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‡Chapter 1‡

	Angel’s Tears

	It never used to rain in Tampa the way it did now. Always overcast with the slick, wet asphalt a glistening shard of glass reflecting prisms of neon lights. The people of the city knew that the rain wasn’t natural, but it came to define the age. It was part of the residual post-war fallout, what some liked to call angel’s tears. 

	Dhata Mays leaned against the hood of his large white Buick, pulling slowly on a dark cigar. The rain was massaging his smooth, bald scalp, and he was enjoying every bit of it. He loved this city and its people, but someone or something was trying to tear it apart. Humans were preying on their synthetic neighbors, and naturally the androids were fighting back.

	The police were calling it “the Synth crisis,” but unlike them, he was on the frontlines. He knew that the implications went beyond a “crisis” and what they were facing was something substantial. He held the smoke inside his mouth and the tobacco worked its magic, adding to the moment.

	A tone in his ear brought him back to the present and he was suddenly aware of his wetness. Touching the tiny node near his ear, he opened the interface and answered the call. It was Ariana, his police contact, calling from what appeared to be her house. This he saw through the augmented visual projected from his ICLs.

	“Hey Ari,” he said. “What’s the drama for today?” He squatted down to push the last of the cigar into a puddle. 

	“Hey, Dhata, how are you?” Ariana said in a tone too casual to be natural.

	“Wet, I’m wet out here in this wonderful Tampa Bay weather. Soaking up this toxic juice.”

	“Careful, Dhata, you know that people have been reporting complications due to too much exposure to the rain.”

	“Oh yeah? Well aren’t you a sweetheart, calling me after all this time to check on my health,” he said.

	“I can hear you smiling through all that sarcasm, but I’m not calling about anything good.”

	“What’s up, Ari? What do you need?” Dhata said, paying little heed to her warning about the rain.

	“There’s been a kidnapping. A young woman. But we’re backed up with a lot of cases, and since the victim is synth ... well, you know how that goes,” Ariana said.

	“Snatching synths? That sounds like a bounty hunter. Easy money if they get away with it. Black ‘em out, pull out their spine, replace the central nervous system. You can’t program synths, but you can transplant body parts, and an old, used up Mary could be an upgrade for someone else.”

	“That’s horrible,” Ariana said, and Dhata was surprised. All these years on the force and she doesn’t know these things? he thought.

	“That’s what we’re dealing with here, Ari. Synthetic body snatchers. They’ve been running rampant since way before our time. What makes this one so special that you’re calling me to look into it?”

	“One of my girlfriends saw it happen, and I promised her that I would investigate,” she said.

	Dhata inhaled the night air, then wiped his face. “What’s the pay?” he said as he slid into the Buick.

	“Pay? I’m cashing in that favor you owe me,” Ariana said, laughing.

	“Fair enough. I’ll find your girl. Let me get the number of the witness who saw it happen,” he said.

	Ariana transferred the number and he filed it away inside his internal implant. He was working for The Unsung now—a secret society of powerful synths—and business like this, while important, would come secondary to whatever they needed. 

	He got off the call and started the engine. It was too late to call the witness, but too early to call it a night. If Lurita was home he would propose a rainy date night, but she was overseas, visiting her father. The only thing waiting for him at home was loneliness and a bottle of liquor that he was trying to avoid.

	“Let’s go down to Ybor,” he announced to the car, and the cobalt lights of the dashboard danced. An image of a map floated above the center panel, then expanded into a three- dimensional hologram of Tampa Bay. Dhata released the steering wheel and let the Buick’s AI takeover. They had been to Ybor enough times for her to know where he wanted to go.

	The rain was coming down hard, more than normal, and the drops were so heavy that it was all he could hear. It gave him flashbacks to his early days as a detective. Jason—his old partner—used to say that when the angels cried, there had to be a reason. Tonight they were practically bawling, and he reached down and rubbed his legs absentmindedly.

	The one negative to the constant rain was the pain that came with implanted cybernetics. Whenever the rain was coming, he would feel it in his legs. Near fatal injuries on the job had turned him into a poor man’s cyborg. It was easy to forget that he was part machine, especially during the downtimes when he wasn’t working. When it was just him and Lur, he felt fully human, but now it was raining and his body ached. 

	“CINI,” he said.

	“Yes Dhata, what do you need?” came a synthetic voice from the Buick’s dash.

	“Where in the world does it not rain?” he said.

	“Right here in North America, Dhata. You could visit Las Vegas,” CINI said, her voice taking on a relaxed tone. “No damage from the war was reported there. It is dry, and the sky is clear. You could rest, drink a variety of exotic liquors, watch some shows, and even gamble.”

	“Whoa, CINI, I’ve never heard you like this before,” he said. “Did I somehow stumble upon your sexy, travel planner mode?”

	“No, Dhata, there is no such mode, but your partner Lur Diaz did give me an upgrade. My voice and responses will be a lot like a human’s now, and I have a variety of voices and accents.” She switched her voice to have a Spanish accent. “I can even sound like Lur if your prefer—”

	“Your voice is fine, CINI, don’t make it weird. God knows I spend enough time with you … don’t need you getting attractive,” Dhata said. “Vegas sounds nice, though; that’s a solid suggestion. Lots of gangsters, and synths working as dealers. It would be a welcome break from here, if ever I feel the need to escape the rain.”

	They pulled up to a set of dark buildings that bordered 22nd street, and CINI parked beneath a streetlight. The road continued on into Ybor proper, but there was an invisible perimeter that Dhata knew to avoid. 

	Tampa was still in the middle of a small civil war, and most of the fighting took place down here. There were magnetic blocks that would disable vehicles, and the synth hools were as cold as they were ugly. But Dhata was a veteran of the Ybor streets, so he parked and pulled on his duster.

	The synths knew his face, and they knew his badge, that unsung shield, that glittered against the leather on his belt. If they didn’t respect the badge, they could expect to meet his revolver. He had a reputation as a shooter, so most hools stayed out of his way.

	He walked down the barren street and took in his surroundings. It was a pathetic version of what it was before the war. Ybor was once a valuable part of Tampa Bay; it had history and a spirit not found anywhere else. Now it was a bombed out husk that was barely kept alive by the castaway synths that called it home. 

	The roads were busted up asphalt, and the buildings were mostly ruins. Next to the curb on both sides of the road ran a brownish green fluid that stunk of garbage. This gutter seemed endless, and the few drains he could see were overflowing and added to the smell. He hadn’t been on this side when it rained before, and he was regretting it with every step. 

	When Dhata rounded the corner towards Centro Ybor he ran into a line of men. He had his head down against the rain, and as he lifted his face he could see that they were surprised. Obviously they hadn’t realized who he was on approach, but now that it registered, they opened up a path. 

	Beyond was the splash of neon lights that comprised what used to be Centro Ybor. There were a lot of synths here, milling about: some selling things, others making their way to their apartment or shelter. Dhata found an empty wall under a blown out building, and walked over to it and sat down. There was shelter here and the rain had slowed, so he made himself comfortable and logged into his implant.

	Ariana had sent notes on the missing girl; there was a written description, and some video footage. He closed his right eye to get a better view of it all and played the surveillance video. 

	The woman was one of several, and from her body language he could see that she didn’t belong. An outcast playing at being popular, he thought, and in Hyde Park of all places. Are you some sort of bad girl? No, you were out looking for rust busters, weren’t you?

	He sighed audibly at the state of the times. Not too long ago he would have been at that club.

	“Her name is Rebecca,” he said out loud, and repeated it several times. He was trying to embed her name and face into his mind so that he wouldn’t have to look into his files again. She was regular, and this was unfortunate because regular was easy to forget. There were over twenty human girls at that club who looked and sounded like her. 

	This was going to be a challenge, being that she had no discerning features. Instinct told him to look at her friends; perhaps one of them had something unique.

	He rewound the footage and froze it on them. All normal, all the same height; the only thing unique was that one had a discolored arm, the telltale sign of a black market swap.

	“So the main blonde’s a gamer,” he muttered as he watched. “Definitely the alpha of the crew. But she isn’t concerned with them as much as that bouncer. I wonder if he went home with her.”

	The footage stopped after they got inside the club, and he wondered if there was more for him to see. I bet they wiped the rest to protect that guy, he thought.

	Dhata recorded the bouncer’s face and filed it away. He would have to reach out to him later on. There was some commotion on the street in front of him, so he logged off and opened his eye. Instinctively he reached down and gripped his revolver. He had three bullets left from his depleted stash.

	There were two synths arguing and they had come to blows. One punched the other, and he countered with a knife. The hool who got stabbed was screaming at the top of his lungs, and the crowd had widened to avoid the attacker. 

	Synths were tough, but they were built to emulate humans, so a cut to one of his “vitals” would force his brain to shut down. Several of the synths glanced Dhata’s way, and it took everything within him not to shout, “I am not a John!” 

	He had been off the police force for an extremely long time, yet he somehow hadn’t figured out how to stop looking like one. 

	Something buzzed in his ear. It was an incoming call, and his ICLs reported that it was Lur. 

	“My beautiful trouble,” he said, answering with a smile, and Lur’s sweet laughter caressed his eardrums.

	“Who you calling trouble, skiptracer? You are the one with the gun and the reputation. I am just an immigrant who tries to save your soul. You should be happy to hear from your angel, right?”

	“Of course I’m happy. I haven’t seen you in a week. How’s it going out there with your father?”

	“Good, mi vida, but Papa wants to see you. Something about making it right, since you both love me. I didn’t really want to call about this, Dhata, but he’s pretty insistent on you talking to him. He’s old-fashioned, you know, and the last time—well, he treated you badly. I told him about the good things that you are doing for the synth people, and how you helped me to meet Hiroshi and become a cypher.” She inhaled audibly and Dhata realized that she was struggling. “Help me out, okay?”

	“You mean, me coming out to Cuba?” he said.

	“Yes,” she said. “We want to see you.”

	He thought about the time when Lur’s father had him tortured, back when the old man thought that he could use him. It had been two days of hell as they beat him bloody, even cutting open his thigh to expose his cybernetics. He could still feel the blades and the numbness of his face – this is the man she wants me to make peace with?

	Then he remembered that Lur had run away to be with him after finding him inside her father’s basement. He had loved her since then, loved her before that, if he was being honest. If meeting his torturer meant peace for his love, why not go through with it?

	“I’ll come talk to your father,” he said, reluctantly, trying not to think about it. “You think he’s going to force me to marry you?”

	“Force? Are you serious? He is not to tell me who I am to marry. Never again.”

	“I’m joking, baby, just lightening the mood. I’ll come visit your father, and we can talk about the woman I love. How are things otherwise?”

	“Very relaxing, actually. I wish you were here to enjoy the beach with me.”

	“Got a new case, Lurita, so the beach will have to wait. It’s a simple kidnapping so it shouldn’t take long. I have to see your face when we visit Tokyo. I’m betting your eyes will pop out of their sockets when you see the clear blue highway.”

	Lur laughed before agreeing. They talked for a time, but then another scuffle broke out in front of the building. Dhata got off the call and got to his feet; he was in a dangerous spot. The man who got stabbed had returned with some friends, and in his hand was an electroshock tube. From the looks of the weapon it had been modified somewhat, since the cartridge was lumpier and had a battery attached.

	What’s this? he thought, I have never seen this before. The crowd scattered, and Dhata slipped behind a busted wall. If the darts started to fly and one came his way, he didn’t know if he would survive a modified tube. 

	More commotion rose, and a group of men appeared. These were the friends of the knife-wielding hool. Dhata recognized their tattoos; these were Aaron’s men. Aaron ran the largest synth gang in all of Tampa Bay. In recognizing this, he knew that things were about to get insane, and he quickly scanned the area for a way out. 

	A shot rang out, and a synth went down from a minor explosion in the left area of his chest. Whatever had been done to that tube had turned it into a lethal weapon, and the rounds acted like tiny warheads, blowing holes in synthetic flesh. More shots rang out, and two more of Aaron’s men went down. It was open war on the streets. 

	“That’s my cue,” Dhata said, and climbed through a hole in the wreckage.


‡Chapter 2‡

	Soulless Machines

	How many times must I tell myself to stay out of Ybor? Dhata wondered as he pulled himself over the rubble to gain the inside of the building. Behind him he could hear the popping sound of the tubes as the gangsters fired on them, but he dared not cave to his curiosity. In time he found a door and was back out in the rain, this time in the back alley of a dark street. 

	Ybor was a dump, but some of the buildings maintained their splendor. One such building was The Glacier, a tall, multistoried hotel. It had been renovated by former synth boss, Peyton “Pretty Boy” Ace, but he died prematurely before taking up residence. Now it was occupied by the heir to his empire, a synth by the name of Aaron Tang. 

	Dhata knew Aaron well. They exchanged favors often, so he hoped that he would have information on the kidnapping business. He thought about calling him, but he owed the man a visit—though it would be a pain since his hools made access difficult.

	There were cars stacked in the road with mounted guns at the top. An army of armed hools patrolled the perimeter. Dhata also knew that there were booby traps everywhere, so he walked up to the militia that stood in front of the cars.

	“What do you want, hume?” a short, rat-like hool shouted as soon as Dhata stepped below the streetlight.

	“Ask me again with a little respect and I’ll forget that you insulted me when I talk to Aaron,” Dhata said.

	The man looked him over and was about to say something more, but then another walked over and whispered in his ear. The hool’s features went from tight and angry to something softer and more relaxed. “My bad, Dhata,” he said softly. “It is real right now for us, and I don’t know you.”

	“No offense taken. I’m here to see Aaron. Tell him it’s a quick visit; I just have a question and some files to leave with him.”

	The man nodded and another stepped up. He motioned to Dhata to follow him inside, and they took a path around the cars that he hadn’t seen before. “War time, eh?” he said, and the hool nodded.

	“Humes been coming hard, man … no disrespect, but there’s been three attempts this week to take down the tower.”

	“The tower? Is that what you all are calling this hotel?”

	“Yeah man, the A-Tower. It’s our spot down here, y’know? Bad enough we got small timers trying to come for the throne, but now these humes from out of Brandon are pushing hard to blow us up. Man, they came with armored trucks, all sorts of machine guns and whatnot.”

	“Whoa!” Dhata said. “They’re getting serious. If we aren’t careful the government will make good on the promise to bring in the military to lock this place down.”

	“Nah, they won’t do it. We have enough going on overseas. The Johns supposed to be holding us down, but you know they don’t come down here. We gotta do this ourselves, Dhata. You should talk to Aaron about getting some human help. If we can find where these fools live, where they’re getting their ammunition, we can strike back and take them out, and then we can finally fix our neighborhood.”

	“That’s a noble thought,” Dhata said, “but any violence in the human areas will definitely be the end. I think that’s why nothing’s being done. The government just needs an excuse. I’ll talk to Aaron, see what we can do to help, but for now you have a nice defensive thing set up.”

	“Thanks, man,” the hool said, with a slight British accent that seemed out of place. He was tall, slender and blonde, with good-looking features, and he was dressed formally, like a war-time butler. “Name’s Joey by the way. Joey Second Hand, but my boys call me Two-Times.”

	“That’s an odd name. Why the two business?”

	He reached behind him and produced a small tube. “I always got a second piece in case the first don’t work,” he said proudly.

	Dhata smiled. “Good man,” he said. “Where you from, Joey? You don’t sound like you’re from Tampa.”

	“I used to wait in one of those big restaurants on the human side of town … Christie’s Bistro. Heard of it? Yeah, they had us built and fixed with accents and protocols to fool the humes into thinking that the place was classy. It was a good gig; got a lot of hume action there, if you know what I mean.” He looked back at Dhata and smiled. “But when things escalated with the synths and hume fighting, the guests didn’t want us around anymore. Next thing I know I was homeless and being told to take my metal ass to Ybor with the other synths. Well, I came out here, saw room for opportunity with Mr. A, and the rest as they say is history.”

	As he spoke they grew closer and closer to the tall building, and Dhata took note of his surroundings. It was merely one of many buildings jammed up next to one another like everything else in Ybor, but the stacked cars and welded iron made it look like a silo inside of a warzone. Their path was deliberate, which hinted at mines or some other form of booby trap on the ground, and the tall cars made it easy to forget where you were.

	“So I heard about you,” Joey said as he touched the panel next to the wide glass doors.

	“Oh yeah?” Dhata said. “Something good?”

	“You’re a breath of fresh air, aren’t you?” Joey said. “For a hume, that is. I mean, look at you, you’re a walking muscle with the teeth to go with it, but when a fella gets to know you, you’re a pretty funny guy. Well, that’s beside the point. What I was going to say is that I heard about your talent. How you can spot us at a glance, just like that. Can’t say I know any other humes who can do that. Is that one of your cyber enhancements, doing that?”

	“No, more like me spending too much damn time around you all. It’s easy for me, and I don’t see why others have such a problem with it. You know how I can tell?” Dhata said, and Joey shook his head, no. “Your eyes are a dead giveaway. Every synth I’ve known. You’re ninety-nine percent there in looking just like us, but the soul is missing inside of your eyes.”

	“What do you mean?” Joey said, as he led Dhata over to the elevators.

	“Figured you’d ask. People always do,” he said. “Let’s use a metaphor; maybe then you can get it. Consider that the eyes are like a well filled with water. In a human’s eyes you can look into it and see the walls of the well fall down into blackness. A synth’s eyes – as the water, stay with me now– it’s like all you see is your reflection on the surface, nothing below it ... do you get what I’m saying?”

	“No, but I find it disturbing. For an ally, your words seem strangely offensive.”

	Dhata shrugged. “They’re words to explain my so-called talent. My alliance I’ve shown through straight-up action.”

	 They stepped inside the elevator and Joey was suddenly quiet. He hadn’t stopped talking since they first met. Dhata worried that he had touched him at a level deeper than he expected. It wasn’t every day that a living thing found out that it may not have a soul.

	“You see your reflection because you’re not looking deep enough,” he finally said, and Dhata made to open his mouth but then closed it, letting him have the last word. When their eyes met he gave him a nod.

	“Can’t look too deep at one hool when I’m busy watching my back,” he said, and Joey seemed to be satisfied with the answer.

	They stopped on the top floor and Dhata stepped off, expecting for Joey to follow him. “Big A will see you now, Dhata, my friend. Thanks for swapping words with an old ruster like me. Most of the boss’s guests, they tell me to shut my mouth, but you, you been real cool. Top five hume, that’s you. I’ll see you when you’re finished.”

	Dhata didn’t know what to think about the compliment since it had come so unexpectedly. He was a guest of Aaron’s, yes, but he was nothing special to where the hools would need to genuflect like this one was. Maybe old Aaron runs a tighter ship than I give him credit for, he thought, and walked down the hallway, scanning the doors for some sort of indication of where his room would be.

	When he got near the end he saw it plain as day. It was a white door—where the others were a muted grey—and it was bordered on both sides by two of the biggest synths he had ever seen in his life.

	“Goddamn,” Dhata said when he saw them. “How much do you boys bench?”

	The hools exchanged glances and then looked at him, confused.

	“Bench … as in bench press?” Dhata said. “The old, heavy lifting that we humans used to do to build our muscles—before Citro injections and hormone tags? Never mind fellas, the joke is dead, don’t fry your wires worrying about it. I’m here for Aaron—”

	“I bench about 475lbs,” said the other hool. “Tab here knows what it is. He’s just giving you a hard time.”

	Dhata slatted his eyes at Tab as he opened the door, and he entered what used to be a penthouse suite. Now it looked like a miniature palace that overlooked the city, and as if the décor wasn’t enough to wow the visitors, the exotic white tiger was an added touch.

	“Bio-engineered replica?” Dhata said, knowing the answer before Aaron could give it. There weren’t many real animals left after the war, and the ones that were still about were endangered and protected. Having a real white tiger would be the equivalent of owning your own country; you had to have that sort of money and power. Aaron was a kingpin, the boss of all synth bosses, but he still wasn’t real white tiger rich, so the question was redundant.

	The man of the hour was seated on the bed counting UCC chips, and several of his bookies were at a table doing the same. “If it ain’t my favorite law man,” he said with a grin, and his row of sparkling diamond teeth caught the light and flashed brilliantly.

	Dhata crossed the room in long strides and shook his hand, suddenly conscious that he’d left dirty, wet footprints in the carpet where he stepped. “Damn, Aaron, sorry about that. It should come out, it’s only dirt—”

	“Don’t worry about it,” Aaron said. “You don’t think I have people to keep this place clean?”

	“Yeah, but that ain’t cool. If you were to walk into my house like that, I’d probably have a whole gang of words for you, and some attitude.”

	The synth laughed. He led Dhata over to a table in the corner where several half-empty bottles of liquor were housed. He grabbed one of the chairs, whipped it around so that the back faced the table, then straddled it and stared at the big skiptracer. Dhata slipped off his shoes and walked back to the door where he placed them neatly to the side before walking back across the carpet in his socks.

	When he sat down, he gestured to a bottle, and when the smiling boss gave him a nod, he poured himself a shot and knocked it back. “So, the reason for my visit, Aaron, is to get some information on a young synth woman.”

	“Young synth woman, eh? You’re always so careful with your words. Tell me, you ever slip up and call us robots, androids, or machines? Don’t answer that … I know we look like you, but I find it hard to believe that a human like you looks at us as people. Call it intuition, since your kind keeps coming down here trying to wipe us out.”

	“You finished?” Dhata said. “I don’t have jack to prove to you; my actions in the line of duty secured me a pass down here. Who cares what I call you? Anyway, this girl, she’s about this tall, shoulder-length—”

	Aaron held up his hand to stop him, then poured himself a drink and took a sip. “You came here in this storm, risked your life to get to the tower, all to ask about a damn Mary? Please tell me that this chick is tied to the government somehow, or an heiress to a large sum of money. Because if this is just a standard, run of the mill Mary, I may be tempted to forget our arrangement and have Carlo over there toss you out the window.”

	“Jesus, Aaron, are you always this dramatic? This is about a regular girl, yeah, but beyond that, this is about favors. I owed a friend a favor. She wants this solved and you are my connection, so here I am, connecting. This girl is about as average as they come, and if I go around asking random synths about her, most will lie and brush me off simply because I’m human. You can put that signal out for them to work with me. Anything less than a miracle and this girl is lost forever. So, as you can now see, I need you. Are you able to help?”

	Aaron stared back at him without saying anything and then finally he rolled his eyes. “So what’s your question, Dhata?”

	“You run Marys.” He then held his hand up to stop Aaron from cutting him off. “Don’t insult me by pretending you don’t. This tower, and half the guards out there, was bought off of skin trade ... It’s cool, I’m not here to judge. But, you see, that is why I came to you, Aaron. You are one of the men who gets their working girls from kidnappings just like this one.”

	“Says who? Why the insults? Let’s go.”

	He got up off the chair, threw off his sports coat, and then whispered something to one of the men seated, counting the UCC values. The man nodded without looking at him, and Dhata wondered if his tongue had placed his life in jeopardy. Aaron led him out into the hallway past the two giants. He opened an adjacent hotel room and led him in. 

	The place looked as if it hadn’t been touched in decades. It was neat, the way unused hotel rooms tended to be, but the dust and smell revealed its age.

	“Don’t ever disrespect me in front of my men again. I don’t care who the fuck you are, Dhata Mays.”

	“Wasn’t my intent, and I apologize for saying it with the other hools in the room, but I meant everything I said. You run girls. Most didn’t choose that life, so I came here to ask you some questions on the topic. Is that alright?”

	Aaron gestured wildly and the door slid shut behind them, triggering the overhead lights to turn on. They struggled to a dim light, years of disuse making them no longer brilliant enough to illuminate the room properly. It seemed almost intimate, the two of them there in that pastel-colored room under dim lights, but Aaron looked ready to kill him.

	Dhata wanted to grab him by his neck and remind him that the only reason he was not locked up was because of his relationship with Ariana Garcia. The same Ariana Garcia who needed this favor, a favor that Dhata more than owed, without question. But he was in Aaron’s house, inside of his personal palace, and had shown little deference, which could complicate his standing as a boss.

	“I won’t apologize again, Aaron, but you have my word that when we talk moving forward, I will afford you the respect you need – when in front of your men. We good? Or do you want to play sore with me for the rest of the night?”

	The frown on the hool’s face broke, and was back to the wicked grin Dhata was accustomed to. “I ain’t sore,” he said. “Just, how you say … a bit offended and surprised, my friend. Of all the Johns I’ve known, you know the game and play it well. So for you to come in the way you did – I was like … who does this guy think he is?”

	Dhata shook his head and inhaled through his teeth for patience. “Look, Aaro—”

	“Ace, how many times I gotta ask you to drop the formal shit and call me Ace, Dhata?”

	“Right back at you. I’m always Dhata, John, or hume when I come down here.”

	Aaron laughed and walked to the office area of the room. He plopped down into one of the cushy seats by the large glass window, then motioned for Dhata to take the one across from it.

	“You know, Ace was the name of your predecessor,” Dhata said.

	“Yeah, his last name was Ace, but he ain’t here no more, so it’s mine. What of it?”

	“Nothing at all; just one of those things. But anyway, Ace, what I was trying to say is that I’m looking into this thing to help a mutual friend of ours. This mutual friend keeps the Johns blind to your movements, so extending a favor in the form of answering my questions is easy enough, I think. But if not, let me know.”

	“Oh!” Aaron ejected, sitting back hard as if Dhata had just shot him. “The man throws out threats wrapped in sugary words, as if I won’t recognize this for what it is. Look, forget her; I deal with you. What she do for me has nothing to do with me and her; it’s all about you, Dee. You’re the glue that holds this thing together, and that’s precisely why I didn’t have them boys in there skin your hume ass to make me a new pair of loafers. How about that for threats?”

	“Decent delivery, but it still sounds like you’re trying,” Dhata said, smiling. “So, back to the question then. I know that there are guys who know enough to pull a synth person apart and—”

	“Let me explain something to you,” Aaron said as he got up and walked towards the far window. “I don’t take part in that end of the business. Alright? The girls I run are volunteers. They become Marys to earn enough to better themselves in life. Hell, you know that; weren’t you dating one?”

	“Leave me out of it,” Dhata said, put off by the thought that Aaron knew his business.

	“Touchy. I get it, but I’m trying to prove a point, so let me. We don’t want the type of stimmed up junkies that bagging and dragging produces. If it was up to me I would only deal with synths. Fuck the humes and this friggin ghetto that you have us in.”

	Dhata thought about what he was saying and he couldn’t help but admire Aaron. If he was in a situation where he was treated the way synths were, he would react the same way. Forget fitting in. “Here I thought that all synths were trying to fit in with humans,” he said.

	“I don’t want to fit into the hume’s world,” Aaron said. “We tried that and look what it got us. I want to take a good chunk of it and carve out my own piece of happiness for me and my people. No offense to you, Dhata. You’re one of the good ones, but a one percenter don’t count when it comes to our affairs. Most of your kind don’t want us here, and I don’t want to be here either.” He began to drum his fingers on the wall, still staring out at the falling rain. “At least not amongst your kind. Not after all this.”

	“So, where do you expect to go?” Dhata said, walking up to see what Aaron was looking at. There was a small scuffle happening at the edge of the barrier but it looked like Aaron’s hools had it under control, taking turns at stomping a man. 

	“Do you know that on one of the news stations today, they showed a robot bussing tables? He was at one of them fancy restaurants in Bayshore, and they was touting it as some sort of breakthrough. Friggin robots man, I tell you. Had that boy grinning and running those tables as if he hit the jackpot.”

	“Robot?” Dhata said, surprised. It was a term that the synths hated, an ugly term used by the synth haters. “I thought that terms like ‘robot’ and ‘android’ were considered derogatory. Was this a machine running between tables, metal exo-shell and all, or was this a synth and you’re actually using the term as a slur?”

	“Any synth that wants to be a hume so bad that he throws away his pride is nothing more than a hume tool; in other words, a robot. What I saw on that news story was a synth who didn’t fight. Instead of being down here battling for equal standing, he’s up there in hume land, serving sweet tea and fomeal ham sandwiches to bigots.” He spat in disgust and shook his head before glancing over at Dhata. He had never seen this much emotion coming from Aaron before, who was normally jovial and mischievous. 

	“I see your point,” Dhata said. “And while I can’t begin to understand your position—me being one of the enemy, so to speak—I do acknowledge that you’re right about the pride. If I were synth, the last thing I would be doing is working in a restaurant where we aren’t even allowed to walk through the front doors. Knowing me, I’d sooner burn down the place than be on the news as some poster boy.”

	“Hell yeah,” Aaron said. “And that is why you’re down here, with me. You’re a strange hume, you know that? You sure there isn’t a metal heart beating under there?” He tapped Dhata on his chest gently and flashed his textbook grin.

	Dhata stared at the window and watched as the rain cascaded down the glass. “So this young girl I’m after … there’s a good chance I’m too late,” he said. “All of this just to sell sex to us; that’s the part that I’m having a really hard time with. Opportunities are that sparse for synths, that you do things this desperate, and all for what? A couple hundred UCCs so some sick bastard can have his way with you? I’ve handled a lot of Mary cases and they never end well. This will be no different.”

	“It’s a Mary. Who cares?” Aaron said, dismissively.

	“No, jackass, it’s a synth woman that a bunch of bounty hunters are going to build into a Mary. She’ll wake up after the kidnapping with a sex drive installed, and the next thing she knows she’ll be turning tricks. None of it by choice; just a hack job by a cypher surgeon. How are you good with that? She’s a friggin synth … Never mind. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’m going to shut it down.”


‡Chapter 3‡

	Homecoming Day

	After all the reflecting that he had done on the case and on his life, Dhata decided that it would be beneficial to have a look at the scene of the crime. He knew about the nightclub in Hyde Park but thought of it as being no different from any other club that was exclusive to humans. He would rather avoid it altogether, but his instincts urged him forward, and he didn’t want to risk missing any obvious clues. 

	Upon reaching the area he took note that it was residential. Hyde Park was known for its large food manufacturing plants, particularly fomeal, the colorless, moldable meat substitute that humans survived on after the war. The smell that came from these plants was unbearable, which made the fact that people lived there even more puzzling.

	Either the cost of living is too cheap to pass up, or Tampa’s most patient residences moved here, he thought. This area of Tampa had not seen much of the destruction from the war, so it still had the architecture and the older technology of the age before the synths. 

	He parked the Buick on the street across from the club, ignoring the signs warning of a mandatory UCC fine for anyone who parked there. He touched an area below the driver’s side window and the glass became clear, negating the raindrops and allowing him to see. 

	There were several shops bordering the bright neon building, all dark and closed for the night, but nothing was out of the ordinary. There was a long line in front of the door, protected from the rain by a set of drone canopies. You would think it was a Friday night with this size crowd. What in the world? Do people in Hyde Park not work? He wondered if it was like this every night, or if there was something special going on. Local celebrity in attendance, or a guild meeting for the elite? No, definitely not that, he thought. These look like your standard clientele.

	The way that Dhata parked, anyone that drove through would have to maneuver around his big white vehicle. It was a narrow road in front of the nightclub, but at this time of night it was dead, and only an occasional vehicle or two would drive by. Still, he didn’t care. He was too focused, and in his current state of mind he could care less for the rules of humanity, especially something as menial as a traffic ticket. 

	As he stepped out of his car into the rain, he observed just how open and accessible the entrance would be to a bounty hunter. This is going to be harder than I anticipated, he thought. With a flat landscape and no real connection to the grid, he would be at the mercy of whatever surveillance the club kept.

	“Dammit,” he whispered, “this is going to be tough.” There was a good amount of space between each building, so it
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