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	I never could've seen this coming.

	Despite the claustrophobic sense of dread closing in on us in the dead of night, everything was going fairly well. Maybe too well, all things considered. Moving a man and his family into protective custody involves careful planning, a keen awareness of one's surroundings, and deliberate speed. We had to act fast but not recklessly, knowing that at any moment, a well-trained kill squad from the criminal underworld might show up and throw a big wrench in the works.

	Drasko had enemies. Lots of them. Former associates who didn't take the news real well that he was an undercover operative the whole time they were associated with him. Now they were out for blood, and Drasko and his loved ones had to go someplace safe. Somewhere else.

	"This is as safe as you get," Samson countered. A big, bearded man with muscles on top of muscles, his mechanical arms and legs only served to make him appear more imposing. "We've got the farm locked down tight. Nobody's crossing that perimeter undetected. Not a soul."

	We stood around the oak kitchen table—a tribute to skilled human craftsmanship and lost art forms—in Mrs. Paine's farmhouse: Samson and his wife Shechara, her prosthetic eyes gleaming like polished plasteel in the warm candlelight; Drasko, his wife Joan, and their twin children who, despite being in their thirties, looked more like ten-year-old kids due to the Plague stunting their growth when it hit the Domes decades ago; and Erik and his mom, who'd prepared a sandwich spread for us with thick slices of bread, soy-based cold cuts, cheese, and fresh vegetables. So far, everything remained untouched. Dunn and I stood at the end of the table as if we were the founders of the feast. Party crashers is more like it, tearing Drasko and his family away from this idyllic life on the Paine Farm and dragging them to a secure site where he can be debriefed while Joan and the kids are assigned a security detail. After all that time he spent as an underworld kingpin, he's got plenty to share with the authorities.

	Governor Raniero may have cut Drasko's undercover operation short by exposing his identity, but it didn't change the fact that Drasko accomplished plenty up until that point, identifying the major players who ran every crime enterprise in Eurasia. They preferred to stay off the radar and had the technological means to do so, but Drasko documented their transactions, traced their logistics, and became well-acquainted with their infrastructure. He knew all of their dirty little secrets.

	Now they wanted him dead before he had a chance to talk.

	Vengeance is what they're after. They can't help but feel like fools, trusting Drasko to lead them as long as he did. His reputation for being a dirty cop—working in curfew enforcement as a pilot while smuggling dust on the side—had made him appear above reproach. He'd cut all ties with the LawKeepers, and they wanted nothing to do with him. A couple staged attempts on his life, orchestrated by Commander Bishop herself, served to further solidify his street cred. And when Drasko killed the former kingpin and took his place, nobody in the underworld questioned him. Not out loud, anyway.

	Little did they know that the man Drasko replaced—a disgusting slob by the name of Creighton, known for hosting illegal death matches among other vile exploits—was currently under lock and key in the Dome 1 Correctional Center. No chance he'll be seeing the blue-tinted light of day ever again.

	"It's state of the art." Erik folds his arms, posture identical to his biological father's but only a fraction of Samson's size. "I took care of the upgrades myself."

	"And we reinforced the cellar door." Samson nods toward the short hallway. "Makes it a safe room now, if need be. Completely impenetrable."

	Drasko nods in appreciation, the flickering light catching those puckered scars that run along both sides of his neck, courtesy of the Plague. His wife carries the same reminders of what they survived. "It'll buy us some time. But if they want in, they'll get in." He glances at his family, each of them sporting the same dark features and raven-black hair, but without his grizzled highlights. Mute with worry, they stare back at him. "Chen's right. We can't stay here anymore."

	"Where then?" his son John demands, frowning with a facial expression too mature for his prepubescent voice and small frame. "Back to Dome 6? We hated it there."

	"What's not to like?" I blurt out. "I mean, sure, the architecture is uninspired, and there isn't much to do there, but the landscaping is nice. Right? All that open space, and those walking trails. The trees? It's got a real peaceful vibe." Designed to be so. Hospice-like for the sick and aged living out their final days.

	"It's boring." John's sister Julia crosses her arms and scowls. "Here, we've had things to do. Real work that matters. Growing food."

	"And you took to it like ducks to water," Mrs. Paine says with a warm smile. The epitome of plump, old-fashioned motherhood, she's never without her floral apron, and her first response to a frowny face is usually a big hug—with a fresh-baked cookie. But she holds back now, fidgeting with the hem of that apron, her expression faltering. "As the saying goes. Not that any of us have ever seen one. A duck, that is."

	"You have been a great help to us here," Shechara says quietly. "And we will miss you very much. But this change we're making isn't going to be permanent. Once the criminals have been dealt with, you will come back to us. I am sure of it."

	I wouldn't hold my breath on that. If I know Drasko's former associates, they're not the type to give up until the job is done. No matter how long it takes.

	Samson grunts and looks away. He's enjoyed having the twins around, showing them the ropes. Apprentice farmers. "All I'm saying is, you're packed up and good to go. You don't have to rush out in the dead of night. We can afford to take a moment and have a meal together." He nods toward the blinking security panel mounted on the wall between the kitchen and the well-furnished front room. "Nobody's sneaking up on us."

	Drasko looks at me. Better judgment would dictate we leave immediately. That we stay ahead of any potential threats.

	"State of the art, huh?" I arch an eyebrow at Erik.

	He and Samson nod in unison. "Infrared scanners will notice anything with a heat signature, human or machine," Erik says.

	"Or anything in between." Samson chuckles, raising his hefty cyborg arms.

	"Motion detectors, X-ray capabilities—"

	"XR?" Dunn shakes his head, the expressionless faceplate on his helmet turning side to side. He's taken to wearing a dark tactical suit and gloves and a greatcoat instead of armor, but he insists on wearing the helmet. "How is that helpful?"

	"Cuts through holo-shielding." Erik shrugs with a smirk. 

	Dunn nods. We've had our share of run-ins with holograms in the past.

	"All that to say, we'd be hard-pressed to find a safer place to eat together tonight." Erik gives me a wink. Obnoxious as ever. "Besides, you've got your drones out there making the rounds. Those boys are no slackers."

	W1nk and Bl1nk have been patrolling the farm's acreage from the moment Dunn and I arrived. So far, not a peep from either drone.

	"Then why are we leaving?" Julia whines.

	"Yeah, if it's so safe, why can't we just stay here?" John chimes in.

	Sometimes it's tough to tell they're older than I am.

	"Because my enemies know where we are." Drasko puts his arms around their shoulders and brings them into an affectionate squeeze. "I realize I haven't been around much. The job hasn't allowed it. But that's going to change. And in order for us to be a family again, we've got to go somewhere they'll least expect."

	"They won't expect Dome 6?" Julia scoffs.

	"We used to live there, for crying out loud!" John adds.

	Frail-looking but not weak, their mother stands by with a blank affect, staring at the polished wood floor. Haunted by a lifetime of fears that suddenly have merit. Her husband's life, and the lives of their children, are in real danger tonight.

	"We are not taking you back to Dome 6," Dunn says, and everybody turns to look at him. "However, we cannot tell you where we are taking you. Because we do not know ourselves."

	"We'll be directed en route," I fill in the gap left by my partner. "Safer that way. For all of us."

	They glance at each other and nod hesitantly, accepting what I said. Knowing they have no choice in the matter.

	"Let's dig in." Mrs. Paine is by nature a cheerful woman, and she wields her calming demeanor like a superpower, smiling at us in turn as she slaps sandwiches together with the efficiency of a one-woman assembly line and hands them out to us, one by one.

	"I'll take three," Samson says with a big grin.

	Shechara nudges him with her hip. "Thought you were cutting back, Strongman."

	"The diet starts tomorrow." He pats his protruding belly with a plasteel hand.

	Everybody laughs—except for Joan and Dunn. I force a chuckle just to join in and glance back at the security system. No alerts.

	I send my drones a quick text message: "Everything quiet out there?"

	"The perimeter is secure, Investigator Chen," they respond via audiolink in unison, and in their standard monotone.

	Erik meets my gaze as I look back at our impromptu dinner gathering. Turning away from the quiet conversations behind him, he hands me a sandwich.

	"I'm on duty," I decline.

	"Gotta keep your strength up." He nods at one of the button-down pockets in my trousers. "Save it for later?"

	That would be messy. "Thanks." I grab it and take a bite, just to appease him. Then I freeze.

	"Good, right?" He smiles and chomps into his own.

	"So good." I frown at the homemade bread and simple fixings. "What's in this?"

	"Love." He looks over at his mom. "She puts an extra helping into everything she makes."

	I don't doubt it. Didn't think I was starving, but all I've got in the palm of my hand a minute later are crumbs. "I envy you."

	"Me?" He feigns wide-eyed astonishment.

	I nod toward his family—Mrs. Paine, Samson, Shechara. All of them are so comfortable around each other. "We've tried. My parents and my…bio-parents. It's awkward. Not like what you have here."

	Erik's mouth is full. I give him a few seconds to respond. "Hey, it was for us, too, at first. So awkward. Would've been much easier to go our separate ways."

	Doesn't seem possible, looking at them now. "How'd you get past that?"

	He pauses to think it over. "We didn't let the awkwardness interfere with what we wanted. Maybe we didn't know we wanted this, not at first. We couldn't see the future. But there were glimpses of what we could have on the other side. And it was worth the effort."

	I try to imagine getting along with my parents and biological parents like this. Effortlessly. That dinner party at my parents' place wasn't bad. They all seemed to enjoy themselves. Maybe I was the problem. Because it's not something I want? Because I was happy with the way things were? Maybe because I don't have the energy to spend on building an expanded family unit. Hell, I hardly have time to see my parents as it is.

	"Say, how's your dad's research coming along?" Erik asks out of the blue. "Has he found a cure for whatever turned Jumaro Tanaka into a daemon?"

	I clench my jaw and shake my head. Still not a fan of that word. Daemon. Too deeply rooted in superstition instead of reality. "The first step is to find out how the mutations started. Isolate the strain of genetic material that accelerated—"

	Drasko's wife screams. Full-bodied, guts-out. A bloodcurdling sound reserved for VR horror interactives. 

	Everyone turns sharply. She's pointing, wide-eyed, at the kitchen wall opposite the sink with its square window and frilly yellow curtains. There's a small hole in the glass, a perfect puncture that somehow managed to pierce through without fracturing the rest of the pane.

	Stabbing the plaster a hair's breadth from Drasko's shoulder and quivering where it embedded itself: a metal spike twenty centimeters long.
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	Erik tackles me to the floor yelling, "Get down!" 

	Everyone else follows suit. Drasko claps a gentle but insistent hand over Joan's mouth to muffle her screams while the rest of us lie still, holding our collective breath and waiting for the next murderous knitting needle to impale the farmhouse.

	"What the hell was that?" Erik whispers, his lips millimeters away from mine. Tall, dark, and way too handsome for his own good. Not that I should be noticing right now.

	I roll him over so he's not on top of me, but we cling to each other like frightened lovers. I'm not scared; I'm on high alert. I just don't want Erik to be afraid. I need him functioning at a hundred percent. That's the only reason I'm holding onto him like this.

	"Acid-tipped." I nod toward the spike piercing the wall. The antique white plaster around it is turning a rotten blue-black, radiating outward from the point of impact. I hate to imagine what it would have done to its intended target: Drasko's head.

	"Acid…needle?" Erik can only stare.

	"Hypersonic. That's why your security system didn't catch it. Maybe from a downsized railgun." I glance at Drasko on the floor beside us. "Sound about right?"

	He offers a grim nod. "Which way's the safe room?" he asks Erik.

	Before Erik can answer, another spike punches through the window, followed by another and another, invading the kitchen and thudding into the same wall. Each one lower than the last, angling toward where Drasko lies flat on his back.

	"This way." Erik extricates himself from my grasp and crawls on hands and knees at double speed, heading for the short hallway where the security panel is located. "Get my mom!"

	"Mrs. Paine." I make eye contact with the matronly woman. Samson has one metal arm around her and the other around Shechara, the three of them curled up in the corner. "Your son would like you to join him."

	"Please, Sera. Call me Beatrice." She smiles at me and crawls after Erik. "C'mon kids, let's get below decks," she says as if she's inviting them to afternoon tea. "Mr. and Mrs. Drasko, you too. We should avoid making fine targets for that psycho out there."

	"I want to stay and fight!" Julie balls up her fists. John nods in fierce agreement.

	"We don't even know what we're up against," Samson rumbles in a low tone. "Once we do, we'll come getcha, so you don't miss out on any of the action. Sound good, Small Fry?"

	Julie glowers. "I told you not to call me that." 

	John smirks at his sister

	"Oh, he calls everybody that." Shechara winks. She and her husband are doing a remarkable job of keeping their cool. "On account of him being so much bigger than the rest of us."

	I toggle off my neural implant and reach out telepathically into the night, searching for the source of the spikes. A kill squad? Lone assassin? Why don't I sense a single mind out there?

	Another pair of overlarge needles plow through the windowpane, and it's finally had enough. The glass shatters into the sink like crystal rain as the projectiles slam into the wall less than a meter from Drasko. That gets everybody moving, and they scamper after Erik. He wastes no time hauling open the reinforced door and leading them down into the cellar, lit by a single motion-activated glowpad ensconced in the low ceiling. It's against Drasko's nature to run and hide, but having his family around brings out his protective instincts. Once the four of them are huddled down on the floor with Mrs. Paine, surrounded by shelves stocked with preserves in mason jars, Erik trots back up the steps, thinking he's going to fight by my side. 

	"Nope." I slam the door in his surprised face and tell Dunn, "If he tries to play the hero, shoot him."

	"Yes, Investigator Chen." Crouching with his back against the wall, my partner draws his shocker—a pistol-shaped weapon that fires stun pulses—and holds it at the ready.

	I draw mine from its drop-leg holster and face Erik's bio-parents. The four of us keep low in the hallway, eyes darting with acute situational awareness.

	"Sitrep," I demand.

	Samson consults the security panel beside him and grunts a curse. "Nothing on scans. No perimeter breach." He looks at Shechara. "See anything out there?"

	She stares at the exterior wall as if her mechanical eyes can see straight through it. Because they can. Then she pans her head slowly each way. "No movement, other than your drones overhead. No heat signatures." She frowns. "Nothing at all."

	"Nothing isn't shooting at us," I retort, which doesn't sound right. But I manage to get my point across. Toggling my augments back on, I subvocalize to W1nk and Bl1nk, "Give me eyes." Their live video feed instantly appears on my ocular lenses in a split-screen display.

	My turn to curse. Because Shechara's right. There's absolutely nothing to see.

	"If the projectiles are hypersonic in nature, then they could be fired from a great distance and maintain an accurate trajectory," Dunn suggests. "Perhaps from a point beyond the purview of the security system and Investigator Chen's drones—or outside the range of your prosthetic eyes."

	Shechara nods slowly.

	"Expand radius by half a klick," I tell my drones.

	"Yes, Investigator Chen," they reply.

	I slide their feed to the bottom of my lenses where I can keep an eye on it.

	Samson watches my partner. "You could be right." He scowls at me. "You familiar with this sort of weapon? A railgun, you said?"

	"In my line of work, you hear about the occasional experiment. The criminal element is always looking for new ways to hurt people, and to remain off the radar while doing it."

	"Sounds about right." He glances at what remains of the kitchen window. "If we've got a long-distance sniper out there, he'll be relying on line of sight. That's why those shots came through the glass. Otherwise, they would've come through the walls. Assuming those spike-things are able to able to pass through anything more substantial than a windowpane."

	"Tungsten—" Shechara and Dunn say in unison, then stop and look at each other. Apparently, her eyes and his faceplate are capable of similar molecular scans.

	"Okay." Samson almost smiles. "A tungsten rod that size, fired at a velocity faster than the speed of sound, would have no problem tearing through walls. Or anything else in its way." He looks at each of us in turn, expectantly, his wide, bearded face awaiting our response.

	"Assuming they have infrared capabilities, whoever's out there could have slaughtered us all by now. But they chose to target Drasko." I get to my feet. "Now that he's gone to ground, the assassin has two options. Pack up and try again later. Or advance."

	"Bingo." Samson rises in a quick, robot-like manner and clinks a metal index finger against the security panel's display screen. "The minute they set foot on our property, we'll know about it. Until then, we sit tight."

	Trapped here. Unable to escort Drasko and his family to the aerocar Dunn parked out back. Unable to take them to safety—wherever that may be.

	"We wait." Shechara remains seated on the floor and leans back against the wall, closing her gleaming eyes. No evidence that her adrenaline is pumping the way mine is right now. How can she be so calm? Is it just her nature to be even-keeled? Or is being shot at by a long-distance assassin nothing in comparison to the daily horrors she faced out in the Wastes?

	Erik is so different from his biological parents. Yet I recognize aspects of his personality in both of them. Samson's brashness tempered by a shrewd intellect. Shechara's keen insight and emotional awareness. But they're both mature adults, and Erik still has a lot of growing up to do. Hopefully without losing his boyish charm.

	Focus, Chen. 

	"Or we bring the fight to them." Samson raises an eyebrow with a devilish gleam in his eyes. "Follow the trajectory back—"

	Something heavy smashes into the kitchen's exterior wall, breaking through like a wrecking ball, and the dark, dusty shape of a man staggers into the farmhouse. Samson charges straight at the intruder with a roar, head low and mechanical arms ready for a fight. Dunn and I fire our shockers, filling the room with electric-blue bursts of light as a flurry of pulse rounds hurtles through the air, striking the figure's center of mass. They should have sent him to the floor in convulsions; they would have, if the guy wasn't wearing body armor. Expensive-looking gear for your average underworld thug. Black and polished to shine, with amber-colored lights wrapped around both wrists, across the knuckles of his gauntlets, and on the faceplate of his helmet, about where his eyes would be. On his back, he wears what I assume is the railgun, about the size of a large golf bag but boxier with exposed gears, illuminated across the top like his gauntlets.

	Samson's just about to tackle the intruder, but before he can lay a single metal finger on him, the assassin clenches a fist and holds it out toward the big cyborg. The amber lights flare brightly for a split-second along with a high-pitched whine. Then the pitch plummets, becoming a deep bass that resonates in my chest as an invisible force throws Samson back, hurling him out of the kitchen, through the hallway, and into the front room where his limp frame proceeds to pulverize every piece of furniture he comes into contact with. He strikes the far wall with a boom that jars the farmhouse to its foundation. Then he lies still.

	With a short cry, Shechara rushes over to him and drops down at his side, cradling his big furry face in her hands as she calls out to him. He groans, eyes unable to focus, his prosthetic limbs uncooperative. But he's alive.

	Dunn and I don't ease up on our barrage, shooting the intruder with everything we've got, sending pulses at his head, his neck, his chest, hoping to hit a square centimeter of him that's unprotected by the armor. But nothing has any effect. He holds out his fist toward us and advances.

	We're the only obstacles between him and the cellar door.

	"Halt!" I shout, keeping my useless shocker trained on him. I really need to start bringing along my miao dao as backup, now that I no longer have my exo-suit. The blade's not doing me any good hanging on the wall of my cube. "Lower your…weapon." 

	Not sure what exactly he's armed with. The effect it had on Samson reminds me of a certain gravity baton I encountered not long ago. The thing threw my partner out a windowall into a ten-story drop.

	The assassin doesn't utter a word. He just keeps coming. 

	I stand my ground. "You're under arrest. Breaking and entering, obviously—you smashed through the damn wall." That's some armor he's got. "Attempted murder—easy enough to prove once we analyze that thing strapped onto your back. And if you try shooting me or my partner with your wrist-gizmo, we'll add assaulting a LawKeeper to your list of charges." I raise my chin. "So how about standing the hell down?"

	He stops a meter away from me. He lowers his fist to his side. That's better.

	"Investigator Chen…" Dunn warns, sensing something ominous in the air.

	I'm inclined to agree with that assessment. Particularly now as the assassin folds up his legs in a very un-human way, drops to the floor, and shoulders the railgun by twisting his arms around backwards. 

	Then he aims the business end right at my face.
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	Preferring not to have one of those giant spikes tear through my eye socket and lance its way out the back of my head, I hit the deck and yell the first thing that comes to me: "Gun!"

	Not sure if Dunn misheard, thinking I was calling for him. While Samson struggles to shield Shechara with his arms, my partner rushes the armored assassin without regard for the railgun powering up, blinking and whining as it prepares to fire. Dunn slugs the intruder across the helmet where the guy's jaw might be, whipping his head aside with the force of the blow—courtesy of my partner's mechanical fist.

	The assassin's head slowly pivots back to face Dunn. Then he raises his own fist and blasts my partner with his wrist-mounted gravity weapon, sending Dunn through the air and into the same wall where Samson landed a moment ago. Without pause, the intruder then fires his railgun, sending three big spikes into the cellar door's reinforced plasteel like darts into a dart board. Nice grouping, but nothing's getting through.

	Undaunted, he slings the railgun onto his back, extends his legs into position, and marches toward the door.

	"It's not human," Samson booms, struggling to rise.

	"I'm getting that," I mutter. It's more like a machine with a one-track mind. I stand by and watch as the armored assassin kicks the door down—or tries to, moving with the unhurried precision of a battering ram. "Why didn't it show up on scans?" W1nk and Bl1nk should have seen this thing on approach.

	"Must be the armor." Shechara squints as she helps her husband to his feet, but it's not easy. The guy's a beast. "I'm not getting any heat signatures. Even a machine should emit a certain amount of energy."

	"It will attack us only if we stand in its way." Dunn rises from the floor. "It has not been programmed to kill us."

	Just Drasko and his family. Or maybe only Drasko.

	"Any ideas how to take it out?" I holster my useless shocker, once again wishing I had my miao dao along. The sword proved itself not too long ago, taking out a few killbots. Not that the man-shaped machine planting its boot into the cellar door is anything like those Prometheus-facets we encountered. This thing is much more advanced. Only the best for your average crime lord with an ax to grind.

	"Anybody got an EMP grenade?" Samson grunts as Dunn moves to assist in getting him upright. "Thanks. You okay? That was some kick. Sent us flying!"

	"I have experienced it once before." Dunn's helmet faces me. "An illegal gravity weapon, used to direct an incredible amount of force."

	Strange. You'd think the machine would blow the cellar door wide open with a powerful burst from both barrels. Instead, it's determined to kick the thing down.

	"How long will it hold?" I wave my hand in front of the intruder. No response. It just keeps on kicking.

	"It'll hold." Samson nods confidently. "Nothing can get through—"

	The door breaks off its hinges and tumbles down the cellar stairs with a tremendous clatter. The assassin follows, calmly descending one step at a time.

	Dunn lunges onto its back, wrapping both arms around the thing's neck and dropping, using his dead weight to bend the machine over backward. It angles a few degrees in that direction. At the same time, Samson rushes in and smashes the amber-colored bracelets mounted on the bot's gauntlets with his fists, sending sparks upward. Meanwhile, Shechara and I attack the railgun, ripping it free of its mount and staggering back under the weight of it. Neither of us would be able to carry it alone.

	"You're not welcome here!" Erik leaps out of the cellar's shadows, clearing the staircase without touching down on a single step, and lands on the bot's chest in a crouched, monkey-like position. Slapping a disc-shaped device onto the assassin, he warns Dunn and Samson, "Steer clear."

	They do, instantly recognizing the EMP grenade and knowing full-well what it would do to their prosthetic limbs if they didn't release their hold on the android. Namely: locking them up tight until a freelance technician could be bothered with getting them moving again.

	Erik jumps off the assassin at the last second, right before the charge goes off, to avoid it taking his neuro offline. The grenade's localized enough so that the only things affected by the blast are the target and anybody in contact with it.

	The intruder twists suddenly, grabbing at the disc Erik planted on its chestplate. Too late. The electromagnetic pulse goes off, and a flurry of lightning bolts radiate outward from the device, shuddering across the black armor as the machine freezes up and tips over backward, out of the stairwell, hitting the floor with a thunderous boom. Shechara and I set down the railgun beyond its reach and take a breath.

	"Nicely done." Samson grins at his son. But the expression soon fades. "One down. No idea how many more of these things are still out there." He curses into his beard. "And no way to scan for them."

	"Perhaps not," Dunn counters. "This may have been the only assassin sent to dispatch Mr. Drasko."

	"They wouldn't have figured on needing more than one?" Samson arches an eyebrow.

	Erik smirks down at the motionless bot. "They didn't know who they were dealing with. Whoever they are."

	"I may have some idea." Drasko emerges from the cellar with his family close behind him, Joan and the kids staring goggle-eyed at the downed android. "Only one man I know of can get his hands on this sort of tech to do his dirty work."

	I run through my short list of underworld figures, a rogues' gallery of dust smugglers, human traffickers, arms dealers and extortionists, their dour-looking faces showing up alongside a litany of crimes as I scroll down my ocular lenses. Drasko used to be their head honcho, the kingpin who brought draconian order to their organized chaos, all the while reporting to Commander Bishop at HQ via secret channels. Keeping the animals in line for the greater good. Quietly undermining operations and disrupting supply lines. Dangerous work. Lethal, should the truth ever get out. 

	Which it did, thanks to Governor Raniero and his vendetta against the Bishops. Without regard for a man's life, or the lives of his innocent family, the Governor exposed Drasko's undercover work to the Ten Domes. He later apologized, of course, as any politician would, but the damage was already done. 

	In a fair world, Raniero's security clones would be tasked with protecting my friend and his loved ones. To escort them to safety before a killbot ever entered the picture. The least the Governor could do, right? Too bad nobody saw it that way.

	"Alfonso Jaeger," Drasko says at length. 

	"Jaeger?" Erik frowns. He prides himself on knowing his way around various corners of the criminal underworld. That's how he keeps stocked up on EMP grenades, beyond the reach of your average citizen. "I don't know any Jaeger."

	I'm right there with him. Because that name didn't show up on my roster.

	"He's not the type to run in any of our circles." Drasko shrugs. "Filthy rich, well connected. Son of the upper castes. Got into the arms trade only out of sheer boredom. It's rumored he's been supplying the Patriots for years."

	Samson snorts. "Y'know, I still can't wrap my head around why there'd be any homegrown terrorists inside these Domes. You guys have always had it made in the shade!"

	Shechara shakes her head slowly. Her solid-silver eyes make it tough to tell what she's looking at. "Things are not perfect here. There was the devastating Plague we've read about, not to mention the rigid caste system still in place. So-called freedom fighters will always resist such oppression."

	"Sure, sure. But why haven't they done anything about it yet? Ever since we snuck into Dome 10, we've heard people talk about these Patriots like they're some kind of boogeymen." Samson smirks. "Haven't seen any reason to believe they're more than gun-toting mama's boys."

	"The current consensus among LawKeepers is that the Patriots may be biding their time," Dunn offers. It's good to see him participating in a conversation. Means he feels comfortable with these people, despite the fact that Drasko shot him a while back. Twice. "Waiting for the right moment to strike."

	Samson grunts. "Sitting around cleaning their pieces and jawing in the interim."

	"Let's hope that keeps them busy." Because the last thing we need in the Domes right now is a terrorist uprising. I nudge the android with the toe of my boot. Thankfully, it remains still. "So. Alfonso Jaeger. He'd have no problem getting his hands on this sort of next-gen killbot?"

	"For all we know, he had it made in his own toy factory." Drasko gives me a knowing look.

	"Tell me this guy doesn't call himself The Toymaker," Erik says, intrigued. He kneels down beside the robot and starts tinkering with its helmet. Planning to take it off and see what's underneath?

	"Not to my knowledge," Drasko replies drily.

	"Toys?" Mrs. Paine is the last to climb out of the cellar, and she takes her time, clutching onto the banister with both hands. Erik reaches for her arm and helps her across the threshold into the hallway. "Pardon my saying so, but that thing?" She wrinkles her nose at the android on her pristine floor. "Not a toy, by any stretch."

	"Got that right," Samson rumbles.

	"Part of what makes Jaeger so dangerous," Drasko explains. "His total disregard for human life. Killing machines are little more than playthings to a psychopath like that."

	"Well now…" Erik murmurs. He's managed to get the helmet off, but there's no head underneath. Just mechanical parts. "So, not an android, after all."

	I frown. "What do you mean?"

	"Androids—by definition—have an artificial flesh overlay. It's what sets them apart from your average robot. Which is just…" He nods toward the helmet's interior. "Nuts and bolts."

	"The term android can also be used to denote any human-shaped robot," Dunn counters.

	"So, does that make you an android?" Drasko quips.

	"I am a clone—flesh and blood."

	"Parts of you are." Drasko smirks. "But don't worry. You'll get there someday."

	No response or expression from my partner. Taking the high road.

	I summon W1nk and Bl1nk into the farmhouse through the smashed-open kitchen wall and point out the assassin as well as its railgun spikes. "This is what you missed."

	The drones hover in the air beside me, their quadcopter rotors whirring.

	"You let it slip right past you," I subvocalize via audiolink so only they can hear me dressing them down. "I don't care about the security system failing us. I expect more from the two of you."

	They seem to sag forward a little, apologetically. Or maybe that's just the design of their new chassis—smaller than the old ones by thirty percent and lacking the projectile rounds that made them a force to be reckoned with. 

	"We will do better, Investigator Chen," they drone in unison.

	They're not the only ones who failed here. Why didn't I telepathically sense this android on approach? Is it because it has no machine intelligence? It's just a fancy killbot, programmed to remain on-target until its job is done. A glorified robo-cleaner. 

	But what about the security guards on duty at the train terminal? How did this thing slip into Dome 9 unnoticed?

	"Memorize the armor. Every centimeter of it. Those tungsten spikes, that railgun. Might not be the last time we see something like this."

	"There is no reason why our scans were unable to detect this machine or its weapon." W1nk sounds like the situation does not compute. "Even without a heat signature, its movements should have appeared as more substantial than a shadow."

	"Not necessarily." Dunn crouches down beside the android and points out the amber lights on its faceplate—not a helmet after all, since there's no head underneath. "It could have locked onto all scanners in the vicinity and moved only during the split-second windows of opportunity between scans. Drones cannot be expected to watch every square centimeter of this property every second. The same would be true of the security system. Cameras sweep their designated zones, but there is always a brief period of time between sweeps when the robot could have advanced toward its target."

	"And then stood in full view, waiting for its next move?" I shake my head. "Scans would have caught it at some point."

	Dunn nods pensively. "It may have moved too fast to be detected. Or its armor made it invisible to scans." He knocks on the android's chestplate.

	"The tech-heads back at HQ should be able to tell us." I frown at the spikes in the wall. "The same could be true of the projectiles. Too fast to be detected, or some sort of shielding that made the tungsten invisible on scans."

	"Is this thing transmitting? Sending that Jaeger guy audio and video of us?" Samson peers down at the android. Then, without warning, he rips off the head with a shower of sparks and holds it high like a trophy.

	"Was that necessary?" Shechara asks.

	"Felt necessary," he replies with a shrug of his boulder-shoulders.

	"Cameras and scanners would be in the head, but the transmitter would most likely be found in the core processor—behind the chestplate." Dunn's mechanical hands have no problem tearing the plate free. Underneath, a compact array of blinking lights dance with more energy than this machine has any right to possess. Particularly after being hit by that EMP grenade.

	Samson stomps down with his plasteel foot, smashing the array to bits and crushing all the joy out of those lights. 

	"Now that just felt good." He nods to himself as he steps back.

	"Transmission ended." Dunn's helmet turns to face me. "I believe this attack would qualify as a credible threat, Investigator Chen," he says in a low tone. "Chief Inspector Hudson should now be able to approve—"

	"Alright, well, crisis averted." I clap my hands and give everyone a cringe-worthy double thumbs-up. I've been spending way too much time around Erik, and his juvenile mannerisms are beginning to rub off on me. "Let's get you all aboard our aerocar and off to your new digs before Jaeger sends another bot to finish the job. What do you say?"

	Joan steps forward without preamble and wraps me in a tight hug. "You are our guardian angels," she whispers fiercely. "Our guardian angels!"

	Not sure how to respond to that, so I just grit my teeth and bear it.

	We escort Drasko and his family out to the waiting vehicle, all of us on high alert, Samson and Shechara walking on either side of them, keeping an eye out for any movement in the dark—as if they'd be able to spot an invisible hypersonic spike hurtling through the night. But it's the thought that counts.

	As they board the aerocar, and W1nk and Bl1nk hover vigilantly nearby, Erik approaches me. 

	"Credible threat, huh?" he says quietly.

	I turn to face him and find that he's too close for comfort, once again. Which reminds me of our proximity earlier when he tackled me to the floor. A perverse flash of heat rises up the back of my neck. Talk about bad timing.

	But he's not looking flirty right now. If anything, he looks angry. "Sera, don't tell me this relocation wasn't sanctioned by your superiors."
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	Twenty-four hours earlier, I'm standing in Chief Inspector Hudson's closet of an office at HQ, doing my best not to look incredulous. Or give him any attitude. Because he's not a big fan of either, and I've been making a point of being a dutiful public servant as of late. I mean, I've always looked out for the interests of the Ten Domes' citizenry. That hasn't changed. I'm just trying harder not to annoy the hell out of my commanding officer.

	"We know they're in danger, sir," I argue. "It's only a matter of time before a kill squad is mobilized and sent to Erik Paine's farm."

	"A kill squad," Hudson echoes with a slow nod, narrowing his hawk-like gaze at me standing before him. He remains seated, long fingers steepled. "And who will be sending this particular kill squad to take out Drasko and his family?"

	"Take your pick. Could be any of them." Drasko didn't leave any friends in the underworld. "Or all of them, pooling their resources."

	"And you don't think they have enough on their plates right now? The criminal hierarchy is in a state of upheaval at the moment. Crime lords vying for the recently vacated position of top dog. They will, undoubtedly, come after Drasko at some point, but I highly doubt that is a priority at present."

	"We can't know for sure—"

	"Correct. Which is why we cannot allocate resources to the relocation of a former undercover operative and his relations until there is a credible threat." He smirks up at me. "Like a kill squad en route."

	I clench my jaw and do my best to maintain a civil tone. "You're saying that once Drasko and his family are in actual danger, then we can send units to rescue them." And not a moment sooner.

	"Not at all. They are welcome to rescue themselves anytime they wish. No one is forcing them to remain on that farm in Dome 9." He shakes his head, and his long sandy hair, pulled back tightly, sways across his high collar. "Probably not the safest place for them anyway. Too much open space. Now, if they were to report to the local police substation, they could wait there until it becomes clear whether they are, in fact, in danger of some sort of reprisal."

	"You'd have them sit in a jail cell?" I can't believe what I'm hearing. "Drasko has been serving Commander Bishop for—"

	"Commander Bishop is well aware of Drasko's unconventional service to the Domes. And of course she appreciates the sacrifices he has had to make for the common good. But unfortunately, the Governor of Dome 1 shined a spotlight on the way things have been done around here, and anything smacking of preferential treatment—particularly where you and your associates are concerned—is to be avoided from here on out." He raises an eyebrow. "This comes straight from the top, of course. Rest assured that Chancellor Bishop is well-aware of the situation. So it won't do you any good to try and go over my head."

	Grinding my teeth, I hold his gaze and reply, "Wouldn't think of it. Sir."

	He's punishing me for past transgressions. That much is clear. But it's my friend and his family who will pay the price for our inaction. 

	Drasko is a former operative with valuable intel. It makes no sense why he and his loved ones wouldn't be issued a protective detail and escorted to a government safe house. This isn't the first time someone's cover has been blown. Protocols must be in place, regardless of whether there happens to be a credible threat at the moment. 

	None of this is right. It doesn't make sense.

	Until it hits me: "You want to lure out whoever's coming for them. Use Drasko as bait. Make the criminal element think we've cut ties with our former operative."

	Hudson's expression turns ice-cold. "We are not in the habit of putting an undercover agent's spouse and children in danger, Investigator Chen. That is simply not how we do things." He rises to stand behind his desk, which takes up the entire width of his makeshift office, and towers over me. "Drasko and his family are in no immediate danger. The analysts would have notified us if such were the case. And should they do so, you have my word that we will take action with all due haste." He pauses to glare at me. "Dismissed."

	Dunn's waiting outside the closet-office door, and together we make our way through the bustling third floor of the Hawthorn Building to the speedlifts beyond. I can feel my partner watching me as we walk side by side, but he doesn't say anything. I keep my gaze set straight ahead, and something about my demeanor is enough to clear a path. Once we're inside the otherwise vacant car heading down to the lobby, Dunn makes a keen observation.

	"You seem angry, Investigator Chen."

	"Furious." I nod, staring holes into the polished speedlift doors. Then I turn and look up at him, my scowling expression reflected in his helmet's faceplate. "Got any plans tonight?"

	"Did Chief Inspector Hudson assign us—?"

	"No assignment. And no security detail for Drasko and his family. Not until there's a credible threat," I spit out the phrase. "But seeing how you and I are off-duty at the moment, I figure the two of us can take them someplace safe. What do you say?"

	Dunn is quiet until the speedlift touches down on the ground floor with a pleasant ding announcing our arrival. The doors slide open with barely a whisper, and we step out into the empty lobby, dark this time of night save for soft white lights glowing between the floor tiles. The security clone on duty acknowledges us with a nod of its head. Unlike Dunn, who's taken to wearing civilian clothing, it sports pristine white armor with neon-blue accents, including a vertical stripe down its faceplate.

	"Technically, are we ever off-duty?" Dunn says as we head toward the exit, the soles of our boots striking a synchronous rhythm. "We are always on-call."

	"Thinking of changing professions?" I glance at him.

	He doesn't respond right away. "I do not believe I would be allowed to do such a thing."

	I frown at that. Guess the thought has never crossed my mind that Dunn couldn't do anything else, even if he wanted to. That he's an indentured servant to LawKeeping.

	"I enjoy working with you, Investigator Chen. I cannot imagine myself doing anything else."

	Neither can I.

	We climb into our waiting aerocar, parked at the curb, and drop into our seats as the side doors drift shut like wings settling. Dunn at the pilot's console, me right beside him. Where we belong.

	"Plotting course to Dome 9." With one hand, he straps in; with the other, he taps his metal fingers against the display panel. "Erik Paine's farm."

	I pull on my safety harness and fasten the buckle. "We don't tell them we're acting without backup." Because technically, we'll have backup when it's needed. Assuming Hudson comes through for us once we spot a kill squad making their move.

	Dunn nods. "Where will we be taking Drasko, his wife, and his children?"

	"Haven't figured out that part yet." I clench my fists. "But if we act fast enough, get them off that farm, stay off the radar, then Drasko's former associates won't have a clue where we're going."

	Dunn faces me as he takes the aerocar aloft, gliding upward without so much as a wobble. The air space above is usually clear this time of night, and right now is no exception. The only air traffic we're likely to encounter will be the occasional curfew patrols making their rounds.

	"Drasko is a high-value asset. The knowledge he possesses concerning the intricate workings of the criminal underworld is without equal." Dunn pauses. "Why then would Chief Inspector Hudson refrain from sending a protective detail of security clones to transport Drasko and his family to a safe location?"

	"He has his reasons," I mutter. Putting me in my place, as he promised he would. Making it clear that the Bishops aren't playing favorites. Proving to Governor Raniero that he doesn't wield as much power as he thinks he does. It all seems so petty, stacked up against the lives of four citizens. 

	Or could there be another reason? One so dark, so despicable, that I can't allow myself to even think about it?

	Dunn's watching me again. I glance over at his faceplate and quickly look away.

	"What is it, Investigator Chen?"

	My partner can read my face like a book, unfortunately. I keep my eyes focused on the shadowy outlines of passing domescrapers outside, on the glowing map of Dome 1 overlaid across the windscreen's interior in neon green, our course outlined in blue.

	"Drasko's neuro." My voice is barely above a whisper, just loud enough to be heard over the hum of the aerocar's ionic thrusters. "It holds all the intel he's gathered. Everything he knows." I glance back at Dunn. "What if the authorities aren't concerned about his welfare because they know they can…harvest the neural implant from him anytime they want, dead or alive?"
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	Erik's hand on my arm brings me back to the moment. There's an earnest look in his eyes—anger mixed with worry. Because the people he cares about most in the world are now in danger. 

	"If we're dealing with a psychopath, and if that android transmitted images of our faces along with our location..." He shakes his head sharply and clenches his jaw. "We're going with you. All of us."

	I glance at the aerocar. With Dunn and me up front and Drasko and his bunch riding the bench seats facing each other in the passenger compartment, that leaves only the cargo hold in back. Which I'm pretty sure Samson would fill all by himself.

	"There isn't room." I keep my voice low and apologetic, avoiding eye contact.

	"It took five of us working in tandem to bring down one android. What happens if this Jaeger guy sends more? My parents and me? We won't stand a chance here."

	"Listen." I step closer to him and hold his gaze. "There's no reason to think that way. The machine had only one person in its sights: Drasko. Not his family. Not yours."

	Erik raises his chin and looks down at me. "Then why are you taking Joan and the kids? If Drasko's the only target, he's the one you need to protect."

	I exhale and turn away. "These underworld types. They've been known to use—"

	"Friends and loved ones." He bugs out his eyes at me. Then he jerks his head toward his family. Beatrice, Shechara, and Samson. "Exhibits A, B, and C."

	He's got a point. There's no telling what a man like Jaeger will do next—if that's who in fact sent the android after Drasko. And I can't stand the thought of abandoning Erik and his parents, leaving them here with that disabled killing machine and the wrecked farmhouse.

	"I'll hail Hudson." I step away. 

	"You do that," Erik grumbles. "Oh, and be sure to tell him about that credible threat laying on the floor inside. I'm sure he'll want to hear all about it."

	I climb into the aerocar's copilot seat and leave my door open. Behind me, Drasko and his family are already strapped in, ready to go. As is my partner, seated at the controls. W1nk and Bl1nk take my cue and hover toward me. I catch each drone and put them in standby mode, sliding them into mesh carriers mounted on the side of my seat. All the while waiting for Hudson to answer my hail.

	No response—until a failure to connect indicator flashes at the bottom of my ocular lenses.

	"Well?" Erik stands outside my door and crosses his arms.

	I turn toward Dunn. "Are you able to connect with HQ?"

	His helmet tilts to one side, as if with curiosity. Then he shakes his head. "No, Investigator Chen."

	I face Erik. "Try—"

	"On it." His lenses flicker with a neon-blue glow as he hops online. Or attempts to. When his eyes clear after a few frustrated seconds, his fury has been replaced by something equally potent: fear. "We've been cut off."

	"What's going on?" Samson stomps toward us with a scowl.

	"Our neural implants aren't able to access the Link," Erik says.

	The big man snorts. "Never trusted those brain bugs."

	"What about your phone?"

	Like other survivors from the Wastes, Samson and Shechara don't carry a neuro inside their skulls. Instead, they've opted for using antique handheld devices.

	"Let's see here…" Samson digs into the deep pocket of his overalls and retrieves his phone, swiping a metal thumb across the screen. His scowl deepens, and he glares into the distance. "No connectivity. Relay must be out." He points into the night. "Southwest quadrant, mounted on top of the silo there. I'll check on it."

	"How far?" I ask.

	He shrugs. "Not even a klick."

	Drasko unbuckles his harness and steps out of the vehicle. He gives me a grim look. "Standard procedure. Block communication. Send in a scout. Then plan a full-fledged attack."

	We're getting out of here. "All aboard." I gesture for everybody to get in. "It'll be tight, but we'll make it work."

	Dunn leans toward me. "Weight capacity limits—"

	"I trust you." I put my hand on his arm. "You'll get us airborne."

	He pauses. "Yes, Investigator Chen."

	"Oh, don't be silly," Beatrice pats her son on the shoulder as he steers her toward the aerocar. "I'm not leaving my home!"

	"We're not safe here, Mom," Erik says quietly. "We've got to go. Right now."
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