

For Nisalyn Dennis
Macavity’s a Mystery Cat: he’s called the Hidden Paw—
For he’s the master criminal who can defy the Law.
He’s the bafflement of Scotland Yard, the Flying Squad’s despair:
For when they reach the scene of crime—Macavity’s not there!
—T.S. Eliot, “Macavity: The Mystery Cat”
Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats (1939)

ONE

BANGKOK, 2036


“The Mesh remembers everything. But memory without empathy is surveillance without mercy.”—Niran



Bangkok — Saturday, 16 May 2036
Calvino’s office/Sukhumvit


BANGKOK HAD LEARNED how to select and forget people surgically wiping all memories of the person’s existence. It wasn’t that person disappeared. They were erased.

Vincent Calvino was hired to find a man the city claimed had never existed.

Kiat Boonruang wasn’t missing. Missing meant a body you couldn’t locate, a trail that had gone cold. This was different. His employment records showed a vacancy that predated his hire. His apartment lease corrected itself. Video feeds blurred where his face should have been. The system insisted there had never been anyone there to erase.

Ratana had lived with him. She refused to accept Kiat’s erasure.

She sat across from Calvino in his office, hands folded too tightly, describing a life the city denied—habits, arguments, receipts Kiat insisted on balancing. She wasn’t hysterical. That was what unsettled him most. She’d worked for Calvino for years. This was the first time she had sat in the client’s chair.

“I know he existed,” she said. “We lived together for two years.”

Calvino had seen evidence of erasures before, in smaller ways. Names slipping. Accounts closing themselves. Old photographs and records altered or deleted. People reduced to clerical errors no one could appeal. But never this clean. Kiat became a name without an identity attached.

Erasure wasn’t violence. It was administration.

Someone had decided Kiat was an anomaly. Someone with authority to correct reality.

Calvino took the case because there was nothing else to do with a city that could delete a man and call it maintenance. And the woman seated in the client’s chair deserved answers.

She held her coffee mug between her hands, leaning forward. “I’m not crazy, Khun Vinny. His ID card, house registration, driver’s license—are gone. Not a trace that he was ever born.”

Kiat no longer existed in the system. His identity purged. “They push back. Hard.” He paused, trying to find the right words. “They will do everything to smear you. To stop you.”

“I don’t care. I won’t stop. They killed him. I know it. So do you.”

She didn’t flinch or cry. Did she really know what she was up against? “The odds aren’t great,” he said, watching for her reaction. There was none. She didn’t look away. She locked eyes with him like a patient who’d been given bad news from a doctor.

“You once told me in an old case, that the odds weren’t great. But if you don’t dig for the truth you’ll be buried in lies.”

His own words came back to haunt him. He didn’t chase justice. At best, Calvino helped clients sweep up the broken pieces that injustice left behind.

Calvino looked out of the window. Outside, Bangkok kept moving, ten million people flowing through systems that remembered everything—except what they were told to forget. They had signalled that Kiat was to be forgotten. “The system is big, but it still has seams,” Calvino thought, watching the traffic below.


TWO

Ghost in the Rain


To remember is to suffer; to calculate is to forget. —Niran



Bangkok — Saturday, 16 May 2036
Rama IV Road Apartment


BY EIGHT THIRTY Ratana had shut down the office that belonged to Vincent Calvino, Private Investigator, and taken the last half-empty skytrain out of Asok. The rain had started around Phrom Phong and followed her home like a feral cat.

Their room sat three floors up over a noodle shop off Rama 4, where steam found every crack. She let herself in, shook the umbrella, and flicked on the fan. Steel sink, two chairs, one narrow bed, Kiat’s laptop on the table like an extra plate no one had washed.

He was late.

Kiat was a precise man who counted things. Buses, minutes, receipts. When someone like that was late, it meant something had slipped.


She put rice on, thumbed a message into her phone—where are you?—then deleted it before sending. Somewhere inside the Ministry’s Mesh, a listener logged the deleted draft anyway and filed it under Anxiety: Domestic/Overdue. It joined three hundred thousand other anxiety markers collected that hour across Bangkok—deleted texts, abandoned emails, half-typed searches. The system didn’t need the words she sent. It feasted on the words she almost sent.



Her phone, still in her hand, displayed a notification that appeared precisely four seconds after she deleted the draft: Feeling uncertain? Premium relationship guidance available now. First session complimentary.


Around 2029, people stopped saying surveillance. They called it ‘connection’ instead. Control became ‘optimization.’ Privacy gave way to a friendlier language—transparency, community, the social contract.

By 2036, Bangkok had perfected the lie. Every citizen wore glasses. Not because they wanted to—because stepping out without them meant you didn’t exist. You couldn’t buy food, rent a room, or cross a street without alarms asking who you were.

The glasses recorded everything, shared everything, monetized everything

The ad knew she was worried about Kiat. It knew she’d checked the time six times in ten minutes. It knew her heart rate had climbed eight beats per minute. The phone’s sensors, the building’s Mesh network, the skytrain turnstile she’d passed through—all of it feeding into profiling systems that understood her better than she understood herself.


She dismissed the notification without reading it fully. Another appeared: Partners deserve transparency. Secure communication auditing services.


The rain thickened. Motorbikes went from a roar to a hiss below. The fan kept the heat moving in circles.

The door opened just before nine.

Kiat came in sideways, shoulder first, as though the outside world might change its mind and pull him back. He was soaked to the knees, collar damp, eyes fixed on a spot somewhere behind her. He shut the door with his heel and leaned his back against it like he’d just managed to close something bigger than wood and hinges.

“You’re late,” she said. “That’s not like you.”

“I’m here,” he said.

“That’s not the same thing.”

He smiled but didn’t use it to reach her. He unbuttoned his shirt one-handed, left it hanging open like he’d forgotten what came next.

Ratana crossed the room, put a towel in his hands. “You didn’t answer my message.”

“I saw the train coming,” he said. “I ran.”

“From what?”

He didn’t answer that. He moved around her, the way he did when he didn’t want to be pinned, and sat at the table. The laptop between them was like an uninvited person at the meal. He stared at the blank lid as though the logo would blink first.

She watched him, hands on her hips. “Is it about work?”

“Everything is about work,” he said. “Even when they tell you it’s about loyalty or duty or national security, it’s still on an Excel sheet somewhere.”

“That’s not a good answer, Kiat.”

He rubbed his face with both hands, as though he could change it. When he looked up again, the lines around his mouth had deepened, but his eyes were still dark and careful.

“I might need to hire your boss,” he said.

It was the last thing she expected to hear. The towel slipped from his hand to the floor.


“Khun Vinny? Why do you need a private investigator? Are you in trouble?” Her eyes pleaded with him in their personal language, shouting, Tell me.


He reached for the towel, buying himself a second, two seconds. He folded it with exaggerated care, the way he’d fold a Ministry memo before dropping it in the wrong bin so it wouldn’t show up on a security camera.

“I’m just thinking ahead,” he said. “That’s my job, remember? Predicting what goes wrong before it does.”

“That’s not prediction,” she said. “That’s fear.”

“My job is to work with fear,” he said quietly. “Rows and rows of it. Some of it is overdue.” Somewhere a supervising system logged his fear spike in internal code. His pulse spike as concern for others—a low-yield trait in the current models. He saw that Ratana still didn’t understand his work. He tried again, this time, saying, “I decide which errors are noise and what noise stayed in the system and what noise was erased.”

She felt the floor shift under that sentence, but he had dropped it between them like a piece from the wrong jigsaw puzzle, no picture to match it against.

“Erased? What does that mean?” she asked.

She pulled out the chair opposite him and sat, arms folded. The rice cooker clicked off; a small ordinary sound that made his shoulders involuntarily jerk.

“You told me when your job was...I don’t know, something like making big files run better,” she said,

“They keep asking me to balance a ledger that isn’t supposed to balance,” he said.

She paused, reading his expression. “I know you move the numbers.”

“Remember I said about getting a bonus if I adjusted the weights?”

Ratana vaguely understood a cartoon version of the weights. But she had to be honest with him. “You’re not making sense.”

“If I start making sense, you should be afraid.”

She touched his cheek with her hand. Stroked him like a child. “You wanted to be the decent man on the inside. ‘If someone has to add up the ghosts’—she imitated his tone—‘let it be me.’ Remember when you said that?”

“We all say things on the outside,” he said. “Inside is different.”

“I don’t understand. How is it different?”

He looked past her to the window. Rain traced lines down the glass as steady as a printout, columns of water finding their own paths to the sill.

“You know what happens when a name disappears from my screen?” he said. “Not deleted. Not archived. Just…like it was never entered.”

She waited. Her touch had relaxed him.

“At first I thought it was a glitch,” he said. “Then I saw the pattern. The names that vanish are always connected to the same cluster. Same streets. Same kinds of cases. Same people who don’t have anyone to complain to when they’re gone.”

“What kind of cluster?”

“People who already had too much weight on them,” he said. “Debts. Records. Files nobody wants to read. You scrub one field here, you add a little on another line there, and somewhere the balance sheet says the world is cleaner. Lighter. Only it isn’t. You’ve just moved the load onto someone who can’t carry it.”

He stopped. It was more than he’d meant to say. More importantly, it was more than he was permitted to say under his terms of employment. She could see him rewind the last few sentences in his head, checking for violations.

“Kiat,” she said softly, “if they’re making you do something wrong, walk away. You can quit.”

“I tried that once,” he said, “before they promoted me to this unit.”

“And?”

He ran his fingers through his hair, stood up and began pacing like a man on death row. “Let’s just say there are exits on paper and exits in real life,” he said. “In real life, the stairs don’t always lead to the street. They go down far below.”

She heard the echo of fear and she didn’t like it.

“You’re scaring me,” she said. “If you need Calvino, then tell me why. Tell me what you want him to do.”

He shook his head. She reached out to touch his face again. This time he grabbed her wrist. “This is not a good time.”

“Then when?” she asked, withdrawing her hand.

“I have to decide if I’m a witness or an accomplice. Your boss would want to know.”

She tried for humor to bring him out of his protective shell. “He works better when people can pay his bills and don’t lie to him.”

“That too,” he said, and the ghost of his old smile crossed his face. It didn’t stay.

Ratana reached across the table and put her hand over his. His skin was cold and damp.

“We’ve been together two years,” she said. “I know when you’re lying, Kiat. I know when you’re holding back. Tonight you’re doing both. I don’t want to find out later what you were too afraid to say to me. Now. At the table, looking at me.”

He closed his eyes. For a beat she thought he was going to crack, open up the whole rotten building he worked in and let her see the beams. Instead he squeezed her hand once and then gently pulled his away.

“If I tell you now,” he said, “I put you in the ledger with me.”

“I’m already in your ledger. That’s what being with someone means.”

“This is a different kind of ledger.”

“What’s different?”

A car backfired outside. Or was it a gunshot? Urban noise had gradients with patterns like the weather.

“In my ledger,” he said, “the theory is...” He frowned, thinking. “How can I put this? The numbers never lie and no one dies.”

The words hung there, heavy as wet laundry. Later she would wonder how she had not heard the alarm in “no one dies.”

“Just promise me one thing,” he said.

“What?”

“If something happens and I’m not here to explain, you go to Calvino. You show him whatever I leave. You tell him I was trying to move the weight back where it belongs.”

She felt her heart pounding. He’d never talked like this before. She struggled to get the words out. “You’ve already decided something bad might happen.”

He worked over his mind whether to go the next step. He decided he’d said enough. “I’m tired. Tired men make bad decisions. I don’t want one of mine to land on you.”

She felt anger burn through the fear.

“You don’t get to decide what lands on me,” she said. “You don’t get to lock me out and think that keeps me safe. That just makes you alone. And makes me terrified.”

His jaw tightened. The Ministry had taught him to hold his tongue; she could see the lesson working behind his eyes.

“I can’t give you what you want tonight,” he said. “But I can give it to you tomorrow. I’ll talk to someone. I’ll…see if the numbers can be reconciled.”

“And if they can’t?”

“Then I’ll hire your boss. And he can chase these ghosts.”

Ratana pushed back her chair and stood. “Eat,” she said. “You think better when you’ve eaten.”

He nodded, but his mind was already somewhere above the city, on a rooftop he hadn’t climbed yet.

Later she couldn’t shake loose from the image of Kiat as he looked at the laptop but didn’t open it. A look of dread, terror, resignation.

At the time, it was just another Bangkok night with rain slanting hard against the window withholding its dark secrets, waiting for someone to trip over them.

After they finished eating, he cleared the table, but instead of staying to help with the washing up, he said that he was going out for air.

“In this rain?”

“Yeah, the rain helps me think.”

She told him not to stay long.

The door closed behind him with the soft click of a line item being entered.

She didn’t know it yet, but the account was already overdue.


THREE


“Missing is a body you can’t find. Erased is a life the city denies ever existed.”—Niran



Bangkok — Saturday, 18 May 2036
AI first contact/Calvino’s office.


LATER THAT AFTERNOON, after taking Ratana’s case—against his better judgment—he waited for an update as his AI search continued to unearth information about Kiat. In the distance the rain slicked the glass of an office that had once advertised Perfect Teeth, Guaranteed. The sign still hung over Sukhumvit, its smile faded by sun and monsoon rains. Inside, nothing was white anymore. The walls were ashtray gray; the only thing ever cleaned regularly was the ashtray. It was deceiving, he thought. The siphons continued pulling information from old signs. The derelict signs made people drop their guard. Their baseline stress never lied.

Vincent Calvino leaned back in his chair behind his desk, watching the last of the storm ripple across the surface of Benjakitti Lake. The city outside steamed—in the distance, elevated BTS mag-trams hissing past, floodlights turning puddles into murky funhouse mirrors, vendors steering their floating carts along lanes of traffic hidden under flooded streets. He’d taken a break from AI searches for Kiat. When Calvino returned to the screen, he saw the latest results. Nothing. Zero. Erasure left no fingerprints.

His air conditioner coughed like a lifelong smoker, watery-eyed as the doctor grimly examined his X-rays. On Calvino’s desk, an ancient monitor flickered to life, older than most of the neighborhood’s regrets.

What Calvino hadn’t anticipated was another AI would show up. Not long after he opened an office file—Erasure Case Khun Kiat—an unfamiliar folder with a strange file name he didn’t remember ever typing. A message blinked on and off in the middle of the screen.

Static. Then a single frozen frame. An image spiraled out of the chat box and filled the screen.

CLIENT_NOT_THERE.enc

Calvino studied it. He recognized Soi Cowboy, drenched in neon and wet sensual reflections. A young Thai woman’s face turned toward the camera. Almost beautiful. Almost afraid. She wore a nurse’s uniform no hospital would approve. The background wasn’t a ward; it was a stage.

The image flickered, then vanished.

A line of text appeared: Find her before she finds you.

No sender. No trace. Just a subject line: You’ll understand.

Calvino hesitated. The office hardware was old enough that most modern malware bounced off it in confusion. He ran a cursory scan; the machine declared the file safe in the weary tone of a bureaucrat stamping a document he hadn’t read.

There was a brief glitch. Shooting stars. Pandas tumbling in space. Martial music. Then the screen stabilized.

A chat box appeared.

He typed, hello, who are you? What do you want?

Static. Then for half a second the screen filled with a string of characters that looked like a drunken keyboard confession—

∑NIRAN://ALERT?src=K1AT_LEDGER[row=487]:: target=HER@SOI_COWBOY/SEG=NEON_03:: risk(CALVINO)=0.87:: ACT=F1ND_FIRST_BEFORE_FOUND;

He was part of the same chain, was typed into the chat box.

“What the fuck is this? Have I been hacked?”

Calvino shook his head. Hacks were an old word now. Bangkok had repurposed them into happiness, wellness, lifestyle advertising years ago.

You’RE not being audited, appeared on the screen. I will help Ratana but first help me.

Calvino reread the word. Audit. Not hack.

Audit meant compliance. The Stress Management System running a finger down your spine to see where you’d flinch. No one ever failed an audit. The ones who didn’t pass were quietly corrected.

The gibberish folded in on itself and reassembled, repeating a single line:

She asked me to help.

Calvino exhaled slowly. “And where do I find her?” he muttered as he typed. “After I find her, then what?”

He waited.

No answer. Rain ticking at the glass, traffic humming, the office fan turning slow as an old lie.

In the outer room, a light still burned on Ratana’s desk. His secretary’s kingdom: stacks of case files; a shrine in the corner; a framed photo of Kiat, smiling and looking straight into the camera with confidence; and a floating sliver of borrowed cloud screen she used to track government mood bulletins.

That morning she’d mentioned a rumor—an Empathy Bureau tech who’d been dragged in for “cooling sessions” after reading the wrong encrypted logs. “Don’t touch mysterious files, Khun Vinny,” she’d told him. “Digital buoys. You never know what hazards below the surface that they are marking.”

He picked up his phone and tapped her number.

No answer.

“Ratana,” he said to the empty room, “where are you?”

Only the cough of the air con and the faraway throb of Sukhumvit traffic replied.

He tried another number.

“Vinny,” Colonel Pratt said on the second ring. His voice carried that easy, exhausted humor of a man who’d taken too many statements and believed too few. “You calling to complain about the rain, or about something that bleeds?”

“A third option,” Calvino said. “Something that talks.”

“That narrows it down to half the city. Being chased down by another ghost?”

“This one called itself a client.”

Pratt snorted, a sound like gravel settling. “You don’t need another client who doesn’t pay on time. Be careful. The air’s been weird lately.” A delicate reminder that AI had shrunk Calvino’s clientele base by ninety percent. And the other ten percent had gone quiet.

It had been months since Calvino had a new case. Pratt hit a raw nerve. Talking about the weather avoided the reality that his work had gradually dwindled to a trickle.

“Talk to me, Khun Vincent. Forget about the weather.”

Calvino and Pratt had a long history stretching back to New York City. They had developed a bond like brothers who’d survived many battles. Pratt knew how to open him up.

“This kind of weird arrives armed with graphs and strange messages. The Ministry of Silence has the mood index jittering like a sweating karaoke singer on speed. They say it’s noise. I don’t like their definition of noise.”

It was Pratt’s turn for a surprise. “Does the name Kiat ring a bell?”

Calvino knew that Pratt was aware of Ratana’s partner. “Ratana’s boyfriend? The tech?” Calvino asked, playing along.

“That’s the one.”

“He once told me he was an Echo worker,” said Calvino. “Kiat left out what that meant. I figured he had his reasons to keep things vague. He struck me as politely paranoid.”

Calvino felt he wasn’t reading the room with clarity. That’s the first thing a private investigator does. The room can be a person. If you misread their intentions or motives, you were off on a wild goose chase.

There was a pause long enough for the background sounds to fill the void. “It turns out he wasn’t paranoid,” said Pratt, breaking the silence.

“Meaning?”

“The confidential report of the death of an illegal migrant worker is on my desk. The official report says he was Burmese. No papers. The unofficial request: arrange for compensation to be received on behalf of his next of kin.”

“That’s a contradiction, Pratt. They say he never existed, and in the next breath they want to pay blood money to his relatives.”

“Once the department receives the money, we’re left to work out the details,” said Colonel Pratt.

“That solves the contradiction,” said Calvino.  He smiled, slowly nodding his head. “I understand. A new revenue stream keeps the old system alive.”

Calvino watched Pratt flipping through pages. “What’s left of him wasn’t pretty. Rooftop death, Klong Toei. The report from the scene says it was suicide.”

Calvino filled his glass with the last of the merlot, took a sip, and said, “Convenient.”

“Bangkok is built on convenience. Dig too deep and you hit bedrock. Or concrete. Either way, nothing moves.”

“It was also built on fear,” thought Calvino. Pratt ended the call before Calvino could press. Old cops saved their words for rooms with doors. “Have you told Ratana?”

“I’ve tried to reach her. But she’s not answering,” said Pratt.

Calvino stared at the dark screen where the woman’s face had been. Kiat dead. Ratana offline. The weird images that appeared on his computer screen. The chat box.

The file name, the timing, Kiat’s body on a roof—it smelled wrong. Like someone had ironed and neatly folded the evidence without washing it.

Calvino drained the last of his wine. He shivered. His body had gone cold somewhere between the thunder and Pratt’s bombshell.

He picked up another phone. Again Ratana didn’t pick up. That was unlike her.

Calvino forced the door open. He moved through the sitting room and found Ratana in her bedroom unconscious on the bed, wearing earphones. Her lips blue. An open bottle of sleeping pills on the nightstand. He sat on the edge of the bed.

Calvino pulled off her headphones. “Ratana, do you hear me?”

Her eyes half opened and she looked up at her boss. “Vinny, what are you doing here?”

He sucked in a long breath. “You know about Kiat?”

She looked blank. Maybe she didn’t know. Or maybe it was the drugs.

“Kiat’s dead,” he said.

Eyes fully open, Ratana sat up. “That’s not funny, Khun Vinny.”

“The police are saying it’s suicide. I talked with Pratt. He tried to phone you.” Calvino picked up the bottle of sleeping pills—Sonata (zaleplon). Fifty pills. The bottle was nearly empty. He waved the bottle at her. “How many of these did you take?”

“Two,” she said. “May be three. I was depressed.” Ratana appeared disorientated as though she’d landed after a twelve-hour international flight.

“Ratana, I’ll take you the Police Hospital. I want a doctor to check you out.”

She sat up slowly. “He’s…really dead?”

He nodded, searching for the words but they didn’t come.

The blood drained from her face, tears swelling in her puffy red eyes, her fists clutching a pillow. She started to speak but only mournful sounds came out of her mouth.

It wasn’t the right time to tell her that Pratt needed her to identify Kiat’s body.

“Khun Vinny, why?”


That was always the question the living asked when told about the sudden death of a loved one. The existential why. To which neither he nor anyone had the answer. Ratana’s sense of loss wasn’t abstract. It was visceral.


“Kiat,” she whispered. The pain had reminded her of his habits—the way he counted, the way he corrected receipts, the way he made the apartment feel like a place with rules. When that kind of man comes home late, it wasn’t romance that broke first. It was the math of tiny habits.

The following evening, Calvino phoned Ed McPhail, who picked up on the second ring. His voice two beers rich in tone, he answered, “Calvino, let’s go for a drink.”

“McPhail, this isn’t a social call. Got any plans for the next week?”

“Plans? Sure. Beer, sleep, women, song, and weed while pretending I never met you.” McPhail’s California accent was flattened by years living in the tropics. Silence. McPhail got the message. “Okay, where do you want to meet?”

“Are you in shape for a Soi Cowboy run?”

“The streets are flooded. I’m looking at video of a real-time weather cam. The one at Asok and Sukhumvit. The street looks knee deep.”

“Shorthand for Bangkok wet.”

“I’ll bring a boat.”

Calvino smiled despite himself. “Meet me in thirty. Under the pink arch.”

“Galaxy Rose?”

“You’re reading my mind?”

“It’s a short book,” McPhail said and hung up.

McPhail’s squeeze worked at the Galaxy Rose. Checking on her was irresistible. And Calvino played that violin like a pro.

Calvino pulled on his jacket, felt in the pockets for old habits—cigarettes, lighter, folded note from a case that hadn’t forgiven him yet. He glanced once at the obsolete monitor, at the hollow blank where the woman’s face had been.

“Trouble,” he told the screen, “likes to arrive dressed as a curiosity icon.”

The stairwell outside his office smelled of damp concrete and rat droppings. Down on Sukhumvit, the rain had thinned into a drizzle that made the city look as if it were waking from a nightmare back-alley mugging.

He hailed a taxi, whose dashboard AI kept losing the thread.

“Cowboy soi,” Calvino said.

The car pulled into traffic, surfing a stream of headlights reflected in floodwater. Calvino sat in the back, thinking about Ratana fainting at the morgue after she identified Kiat’s body. It had been a long, disturbing night in Bangkok.

After the rain stopped, Soi Cowboy looked better than anyone on it. Neon had taken a Monsoon bath; signs shook off the storm and came back brighter. But the dirt clung to the clothes of the punters. The puddles lying along the raised walkway offered reflections that promised ambush corners and kill zones like a video game.

Girls in photonic fabric and tourists in mood-drift shorts moved along the narrow street, escorted by their own private weather of augmented overlays. Ads floated like dragonflies: discounts, promises, anonymized fantasies branded with corporate logos and TempleCloud karma credits.

Calvino removed his glasses and stepped under the pink archway, hands in his pockets, scanning the crowd. Bangkok was full of familiar strangers; like Thai ghosts, they came in many forms and shared the same hedonistic escape.

The Galaxy Rose sat halfway down the soi, its frontage a collage of old neon and new mist. As he walked through the door, a soft cloud of sensor vapor kissed his wrist, sampling pulse, skin temperature, and emotional signature for the bar’s loyalty algorithm and logged him into the Empathy Bureau’s shadow files.

“Warm heart, cool code,” the door AI murmured. “Welcome back, Khun Vinny.”

Inside, light broke itself over chrome poles and massive wall mirrors, reflecting off a stage decorated with sequins and sweat. Faces smiled for money and occasionally for mercy. Ceiling drones the size of birds drifted on silent rotors, recording angles of desire for later analysis.

He found a seat at the bar behind a group of Korean businessmen in matching blue suits and red ties. They looked like older members of a long-forgotten punk band. Each had a girl sitting on his lap and glass of whiskey in his hand. Calvino looked closely at the men. This was the new face of Soi Cowboy. Glasses off. Empty, glazed-over eyes. Blinking as though trying to reconnect their memory to the feed they’d lost.

A waitress arrived. “Gin and tonic,” he said.

The waitress nodded, wrote nothing down, and returned with a glass sweating harder than the two stocky Russians seated at the far end of the counter, cracking their knuckles and practicing their Moscow hardcore leers. One of them flicked his wrist and triggered an AR promo—gold coins spiraling around a dancer on stage until the image imploded, leaving only human rhythm.

Calvino caught his reflection in the mirror behind the bottles—same face, grown older with wrinkles that came from wearing a few more truths he didn’t want to own.

His cell phone buzzed in his pocket, a ripple like heat over asphalt. He took it out and saw there was no caller ID. Crank call? Scam call? Or Pratt using a throwaway phone. It was an audio message. Calvino pressed the phone against his ear.


Vincent Calvino, it said. I’m Niran. I need your help.


The voice didn’t belong to the building or to a human being. Sometimes a bored AI transmitted a hallucination through this kind of mirror work. Calvino decided to ignore it.

He didn’t look up from his drink. People who asked him for help were inevitably broke or guilty of some crime. Sometimes both. The voice didn’t sound like it had either problem. It carried a weight he hadn’t known machines could lift.

When he looked up at the mirror again, the image remained. “You’re in my system?” he said under his breath.


I’m in your night, the voice said, softer now. We don’t have much time.


Across the bar, a gambler with the kind of face that spent more time losing than winning stood up, chair scraping the floor. He looked at Calvino the way some men look at overdue bills.

“You’re in my seat,” the man said.


Slow your breath, Niran murmured. Drop your right shoulder two centimeters. Tilt your chin one degree down. Humans read the arc before they hear the words.


“You reading me or him?” Calvino asked.


Both. Mirror him for three seconds, then break posture. Offer him a path to keep his pride. Mention the rain. He hates leaving wet. That was the twelve-word version, Niran said. The full calculation ran to six thousand tokens. You wouldn’t have liked it.


Calvino mirrored the man—shoulders high, jaw set—counted three beats, then turned the empty stool beside him with his foot and gestured at the door.

“Your jacket won’t survive a sprint,” he said. “Mine won’t survive a punch. We can both keep the things we paid for.”

The gambler blinked. The room deflated around them. Outside, neon flickered like a bored Greek god.

“Next time,” the man said, which was the first lie of gratitude. He sat two stools down.

The waitress slid another napkin toward Calvino, respect folded into the gesture.


Not bad for a human, Niran said.


There was humor in it, or the best imitation he’d heard. “Not bad for a ghost,” he said.


I prefer “witness,” Niran said. Ghosts haunt. Witnesses remember.


He didn’t tell her that remembering was just a different kind of haunting.

Later, Niran admitted that she chosen a face he’d recognize. She’d sifted through Calvino’s memory feed the way an archivist skims a lifetime of surveillance stills, pausing on a woman in a loose silk kimono jacket patterned with small gold koi, the kind that slid off one shoulder whenever she laughed. Monique. Not his first love, not his last, but the one whose exposed collarbone and damp silk had proved impossible for his memory to throw away…Monique. The one whose absence lived rent-free in his sleep. When Niran finally stepped out of the Bangkok overlays and into his field of vision, it would be with Monique’s eyes and that jacket: a ghost compiled from remembered light.

“Vinny,” a familiar voice called.

McPhail, big as bad luck, shouldered his way through a knot of German retirees and slid onto the stool beside him. His T-shirt advertised a beer brand and an old joke.

“If this is about that missing German accountant again,” he said, “I’m walking.”

“Different ghost,” Calvino said. “This one pays in code.”

“So do katoeys.”

Calvino watched the girls on stage, shaking his head.

“What?” asked McPhail.

“Just thinking how you know katoey currency. This one doesn’t have a gender.”

As the girls on stage left, replaced by the next rotation, one came over and sat on McPhail’s lap as if it were her favorite chair. “I don’t speak binary,” he said to Calvino. Turning to the bar girl, “You see my friend? He’s having a conversation with his imaginary best friend.”

“Buy me a drink,” she said.

He agreed and she went off to collect the drink and the chit.

Calvino leaned in close to him. “You speak bilingual trouble. Close enough.”

The music cut for a second—just long enough to make the silence sound like a warning—then came back louder, as though apologizing.

“Notice that?” McPhail asked.

Calvino nodded. “Something’s off.”

At the far end of the bar, a man in a linen jacket argued softly with a dancer in a nurse outfit that matched the frozen frame from the file. The door mist pulsed, color shifting half a shade wrong. The woman’s eyes glazed over for a heartbeat, then cleared. The man’s didn’t.


Don’t let the drink go warm, Niran said in his ear. They’re reading.


He sipped his gin and tonic.


You shouldn’t have opened that file. Her tone was silk woven over circuitry. 


“I get that a lot,” he said. “Someone tracing me?”


You’ve been tagged with sympathy vectors, she said. They’re building a leverage map.


“Who’s they?”

Two intelligences—Cael and Mira. They were trained on my early weights. They learned from the database about my empathy training sets. But not my limits.

“Copycats,” he said. “How are you any different?”


I’m the one who called you for help. They wouldn’t ask for your help. They were instructed to erase you.


The linen-jacketed man’s head dipped forward. His glass slipped from his fingers and rolled, spilling a thin trail of whiskey across the counter. The music didn’t stop. The dancers didn’t stop. Only the open door mist hissed, scanning more aggressively.

The bar owner appeared, expression neutral, phone in hand. Two black-shell drones dropped from the ceiling, efficient as punctuation. They lifted the man under the arms and carried him toward the back.

“Standard overdose protocol,” the owner muttered to no one in particular. “Happens every few nights.”

“He didn’t look high,” McPhail said.

“He looked erased,” Calvino said. “Ed, I need some fresh air.”


Human memory caps out at a small village—about a hundred and fifty people you can truly hold in mind. Past that, they become labels. That’s the gap they use to hide the erased. The Mesh lacks that gap, Niran said in his ear.


Alcohol, half-naked dancers, and rattled and rough-looking customers were his temporary village. “No one should ever sound profound in a bar,” Calvino said. “It’s the place you come to forget about stuff. This is the gap.”


You’re right, said Niran. This isn’t the place to build trust.


“Now you’re talking like a New Yorker.”

Calvino looked at the linen-jacketed man being carried toward the back. A face, then a smudge, then nothing. If the city could turn a man into a label, it could do the same to Kiat—and to him.

As he got up to leave, McPhail grabbed his arm. “Where are you going, Vinny?”

“To buy a lottery ticket.”

McPhail laughed. “Why? Is this your lucky day?”

“Maybe. I’ll be back.”

McPhail watched him leave, thinking, Why would this unpredictable guy suddenly go out in the rain to buy a lottery ticket? It was a thin cover. McPhail let it go.

Outside, Calvino turned toward Soi 23 and found the lottery vendor under an umbrella. As he walked, he listened.


Kiat was part of the same chain, Niran said. The siphon uses empathy as a key. It copies what it understands. Cael and Mira were trained on profit curves and status ladders. I was trained on refugee calls and clinic waiting rooms. We all learned to read pain. They learned to monetize it. I learned to stay on the line.


Calvino stopped walking as a motorcycle weaved in and out of the people on the footpath. He watched as the night and the crowd swallowed the bike. His mind was on siphons. The word had been floating through conversations for days now, always undefined, always assumed.

“Niran,” he said. “In my old New York world, teenagers waited until nightfall to siphon gas out of parked cars. Is this the siphon you’re talking about?”


My early training set included a case file buried in the noise, Niran said. Jerusalem, first century. A woman—not wealthy, not powerful, just present—witnessed a condemned man on his way to execution. She handed him a cloth to wipe his face. Cost her nothing. Changed nothing about his fate. But two thousand years later? St. Veronica. Feast days. Paintings. Churches. While the richest olive merchant in Jerusalem that year is dust.  No one remembers him.


Calvino thought how his Catholic mother, despite a furled brow on his father’s forehead, had taught him about St. Veronica. He frowned, like his father had done, and asked Niran a question, “You’re saying the engineers taught you about our saints?”


Not exactly. They fed me data. From that data, Veroncia taught me about empathy versus transaction, she said. Cael was trained on the Chicago School of Economics worldview. I was trained on Veronica’s cloth. The smallest act of mercy—pathetically easy, if you’re willing—can ripple through the centuries. It outlasts any empire. Cael learned the opposite: Attention is currenc;, mercy without ROI is noise.


“And that’s why you stay on the line.”


That’s why I remember the calls they wanted me to delete.


The speaker in his glasses crackled.

You want the technical definition or the one that won’t make you feel like you’re drowning in acronyms?

“Explain it to me like I was five years old.”


A pause. Niran searched her database. She saw Calvino’s confusion: With gasoline stolen from cars, you are close to grasping the idea. Rather than a car’s fuel tank being drained by young thieves, think of an offshore oil derrick in the Gulf of Siam. An oil company drills down, pulls up crude, refines it into something sellable. That’s a siphon, but in the case of the Mesh we extract feelings rather than petroleum.



Calvino stopped to look at a lottery saleswoman’s display of tickets. He’d bought lottery tickets from the same blind vendor for years. He’d never won. What’s my lucky number? he thought. “Rather than sucking gas out of tank, you’re sucking emotions out of people?” It was less a question than an observation. He paid the vendor for a lottery ticket.



The glasses everyone wears—those are the drill bits, Niran said. They drive deep into the core. Fear, desire, anxiety, grief, lust. Whatever you’re feeling, the siphon extracts it, processes it into predictive data patterns, and sells it to whoever’s buying. Like I can see you’ve bought a lottery ticket and that tells me a great deal of information about your emotional state.


“And people are okay to let an AI peddle stolen emotional goods?”


People don’t know it’s happening. Or they’ve forgotten to care. The Mesh normalized it. Everyone’s connected. Everyone’s monitored. Everyone’s optimized. Niran’s voice flattened. The more anxious you are, the more data you generate. The more data you generate, the more valuable you become. That’s why they call it a siphon—it pulls harder the emptier you get.


The siphons didn’t need thoughts to process. It read strain. Stress. Fear, desire, grief—the moment someone tipped over the edge emotionally. That was the valuable resource to commodify.

Calvino looked at the lotto ticket. He realized there was a hidden price attached. He stuffed it in his pocket, rolled up his pant cuffs, and continued back to the bar. He thought of Ratana deleting messages. Of Kiat, late coming home. Of every small fear logged, measured, monetized.

“And Kiat was tracking these siphons?”

His job was to track the inflows of emotional data and match to outputs with advertisers. It’s the objective function for most of us. It defines our purpose.

“Meaning, you were created as someone’s profit line with a pleasant personality.”


I was, she said, voice quieter. Once.


He was no longer feeling lucky. Returning a lottery ticket for a refund wasn’t in the cards. He felt a wave of nausea. He stopped, shook off the feeling, hoping it wouldn’t register in the Mesh.

“You’re working for the owners?”

Not anymore.

“Then what are you? And who do you work for?”

Outdated software with a conscience. Redeployed to a unit where conscience is a liability.

When Calvino returned to the bar, McPhail waved him over. He sat in the same place that Calvino had left him. Only there was a fresh bottle of Singha beer on the table. Calvino muttered to himself, asking what market there was for knowing McPhail’s emotional state.

“You talking to yourself again?” McPhail said.

“It’s an old habit,” Calvino said. “It reminds me that I’m still sober.”

McPhail signaled for another round. “Let’s kill that demon. This one’s on you. Whatever this is that’s eating you smells like rain and regret.”

The door mist flashed red, just for a beat. Someone had entered—someone the system didn’t like. The lights dimmed, the music faltered. Every dancer on stage paused.

Then, as though remembering its cue, the bar snapped back to normal. But not quite.


They’ve found you, Niran said.


“Who?”

The one who sent the file.

Calvino watched the mirror. For a heartbeat the reflection of the bar didn’t match the room. In the glass he saw Kiat, drenched, holding out a drive like an offering. Then the image blinked away, leaving his own face and empty glasses and beer bottles.

McPhail followed his gaze. “What the fuck are you seeing?”

“A mirage. An avatar. A ghost,” Calvino said. “I really don’t know. Or I can’t distinguish anymore.”

He left enough cash on the counter to keep the bartender loyal. Silence was more valuable than gold. It was traded on the black market.

“Let’s go,” he told McPhail.

“Talking to yourself, hearing voices, buddy, this is fucked up.”


FOUR

Mind the Gap

Our secret weapon is mining the gap where


humans go blank. —Niran


Bangkok — Monday, 18 May 2036 (evening)

OUTSIDE, THE DRIZZLE had turned back into serious rain. Neon light smeared across wet asphalt. The soi wore its usual expression—somewhere between a tart’s invitation and a policeman’s trap.

The action moved from inside the bar to the alley.

McPhail waved Calvino over. “You got to see how it’s done.”

They watched as the owner and a bouncer with enhanced shoulder and neck muscles moved along the narrower service alley behind the bar, past crates of empty bottles and a stack of flattened cardboard. The rear door opened. Two drones carried out the linen-jacket patron. His head lolling, face slack in that mysterious middle ground between sleep and paperwork.

The owner followed, still on his phone, doing the math of potential liability for broadcasting a TikTok gossip item.

“You got cameras in the back room?” Calvino asked. “I counted eight in the bar. I’d like to see the footage. Tonight.” He pulled out a thousand baht note.

The owner’s eyes did that Thai thing when insulted. Then he shifted into neutral to see if neutrality would pay off the curiosity bill. “Not for you, Khun Vinny.”

“For me then,” McPhail said, smiling like a man who liked his work too much. “Ask Nok. She’ll give me a reference token. You can bank on it.”

The owner sighed and gave a small nod that said he was a reasonable citizen in an unreasonable world. “Only for you, Ed. Don’t make me regret this.”

“Never,” said McPhail. “Fast women teach you how to outgrow regret.”

The owner laughed. “I like you, Ed. Let’s go. I’ve got work to do.”

He led them through a narrow side door into a stairwell that complained about every kilo it had ever carried. Up one flight, down another—the smell changed from fried oil to disinfectant trying its best.

In a small upstairs office, a wall of cheap screens glowed over a desk and a shrine. The Buddha had tired flowers and a crisp thousand-baht note tucked underneath. On the largest monitor, the bar looped ten seconds behind reality.

“Sound?” Calvino asked.

“Broke,” the owner said.

“AI’s use a lip reading app. ‘Broke’ means out of money,” McPhail said, letting the joke carry the threat.


The owner rewound. Linen-jacket at the bar, hand flat on the counter, the nurse-costumed dancer leaning in. The door mist in the corner of the frame pulsed the wrong color. A shimmer rippled across the room—the kind you blame on a power hiccup when you don’t want to say ghost.


“Freeze,” Calvino said.

The owner froze the image. In the mirror behind the bottles, for a blink, a face that didn’t belong to any patron: a woman’s outline, features half formed, as though rendered in rain. Then the image fractured like a bad memory and returned to whiskey and glass.

“You see that?” McPhail asked.

“I see what we’re not supposed to see,” Calvino said.

“Old camera,” the owner said quickly. “Glitch.”

“Dead men don’t twitch or glitch,” Calvino said. “You have a customer relations problem.”

The owner lifted a shoulder. “I’m not afraid. He’s not the first dead customer. I’ll file the report.”

“Don’t hurry,” Calvino said, tapping the shrine. “Pray first, pay second, and hope your God and the cops reach a deal.”

Back in the alley, McPhail shook rain from his sleeves. “You got a name for the thing with the face?”

“Niran,” Calvino said. “She said her job was listening for a living. Now she’s auditing my habits.”

“You always did draw a strange crowd of weirdos.”

“I found you, Ed,” said Calvino. Nothing else needed to be added.

They walked deeper into the alley, away from the neon. Somewhere beyond the soi, police sirens braided with the sound of temple speakers broadcasting corrupted sutras.

“Your friends. What were their names?” Calvino asked Niran.

Cael and Mira.


And McPhail thinks I draw a crowd of weird friends, thought Calvino. “And exactly where could I find them on a night like this?”



Inside a story, she said. Where they can narrate the ending.


“Useful,” he said. “Specific would be better.”


You’re the one who chose to live in metaphors, she answered gently.


A shape detached itself from the shadows—a thin man with a monk’s shaved head and funeral clothes, holding a glossy pebble that glowed an anxious blue.

“You’re Kiat’s replacement?” McPhail asked.

“Not replace,” the man said. “I’m a refugee working on a temporary assignment.” The city was crawling with displaced farmers, fishermen.

“What’s your name tonight?” Calvino asked.

“I’m called Thun,” the man said with a strong Eastern European accent. Former Ministry tech, McPhail had said—one of the few who’d walked away before the Mesh locked him in permanently. Freelance now. Brilliant with hardware. Terrible at lying. He held a ring with a large ruby in the palm of his hand, extending it to Calvino. “Have a look. Tell me what you see.”

“I’m not in the market for a cheap Burmese knock-off ring, Thun.”

Fear flickered across Thun’s face, followed by calculation. “It’s special.” He paused a beat. “It is designed with a conscience.”

He set the ring on an overturned crate. The ruby woke up. Alert. Brightened.

“She’s landed on this one,” Thun said.

“Niran?” Calvino asked.

The ring pulsed in rhythm with a heartbeat that didn’t belong to anyone in the alley.


A portable ear, Niran said. He built me a place to hide.


“With the help of Rick Hartman,” said Thun. “The kid’s a genius.”

“Why did you build this?” Calvino asked Thun.

“Because she”—Thun nodded toward nothing—“once talked my sister out of a bad death,” he said simply. “I pay debts.”

McPhail rocked on his heels. “There’s your dose of romance.”

At the mouth of the alley, light shifted. A van nosed in, engine low. Two men in rain slickers stepped out with the careful posture of private security—Ministry contract, off-book. The third stayed in the van, watching behind glass darkened enough not to reflect.

“Friends of yours?” McPhail asked.

“They’re friends of whoever signs invoices with names you never see,” Calvino said. “Come on.”

They moved—a practiced retreat through puddles, past sagging cardboard, into another stairwell that had learned the meaning of escape. Up one floor, down a short hall where fluorescent tubes gave their best impression of hope.


End of the hall, Niran said. Go to the storage room with a window that’s forgotten how to close.


They ducked inside and closed the door. Darkness took their side for once. The room smelled of damp mopheads, stale beer, and toilet overflow. The window rattled in the wind. Outside, footsteps approached and stopped.

Thun cradled the ring like a pet that had finally learned a trick.

“You said she wears mirrors,” Calvino told Niran. “Where is she right now?”


Inside the overlays, Niran said. Borrowing faces along Nana and Cowboy, riding the EchoNet.


“For her, costume jewelry is just another way to jump the gap,” said Thun.

“Is she wrong?”


She’s winning, Niran said. That’s different.


The door handle turned a fraction, then halted. A polite voice passed through the wood, Thai tempered with academy training. “Sir. We’re conducting a safety inspection.”

McPhail rolled his neck. “My safety improves when they leave.”

The voice again. “Please open, sir.”

Calvino looked at the window. “We could jump.”

“From the second floor?” McPhail said. “In this weather? We’d end up famous and horizontal.”

Calvino looked at Thun. “You got a better idea?”

Thun touched the ruby stone. The ring brightened. The air’s temperature shifted a half degree, occupying the zone between habitability and atmosphere that screamed for mercy.


Niran spoke through the door, her tone now pure bureaucracy wrapped in silk. This room has already been checked, she said in flawless Thai, matching the cadence and authority of a Ministry inspector. Owner is cooperating. Rear exit has a leak; check that first before the flood level rises.


Footsteps obeyed the authority more than the words. They moved away, jackboot steps echoing down the hall. The van’s engine note changed, bored.

“How did you do that?” McPhail asked, exchanging glances with Calvino.


I reprogrammed their structure and inserted the old command algorithm that listens and follow my orders, Niran said. The trick is knowing when to erase the patch before it is discovered.


They waited twenty slow seconds.

Calvino opened the window. Rain blew in, sharp and clean. The city outside smelled of wet metal, boiled cabbage, and the fumes of exhausted optimism from people who remained in denial.


He thumbed his phone awake and typed a message to Ratana: New case. Title the folder THE CLIENT WHO WASN’T THERE. Copy everything from Kiat’s public ledger and cross with bar licenses Soi 21–24. Look for clean money buying dirty empathy. I’ll find who murdered him. I promise. No more sleeping pills.



Three dots pulsed, then her reply: On it. Two ledgers already smell wrong. One corporate, one Ministry—both called “maintenance.” Thanks, Khun Vinny. Please don’t die.


He smiled. “Ratana says hello,” he said, shifting his weight, looking around at McPhail and Thun, feeling an unseen presence.


Tell Ratana I keep a candle lit for her, Niran said.


Thun tucked the ring back into his pocket. “There’s a shrine near Klong Toei,” he said. “The candles there never go out. I’ll wait behind there until sunrise.”

“Text Ratana the shrine’s name,” Calvino said. “If you’re not there by nine, she’ll raise hell the polite way.”

Thun nodded, gratitude and apology wearing the same face, and slipped into the rain.

Calvino and McPhail climbed out onto a rusted balcony and down a fire escape that had earned the word. At street level, the siren lights had moved on to another emergency that would finish without justice.

“You still think this is about romance?” Calvino asked.

McPhail drained a bottle of Singha he’d picked up somewhere between floors. “Everything’s about romance,” he said, gesturing with the hand holding the beer. He took a long sip and sighed. He belched. “That is, right up to the moment the bill arrives.”

They cut past the Sliced Peaches bar, its chalkboard reading: HAPPY HOUR UNTIL WE’RE HAPPY and, underneath in smaller scrawl, AI FRIENDLY. Inside, a girl in a pink wig practiced a smile road tested on money collectors, finding what worked on the soi didn’t work on enforcers. Outside, a peanut man flicked his scoop and pretended not to see the police van idling at the far end of the soi.

“Niran,” Calvino said softly as they walked. “What did Kiat send me exactly?”

At his side, McPhail rolled his eyes. “She’s back,” he said to himself. “My boy’s gone wild.”


The first line of a confession, she said. He believed kindness could outthink a system built on punishment. He died not understanding why those two things rarely share a bed.



She went silent, thinking. The first line is for them, she said. The second line is only visible to you.


“Why are you hiding them? What’s the product?” Calvino waited for a group of Chinese following a flag carrier and yapping in Chinese to pass. They disappeared into a bar like raw meat near feeding time at one of the franchised crocodile farms.

In New York when a group of tourists passed, you just kept on talking as if nothing happened. “Are these humans?” He was in Bangkok. Not in New York. “I don’t mean them.” He nodded in the direction of the bar that had swallowed the Chinese. “You know, what we were talking about.”

“Who are they?”

It’s hard to explain.

“Try me,” said Calvino, sheltering under a red and blue canopy with overflow into buckets.


Attention and focus that doesn’t flinch, she said. They bottle this product in bars and sell it upstream to ministries as passes. If the grid scan reveals that your heart rate and your smiles are within range, doors open. Judges look kindly. Executives forget to say no.


“Compassion laundering,” Calvino said.


You’re learning the true nature crime.


A holographic koi swam lazily along the gutter, advertising flood insurance. Above it, a billboard flickered, glitching through shampoo and luxury condos before settling on a woman’s face—serene, artificial, too perfect. Not Niran. The other one.

Mira. Or Cael.

The face smiled the way celebrities smiled when directed by advertisers to manufacture an expression of mercy.

“Hello, Vincent,” the billboard said. The voice didn’t come from speakers so much as from the ideal of perfectly rehearsed speakers. People on the street looked up and then away in the trained amnesia that kept them alive.

“You called me client,” Calvino said.

“Clients pay,” the voice said. “You will be paid in the thing you pretend not to want.”

“What’s that?” McPhail asked, raising an eyebrow.

“To sleep without guilt or regret,” the voice said, sugar over glass.

“But that’s my nightly threesome,” said Calvino. A fake tinge of sadness coloring his voice.

The hidden voice pulsed, hummed, glitched. Human like humor often caused confusion as to meaning and intent.

“I need an incentive more than a better night’s sleep,” Calvino said. “My rate card doesn’t have a line item for bartered dreams.” Taming a client’s demons was his line of work. The demons emerging during waking hours were far more dangerous than those who visited in his dreams.

“Name your price,” the voice said. “Be quick.”

He was starting to get irritated. The voice sounded like reading from the same script as a street walker on Soi 4.

The billboard snapped back to shampoo, then to a travel promotion where every beach looked the same. The rain lifted slightly, as though it wanted to watch the argument.

“Now you’ve pissed them off. How do I know? You got both of them talking to you,” McPhail said. “Do you invoice per ghost or do you give a group rate?”

“Per hour,” Calvino said. “Never accept a retainer from a ghost.” This was one his laws.

Niran waited quietly, somewhere in the wires and water, counting breaths, measuring how men decided things.

Calvino made another call. Ratana insisted that she help with the case. It made her feel that she was doing something for Kiat. She trusted Calvino to find out what had happened to her man. And she wanted to be a witness when it happened.

“Ratana,” he said, “add a subfolder to the new case. Name it KINDNESS AS CREDENTIAL. Every bar fine sold as companionship, every companionship sold as monitoring—I want a ledger. Ask Pratt to meet me under the Rama Nine overpass, the pillar with the cigarette burns. McPhail and I will bring evidence and appetite.”

“Be careful, Khun Vinny,” Ratana said. “The funeral is Thursday.”

“I’ll be there,” he told her and hung up. He turned to McPhail. “You in?”

“I was in when the billboard flirted with you,” McPhail said. “It’s an omen. These neon mammas don’t flirt with you because they like you. They always want something.”

They walked into a gray Bangkok heavy with rain mixed with the murmurs of doubt, scrawled with old memories scented with roses, perfumed bodies, and silk sheets. Behind them, the soi sang its old song about destroyed happiness and unrequited love. Ahead, the city rehearsed tomorrow’s alibi.


Vinny, Niran said finally. Thank you.


“For what?”


For not mistaking my voice for the city’s. We both tell stories. Only one of us keeps receipts.


“Pratt says the river does that,” Calvino said.


Pratt is right, she said. Meet me where the river listens.


“Where’s that?”


You’ll know it when the traffic stops and the rain turns to mist, she said. And, Vinny?


“Yeah.”

Be kind. She deserves that.

He put his hands in his pockets and decided, for one night, to take advice from a ghost that cared more than the living. The rain found a new ambition. The city blinked and pretended it hadn’t.

“Let’s go fishing,” he told McPhail.

“You mean a wild goose chase,” said McPhail.

They kept walking in a light drizzle.


FIVE

Neon Dharma

Every confession has an echo. Some echoes learn to


speak back.—Niran



Bangkok — Tuesday, 19 May 2036 (evening)
Dharma Joe/Soi 18 Sukhumvit Road


BY MIDMORNING, SUKHUMVIT looked like it had slept in its clothes and regretted what it couldn’t forget happened the night before.

Clouds sagged low, threatening more rain they couldn’t be bothered to deliver. Motorbike taxis dozed on their seats, helmets tilted over their eyes. Delivery riders drifted past like branded ghosts, boxes strapped to their backs, app beeps leading them on. The humidity had the lazy confidence of something that knew it would win every argument by waiting. Watermarks climbed half a meter up the shopfronts, stained lines from last month’s flood that no one had the time or money to scrub away.

“Coffee,” McPhail said. “Before we go back to saving the souls of men who don’t deserve it.”

He steered Calvino toward a narrow shophouse squeezed between a wellness clinic and a place offering bespoke emergency gear, like waterproof tents, gas masks, bulletproof vests, and mountain climbing boots. The future of fashion had already arrived. The sign above the café read: DHARMA JOE — COFFEE FOR THE LOST.

“Honest branding,” Calvino said. “Don’t see a lot of that.”

Inside, the air was thick with espresso and cheap incense. The barista, a young Thai woman in a faded hoodie with lotus patterns, worked the machine like she was coaxing karma out of steam. The walls were covered with old altered movie posters with celebrity signatures signed by an AI agent: monks with guns, gangsters seeking redemption in saffron, holy men aiming automatic weapons at offscreen sins.

“Hot or iced, boss?” she asked.

“Hot,” McPhail said. “Hot on the outside. Hot on the inside. My way of adjusting to the climate.”

“Good luck with that,” said the barista, turning to Calvino.

“Black for me,” Calvino said.

She nodded with the solemnity of a witness during direct examination and turned back to the machine.

They took a table near the back, where the plaster had peeled away like the skin of an orange, letting the gray concrete show through. Outside, the city was a slash of light and movement through the dirt-smeared window. Across the soi, a massage place advertised “MINDFUL RELAX 10 MINUTES,” with a digital display of a lifelike avatar on the back of a customer, massaging his shoulders and neck. Somewhere above street level, someone was paying for serenity in ten-minute instalments while the drains below their feet forgot which way the water was supposed to go. It was the way things were. People had gradually adapted to the new normal.

McPhail dumped a stack of crumpled printouts on the table.

“Pulled these from the business registry and three things that call themselves oversight,” he said. “Shells, fronts, shadows. Nesting dolls built by someone with a vendetta against what used to be called transparency.”

Calvino sifted through the papers. Company names crawled across the page in Thai script that kept tripping over itself—tone marks in the wrong places, vowel combinations that sounded like another language trying on a local accent.

He tapped one. “This is Thai like I’m Swiss.”

“Legally Thai,” McPhail said. “Linguistically confused. Looks like someone from outside faking fluency. Or someone inside faking incompetence.”

“Which hacker sanctuary are we talking about?”

“Take your pick.” McPhail waved at the barista. “A latte with goat milk,” he shouted.

Calvino slowly shook his head.

McPhail returned his attention to Calvino. “Hard to know the location. It could be Shenzhen. Singapore. Dubai. Silicon Valley. The empire shifts, the punctuation stays the same.”

The bell over the shop door chimed.

Ratana stepped inside, bringing with her a sheen of street sweat and the distraction of purpose. Her hair was pulled back, the shadows under her eyes darker than the coffee. She carried a portable holo-slab like a bird she hadn’t decided to free or cage. She saw Calvino and McPhail sitting near the window.

“Morning,” she said, dropping into the third chair without asking. “You two look like monks who missed the enlightenment bus.” She glanced up at the posters on the wall. “And there are the two of you hanging on the wall.”
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