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Chapter 1

	Cargo Cult Tunes

	Horns blaring, the atmosphere smoky, a hologram of Pete Rodriguez leaned into a microphone to tell the room, “I like it like that.” They responded with hips waving, hands in the air, sweaty bodies pressed against one another. The sound was ancient, but the reaction was timeless, and that song still moved the people in 2125 the same way it did back in 1966.

	Given the location, none of this was surprising to the people in attendance. Jazz music in a seedy backwater was synth culture all the way. If you weren’t a machine yourself, then you were socking it to a machine, and if you weren’t socking it to a machine, then you were in the wrong place.

	The walls, if you could see them beyond the areas where the strobe light shone, held dingy wallpaper that had seen better days, showcasing a great war among samurai. The art was ancient, and the vast melee covered every inch of the place. Significance? None save for a reminder that this had been a fancy sushi restaurant at one time, but that was too long ago for anyone to remember.

	Neon signs in Japanese, English, German, and Russian decorated the walls near the ceiling. It was a motley collection of street signs, stolen from who knows where, to be given a new life as visual stimuli for stoners. It was a typical underground dive, with a little something for everyone. Most of Tampa’s citizens didn’t even know it existed, yet it was packed to the brim on this particular night. Both synths and humans danced and drank their miseries away, and it was fine because, guess what? They liked it like that.

	Behind the bar, where a spritely synth served watered-down liquor, was a trapdoor and ladder leading down into a secret room. Inside that room, a large, black man lay half-naked on a gurney, while a synth with the look of an older Asian man worked diligently on his cybernetic leg. 

	The location and the clandestine nature of the operation was necessary for the procedure. The man, a former detective named Dhata Mays, was augmenting his cybernetic parts with quality black market enhancements. The synth was a part-time doctor, part-time arms dealer, who made house calls for an additional fee. This house call was below the bar tonight instead of Dhata’s home, because Dhata Mays was wanted for questioning by the police.

	“How does it feel, Mr. Mays?” the doctor said, stepping back slowly to examine his work.

	Dhata flexed his foot, then brought his knee up slowly, before easing himself off the table to test its strength.

	“Fucking amazing,” he whispered, slapping his thigh. “I feel twenty years younger. Doc, you’re a genius.”

	“That cyber-leg of yours is top of the line, but flawed because its maker was a hume,” the doctor said. “I won’t ask you how you scored it, but the next time you want cybernetic parts, you should come to a synth, since we’re literally made of the stuff. No hume with a PhD and toolbox could match our skill, but that augment will serve you well. Just remember where you got it from.”

	“Cyber from synths, got it.” Dhata said, performing a sidekick and locking it into place above his head. “I’m a believer. You’re who I’ll call from now on. This enough?” He threw the doctor a UCC chip, and the synth caught it and quickly surveyed the amount on it before flashing the big man a smile.

	“Hell of a bump. You didn’t have to do this,” he said.

	“Well, considering that I no longer feel like I have a spike jammed into my shin, I think I’m getting off cheap,” Dhata said.

	The doctor held the chip up and touched it to his forehead as he inclined his face into the slightest of bows. He was out the door in the very next instant, leaving Dhata to look for his clothes. He had been out for the earliest part of the surgery, but was awake during the patch-up, when the synth had used a surgical wand to seal up the skin and make him whole. The time read 1:35 a.m., but he was wide awake and anxious to test out his new leg.

	He found his clothes in a heap near the back wall, next to an overflowing trashcan that hadn’t been emptied in what smelled like a month. The floor was a concrete petri dish, a virtual soup of memories recording the various uses for this room. He could make out stains of every color, a bit of fur, or was that hair? Some broken glass, a bit of liquid, which could have been piss, and the one counter and sink combination had even more memories that he would rather not know about.

	“This is what you’ve been reduced to, Detective Dhata Mays,” he said out loud as he pulled on his pants and shoes. “Black market parts inside a shitty underground closet. Nice legacy.”

	When he was fully dressed, he reached inside the front pocket of his duster and brought out a section of his last cigar. He cussed when he saw it, then made to throw it on the ground, until he thought better of it and put it inside his mouth. Digging in his pockets for the rest of it, his hands came up with paper and shredded tobacco remnants. Those he threw out, checking his temper, and as he took to the stairs, he put fire to the butt of the surviving third. 

	Pulling and puffing it instantly calmed him, and in a few steps, he was back among the music and crowd. Pete’s song was over, replaced by something more recent and soulless. Dhata didn’t mind; he hadn’t come for the music, and now that business was concluded, he set his eyes on the bar. 

	He could hear Lur inside his head already, scolding him for buying drinks when he had a full bar at home. But that was the thing about the smart thing, it was always too easy and too boring to consider. There was an empty seat at the bar and a row of liquor above it calling his name. 

	Just one for the road, he thought. After all, he had come here on a whim, to take up an offer on the leg, which Lur would not have approved of him doing, either. What was one more thing to piss her off? He’d get a drink to celebrate the successful implant, and then he would be on the road, racing home to his Cuban princesa. 

	“Gimme an old-fashioned,” he said as he fell onto the stool, leaning his hulking frame onto the bar as he regarded the synthetic bartender.

	“Here on a case, skip?” the slender man said, washing a glass and placing it down in front of him. “What bourbon?”

	“Anything old, brother. I see a bottle of Jim Beam,” Dhata said, standing up to point out the half-empty bottle of liquor. “Oh, and don’t call me skip anymore, I haven’t worked with the Johns since Ybor.”

	“What, you’re no longer hunting bad guys?” the bartender said, reaching up for the bottle and then making his drink.

	“Didn’t say all that,” Dhata grinned. “No more John cons. I’m in the private sector.”

	“Makes sense for a man of your skills and reputation. You may as well get rich for putting your life on the line,” he said.

	Dhata placed his finger on the credit reader, paid, and tipped him heavily before reaching for the drink. “You make me sound like a goddamn bounty hunter.”

	For a few minutes he sat there listening to the song while he sipped on the liquor, enjoying the atmosphere of it all. The music was so loud, however, that he hadn’t noticed that his earpiece had been alerting him to a call. Eventually an image appeared on his ICL, showing up as a tiny icon in the corner of his vision. Upon seeing it, Dhata assumed it was, Lur, who he had hoped would be asleep, and he panicked at the thought of her knowing where he was.

	Gulping down his drink quickly, he ran out of the club and out into the night where the parking lot was vacant. It was nearly pitch black due to the location, where the synths had powered down the streetlights. As per Tampa law, synths outside of Ybor City had a strict curfew of 8:00 PM and were not allowed to congregate in human areas.

	Dhata, walked past the cars to another lot, where he could speak without the music and people exposing his location. When he checked the call’s ID, he saw that it was Ariana Garcia, his contact with the Tampa Police Department.

	“Ariana, it’s late,” he said, smiling in anticipation of her response.

	“I know, and I’m sorry,” she said. “But I needed to warn you before you see it on the news.”

	Dhata stopped pacing and looked around, probing the darkness to make sure he was truly alone. Whatever Ariana was about to drop on him, it was going to be heavy, and time seemed to slow as he waited for what he knew would either be devastating or painful. 

	“Who died?” he said, probing.

	“No one you know, but she is tied to a ghost from your past,” Ariana said. “Remember Manton Paradise?” 

	“What?” Dhata said, sure that he had misheard what she said.

	“Yeah, I know it’s the last name you would expect to hear in the year 2125, but one of his former wives was in a car accident a week ago and the driver, interestingly enough, was a synth.” Ariana paused as if expecting him to react, but Dhata stood still, listening and studying her feed, which showed her seated inside her car, gesturing wildly as she spoke. “They were together, Dhata. They had luggage and all sorts of evidence that they were much more than just friends.”

	“A wife of Paradise died in a crash with her synthetic lover,” Dhata said flatly. “If you’re expecting me to be shocked, then you’re going to be waiting for a while, unless I’m missing something. Is Paradise behind it?”

	“That we don’t know, but what I didn’t mention is that while you were in the hospital, he was released from prison due to some loophole found by his lawyers. He’s free, Dhata, and this crash wasn’t an accident, at least from what I can tell. There’s evidence of a homemade bomb, and Paradise is a person of interest. I just wanted to give you a heads up.”

	“Paradise is free?” Dhata looked up at the night sky as if the answer would be outlined in the stars. “Where are they holding him?”

	“Hell, if I knew,” Ariana said. “On a snitch farm up north, in god knows where.” 

	“I appreciate you calling to tell me about Paradise, Ari, but you didn’t just learn about this and it’s after midnight. What’s up? You in some kind of trouble?”

	“No, nothing like that,” Ariana said, “but there is something else. The crash, like I told you, was due to an explosive, but we’ve been taken off the investigation. It’s supposedly part of an FBI case, so we’ve been instructed to leave it alone. The thing is it stinks. You know what I mean?”

	“Indeed,” Dhata said. “It was a synth and a human woman, the type of thing they want to keep out of the public eye.”

	“Are you currently on a job, or can you look into this bomb to see if we can trace it back to Paradise?” Ariana said. “I know it’s a big ask, but I’m telling you, it stinks, Dhata, and I don’t want to involve Robert or The Unsung. Department is booked and everyone’s suddenly busy, and then there’s the matter of whose jurisdiction it is, since the crash happened in St. Pete. I was hoping that maybe it’s something that we could work together to look into. Sort of like old times.”

	“Old times were good, but you forgot the scary parts, didn’t you?” Dhata said, grinning as he thought about her slight form gripping him closely in fear of falling off a rooftop.

	Ariana laughed. “This time we will not be climbing anywhere together, Dhata Mays. On the stunts, you can do those alone. What do you say, though? It’s for a good cause. No pay, but we can solve a murder and get that psychopath thrown back into prison.”

	“Schedule’s always free for you, Ari. Paradise needs to be in the ground for what he did to me and mine. TPD is worthless. You would think with the damage he did to the department, they would make this a priority, FBI or not.”

	“Hey, I tried to quit, remember?” Ariana said. “Robert asked me to stay, since being on the inside allows you and Lur to stay on the legal side of things. But I am tired, Dhata, and things like this…it just makes me not want to be a John anymore.”

	“I know that feeling, Ari, but stay strong. We’re in this together,” Dhata said. “You need a break is all. A shiftless department with corruption can really beat you to the floor, and I can see on your face that you’re tired. Go get some rest and I’ll call you later. Don’t let the politics and nonsense put wrinkles on that face.”

	“No wrinkles here, old man,” Ariana said, sounding suddenly alert. “If Lur knew how much you flirted—”

	“She won’t, now will she, Ari?” he said, prompting her to laugh out loud. “Send me over what you have on that crash, and I’ll call you in the morning once I’ve had time to look it over.”

	Once he was off the call, Dhata went for a walk, leaving the shadows of the back alley to step out onto the sidewalk of a quiet, well-lit road. He tried to process the news, but his mind kept returning to the rage he’d felt back when he was on the force. 

	Manton Paradise was not just some cult leader. He was the god-king of a large tribe calling themselves “the Children of Paradise,” and they prided themselves on killing synths to “keep the Earth with its rightful owners.” 

	It was an investigation into a string of murders that had introduced him and his partner Jason Dale to the world of Paradise. That entire episode was the first time he’d met a criminal brazen enough to put a contract on a police officer’s life. It had him ducking and dodging assassins until he could get enough proof to tip off the FBI. Paradise was like a virus infecting any and everybody willing to listen to his rhetoric. 

	His words and charisma earned him members across the globe, even in the very same police department that was investigating him. It had taken Dhata and Jason going outside of the law to finally bring him and his organization down. They both lost a lot in the process, and though Jason stayed on as a detective, it was the first step in Dhata’s eventual exit from the force.

	To hear that after all that, the man was free to pick up where he’d left off numbed Dhata to the core. He reached into his pocket for the rest of the cigar, then cursed when he remembered throwing it out inside the room. He blinked hard and held it to activate the clock function on his ICL, and when he saw that it was now 2:30 a.m., he started making moves towards his car.

	“Okay, let’s go over it.” He spoke out loud, recording his thoughts to his implant in case he would need them when he got home. “Paradise is back, so what does that mean for this city? Nothing directly. They likely have him stashed away in California, in a neighborhood of snitches and expats ducking their government. Which means he’s ruling remotely, likely to have a proxy here in Tampa. Same proxy who would have planted the car bomb. Directly, Paradise will be out for revenge; he was in there long, and likely wants some get-back on the people who put him there. That would be me, Jason, and the prosecutor, but Jason is gone, and the prosecutor is a governor now.” 

	He stopped to think if Paradise would still have the resources to get at the government. Who else besides me then? he thought. Attacks on synths are about to escalate now that he’s out, and all of his little acolytes will comply. They’ll be coming for me too, so I will need to get word to Lur.

	A cold drop of rain fell on his forehead, so he hurried back towards the direction of his car. Paradise was back, but Dhata was no longer a nobody-detective. This time he had an organization behind him, and a brand-new cybernetic leg. The rain felt good on his bald head as he walked, and he savored the feeling, allowing it to cool his mood despite the danger of too much exposure to the droplets.

	“Let them come,” he growled, feeling the fire of the liquor still in his abdomen. “I’ll be ready, and this time when the dust settles, there won’t be a cushy prison retreat for Paradise.”


Chapter 2

	Robo-Geisha

	To a synth, the world within the grid is real. While organic humans are able to discern the differences between the dreamlike atmosphere of a virtual world, to a synth it is akin to experiencing a living nightmare with the only advantage being the ability to wake up.

	Hiroshi the cypher was a well-traveled citizen of that nightmare. While other synths avoided the human-made “grid” with all its flaws, Hiroshi learned how to navigate it in order to make a living. Since doing his first job—a UCC transfer theft—he fell in love. The money was nice, and the fame had its perks, but it was the power of tearing down those virtual walls that did it for him.

	Day in and day out, he sat with a headset wedged on his head, his body reclined in a cushioned, bowl-shaped VR seat, fully immersed into what the cyphers referred to as a deep dive. While dangerous for newcomers, particularly non-synths that required nourishment, diving allowed Hiroshi endless hours to work at a problem when he wasn’t looking for exploits around security systems.

	Today he walked the virtual streets of district four on Japan’s grid, public so it was deemed safe, and necessary since it connected to the other networks. Normally he didn’t go there; it was too noisy. The real grid was a mess of logic, and the visual alternative was a world of industrial high-rises, bridges, and a downpour that refused to let up. 

	He was there to meet a client, a cypher with the codename Sachiko, who had gone through all the proper channels to get a message out to him. Nothing out of the ordinary, and the city was the same way it always was: busy, loud, and full of hustlers looking to find new marks to trick out of their UCCs. 

	Hiroshi pulled his cloak closer and tugged the peak of his hood down, hiding his face from both the people and the rain. He walked quickly past them to gain an alley in between a nightclub and a hotel. Several stim dealers stood whispering by the club, and as he approached one stepped into his path, blocking him from entering.

	“Private property,” the hool said.

	“I don’t have time for this, get out of my way,” Hiroshi replied, his head still low against the rain as it fell onto the eaves of the low rooftops to become a waterfall in the area where he was standing. 

	The two hools exchanged glances and started laughing, so Hiroshi decided that he had no other choice but to fight. Switching the view from the virtual world back to raw data, his avatar vanished and appeared in between them, the effect making it appear as if he’d teleported. They reacted as expected, panicked, because what he’d done was only possible for a small percentage of synth cyphers.

	They made to bolt, and typically Hiroshi would let them, but he expected to return through that very same place and wanted them to know that for now and the foreseeable future he wasn’t to be stopped and tried with these games. Reaching back into nothing, again cyphering the grid, he produced an expendable baton and cracked the closest hool across the skull. The slender man fell and shattered into binary, becoming a mass of red goop that washed away with the fallen rain. After seeing this, his partner took off sprinting, rudely pushing people out of his way to make his escape.

	Hiroshi watched him go for a time, wondering if he should find him to show that there was no escaping a cypher of his rank, but he turned instead and whipped the baton, dashing the blood from its surface. He used the crook of his elbow to contract it back down to where it could fit inside his palm, and then made it vanish back into the virtual inventory within his mind.

	A new cypher—particularly a human—who lacked the knowledge of manipulating the grid, would have paid those hools, only to be subjected to whatever punishment their depraved minds wanted to unleash. Having seen it a million times, Hiroshi knew not to waste his words, but to knock them out of the environment, at least temporarily. 

	The baton strike had been harder than he’d wished, however, and the hool’s death could mean some trauma for the real user who was behind him. He allowed some remorse. They could have been children playing at bullies, or cyphers down on their luck, looking to score some easy UCCs. Brain damage was possible if they were human and knocked out of the network at the rate that he had sent that avatar to the pavement. But like him, they knew the risk that came with conflict here and still had decided to engage him. 

	“Next time, you should ask the mark what level of cypher he is, and hope he’s honest,” he said to the puddle of goop that once had been his aggressor. “I hope you learned something today and retain the mental facilities to understand what just happened.”

	The alley was short, leading back into a tucked away plaza, the asphalt flooded from the rain now that the drains appeared to be clogged. Before him was a garage, a tilted sign in pink neon reading, “Auto Parts” in Kanji. Below it, the wheels submerged in the drink was a sports car, buffed to the point of reflecting the neon light.

	Hiroshi looked around for his contact, but didn’t see anyone, and all of the doors and windows were barricaded shut. Something caught his eye on the car’s hood, a bit of distortion that seemed to grow, until it took on the form of a woman sitting on the hood of the vehicle. She had either materialized there or was using a form of exploit. 

	The creature was obviously synthetic, and Hiroshi could see this from the light exposing the augment-lines on her face. All portions of her flesh not obscured by the short, red kimono that she wore had a plastic-like consistency. Her skin was off-white like an eggshell, with glowing lines running to every joint. She reminded him of a Geisha. Her hair—if you could call it that—being done up into a shimada, was untouched by the rain thanks to a translucent umbrella on a thin tube that lay across her chest.

	“Cynic Star?” she said, using one of his many aliases, in a voice so sweet that he found it oddly pleasant.

	“Greetings,” he said. “Are you Sachiko?”

	“I am.” Her red lips betrayed a slight smile as she observed him, curiously. “Let us go inside to chat, Cynic Star. The rain is especially heavy today, and it will be difficult to hear out here.”

	She hopped off the vehicle, seeming to float, and then opened a door he hadn’t noticed within all that darkness behind them. He followed her inside, expecting it to be a portal of some sort, and was surprised when they emerged into an empty bar. 

	“You have visited America, Cynic Star,” she said, switching on the lights. “You are connected to many big players I know there. Your name comes highly touted by Kyoto Ortho.”

	“Kyoto’s very kind. We have only worked together once,” Hiroshi said. “For her to recommend me, it is really nice of her. Madame Sachiko, what is it that I can do for you?” 

	“Well, you see, Cynic Star, it is my director, she doesn’t quite seem herself these last few weeks. It’s odd. She went to America for a bit of business and has been acting strangely ever since,” Sachiko said.

	“Strange how?” Hiroshi asked. 

	She handed him a drink, which he politely thanked her for before placing it off to the side.

	“Very strange. A woman who dressed plain and never changed her hair is now very stylistic. She still dresses very conservatively, mind you, but it’s not just the makeover. She’s smiling more and acting strangely. Director Ortho never smiled for anyone, especially not us synths. Not a day went by before her trip abroad where she wouldn’t remind me in so many words that I am not real,” Sachiko said.

	“I am sorry to hear she treated you badly, Madame Sachiko, but have you considered that your director is in love?” Hiroshi said.

	Sachiko stood up straight, then drained her glass before letting out a deep belly laugh. “She isn’t in love, but something happened that I wish to know about,” she finally said. “The woman’s a jewel on a throne I want, pretty to look at but not good for much else. She has run our company into the ground. We cannot retain employees, and we’re in debt. I love what I do, Cynic Star, but I won’t continue to suffer for her incompetence. Find out what has her so happy over there in America, and I will be pleased.”

	“My rate for cyphering someone as important as a director of Tsuba Corp is quite high, Madame Sachiko,” he said, gaging her reaction to his words. “I worry that the transfer of such a large sum will make you suspicious to the police if something happens to your director.”

	“Kyoto didn’t mention that you were so noble and caring, Cynic Star. These are rare traits for someone of your trade, is it not?” she said.

	“It is, but see, Madame Sachiko, if you are caught, then it puts me in a bad position. They will remove your cyber brain and scrape it for memories, which will implicate me in this scheme,” he said. 

	“I am not new to hiring cyphers, Cynic Star. I will give you an address at the conclusion of our meeting. You are to go there tomorrow at noon and pick up the package that will be left on a windowsill. You should not have any trouble with the neighbors. There aren’t any, the building is abandoned,” she said. “Inside that package will be ten UCC chips, each having 1,500 credits. Will that be enough to get me what I want?” 

	“Yes,” Hiroshi said, feeling lucky. It would be the fastest money he’d scored in a while, just to slip inside Tsuba Corp’s mainframe and find this woman’s information. If there was nothing there, he could get Dhata and Lur involved to find and break into the director’s personal rack. That would take more UCCs, but it would be a benefit to them all, and he doubted that a woman so laissez faire about money would refuse the upcharge to frame her boss.

	To celebrate the transaction, he lifted his glass and Sachiko did the same, the two of them drinking in unison, the clear liquid a ball of fire down Hiroshi’s throat. Getting to his feet, he thanked her and made his way out of the bar. The rain had eased up, back to the steamy drizzle it normally was, and Hiroshi stopped to take one last look at his new employer.

	As the door closed slowly on its own, he got a final glimpse of her profile, standing, seemingly in deep thought, one pale arm akimbo, sticking out from her crimson robe while the other held an electronic cigarette. She looked to be staring out the glass at the front of the bar, opposite from the door he’d exited. Hiroshi wondered at her appearance, if she was like this outside of the grid, but knowing what he did of Tsuba Corp, he knew the answer would be no.

	Tsuba Corp, like many of the large conglomerates, was big on appearances, and while synth expression was generally accepted in Tokyo, Sachiko being close to the director meant that she had to pass as human. The door shut, and as he always did, he analyzed their meeting, looking for any cracks that would allude to her being with the police or anyone else looking to set him up. 

	Nothing stood out, so he moved briskly to clear the alley, glancing down at the ground where he’d struck the man earlier and ejected him from this instance. There was nothing left of the red bits that he had been reduced to, and it looked as if his friend had run off, no longer playing guardian to the alleyway. Still, knowing that he had made himself a target with that bit of aggression, Hiro pulled up his cloak to appear incognito, and pressed into the crowd where he would be harder to spot.

	On an isolated bridge leading back to the stacks that was his home node within this district, there was a larger-than-life billboard attached to a high-rise across the expanse. It caught Hiroshi’s eye as he crossed, and he stopped to observe it for a time. Jutting out above him in holographic splendor, was a giant animated woman eating ramen as if her life depended on it. The scene made him think of his friends, Dhata and Lur, who both loved ramen, and Japan. 

	Picking up the pace to reach home, he tried to call them, and that was when he realized that something was wrong. He could access their codes within his list of contacts, but the calls just would not connect. This was a first, and he hurried to exit the grid to see if it was the district’s restrictive dampers disallowing contact. It was likely, but annoying, though it made sense now that Sachiko would want to meet here.

	Something was off, and it wasn’t him, though he wondered if there was a chance that his memory was affected. How did he get there? The same way he always did, seated within his new control chair, logged in directly through his implant, no syncs or wires, the synth method of cyphering. 

	Was it foolish for him to have jacked in this way? Could his system be infected with a virus? Surely not, he hadn’t taken anything into his—Hiroshi stopped in his tracks and scanned the rooftops in the distance, and the level just below his where a bridge spanned the gap. 

	He looked around and switched his vision to scan for heat signatures instead. He was alone, an unlikely scenario for this district, which added to his fear that he was no longer inside the grid that he knew. But how did he get here? How did he slip from the world’s open network to whatever this was? The inability to call for help seemed intentional, which meant that this in fact was not a mistake. Someone had infected him with something that would make him powerless against… What? 

	“The rum,” he whispered, remembering the drink he’d shared with Sachiko. He tried to switch views to binary code, but try as he could, it just wasn’t happening. 

	Hiroshi was now a part of this world, like the glass in the windows and the puddles on the street. Suddenly he was sprinting back towards the bar, hoping to catch Sachiko before she left. Again, the square was empty, all the people missing, as if the grid had rebooted, leaving only the background and buildings.

	The rain started pouring, dousing him, but he didn’t notice, his mind too busy calculating every way he knew to remove a virus from an implant. He weighed the rate of success against survival since he didn’t want a memory wipe or worse. Disliking his options, he decided on action, finding Sachiko was the key but had he waited too long?

	Hiroshi threw his shoulder into the door, smashing it open and running face-first into the chest of someone large enough to stop him. This gargantuan barrier was suited, the fabric white with golden pinstripes. Behind him, the place was jumping with young people drinking and dancing to a popular song, the bass so deep that it shook the pictures on the wall, threatening to dislodge them. 

	A stunned Hiroshi backed away from the man, who was a grinning skinhead with tattoos all over his face. “Twenty-five credits,” the big man said, folding his arms and staring down at the synth. Hiroshi understood what was happening. The virus’s program had been completed, and its version of the bar was operational and did not include Madame Sachiko. The muscleman was a bouncer, a fellow synth that was doing his job, collecting. 

	“Is Madame Sachiko your boss?” Hiroshi asked, scanning the crowd to see if she was there. 

	“Who?” the bouncer said. “Twenty-five credits or turnaround before things get ugly.”

	Desperate and out of patience, Hiroshi reached into his pocket for the baton. He might not have control of certain aspects of the grid, but he was still faster and stronger than the average avatar. He considered flicking it out to full length, smashing the giant in his knees, and putting him through the pain until he revealed Sachiko’s location. 

	He dropped it back in its place, bowed, and retreated instead. If Sachiko had given him the virus, it would have had to happen in the actual world, and it would have been planted on his rack, not his person. This meant that there was someone inside his home, and with him being trapped inside here, he couldn’t do anything about it. 

	Sachiko knew a lot about him, so she’d looked him up, and he wondered if her game was to rob him. That gave him hope if all she wanted was his valuables; it meant that the virus would only be temporary.

	People were back in the square, most going about their business while others milled about aimlessly. Hiroshi walked through them, his eyes looking forward, his mind still weighing the best solution to rid him of the virus. He walked for a long time until he passed over into another district. There, he found a bench and sat, thinking about how to get out of this predicament. If he could get a message out to the real world, one of his fellow cyphers could visit and rescue him.

	Sighing heavily at his plight, Hiroshi thought back on his movements since coming to the district. Madame Sachiko was real, and there was a job awaiting him with his reputation on the line. He needed to find a way out no matter the cost, even if it meant brokering a deal with a potential rival.


Chapter 3

	Zeppelin and Chill

	Dhata used to drive a Buick, an older model, modded to be armored, and with the internal CPU of a top-of-the-line police vehicle added. That old car had given him an edge on the hools who tried him on the road and saved his life on more than one occasion. But working for The Unsung, a clandestine group of synth brokers, had given him enough resources to upgrade his home, vehicle, and weapons. 

	Now his car was a Sayen G11, with an adaptive A.I. that operated as if it had a mind of its own. It was much like the old Buick but with one small difference. The G11 was a learning vehicle, untethered to the Tampa Police Department, and just as fast as any other vehicle on or above the road. He named the A.I. “Dale,” after Jason Dale, his former partner who had died a few years ago. He had loved the Buick, which had served him for nearly 22 years, but this new Dale was an asset that he now couldn’t imagine working without.

	It was the newest model of Sayen, the G11 “Wraith.” Flat front, long body, recessed cockpit, two doors that slid forward rather than swinging out, so that parking in tight spaces would be easy. The wheels doubled as lifts, able to shift vertically and below the vehicle to allow flight on magnetic highway strips. Beneath the hood was a marvel of modern technology, able to self-charge at up to 25% per day when parked, making the blocky bullet self-sufficient, which had been the biggest selling point for Dhata Mays.

	As he got close to it, the door popped out and slid open, revealing the spacious seating in the rear. Since the G11 was meant for luxury, it was set up to accommodate a party of six, with seating around a center console loaded with an entertainment interface. Sliding wider, the door stopped a few inches past the cockpit and steering wheel. Dhata fell inside, too tired to care, and the doors clicked shut before the car came alive.

	“Welcome, Detective, what is your destination?” Dale said, the blue console lights pulsing with his words.

	“Take me home, Dale, and play ‘Blacks and Blues’ by Bobbi Humphrey. Keep the volume low.” The music came on and he sunk into the seat, drifting on a wave of past pains and jazz music. 

	Dhata lived inside a disabled zeppelin, though at first glance a stranger wouldn’t know, since the hull had been stripped and the wings removed for salvage. Now the exterior resembled fine art of twisted, welded metal shaped into a spaceship with steps, windows and doors. Several trees grew around it, their canopy of leaves keeping it concealed from the sky, and the yard about it was expansive, with a garden and a giant fire-pit surrounded with stones. 

	All of this was behind a dense set of woods, dying like much of the flora in this post-war Tampa, and accessible through a path that he now took, watching the console for any sign of movement. Not that anyone would be foolish enough to come to the home of Dhata Mays uninvited, but having been attacked there on more than one occasion, the old skiptracer tended to stay on edge.

	He parked near the end of the path where it opened up into the field where the zeppelin sat, and instructed Dale to be on alert before walking the 70 yards to his house. Lur should have been asleep, but he could see from a window that she was in the living room watching the television. Dhata cursed. He was hoping he would catch a break, and she would be knocked out, allowing him to brood. Now he had to put on a brave face at least for tonight to avoid her asking about his mood.

	Looking up those steep steps leading to the front door, Dhata thought that the zeppelin could easily be mistaken for a UFO. The body was like a football that sat on angled stilts above a generator, and much of the tail was invisible from the outside, covered by a dense set of pines. 

	Taking a breath, he steeled himself and jogged up the steps on his strong new leg. He felt like a 30-year-old man once more, older and wiser, with enough clout to make the hools scared, but still strong and spry enough to keep up with the ones that chose to press their luck. He held onto those good feelings as he engaged the locking panel and stepped inside the zeppelin.

	“Dhata, you frightened me,” Lur exclaimed. “Are your calls on mute? I tried reaching you no less than five times.”

	“Sorry, sweetheart, I had it on mute while I spoke to a contact,” he said, pulling off his boots and placing them neatly on the rack. Next came the duster, gun belt, and watch, which he deposited into a dish on the wooden bar that separated the kitchen and the living room. Once he felt comfortable, he walked over to the couch, plopped down onto the cushions, and watched her figure as she approached him.

	She still had the same effect on his heart as the first day he met her, when they shared a hotel room in South Beach. He hadn’t dreamed she’d become his girl then; he had just been happy to spend some time with her. But life had brought her to his doorstep several years later, and now, here they were. 

	She had been a young, naive, drug lord’s princess back then, with the big hair and deep tan to match the lifestyle. Now she was a woman come into her own, confident, independent, and intellectually exhausting, due to her above-average intelligence. The same intelligence that made her embrace the world of the cypher, which lost her much of the tan, and added silver and blue highlights to her short black curls.

	“I don’t understand why you keep going down there, Dhata. We are set on money. Why not enjoy some time away from all the piss and bullets?” 

	Lur walked past him in a beige, silk kimono-styled robe, while she munched on an olive from her dirty martini. As she brushed past him, she dropped a hand to his thigh, letting it travel across both legs, before plopping down beside him. 

	For a moment, Dhata was sure that she knew about his earlier surgery and was now playing a game of “disappointed parent,” waiting him out to see if he would come clean. His throat felt dry as he studied her face and those mysterious brown eyes that gave him a wink.

	“Familiarity, Lurita. It’s like I told you, if I become a stranger, the synths won’t talk to me when it counts.”

	“Do you play me for dumb, Detective?” she said, laughing. “You forget that I’m a cypher whose job is to get below the surface of things. You were at a bar, and you drank an old-fashioned, I could taste the bourbon and artificial fruit on your lips. Sloppy. Tsk-tsk-tsk. You also had a cigar, and something else before that. Whatever it is, you did the drinking to distract me from the real thing that I am supposed to be upset about, eh?” 

	She leaned to the side and adjusted her body so that she was lying across him with her small, warm feet on his lap. “Is it a girl?” she cooed, still staring at him with a fist dangling dangerously close to his groin.

	“Do I look suicidal?” he said, dryly, reaching down with both hands to massage her feet. That seemed to pacify her, and he exhaled, applying pressure to one of her heels before working his fingers into her instep, and then her toes before returning to the heel.

	“I know that there isn’t a girl,” she whispered, before draining the glass and putting a cold, damp hand behind his neck. She used her thumb to massage the area behind his ear for a few seconds before moving it up to slowly rub the back of his head. “Did it hurt?”

	“No, he put me out and the work was quick,” he said, barely believing that he was sitting here discussing the very thing he’d gone out of his way to keep secret. “How did you know, Lur? And before you say anything, just know the doctor came highly recommended from some of the most prime, cyber-enhancement fiends I’ve ever seen. Notice the limp wasn’t there when I came in?”

	“Of course I did. The limp gave you swagger; it was part of your charm. And now what do I have? A boring old man who’d rather drink with synths than come home to his girlfriend and partner.”

	“Do you ever stop breaking balls?” he said, too tired to continue playing this game.

	“Only because you love my feet so much,” she said, teasing him with the flick of her tongue. “I waited up in hopes that you would be sober enough to massage them. After the day I had, let me tell you, I needed this.”

	“Happy to oblige you whenever you want it, my dear.” Dhata said. “So, what happened today for these lovely puppies to be in pain?”

	“You should kiss them, you love them so much,” Lur teased, pulling up her kimono to show a little more leg.

	“Now that’s a step too far,” Dhata said. “If I’m kissing feet then you’re—”

	“Not going to do any of those freaky things you have filed away inside of that mind,” Lur said, twisting up her lips. “What’s really bothering you, mi vida? I know you too well to believe that you came home late just to rub on my feet like a good boyfriend.”

	“Lurita, how off the grid are we, really?” Dhata replied, pausing the foot massage to look into her eyes.

	“To any John or hool, we simply don’t exist,” she said confidently. “You died in an explosion, and the synths took your parts into Ybor, never for you to be seen again. Lur Diaz never left Cuba, where she died a horrible death in the streets, and Hiroshi, aka Cynic Star, is merely a ghost story business owners tell their IT team to scare them. What makes you ask, Dhata? Are we in trouble? Is that why the long face?”

	“A ghost from my past has just gotten out of prison, and I don’t want to take any chances,” Dhata said. “Not with you.”

	“I can take care of myself,” Lur protested, but Dhata raised a hand to stop her short.

	“I know better than anyone what you’re able to do, Foxy Brown, but this isn’t some muscle-bound hool that you can hold up with your gun. This is the religious leader of a nationwide cult, and if he knows where I am, then we’re in trouble. I’m not talking about one or two guys trying to sneak into our home. It will be believers on every corner, looking to make their messiah proud.”

	“This man is Manton Paradise?” Lur said, sitting up suddenly, and withdrawing her feet to sit cross-legged, at the far end of the couch.

	“The one and only.” Dhata smiled grimly. “When I was a John, me and Jason, we went to war with Paradise and his acolytes. Lots of men got killed, some were innocents, but in the end, we won, and he went away for life. Now he’s out, somehow, and I’m worried, Lurita. I have plenty of enemies, but this man is the worst. He’s a synth butcher, with a lot of followers eating up his rhetoric about a pure human world.”

	“Sounds like every other leader of a cult.” Lur shrugged. “But don’t worry, if he seeks you out, he will have to assume that you’re dead.” 

	“Either way, I want you packing wherever you go from now on,” Dhata said. “Don’t use the synth weapons, go with your Beretta. These will be human men if they come for us, and we’re not going to want to stun them, we want them dead. I see your face, and I’m really sorry, but it’s just for a time, until I know for sure that he isn’t back to his old tricks. And if he is, I don’t plan to send him to a cell that can’t hold him. Not anymore.”

	“Mierda, Dhata,” Lur said, throwing up her hands. “You sound the way Papa used to sound when he was about to go to war. Alright, I will keep my gun on me all the time, like you said. Anything else?”

	“You know the drill. Stay alert and keep a look out for any new cases that deal with synth disappearances. I will provide you a list of names tomorrow. If any of them get hurt, I want to know about it. Hopefully we don’t have to get Hiro involved,” he said. “Now, enough on that topic. Give me back those feet, and did you need me to massage a little higher? I’m sensing a bit of tension in those legs.”

	Lur threw a pillow at him, but then relented, stretching back out and closing her eyes as he worked diligently at kneading the muscles in her legs. It was the distraction he needed to not obsess over Paradise and the what-ifs that had been clouding his every thought. He didn’t want to call it fear, just deep concern, and for the first time in what felt like ages, Dhata Mays had to admit that he felt vulnerable.

	“My feet are happy, now my face is jealous,” Lur said, swinging her legs up off his lap, and scooting in close where he could take her into his arms. 

	He brushed the hair from her eyes and examined her face. She was so young, but he knew that as time went on, their love would only grow stronger as they learned more and more about one another. She had come so far in so short a time, and just being with him had put her life in danger. Yet, she’d never balked. She looked like every other cypher rat, obsessed with technology and the virtual world, yet inside her small frame was a gangster, the heir to her father’s throne. 

	He loved her, but words couldn’t do justice to the way he felt, so he lifted her chin and kissed her lips, letting the sensation cool his thoughts. Her curious tongue began to joust with his as he tasted her gin while she sampled his whiskey. Her brown eyes lost in the darkness of the room, swam peacefully inside their white pools. She shut them away from him as he pressed her closer, and her hand found his back and stopped to pull up at his shirt. 

	His strong fingers were exploring her form, hating every inch of that fabric. Too many barriers, he thought, feeling the silk of her kimono and the straps of her nightgown, where he lingered pulling it down enough to feel the warmth of her flesh. She smelled like cinnamon, and he was suddenly lightheaded. Maybe it was the drink, but his head was swimming, and his breath was coming up short.

	“I need you, now,” she whispered, her breathy voice putting him over the edge, which he thought was absurd. It was just a voice, a way of speaking, as if every word forced her to exhale, on top of the strong feminine soprano below the surface. 

	She snapped the release on his pants then attempted to drag them down, and he relaxed enough to help her, not taking his eyes away from hers. “Dhata,” she moaned as he clutched at the fabric against her back, barely containing the need to be forceful as his logic went to shambles, replaced by an animal’s urge to cure that lower ache.

	He stood up with her straddling him, his powerful hands now on her buttocks, as she placed her hands behind his neck, and took control, guiding him through her gates as his brain went through a euphoria of sensations. Before the surgery, his leg would have been on fire due to the added weight, and the time
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