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‡Chapter 1‡

	Tracing Jordan

	Who could have imagined the amount of destruction that a loud minority could cause once empowered by their hate? 

	All throughout the United States there was terror, much of it caused by humans that no longer wanted to live amongst a race of sentient machines. These machines … these synths, did not allow themselves to fall victim to the mob. They fought back, mostly taking defensive measures, striking back at those who terrorized them. 

	The country looked to their leaders for a solution, but what they got was gasoline to douse the growing fire. At first, President Joseph Frank of the United States of America, did not address the violence. Then, in a series of messages to the press, he denounced the synths as criminals. In just a few words he managed to escalate the violence, and the country burned for it. 2132 was a terrible year for humanity, and a living hell for the synths.

	In the corner of a bar in downtown Tampa, a large man sat staring into an empty glass as if the secret of life would appear within its recesses. Dhata Mays looked up and watched as a tall, muscular man grabbed his coat to leave. The man had been drinking for over an hour, and Dhata assumed that he was waiting for someone who hadn’t bothered to show up. Girlfriend, perhaps? He didn’t know, but he could sense the man’s frustration; it was right there in the way he grabbed his coat.

	Dhata followed him out, got into his car, and then waited for him to drive off. He brought up a map on the Buick’s augmented dashboard, selected the man’s Ford and told CINI—the car’s computer—to follow it. Letting CINI handle the tail was far superior to doing it manually, since she would take alternate routes based on the estimated path.

	In his time as a detective, he’d always let CINI handle the tails, and this was the main reason why he’d never been caught. He grabbed his pistol—an energy tube—then cocked it back and primed it for maximum electricity. He touched the area near his ear which would power on his internal computer, then blinked rapidly to move the interface to his Implanted Contact Lens (ICL). 

	The virtual desktop loaded and hovered in augmented reality. There was a message flashing and he saw that his partner, Lur Diaz, had sent him a message. It was an invitation for dinner to celebrate their one-year anniversary. He smiled. She’s so sentimental, he thought. We should make a day out of it; one dinner is nothing. 

	A beeping sound snapped him back into focus, and CINI announced, “Destination reached.” They pulled up to Tampa’s International shuttle port and parked near the entrance. Dhata groaned. Of all the places to go this time of night, he thought. 

	He would have to follow the man to wherever he was intending to go, and if it was overseas, then he would have to fly. A shuttle this late could mean that he would not be back in time to celebrate with Lur. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t understand, but he really wanted to be there.

	He had been tracking the man for several days to see if he was cheating on his spouse. But he was elusive, and his wife was growing impatient, so he had to see it through. Dhata shook his head with annoyance, looked around, and then thrust his hands into the pockets of his duster. 

	He fell in with the crowd of shuttle port travelers as his ICL outlined the man in green so that Dhata could find him easily. He was moving fast, and Dhata wondered if he had been made; so fast, in fact, that he had to jog in order to keep up with him. He skillfully slid between people standing around, though he ran into a few who didn’t see him coming. As he ran near the landing zone, a loud rumbling occurred, and the glass windows shook as a shuttle flew in. 

	Dhata glanced up at a monitor to see the details of the flight, and saw that it was the personal shuttle of a Japanese Zaibatsu. The man he was chasing stopped in his tracks, forcing Dhata to do the same. When he turned to face him, he threw open his coat—a move so instantaneous that the ex-detective reacted on instinct. He pulled his pistol to beat him on the draw, but hesitated on pulling the trigger when he saw that the man was rigged with explosives. 

	An explosion occurred, lifting him off his feet, the force of the blast throwing him through the exterior glass wall. He cut open his arm and fell down a floor, where he found himself entwined with the brush. Dhata wondered how he’d lived, and counted his blessings, but then another blast shook the building and showered him with glass.

	Was it the man he had tailed that set off the explosion, or was he simply in the wrong place at the wrong time? He didn’t know what to think in his confusion as he lay there with sore arms and distorted vision. For what seemed like an hour he struggled to move, but he was being held down by the bushes. He eventually gave up and closed his eyes, trying to remember what had happened before the explosion. 

	The man had run past the outgoing flight deck. That didn’t make sense if he intended to fly out. Then he remembered the incoming flight of that Japanese shuttle. Was it possible that he had stumbled upon a wicked plot of terrorism? The shuttle port at that time of night was always crowded … the perfect location for a devastating attack. 

	The bomb would have killed and injured many, including the incoming Japanese. If Japan took the explosion to be an American attack, the synth and human infighting would be the least of their problems. Article 9 of the Japanese constitution forbade them from going to war, but that would not stop their cyphers from tearing apart the American grid. 

	Suddenly, Dhata felt himself being lifted and he opened his eyes to see flashing lights everywhere. His ICLs were focused now, but his arms were strapped to his side. The medical staff was moving fast, and he was already bandaged by the time he was in the hover copter. 

	I need to call Lur, she’ll be worried, he thought, and then his ICLs failed him again. “Hello,” he said. “Hey, hey, I can’t see.” Then his consciousness too was gone. 

	When Dhata awoke, he was in his own bed with Lur seated next to him. Her hand was in his, with their fingers interlocked, and she was watching what appeared to be riots happening on television. He focused on this, and as his mind cleared, he saw that it was a news report showing scenes across the country.

	“Hey!” Lur said, when she saw he was awake. “How are you feeling, baby?”

	“Groggy, but, wait … how am I here?” Dhata said, noticing that his speech slurred when he spoke. “What about the explosion?”

	“He was a suicide bomber. Jordan Crane. The guy that you were following … I think that we were set up.”

	“Set up? No. That doesn’t make sense. If he wanted to get me, he could have blown up the bar. This seems bigger, wrong place, wrong time. I think he meant to blow up the shuttle port all along. That woman, Natalya, the so-called wife, I wonder if she has anything to say about this?”

	“I wouldn’t know. Nobody would. Nobody’s seen her in over a week.”

	“Over a week? Did they make an arrest? She’d be a prime suspect, since they’re married and all. No, you haven’t seen her because the feds picked her up. Guess we won’t be getting paid. What a goddamned waste of time.” He sighed. “You’re looking good, princesa,” he said with a smile.

	“He’s already flirting. Sheesh, business as usual, eh, skiptracer?” Lur said, laughing.

	“I have a beautiful woman holding my hand; what am I supposed to do?” he said. “A week though, baby? That’s a long time. You mean to tell me I was out for a week?”

	Lur nodded, and Dhata scanned the room. He wondered how long they’d kept him in the hospital. “What day is it, today?” he said.

	“It’s the 22nd, mi vida,” Lur said softly, as if her words would hurt him somehow. 

	“I’ve been out for eight days?” he said, then pulled himself up. When the sheets fell away, he saw the bandages wrapped around his chest.

	Lur said, “You’ve been in and out, a lot, and then you don’t remember. I don’t even know if tomorrow you will remember any of this. The doctor said that you have to take it easy. Something about too many concussions in a short amount of time.”

	“Take it easy? That’s funny,” Dhata said. “How do you take it easy when the world’s gone to hell? I do feel better, though the side of my face is twitchy. But there’s no pain, and I can finally think clearly.”

	“Are you hungry?” she said, and he nodded slowly, but when she hopped off the bed, he quickly grabbed her hand.

	“I missed our anniversary,” he said, reading her big brown eyes, but Lur merely smiled and touched him gently on his cheek.

	“We spent it together. That is all that matters, even if you were asleep for most of it.” She winked. “Rest, Dhata, let me take care of you. The police are investigating the bombing, and the president called it an act of terrorism.”

	Dhata scoffed. “The president? Frank? What a joke. He’s probably glad for this jacked-up distraction to take our minds off the civil war happening in these streets.”

	“There’s something else,” she said, “I was waiting to tell you, but I know you, and now that you’re up, you will start working.”

	“What is it, Lurita? You can tell me. Whatever it is,” he said.

	“It’s the suicide bomber. Jordan Crane. They found out that he was a synth.”

	Dhata closed his eyes to hide his disappointment, and sat in silence thinking about what this meant. “That’s it, Lurita, it’s a wrap. A synth murderer is one thing, but a synth mass-murderer … the government will have to step in. The FBI’s investigation won’t be about the shuttle port. What they will be doing is looking into the synth community.”

	He stood up and his legs ached, and he almost collapsed. Lur rushed forward as if to catch him, but he held up a hand to stop her. When she complied, he took a step, then another, and another. Eventually he was next to her, and he placed a hand on the small of her back. She hugged him tight around his waist, and he wrapped his massive arms around her shoulders.

	“It will be okay, Lurita,” he said, her curly hair tickling his nostrils. “I have to make sense of this, somehow. I have to find out if this is something major, or just a case of one synth with some sort of anti-human grudge. You say that Natalya hasn’t been seen?”

	Lur nodded, and they started walking towards the kitchen area of the house. “They took her away, and she isn’t answering phone calls. I was hoping that when you were feeling better, you could call in a favor or something.”

	“Every honest John I know is either dead or retired,” Dhata said. “The police department is not the same as it was when Jason was alive. Now they’re controlled by anyone with money, and if a crime boss was behind the shuttle port bombing, you better believe that she’s already dead.”

	He sat at the small table inside of the kitchen, and Lur went inside the cupboard and grabbed a can of corned beef. He watched her cut up some onions and season the meat, then power on the heat beneath the skillet. It was in this moment that he realized that he loved her. It was instant, just like that: he went from admiring her to needing her.

	It frightened him when he thought about the dangerous situations they had been in, and the numerous times in the past that he could have lost her. Lur Diaz, daughter of a Cuban crime boss, and now his partner in every way. 

	She placed a steaming bowl of corned beef and rice in front of him and another in the place that she set for herself. “Thank you,” he said, and she blew him a kiss. They ate in silence for the next ten minutes. Dhata didn’t know just how hungry he was until he had finished his third helping. “Is CINI still parked out there?” he said, but she merely looked up at him, as if she expected the question.

	“They tried to tow her, but we weren’t having any of that,” she said. “Can you imagine my surprise when that stuck up bitch responded to my commands?”

	Dhata smiled at the way she cursed; her accent took the edge off of it somehow. “About a month ago, I added you as her co-owner. It was back when you were having me drive you to West Tampa like every day. I thought that it would make more sense for you to drive yourself. Plus, you live here now, and you need to have a way to get around. How did she treat you?”

	“I think she is jealous of me,” Lur said. “I can hear the bitterness in her voice.”

	They looked at one another and began to laugh, and for those few moments, Dhata Mays was happy. It was a tiny island in his sea of hurt that had come from the suicide bombing. Tampa Bay was a warzone, and it would only get worse, but now, in this moment, he was happy.


‡Chapter 2‡

	Sleepless in Synth City

	At 2:15 a.m., a day after Dhata Mays regained consciousness, an explosion occurred on the tenth floor of the Akiyama Koch Robotics building in downtown Atlanta. The destruction was substantial, but only ten percent of the synths being developed were damaged in the blast. Media sources were quick to say that it was a chemical reaction gone wrong, but Dhata Mays knew better. The civil war was at a fever pitch.

	He was parked outside of the police station wondering what he was going to say. Information on the explosion was police business, and though he felt in his heart that they needed his help, he knew that the feeling wasn’t mutual. So many questions, but who to ask? There weren’t many Johns who owed him a favor. It hurt to move, and for a few moments he wondered if he should have taken Lur’s advice and rested for a few more days. 

	“Screw it,” he grunted, and opened the door, biting down against the pain in his legs. He saw a number of police officers, but none he recognized, so he kept his head low and walked inside. 

	“Big man,” someone said off to his side and he turned to see Jackson Cole. He was a detective now, which took Dhata by surprise since he was one of the most corrupt officers that he’d known. Soliciting prostitutes, stealing money, Jackson had done it all. 

	“What’s up, Jackson?” he said. “Detective now? Congratulations on the bump.”

	The tall, blonde, stim-junkie grinned through his neatly trimmed beard, though his eyes were blue pieces of sharpened ice. “It’s been a year, but thanks,” he said. “Who you here to see?”

	“No one in particular, but maybe you can help me out,” Dhata said.

	“Sure, what you need?” he said, walking up to Dhata. He was a foot taller than the skiptracer and liked to remind him whenever he could.

	“Natalya Crane, the wife to the guy who blew up the shuttle port—”

	“That synth-loving trap? She ain’t here, big man. What you want to talk to her for?”

	Dhata thought about his answer. Should I lie? Is Jackson feeling me out for a reason? “She hired me to look into the guy before he blew the place up. I just want to know if she set me up, or if she’s really innocent,” he said.

	“Oh,” Jackson said, seeming concerned. “I forgot that you was tracing for civs now. How’s that going?”

	Jackass. “Cool, actually. It pays the bills. Well, it did, until I went into that shuttle port,” Dhata said.

	Jackson chuckled. “I see you limping, but you came out of it alright though. I bet you miss working here after that went down. Look, just between me and you, all joking aside, I think that it was real shitty how they cancelled your license.”

	“I appreciate you saying that,” Dhata said. He was already bored with talking to him. “So, is she here? Natalya, the wife.”

	“No, the boys uptown have her in custody. They won’t even let me get a crack at her—know what I mean? So you can forget them talking to a private investigator.”

	“Skiptracer,” Dhata said, annoyed with his games. Jackson knew what he was, yet chose to insult him.

	“Skiptracer, my bad. Though I don’t see much difference now. Skips work for Johns, and you … you ain’t got no license, my friend. May as well forget her, plus, by the time they’re done, she’ll be on a one-way train to a maximum-security birdcage. You catch my drift?”

	“Yeah, I got it. Looks like I wasted a trip. What can you give me on her, Jackson?”

	Jackson hadn’t stopped smiling since he first saw Dhata, but it faded a bit as he looked around as if he was about to tell him a secret. “Do you want to know what she said? Get lost, that’s what she said. I don’t give out classified police information to private investigators.”

	Dhata had to laugh. He was always a dick. “I’ll talk to you later,” Dhata said, and reached out to shake his hand. When their palms touched, he slipped the magnetic tracker up against the bottom of his watch. The tracker was discreet, and would go unnoticed. The perfect weapon for blackmailing dirty police officers. Cole was a jerk and he wasn’t a friend, so it would be good to know what he was doing to afford a watch that expensive.

	He climbed back into the Buick and pulled up his CPU, triggering the tracker to see how well it worked. On the holographic map, he saw the police station, with a green triangular icon moving towards the back. Jackson Cole was his, though he didn’t know why. He just wanted deep down to hurt the guy. He typically used the sticky trackers for the people he was tracing, but a dirty detective was a million times better.

	Dhata turned on some classical music, Faster by Janelle Monae, then grabbed his shades from the passenger seat and placed them on his face. Pain would not get in the way of some serious detective work, and he had to find out where this suicidal synth had come from. 

	He drove back to the bar from the night he followed Jordan, and walked inside, casing the place for any known hools or criminals. A few synths who ran with Peyton Ace—the synth boss of Ybor City—recognized him and quickly averted their gaze. He saw who they were, but they were too small time for diabolical plots. He thought about how none of the patrons spoke to Jordan the night he was there. He had been waiting on someone, but no one came, and that was when he left in a hurry.

	He walked up to the bar and grabbed a stool, then threw back his duster and sat down. It was a synth bar, but they knew who he was, and most of them saw him as an ally.

	“Crown, skip?” Alex Logan asked. She was an ex-soldier turned sarcastic bartender who had seen action in The War for Peace. Her crew-cut hairdo and prominent dog tags were overt reminders of her past. Alex’s bar, ‘Synth City’ had become his favorite drinking spot since the burning of Carmine’s.

	Dhata found it odd that Jordan had chosen this bar out of the hundreds in Tampa to meet his supposed lover. He was annoyed that he’d missed this obvious clue, that Jordan was a synth who patronized synth bars. At the time he had assumed that his lover was a synth, and he didn’t mind meeting her here. Synth City was always jumping, it didn’t matter the time of day, and it was quite a popular spot for humans to hook up with synths. 

	“Yeah, why not,” Dhata said, and Alex shot him a curious look.

	“Out with it, Dhata Mays, I know when I’m being worked,” she said, then slid a glass in front of him and crossed her arms expectantly.

	Dhata looked around, and then beckoned her close. “There was a guy in here the other night—”

	“The one you couldn’t take your eyes off of?” she said.

	He laughed, embarrassed. “Nothing gets past you.”

	“I’m trained to observe but I have to admit, it had me a little confused. At first I thought that you were interested in him, then I remembered what you were. You came here on business to follow that man. Why?”

	“His wife thought that he was cheating. Did you see a woman come in?”

	“It’s a bar, Dhata, of course I did,” Alex said.

	“No, I mean after we left. Someone new. Not one of your regulars, just … I don’t know … someone odd?”

	Alex held her forefinger up as if to say, ‘hold that thought,’ and she walked over to a group of men who approached the bar. She was in a fishnet shirt which would have exposed her breasts, if her vest wasn’t strategically set to keep her outfit modest. Tight black leather pants stopped just below her knees, and then more fishnet led down to a pair of old canvas shoes. 

	Strapped to her left leg was an illegal sawed off shotgun, which made Dhata smile when he saw it. The group of men were chatting her up, so he nursed his drink and looked around. “What am I doing?” he mumbled into his glass, then placed his finger on the payment panel and paid for the drink. He watched Alex set up a round of drinks for the men, and then she was in front of him again.

	“They think we’re bumping uglies, can you believe that?” she said, smiling one of her rare smiles as she wiped off the counter.

	“Why would they think that?” he said.

	“You’re the only human in here. You come here often and what do you do? You chat the old girl up.”

	“Hmm, makes sense. They can think whatever they want. As long as they stay out of my face,” Dhata said. “Now as for me and you, it would be a good round of sex, but I’m thinking that you’d probably hurt me.”

	Alex laughed and grabbed his glass. She topped it off and looked at him. “Okay, Dhata, I have other patrons, though I do love breaking your balls,” she said.

	“You coming on to me? First the bumping uglies, now you’re concerning yourself with my balls,” he said. 

	Alex made to say something but he fanned her off, knowing that she had already tired of his stalling. “Tick tick, Dhata,” she said. “What do you want?” He hated that she was so good at reading him.

	“I need a favor, and I know that you don’t owe me anything, but I’m willing to pay for it, Alex,” he said.

	“You still playing with me? This some sort of sex thing?” she said. “I heard about you freaks who like strong girls to wrestle with you.”

	“Nice, but I’m not one of them, and that isn’t what I’m requesting. This is something to do with the man I was following. Can I see the feed that you recorded from that night? I just want to see who came in after us.”

	“Five hundred UCCs, and you get an hour with the feed,” she said, and Dhata wasn’t surprised that she already had a price. Alex was all business, a synth with dreams, so everything that crossed her path was forced to leave a tip.

	He paid her the money and she called one of her bargirls over, told her to take over for a while, and then led him to a door across the room. As they walked together he could feel eyes on him, probably assuming that they were retreating for a ‘romp.’

	Inside the room was a giant screen, tilted against the back wall. In front of it was a stack of wine boxes with a silver rack resting on top. It was an old storage room that Alex used as her personal computer room. She unfolded a chair and placed it in front of the rack, then motioned him over to sit. 

	“I’m putting in my password. Don’t be a creep and look inside of my files. Get what you need to get, then lock the rack. I’m trusting you, Dhata. Do not fuck this up,” she said.

	“Do you think that I would want to be on your bad side?” he said. “I’m doing this for everybody. I want to get us back to working together. Humans and synths.”

	“A warrior poet. Corny yet beautiful. I believe you, skiptracer, but hurry it up. If any of them out there knew that you were watching a tape of their actions, they would rush in here and pull you apart. I’m going to sit by the door, rest my legs a bit, and you hurry up and find whatever you’re looking for.”

	“Thank you,” Dhata said, impressed by her trust, and he placed his hands on the rack and connected to the grid. He was able to see the various feeds from the days that the bar was open, and he cycled through them till he found the night of the thirteenth.

	It was an augmented feed and he blinked twice rapidly to sync his ICLs to it. Suddenly he was there, sliding through the patrons like an ethereal ghost. He saw Alex working, joking and making drinks, and he saw her varied clientele, sharing tables and getting drunk.

	Nothing seemed out of place until Jordan Crane walked in. He went straight to the bar and got a glass of wine, then sat watching the door.

	Dhata saw himself walk in afterwards, sit on the other side of the bar, and begin to joke with Alex. Jordan walked away and scoffed at Dhata, a gesture that he’d missed before. He stood by a table, looking even more impatient, and Dhata kept on playing the role. 

	What was that about? Dhata wondered. Did he know that I was there to follow him?

	“Looks like your friend didn’t care for humans much,” Alex said from somewhere outside of his augmented reality. “That was some serious hate he threw you. Did you see the way he looked? By the way, you have about two minutes left. Hurry it up, or someone will get curious out there.”

	A synth, married to a human, yet he hates humans? That paradox would explain him bombing a crowded shuttle port. There has to be a bigger motive than just basic prejudice, he thought, and then the feed moved on to him following Jordan out the door. Dhata sped up the feed to thirty minutes later, and that was when Natalya Crane walked in.

	“That woman there,” he said out loud. “Do you recognize her, Alex?”

	“Never seen her before,” Alex said, “but she was quite the curiosity, I remember that.”

	“How come?” he said.

	“Well, it was quite obvious that she was not like the rest of us,” Alex said.

	“Say what?” Dhata said. He started blinking rapidly to come out of the augment and bring his vision back to the present. “Natalya is a synth? I don’t normally get that wrong.”

	“That’s because she’s a synth wearing your skin, skiptracer. An elaborate cyborg, trying to blend in. A wannabe, a rich faker. Do you get the gist?”

	They walked out of the backroom and Dhata was in a daze. Not since the evil cypher, Gemini, had he seen a cyborg this convincing. He wondered how many of them were out in the world, and whether or not all of them were as psychotic as Gemini.

	Alex went behind the bar and dismissed the girl, then placed a glass in front of him and poured in some brown liquor.

	“So what did that woman do, after she came into the bar?” he asked.

	“Nothing. She looked around, and then turned around and left,” Alex said.


‡Chapter 3‡

	The A is for Fantasy

	After seeing the news about the explosion at Akiyama Koch Robotics (AKR), Lur took it upon herself to visit the plant to see if there was a connection to Jordan Crane. She booked a transport to take her to the train station, then two hours later she was in Atlanta. She marveled at how different it was from Tampa Bay, where there were still asphalt roads. Atlanta was a metropolis, with hovering vehicles that didn’t need roads to drive. When she exited the station, she looked over her head and saw automated hover cars zipping along. 

	When Dhata visited Tokyo, he told her what he saw, how the place looked alien in every way. What she was seeing in Atlanta wasn’t much different from what she imagined, and it made her realize how little she knew of the country. 

	Lur logged into the global network and summoned another transport, this one to take her to the AKR building. The vehicle arrived in less than five minutes, and when the doors slid open she saw that it was empty. Smiling and clapping her hands, she stepped onto the carpet, then plopped down on the plush cushions as if she owned it all.

	The vehicle lifted with a jolt, and she saw the buildings drop. They were rising so rapidly that she gripped the cushions for dear life. It was the most frightening experience that she’d had in a while, and she fumbled for a seatbelt and strapped herself in. When the transported had floated up through four of the five floating highways, the magnetic energy took hold of the car, and they were on their way to Akiyama Koch Robotics.

	Something about the excitement of it all got the better of Lur. Suddenly she needed to tell Dhata, and she couldn’t hold it in. Flying in a shuttle from Cuba to Tampa was the only time she’d experienced flight, but now she was cruising in a flying car—there was no way that she could get used to this.

	She closed her eyes and touched her ear node to sync her ICLs to her CPU. She located the phone icon with trained eye muscles, then touched it to bring up a virtual rolodex. Dhata’s name was the first to appear, and she triggered the contact quickly and activated the enhanced view.

	The ICL phone interface was extremely sophisticated, allowing users to project their faces to the person they were calling. Enhanced view allowed you to see the person’s surroundings by utilizing the synced racks installed around the city. It was a dangerous feature, considering a cypher could hack into it, but Dhata allowed it when he spoke to Lur. Little else was more comforting than seeing her smiling face.

	“I was just about to call you,” Dhata said when he answered, and behind him she could see the Buick’s interior. “Where are you heading? Is that a transport?”

	“Going to Akiyama Koch. I’m in Atlanta. I am going to see if I can get some information about the explosion,” Lur said, and there was a pause on the other end as she anticipated Dhata’s righteous scolding. 

	The expression on his face didn’t seem to change, though she knew him well enough to know that he was struggling inside. “You’re getting good at this, Lurita. This skiptracer thing, you did good. We need to see if that explosion is connected. I don’t have to tell you to stay safe, right? Speaking of which, are you traveling heavy?”

	“I am, don’t worry. I brought my guardian angel with me,” Lur said.

	“That was a bad idea; you keep forgetting that your guardian angel is illegal. If a John was to stop you and find it in your possession, you’re looking at jail time, or deportation,” he said.

	“I know the risks, Dhata, they won’t find it on me. Plus I hate those stun tubes; they’re so big and ugly, and you were the one who warned me that they don’t always work. If my life is in danger I want to stop the hool, not stun him.”

	“Fair enough, killer, but you’re in Atlanta. I have no connections in that place. Just keep your wits about you, and play it smart.”

	“Ayayay mi vida, I got this,” she said.

	It was odd seeing Dhata so calm about her venturing out, and Lur began to wonder if he was joking. He seemed preoccupied, and he was driving manually, so she reasoned that he had gotten some information that he was actively pursuing. As if he read her mind, he explained what happened with Alex at the bar. “I’m going to look into this Natalya woman,” he was saying. “She set us up and I want to know why.”

	“She wouldn’t have paid us if she wanted us dead, Dhata. I think that she was up to something but didn’t know about the bomb. Her coming to the bar to meet him, maybe it was to talk him out of it? I am just guessing, but keep me updated on whatever it is you find out.”

	“Lurita, be careful when you go to the plant. They won’t like you poking about. You may have to play a role, a synth enthusiast or something. Whatever you do, don’t let them know that you’re a skiptracer.”

	“I got it, Dhata, but this isn’t why I called you. Can you guess where I am right now?” she said, giggling.

	“In a transport in Atlanta? You told me already. Crazy girl.”

	“Yes, but it is a ‘flying’ transport.” She squealed with excitement. “I’ve never been inside one before!”

	A smile crossed his face, and he seemed amused. “I forget that you come from a flat, tropical island,” he said. “There’s a few of those floating roads here in Tampa, y’know? We just haven’t been out to any of those areas. Sometimes I forget that you haven’t gotten a tour. I’ll take you around when you get back, baby … blow your sexy mind.”

	“I’d like that,” Lur said. “I’m going to hold you to it.”

	“I was actually hoping that you’d do that,” he said. “Plus I owe you, for our anniversary.” 

	0 1 0 1 0 1 0 1 0

	Natalya Crane lived on the water in Tampa, in a very modern 22nd century flat. It took crossing a bridge to get to her neighborhood, and Dhata realized that she was wealthy. His average vehicle stuck out like a violation to the sleek toys he saw in everyone’s driveway. People stared, but he paid them no mind as he pulled up inside her parking lot. 

	He walked up to the front door and rang the buzzer, looking around for cameras. An attractive android came to the door, and he could see that she was an older model. Unlike synths, androids were autonomous manmade machines that lacked whatever it was that gave synths life. It was odd that Natalya and Jordan would have an android maid, but here she was in front of him.

	“Hello, may I help you?” the android said.

	“Yes, I am a friend of Natalya’s. Do you mind if I come in?”

	“I’m sorry, but my mistress wasn’t expecting any visitors. Could you wait while I ask her permission?”

	“No, I’m sorry,” Dhata said, “but your mistress is in danger. I’m here to collect something that could save her life.”

	The woman stood frozen, trying to calculate an answer, and Dhata watched her, patiently waiting. “I am calling my mistress,” she said. “Do you want to come in? You can sit in the waiting area while I await her answer.”

	Dhata stepped through the doorway and it slid shut behind him. As soon as the slender android turned, he caught her by the throat. Holding her still, he examined her neck, then pushed his thumb into the base of her throat. The android powered down and he sat her on the floor, propping her up against the wall. Though she was little more than a robot that had no feelings, he still felt bad for manhandling her the way he did. 

	The waiting area was a circular room with a low-hanging chandelier. There was a small table with a tray resting on it, and a single arched door leading into the house. He touched the door panel, and it slid open readily, revealing the living area. It was quite cozy, with couches and a bar, plus tall glass windows looking out on the bay. 

	He crossed over to one of the windows and stared at the blue expanse of water. He thought about how Lur would appreciate living here, and wondered if one day they’d be able to afford it. He looked over to his side and saw a moving photograph. It was of Natalya and Jordan, together on a yacht. They lived in a prominent area where synths aren’t supposed to be, he thought, yet there they were, living it up, without these privileged jackasses being wise to it. 

	Dhata thought that Jordan looked very much like a synth as he stared at his eyes in the picture. Natalya on the other hand was the perfect mimic, and he would never have guessed that she wasn’t human.

	He stepped away from the window to look at more photos, most affirming that the couple were happily in love. He went to the kitchen and grabbed an apple from their fridge, then found an office next to the bedroom and began to look through their physical files.

	He went to the desk and pulled out the drawers, but nothing jumped out as particularly useful. He looked around until his eyes found a rack, a sleek, black unit sitting in the corner of the room.

	Dhata powered it on but it was secured, with a complex identification protocol meant for synths. He lifted the rack and took it outside, placing it on the front seat of his car. He went back inside, this time to their bedroom, carefully searching for clues. He began to notice a theme with everything he found: the Cranes had a thing for the US Military.

	Jordan was a mysterious man with very little belongings, and outside of the photos that had them together, there wasn’t much evidence of him. Dhata went out into the garage and tore it apart. There he found a small room that looked to belong to Jordan. It had a collection of things that he must have been into. There were a number of pistols, modified to be legal, and a series of knives that were all sharpened and polished.

	Ammunition, a few board games, and an old knapsack with a camouflage design. Dhata knelt down and pulled out a chest, but found that the lid was padlocked shut. 

	Two swift swings of a hammer got the old lock open, and inside he found an American flag, folded neatly in the corner. Across from it were a set of fatigues, all lying on a well-pressed navy blue suit. There were more bullets, and a number of dog tags, mundane items that must have been sentimental to him. But the grandest discovery was when Dhata found a photo of Jordan with his comrades.

	“A patriotic soldier, who fought for us and lived to make it back home,” Dhata said. He picked up an augmented picture frame that showed Jordan’s troop in Nigeria. “He seems different in this picture, smaller, and with a beard. Definitely synth, and so are his buddies. I wonder, what would drive a war hero to want to suicide bomb civilians?”

	He lifted up the flag and a photo fell out. It was Natalya, half-naked, and posing provocatively. There were words scrolling across her legs, digitally signed at the time of its creation. “Come home soon, Marine,” it read in san-serif font with little hearts popping out from the text.

	“So, Jordan, you were a synth marine, with a hot synth wife with enough money to pass for human. You fought for us, then came back home, saw the state of the world, then snapped? Your wife saw you leaving in the evenings and staying out late and you didn’t have an excuse worth believing. What were you doing, Jordan, huh? Securing that illegal payload? Wife thinks you’re messing with another beauty, hires me and Lur to figure it out?”

	He had made up that story but it seemed too real, so he found himself believing that was what really happened. He now had a history on Jordan, and knew that he was military. Now he had to figure out what had made him go insane.

	Dhata closed the chest and pushed it back below the shelves, then stood up straight and cracked his back. “A military synth that blew up civilians,” he mumbled. “No wonder everything is covered up and secret. The government is probably all over this thing, and they will do anything to keep us out.”


‡Chapter 4‡

	Not Quite Agent Carter

	Growing up as the wealthy daughter of a Cuban mob boss had taught Lur a lot of things. She learned how to shoot, how to tell when someone was following her, and how to spot a potential threat. But there was another set of ‘skills’ that she developed from being her father’s daughter. These skills dealt with power and confidence, and though they were not formally taught, being in close proximity to her father had made it very easy to mimic.

	These skills were what made her act believable as she stood in front of the receptionist at Akiyama Koch Robotics, explaining why she didn’t have an appointment. She told the synth woman that she was a French investor by the name of Sophie Beauchamp and when she heard about the explosion, she was quite disturbed.

	Since she was in the country for another commitment, she decided to visit Atlanta in order to see for herself just how well they were coming along with the repairs.

	“I cannot be the only investor to inquire on the state of the company,” she said to the tall, dark-haired receptionist.

	“Oh no, ma’am,” the woman replied, “but you are our first visitor since the incident. If you don’t mind waiting a few minutes, I can get one of our staff members to give you a tour and show you about the facilities. We value your patronage and want to assure you that the explosion did not affect business, or
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