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      Aaron liked having a beer after work.

      Whether at one of Aurora’s few non-touristy pubs or in his single bedroom apartment on Cleveland Avenue. Domestic beer went down smoother than whiskey. Well almost. Not exactly. But still… it was a hell of a lot cheaper. Especially when he upped it to two beers, which was around the time Neos started appearing.

      Azure blue skin, usually over six-feet and pumped with muscle, Helios Labs marketed the things as biological robots. Which made absolutely no sense to him. How could a robot be biological? Not that it mattered. Not only were the things creepy… They were taking away people’s jobs.

      His job eventually. Probably. But that’s not what led him to downing three, sometimes four beers every night, or made his pulse race and convinced him to call his buddy Kade.

      For the past few weeks, Aurora had been different. Changed. Not safe.

      Aaron shoved another shirt into his duffel bag, hands shaking. Stupid. So damn stupid buying that ticket before getting to the spaceport. The transaction would've pinged someone's system. Had to. His once comfy apartment suddenly felt smaller, cramped.

      He glanced at the cheap digital clock on his nightstand. Eighty minutes until the shuttle left. He could still make it if he hurried. Spaceport wasn’t that far.

      His comm buzzed. Aaron froze.

      Hell. He was jumping at shadows. It was just a spam message from a local restaurant. Aaron exhaled and grabbed his Army jacket off the chair. The illegal pistol in his desk drawer caught his eye. Aaron hesitated, then snatched it up and checked the chamber. Fully loaded. He tucked it into his waistband and left the bedroom. He would have to dump the gun once he reached the spaceport, but until then… never hurt to be prepared.

      The front door shattered.

      Three Neos poured through the splintered frame, moving with the kind of inhuman grace that made Aaron's stomach twist. Each carried a blue and silver sword that gleamed under his apartment's LED lights. No guns. Guns were illegal on Aurora—even for the police.

      Aaron's training kicked in before his brain caught up. His hand went to his mouth, and pressed his insurance between his molars, praying he didn’t bite down by accident.

      "Aaron Klein." The lead Neo's voice was smooth, almost warm. "You will come with us."

      "Like hell."

      Aaron yanked the pistol free from his waistband and fired. The first two bullets caught the lead Neo square in the chest. The thing stumbled back, eyes wide with surprise but not anger.

      The other two blurred forward. Aaron got off another shot before the nearest Neo's fist slammed into his wrist. Bones snapped. Pain exploded up his arm but Aaron drove his knee into the Neo's midsection. It barely flinched.

      The second Neo grabbed him from behind, arms like steel cables pinning his own to his sides. Aaron thrashed, his shattered wrist screaming, but it was like fighting a statue. His old Army training meant nothing against these things.

      The wounded Neo pushed itself upright, a dark red splotch staining its beige uniform. It should've been dead. Should've been.

      Footsteps in the doorway. Human footsteps.

      A man in a Navy blue suit stepped over the splintered door, surveying the scene with mild interest. Middle-aged, forgettable face, the kind of guy you'd pass on the street without a second glance.

      "I'm Chief Sanchez." He straightened his tie. "Who did you contact, Mr. Klein?"

      Aaron said nothing.

      "We know you made a call three days ago. Encrypted channel. Very sophisticated for a warehouse supervisor." Sanchez pulled out a handkerchief and wiped blood off his shoe."Just give us the name, and you can join the team.”

      "Go screw yourself."

      Sanchez shook his head as if disappointed in a dog. "Search him. Check his comm logs."

      The Neo holding Aaron shifted its grip, reaching for his jacket pocket. Aaron felt the capsule between his teeth. Kade was smart. Definitely smarter than him. Kade would figure it out. He would know what to do.

      "Last chance, Mr. Klein."

      Aaron smiled, tasting blood. Then he bit down hard.

      The cyanide hit his mouth like fire. He gasped for air that wouldn't come. His vision blurred. The Neos released him, and he crumpled to the floor. Convulsing. Through fading sight, he saw Sanchez kneel beside him, face still maddeningly calm.

      "Unfortunate."

      Aaron's last thought was of Aurora's powder white beaches, and how the sunset turned the water gold. How beautiful it used to be.

      Before the Neos came.
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      ONE MONTH LATER

      Kade stood in front of the gilded elevator doors and yawned.

      Three elevators on either side. All mirrored and more than enough to give him another peek at the lobby that could have passed for some gala ballroom. Nobody following him either.

      Everything about this place screamed enter rich, leave poor. But since Aaron hadn’t called him back, it meant no free sofa to crash. So it was either stay in one of Aurora’s rob-you-blind hotels or camp in a park. Since tourism was the planet’s entire lifeblood, security patrols would make the latter particularly risky.

      At six-foot-one and wearing spit-shined boots, plus a matching black leather jacket, Kade blended in with the other guests. Mostly.

      The lobby was emptier than he would’ve thought, and here it was prime tourist season too. Spread out like a diamond, he counted four androids playing security guard, their aqua blue faces plopped on top of expensive black suits like popsicles.

      The elevator finally arrived, and Kade entered with his travel backpack and new hollow-body guitar. He punched the button for floor twenty-two, moved to the back, then set his guitar case down. The doors started sliding closed. A cold beer was calling his name. Maybe two. Three if the minibar prices didn't make him weep.

      A thick blue hand slipped through the closing doors, breaking the light beam. The doors reopened, and a tall azure blue bellhop gestured for a woman behind him to step inside first.

      Kade kept his expression neutral, though every instinct wanted a second look.

      Fuchsia boots, confident stride—hard to ignore. Two dark eyes, deep enough to fall into, scanned the elevator and him with casual indifference. She swept short dark hair back from a face that belonged on magazine covers. The woman moved like she owned the building. Hell, maybe the whole planet.

      Three Neo androids, including the bellhop, entered behind her, making the filigree-lined elevator feel cramped.

      Her eyes found Kade with a smile her mouth didn’t bother to offer. She stepped to his left. Kade shifted right, smooth and casual. Now they faced each other, neither with their backs to the Neos. She noticed. He noticed.

      The three Neos filled the remaining space, their blue-hued faces picking up the cabin’s soft radiance. Stern-faced and impossibly muscular, the androids were… attractive, in a bald, overly buffed kind of way. One carried two medium-sized pieces of pink luggage that matched the woman's boots and fluffy jacket. The jacket would've looked like a bathroom rug on anyone else. On her, it looked expensive enough to make trouble feel inevitable.

      The bellhop punched in twenty-one. One floor below Kade's. The elevator hummed upward.

      The woman pointed at Kade's guitar case, dark amusement in her midnight eyes. "Do you really play or is it just a prop to lure girls in?"

      "Both."

      A real smile this time. There was something wicked about that smile. Dangerous too. Like standing at the edge of a cliff and wondering what the fall would feel like. Her gaze moved over him a second time, slower. "Does it ever work?"

      "You're talking to me, aren't you?" Kade grinned. "Buy you a drink?"

      The Neo to Kade's right snorted. The kind of snort a friend would make watching you punch way above your weight class and make a complete fool of yourself.

      Kade and the woman exchanged glances. Neither said anything.

      "Forgive." The bellhop's voice was flat but warm. He nodded toward the now-still Neo who'd snorted. "This one has been glitching for the past thirty-eight hours. I will file a report tonight."

      "It's alright," Kade said. "No harm done."

      Except for his chances with gorgeous, over there. The elevator continued its climb, floor numbers ticking upward on the display. Soft instrumental music played from hidden speakers. Violins. Cellos. The kind of music rich people pretended to enjoy.

      "You didn't tell me your name, mister guitar player."

      The elevator slowed. Twenty-one lit up.

      "Kade."

      Normally he'd give his last name too. But there was nothing normal about this woman or the elevator ride. Something about her set off every alarm bell in his head. The good kind of alarm bells. And the wrong kind. She hadn’t bothered offering her name either.

      The doors opened.

      She stepped out, the bellhop and another Neo following with her luggage. She turned back, one hand holding the door. "I'm in 2105. Smoking area." Her eyes held his. "Come up tonight sometime."

      She glanced down meaningfully at his crotch, then looked back up.

      "And bring your guitar."

      The doors closed.

      That left him and Mr. Glitch over there, who appeared to go all soft focused. Its chest rose up and down too. And it hadn’t pressed a floor. What were the chances that they were going to the same floor? Kade stared at his reflection in the mirrored doors. His grin spread wider. This was going to be one hell of a vacation.

      The Neo didn’t move until the elevator pinged. Floor twenty-two.

      Kade wasn’t surprised when the android followed him out or went in the opposite direction. That’s what he would’ve done too.
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      Room 2203 was, of course, at the far end of the hall.

      Kade kept his pace casual but brisk, his boots silent on the thick red carpet. The hallway was a little more subdued than the lobby but not by much. Miniature chandeliers dangling from a gold plated ceiling lined his way, the smell of lilac air fresheners trying to mask the fact that hundreds of strangers had walked these halls.

      Kade swept quietly into his room and latched the door behind him. He had three minutes. Four at most. No time to check for bugs or cameras.

      The room wasn't quite as plush as he'd expected. King bed, desk, bathroom off to the left near the door. Big enough for two people comfortably. Big enough to die in if he didn't move fast.

      Kade dropped to one knee beside his backpack and yanked out his guitar mini-amp. The thing was authentic vintage on the outside… gutted and repurposed on the inside. Good for more than just playing blues.

      He popped the amp's back panel. Ten creepers nested in the modified circuitry—polymer spheres the size of marbles. Surveillance or package delivery.

      Tonight called for package delivery with a slight modification.

      Kade pulled his sonic wrench from his jacket and got to work. Took all of ninety seconds to recalibrate the capacitor and redirect the payload circuit. A few hundred volts driving two hundred milliamps. Should be more than enough to short-circuit a Neo’s neuro-network—if you could trust the manufacturer’s specs.

      He barely finished programming when there was a knock on the door.

      Kade tossed the creeper toward the ceiling near the door. The ball extended spindly metallic legs mid-flight, resembling a spider. It hit the ceiling and stuck. Perfect.

      A lock beeped. Meaning whoever was outside his door had a key card. The door opened but snagged on the latch.

      "Room service."

      Bet that works on most guests, Kade thought. He lifted his backpack and guitar case. Absolutely broke his record here. Checked in. Spotted trouble. Out before the mattress cooled.

      The door exploded inward.

      Wood splintered, and the frame buckled as the door splattered to the floor. Mister Neo-Glitch tossed his mini-battering ram aside with a loud thump and stepped through the wreckage. There was no anger on his azure face. No surprise that Kade stood there smiling at him either. Definitely a robot or android or whatever.

      Kade pointed up.

      Glitch tilted its head up just enough to expose its nostrils. The creeper dropped onto its face and delivered. Every muscle in the android’s frame locked, turning it into stone mid-step. Fingers clamped. Jaw locked. Its tendons along the neck stretched tight like cables about to snap.

      Then it cried out.

      Raw and agonized, the kind of scream a person makes when their nerves are being cooked from the inside.

      Kade froze.

      The android sounded… human.

      The Neo toppled onto the burgundy carpet and didn’t move. This was really, really strange. Almost as strange as him pondering whether or not to check for a pulse. It’s not like he had a lot of time to spare. He needed to get to Miss 2105.

      Kade stepped forward, thoughts racing. He knelt and pressed two fingers against Glitch’s throat.

      And found a pulse. Weak but definitely there.

      "What the hell are you?"

      The Neo's hand shot up and grabbed Kade's wrist.

      The grip was iron. Kade twisted hard, but the Neo didn't budge. Blue fingers squeezed tighter, making Kade wince.

      He drove a left hook into Glitch’s face. Once. Twice. The third punch finally broke the grip.

      The Neo surged upright with inhuman speed. No grogginess. No hesitation.

      It tackled Kade into the wall-desk. Air blasted from his lungs as the mini-bar crashed to the floor. Kade got his forearm up just as the Neo's fist came down, the impact jolting through his arm like a sledgehammer.

      Glitch was stronger than him. Way stronger. And faster. But probably not more experienced. It ignored Kade’s feint and snatched him up by the jacket. A bodyslam and pain came next.

      Kade bucked his hips, throwing the Neo off-balance, and rolled out from under it. His old combat instructor’s voice echoed in his head. Use your opponent’s strength against them.

      The Neo came at him again. Kade sidestepped, grabbed the back of its head, and slammed it face-first into the wall. A framed art print rattled, drywall cracking under the impact. Glitch’s nose was bleeding, but it barely slowed.

      Instead, the android spun, catching Kade across the face with a backhand that sent stars exploding across his vision. He stumbled over a low marble-top table, tasting copper in his mouth. The Neo pressed forward, all aggression and power. No finesse.

      Glitch was a brawler. Just a brawler.

      Kade ducked under a wild haymaker and drove his fist into the Neo's solar plexus. The impact should've doubled it over. Instead, it barely grunted.

      The Neo grabbed Kade by the jacket and threw him. Actually threw him. Kade's back hit the bed frame and pain rocketed up his spine. He rolled off the bed just as the Glitch’s boot came down where his head had been, splintering the wooden frame.

      Kade swept his foot under the Neo's right leg. It went down hard but recovered faster than any human would. Glitch grabbed Kade's ankle as he scrambled away and dragged him back down.

      Kade twisted, bringing his free leg around in a savage kick that connected with his attacker’s offending arm. The grip loosened. Kade kicked again, this time at its left elbow joint. The Neo's arm bent at an odd angle. Didn’t stop it from coming though.

      They grappled on the floor. The Neo now on top, pinning Kade's shoulders. Its one working hand crushing his windpipe. Air vanished, and Kade's vision started to narrow.

      Desperate, he shoved a forearm against Glitch’s throat. The Neo’s grip loosened slightly, giving Kade just enough room to headbutt it. Red blood spattered across his arm. The Neo recoiled just enough for Kade to buck it off.

      Kade scrambled to his feet, gasping. His throat burned. The Neo rose too, red blood trickling from its shattered nose. An android that bleeds and screams like a human. What kind of Frankenstein had Helios Labs made?

      Glitch charged.

      Kade snatched a gold-plated lamp off its nightstand and swung with everything he had left. The base connected with the side of the Neo's head with a wet crack.

      The Neo staggered. Jaw obviously dislocated. Glitch kept coming.

      Kade swung again. This time the lamp caught it square in the temple. The Neo's legs gave out. It dropped to one knee, swaying. Kade brought the lamp down one final time on top of its skull.

      The Neo crumpled face-first into the carpet and didn't move.

      Kade stood over it, breathing hard, the bent lamp still clutched in his hand. Every muscle ached. Lots of bruises tonight. Kade glanced down at the blood dripping from his split knuckles. First-aid kit in his bag would take care of that. His eyes drifted back to the Neo.

      Its chest rose and fell. Still alive. Still human underneath all that blue skin.

      No time to think about it.

      He dropped the lamp, grabbed his backpack and guitar case, and headed for the door. His wrist throbbed where the Neo had first grabbed him. Whatever these things were, they weren't androids.

      No time to think about the ramifications. He needed to get to Miss 2105—fast. Two Neos against one woman in fuchsia boots. She struck him as capable.

      But capable didn’t mean invincible.
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