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      In the year 2176, a consortium of the world’s greatest scientists creates a device that allows people to travel through time. One member of the consortium goes back to change his family’s fate — regardless of who it affects.

      Meanwhile, Assassin Detective (ASD), Trang Lieu is enjoying life with her loving husband and two young daughters —  until the Director of Investigations asks her to look into a major crime committed more than 130 years ago. She doesn’t want the assignment, but the nature of the crime puts the very existence of her family at stake.

      The problem is, Trang only gets one shot to fix things, and if she fails, something far worse may occur.
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        * * *

      

      This is a futuristic mystery novel that takes place in both the 2044 time frame and the more advanced 2176 time frame. Like most of my mysteries, the story is told in a combination of first-and third-person POV.

      Each chapter has a heading representing who is speaking. An image of handcuffs signifies the first-person POV of Trang Lieu. A gun represents the third-person POV of Mitch Thompson, Detective Comegys, and all other characters.

      In addition, at the beginning of certain chapters, there will be a heading showing the month and year when the chapter takes place. It’s important to take note of it so you don’t get confused.
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        San Francisco 2164

      

      

      Dana Hainley, well dressed and adorned with jewelry, showed her ID and security badge to the armed guards. She then passed through a DNA and weapons scanner before entering.

      She nodded to the guards and continued her walk across an expansive lobby. A stone fireplace sat in the corner, and a huge portrait of her late husband hung above the mantel.

      She took the elevator to the twentieth floor and walked down the hall to the lab. Two guards stopped her.

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the lab is restricted.”

      Dana looked at the badge on his uniform. “I’m Dana Hainley. Open the door.”

      The guard gulped, then stepped aside, letting Dana enter.

      The lab was mostly white — white walls and floors. Even the desks were white.

      Several scientists stood at workstations near the center of the room, surrounded by half a dozen computers.

      Dana approached the lead scientist. Her tone was demanding. “I’m here to see my son.”

      

      Chad Hainley was a young man with a deep voice and an arrogant attitude. He called to his mother as he hunched over a table and peered through an electron microscope. “Back here, Mother.”

      Dana walked over and stood beside him. She tapped her fingers on the desk while waiting for Chad to acknowledge her, then pursed her lips and scowled.

      “I heard of your ridiculous attempts at time travel, but now they’ve been verified, and I can tell you unequivocally that LightSpeed wants no part in this.”

      Chad glared and narrowed his eyes. “If I’m successful — and I will be — I can save Father.”

      Dana frowned and shook her head. “Never mind your father. Your foolishness can cause unfathomable catastrophes. No one should travel through time.”

      Chad took hold of Dana's arm and walked her back five feet. He pressed a button on the desk before her, and a see-through shield popped up. “This is for your protection, in case something goes wrong. But you can still watch the experiment.”

      Chad rejoined the other scientists and returned to his workstation. He drew a few milliliters of liquid from a sample jar and placed it into a tube positioned under the microscope. He shouted to the others, “Witness history being made.”

      Chad stepped back as the liquid reacted and fizzed. Seconds later, it exploded and glass shards flew everywhere, several of them digging into his upper arm. Blood soaked into his shirt sleeve and oozed toward his hand.

      He kicked the table, then kicked it again, knocking it over. “Goddamn it!”

      Dana rushed to his side, her face riddled with angst.

      She examined his arm, then grabbed a pair of tweezers from a table and extracted shards of glass from his skin although one was too deep for her to extract. “You need a doctor to look at this.”

      Chad moved closer to Dana and glared. “That mishap was the tiniest of setbacks.”

      “Forget your plans, Chad. You can't change the past.”

      Chad snorted and moved to another workstation. “Like hell.”

      Dana struggled to compose herself, then headed toward the door. Before she exited, she returned and stood beside Chad. “You're my son, but you're an ass, and you always have been. Do what you want, but not at LightSpeed. I still control the board.”

      “I’ll be finished before you can do anything.”

      “Don't be so sure. I've already alerted the Director.”

      “You what!”

      Dana exited the lab and slammed the door.

      Chad stormed through the lab shouting orders. He occasionally kicked things out of his way. “Clean this mess up now!”

      

      Moments later, the lab doors burst open and Chad's assistant rushed in. She appeared panicked. “Mr. Hainley, law enforcement is here, and they have a warrant.”

      “Stall them,” he said, then he yelled at the scientists and assistants. “Get rid of all evidence.”

      Four officers forced the lab doors open and rushed in. All of them carried automatic rifles. One of them grabbed hold of Chad and put handcuffs on him. “You’re under arrest.”

      Chad looked dumbfounded. “For conducting experiments?”

      “Explain yourself to the Director.”

      The cops gathered evidence and labeled each piece while the first cop handcuffed Chad.

      Chad was indignant. “Do you know who I am?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Chad sneered. “You'll pay for this.”
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      Chad Hainley was escorted to the Director, who appeared fiftyish with a stoic expression and a rigid demeanor.

      “Sit, Mr. Hainley. We have much to discuss. And if you cooperate, you may not be incarcerated.”

      Chad stared at the Director and then at the two officers. “I'm listening.”

      The Director waited for the door to close. “We have a consortium developing a time-travel device, much like the one you are working on. If you help us make it a reality, you'll have your freedom.”

      Chad snorted.

      “I’m just trying to save my father.”

      The Director smiled. “If you continue trying in this manner, you’ll be confined to a prison cell until you die.”

      “Interesting, but I want it in writing.”

      The Director nodded. “My assistant has it prepared.”

      Chad read the document, signed it, and handed it to the Director. “Get me the proper help, and I’ll have your device in a few years.”

      “I’m relying on you,” the Director said.

      After Chad exited, the Director picked up the phone.

      “Ni you xiaoxi ma?” (You have news?) Tung Zhao asked.

      The Director looked around to make sure no one was nearby. Tell Shousa we have a new member of the consortium, one who will speed up the development of the device greatly —  Chad Hainley.
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        San Francisco 2176

      

      

      I guided my new hover car — the Wasp 500 — into a small space across from the bodega. Two junkers were parked conveniently close to the store, and they looked suspicious, so I called in the plates on a hunch. “Central, this is ASD Lieu. I need the plates run on two vehicles. The first one is ‘X24PJ2’ and the other is ‘W6RO9B.’ ”

      I ducked behind a large tree while awaiting a response.
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        * * *

      

      “ASD Lieu, this is Central. Proceed with caution. Both plates were recently stolen.”

      I checked my weapon and set it to “stun,” then entered the bodega.

      I got the items I needed and stood in line behind five or six others waiting to check out. All the while, I glanced slowly from side to side.

      A device at my side — a probability sensor, the size of a phone — sent a message that only I could hear.

      The three men to your left are carrying weapons. They may be planning to rob the store.

      I sent a thought to the device, and set my weapon to “kill.’ ”

      The three men drew their weapons and demanded money from everyone. I held my hands up and slowly stepped toward them.

      “No one here has cash. Everyone uses the transaction device implanted in their wrist, so why don’t you call it a night and go home?”

      The tall man grabbed an older woman standing next to him and held his weapon to her head. “You gotta have something.”

      He craned his neck and yelled to the manager behind the counter. “Give me all the fucking cash. And be quick.”

      He looked to my side and gestured toward the device clipped to my pants. “Give it to me.”

      I looked down at the sensor and smiled. “That's just a PD, a small device that determines probabilities.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “The device scans the surroundings, assesses people's vital signs, and makes predictions. For example, it just told me that you and your friends will likely die tonight.”

      I continued staring. “But you don’t have to. I don’t want to kill you, and I’m sure you don’t want to die. You should just go home.”

      The short man scowled and shoved me, then he reached toward his firearm.

      I drew my weapon and shot the man holding the older woman, then shot the other two.

      The device at my side sent another message. The bodies show no signs of life.

      I stepped over the bodies, careful not to tread in the blood pooling on the floor, and extended my wrist so the store owner could scan it and pay for the bread and milk.“Tell whoever comes what happened, and don't clean up until they get here. I'll write it up in the morning. My name is ASD Lieu.”

      “Anything else?”

      I looked down at the bodies and shook my head. “The ammo should give them what they need. It's loaded with DNA.”

      I left the store, got in my Wasp, and started the engine. “Set destination for ‘home.’ ”
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      As the Wasp took off, two hover cars landed outside the bodega, and four law enforcement personnel got out and pushed through the crowd that gathered. Three bodies lay on the floor inside the store.

      “What happened?” a young woman asked the man standing beside her.

      “Three people tried robbing the place, but somebody shot them. Killed them all.”

      “Who shot them? One of the law enforcement people?”

      The man shook his head. “Not just law enforcement; it was an ASD.”

      “An ASD? What’s that?” the woman asked.

      He looked over at her and shook his head. “If you don’t know, you probably don’t want to know.”

      One of the law enforcement personnel approached the owner. “Can you tell us what happened?”

      The owner looked around, then nodded. “Those three were planning to rob the place. Somebody named ASD Lieu warned them not to, but instead of listening, they drew on her.”

      The officer shook his head, disbelief showing on his face. “Damn fools.”

      The officer’s partner stepped up. “You sure it was her?”

      “Not a doubt,” the owner said, then he gestured to the bodies on the floor.

      The lead officer, still in disbelief, said, “When we pull out the ammo, it will tell us for sure, but just the bodies tell me enough. ASD Lieu always makes it clean and neat. Never much mess.”

      “It says something else,” the partner said. “It tells me people are getting more and more stupid. You don’t challenge an ASD.”

      The first officer laughed. “Not ASD Lieu.”
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      I walked in the front door carrying the groceries. “Hello, anyone. Your mother’s home. If you even care.”

      Two young girls, Loren (10) and Newella (6), raced down the hallway across hardwood floors. Natsu, a large mechanical dog, followed them.

      “Mommy, Mommy!” they said. “You’re late.”

      I leaned down and kissed their cheeks. “I know, but I had to stop and get milk and bread. If I didn’t, you wouldn’t have milk for breakfast or bread for lunch. Then what would you do?”

      “We’d probably have to call Daddy,” Loren said.

      Gavin leaned over and kissed my cheek. When he did, the girls rubbed his bald head. “It's about time you got home — leaving your poor husband with these two wild animals.”

      “We’re not animals. We’re kids,” Newella said.

      “You could've fooled me,” Gavin said. “Now wash your hands. Dinner is almost ready.”

      “How long?” I asked.

      Gavin set the plates on the table and smiled. “Ten or fifteen minutes.”

      “I'm taking a shower then. Start without me if I'm not here.”

      

      I stepped out of the shower and dried off, then wrapped the towel tightly around myself and walked into the hall.

      I leaned over the railing and listened to the conversation in the kitchen, then I tiptoed down the steps but stopped just outside the kitchen doorway.

      Loren looked at Gavin, who nodded. She then blessed herself with the sign of the cross. “In the name of the Father, and of —”

      I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes, then stepped into the room and stared from Loren to Newella — also sitting with her hands folded in prayer.

      “What I just heard requires an explanation.”

      Loren quickly unfolded her hands, set them on the table, and sat up straight. She grabbed a few spoonfuls of fried potatoes and ate them as if she were starving. “Mom, I —”

      “Who taught you that?”

      Loren turned toward me, but she didn't look at me.

      “It doesn't matter. Finish eating, and go to bed.”

      The girls ate a few spoonfuls of food, then got up from the table and headed to the stairs.

      “This isn’t over. We’ll talk about it tomorrow.”

      Loren looked at me. “Mom, what’s wrong with prayer?”

      “The Council has forbidden it.”

      “But you’re an ASD, you —”

      “ASDs have a few liberties that others don’t, but saying prayers isn’t one of them. Now get to bed.”

      I waited for the girls to get up the stairs, then I glared at Gavin. “You let this happen — why?”

      “A prayer before dinner does no harm.”

      I put my index finger to my lips and whispered. “Not here. You never know when they may be listening.”

      Gavin closed his eyes and shrugged. “I don't care what they hear. What’s more important is you killing people. I heard it on the news.”

      “It had to be done.”

      “The girls are being taunted at school by kids who say you’re a killer. And you’re worried about them saying a prayer before dinner?”

      “I was an ASD when you married me.”

      “And the world was a better place then — before the Council took control.”

      “Keep that up, and you and the girls will be cellmates. I told you already. They may be listening.”

      Gavin and I moved to the living room and sat on the sofa. “If they’re caught, they’ll be arrested.”

      Gavin’s eyes opened wide. “For saying a prayer?”

      “That’s the way the Council sees it.”

      “Fine. I'll make sure they don't do it again. Let's change the subject.” Gavin sipped his drink. “By the way, how many people did you kill today?”

      I glared at Gavin but then laughed. “You think you’re clever, but no matter, you won’t persuade me to quit.”

      Gavin laughed and moved closer. He leaned in and kissed me. “Let’s not argue.”

      I returned the kiss, passionately, pushed him down on the sofa, then lay on top of him.

      “You’re right. We should go upstairs.”

      Gavin moved his hands down to rub my butt, but I lifted my head and whispered quietly. “Not here!”

      “Why? Nobody’s going to see.”

      I looked all around, then whispered again.

      “Margaret might see.”

      Gavin looked at me and laughed.

      “Margaret is a robot.”

      I got off the sofa and grabbed Gavin’s hand. “She still has cameras.” I laughed. “I’d still rather go upstairs.”

      Gavin got off the sofa and went with me. “Lead the way, my dear.”
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      I parked on the seventy-fifth floor of the garage, then walked across a connecting walkway, stopping at the screening station for DNA and face-recognition security. After clearing security, I headed to my office.

      I sat at my desk, wrote the reports from the previous night, and attached the files to an ICOM (instant communicator). Then I sent them to the Director. My phone rang almost instantly.

      “Detective Lieu, I need to see you before you go anywhere.”

      I walked to the Director’s office and sat in one of the two chairs across from his large cherry desk. I folded my hands and waited.

      The Director whistled a merry tune as he sorted a few files.

      “You’re in a jolly mood, sir.”

      The Director smiled and kicked his feet up. “I’m always jolly. Except when I’m not.”

      “What’s the exception today?”

      The Director leaned forward. “Lieu, I’m on your side; hell, you’re my best ASD. Regardless, the mayor already called about the killings last night.”

      The Director shook his head and stifled a smile. “You have dropped more bodies this year than the rest of the department combined.”

      I nodded. “The mayor has to decide if she wants dead criminals or dead citizens. I followed procedure. Besides, why do you care what the mayor thinks?”

      The Director sighed and reached for a file. He lost his smile and stared. “Despite the almost limitless power the Council has granted me, I still need to be aware of public opinion, which means the mayor needs to be assuaged, so please try to be careful.”

      “Thank you. I’ll try to be more careful, but I won't neglect my duties.” I headed to the door, but as I grabbed the doorknob, the Director’s phone rang.

      “Wait, Lieu.”

      I sat down as he picked up his phone.

      “Yes?” He tore a piece of paper from a notepad on his desk and wrote on it. “I'll get it taken care of; in fact, ASD Lieu is with me now.”

      The Director handed me the note, which contained an address.

      “We'll send instructions to your Wasp and have your team meet you on-site. And this is a code-one call, so you might want your suit.”

      “I’m fine without it.”

      The Director stared. “We have verified reports that the leader of these terrorists is associated with Chad Hainley, heir apparent to the LightSpeed fortune. We suspect he is planning something that may have grave consequences for many people. I’m not at liberty to say what, so you’ll have to trust me.”

      I cocked my head. “What exactly are you saying, sir?”

      “We would like to question the people involved in this, so try not to kill them. But if you must . . .”

      “Understood, sir.”

      I rushed out of the office and sent orders to the hover cars as I raced down the hallway.

      “ASD Lieu to Wasp. Pick me up at the walkway, and set the destination for Sixteenth and Dolores.”
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      The Wasp slowed as it crossed the wall surrounding the Mission District, its floodlights scouring the ground.

      It landed in the center of a street with a church on one side and four-story apartments on the other. Hover cars blocked the intersections on both sides.

      I exited the car and greeted Officer Bikken, whose rock-solid expression matched her build.

      “What have we got?”

      “A bunch of lunatics thought they could take hostages and get money from them. Must be drugged up.”

      “There’s more to it than that.” I shook my head after I said it, thinking I shouldn’t have. “Forget I said that.”

      Bikken whistled loudly and gestured to Willa an inquisitive new officer. Willa walked over, and Reggie, well built, and confident, accompanied her.

      I looked at Willa. “Anyone tried talking to them?”

      Willa nodded. “When I arrived, a team was already inside. There were a lot of gunshots, and one of the team got hurt pretty badly. Another was grazed.”

      “I presume someone injected a bot into the injured person.”

      “The EMTs did,” Willa said.

      “Do we know who we're dealing with?”

      Willa nodded. “They picked up DNA. It's a radical group from San Diego. Five of them.”

      “Do we know where the hostages are being held?”

      “Fourth floor, and it's been confirmed.”

      “Nothing is confirmed unless you see it yourself. That's rule number one for staying alive. Now get everyone out of the building and make sure no one enters — no one.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked to the house and entered the front door after activating my scanner. The jamming device was temporarily off so I could communicate with the rescue team.

      I climbed the stairs to the second floor, took a quick look around, then sent a voice thought to the rescue team but didn't scramble it.

      This is ASD Trang Lieu. I've assessed the situation, and action needs to be taken. Get out of the building now!

      I repeat. Get out of the building.

      “This is Marco from the hostage response team. It may take us a moment.”

      I sent another voice thought. Be warned. I'm counting down from thirteen, then I'm advancing. Anyone still here is in danger of being shot.

      I finished the countdown, then turned on my recorder and walked up the stairs slowly.

      On the third floor, I encountered an armed man waiting to ambush me. As he raised his weapon, I swept his legs from under him and took him down. I then struck with the heel of my palm and punched the hyoid bone in his throat, finishing him.

      When it was finished, I sent a message to my thought recorder. Four to go.

      I paused and sent another transmission. “This is ASD Lieu. You have one less person on your team. I recommend surrendering while you are still alive. I'll allow thirteen seconds for you to decide.”

      A door creaked on the floor above. I tiptoed ten or twelve feet in the sound's direction, then stood motionless.

      Another creaking sound alerted me, and my scanner confirmed it wasn’t a hostage. I shot through the floor, dropping the man above. Three to go.

      I crept up the stairs to the fourth floor, peeked around the corner, then set the scanner on the floor and activated it to search for living bodies.

      Within seconds, the results flashed on the scanner's monitor: One person in the room across the hall and to the right, one in the room directly in front, and one with the hostages — last room on the left.

      I kicked in the door in front of me and dispatched the terrorist, then I turned and shot through the wall, taking out the other.

      I recorded another thought: One to go.

      I slowly moved to the room where the hostages were,  reset the weapon to stun, and kicked the door open.

      The terrorist raised his arm and fired, hitting me in the shoulder. The impact knocked me down, but as I fell, I took a shot and hit him in the shoulder.

      He fell to the ground and held up his hands in surrender. “Wait, wait! I have information.”

      I kept my weapon aimed at him, but let him talk. “Speak quickly.”

      He gulped. “I know what Chad Hainley is planning to do. He's meeting with his team at . . .”

      I stared, then gestured for him to let the hostages go. After they exited the room, I motioned for him to move.
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        * * *

      

      Halfway down the stairs, on the second-floor landing, the terrorist spun and kicked me. I grabbed him by the throat and snapped his neck, then I escorted the hostages out and turned them over to Bikken.

      As I walked to the hover cars, an EMT stopped me.

      “Not so fast, Detective. I understand you were hit.”

      I shrugged. “It's nothing. I'll take care of it.”

      “Any shot is something. Now stand still while I inject you with a wound-care bot. It will have you better in no time.”

      I sighed, but rolled up my sleeve and let the tech do his job. He injected me, bandaged the site, and sent me off.

      “You're good to go.”

      I smiled and patted his back, then got in my car and set the destination for home.

      As the hover cars took off, I recorded a message. “ Director, this message contains information regarding Hainley. I couldn’t deliver the terrorist alive, but he made a recording. Bikken will file the report on the rest. I'm taking off two days — family time.”
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      The Director sipped his coffee, then dialed the phone. “Mrs. Hainley, this is the Council Director. We have confirmed reports that Chad will attempt to steal superconducting material from LightSpeed’s vault.”

      “Thank you, Director. I’ll increase security right away.”

      “It needs to be immediate. The report indicates he’ll try within the next few days.”

      “I’ll take care of it.”
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        * * *

      

      Dana sat behind her desk on the forty-eighth floor of LightSpeed headquarters. She pressed the speed dial for the head of security. “Roger, I want all access codes changed immediately, and I want the entrance scanners recalibrated to exclude Chad from entering. And if he’s already in the building, make sure nothing leaves with him.”

      “I’ll get a team on it now.”
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        * * *

      

      Chad walked the perimeter of the room, examining the material on the shelves. He occasionally picked something up and studied it.

      He opened his briefcase and was about to put a package inside it when Roger, the head of security, stepped into the room.

      “May I ask what you’re doing, sir?”

      “Why?”

      “Because your mother instructed me not to allow you to remove anything from the building.”

      Chad placed the package back on the shelf and moved toward the door. He patted Roger on the back as he left. “Make sure to lock the door.”
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        * * *

      

      Chad Hainley sat at a table with five team members. A waitress brought drinks and took everyone’s order. When she left, Chad spoke. “Our friend Arlen, who headed up the group that took the hostages, has told law enforcement our plans. That means we need to be more cautious than ever.”

      Myra, a key member of the group, spoke up. “Can’t we wait until things cool off? Delay it for a week or so?”

      Chad stared intensely. “Nothing will be delayed; in fact, we’ll be moving up the schedule, so I expect everyone to be on twenty-four-hour alert.”

      Cherram, the newest member of the group, voiced his concerns. “They’ll be prepared for us, and the screening stations will record our entry.”

      Chad smiled. “The entry station has been taken care of, as has the station at the vault. We just have to be quick.” Chad smiled again. “And cheer up. You’ll soon be rich.”

      “I don’t know,” Cherram said. “I’m not sure I’m ready to tangle with an ASD.”

      Hainley’s eyes narrowed. “If that’s your decision, you can leave.”

      “I can go?”

      Hainley laughed and flashed his charming smile. “Of course, you can go. When we’re done eating, follow me to the car, and I’ll get your initial payment. But you won’t get any of the rest.”

      The waitress brought food and refills for everyone’s drinks. All the while, Chad and his crew laughed and joked. Before she left, he ordered more drinks for everyone. They clanged their glasses together and toasted a successful mission.
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        * * *

      

      Cherram said he had to leave, so Chad and Kendra followed him outside and across the street to Chad’s car.

      Chad hollered to Kendra as he unlocked the doors. “Kendra, get my briefcase from the backseat so I can get Cherram’s pay.”

      Kendra opened the door and searched, but she stepped back out, shaking her head. “Nothing in there, sir.”

      Chad shook his head. “Oh, for Christ’s sake. It’s got to be there. Cherram, take a look.”

      Cherram poked his head inside the car and bent to look on the floor.

      Hainley raised his weapon, set it to “kill,” and shot. Cherram dropped to the street immediately, then Chad turned to Kendra. “Help me get the body inside.”

      Kendra helped with Cherram’s body, and then she wrapped her arms around Chad’s neck and kissed him. “I’m worried about you doing this. Suppose you get stuck in the past — or something else happens?”

      Chad held her tightly. “Risks don’t matter; I intend to prevent my father from dying of  cancer.”

      Kendra appeared confused. “But how?”

      “BioPharma developed the cure for cancer, among other things. When Basic One bought them, they refused to give my father the cure. I intend to make sure Basic One doesn’t get BioPharma.”

      Chad kissed her and smiled. “Besides, there’s no need to worry. I’m the one who built the device.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seven

          

          
            A NIGHT AT HOME
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      I woke up when I heard the unmistakable patter of little feet racing across the hardwood floors. “What time is it”

      The smart assistant on the nightstand responded. “It is six A.M., and a sunny sixty-three degrees — a nice day for an adventure in the park.”

      “Hush. The kids don't know I'm taking them, so not another word out of you.”

      I sat against the headboard and prepared for an onslaught. The girls tiptoed down the hall, then the door burst open and the girls raced in. Natsu followed them, his mechanical tail wagging.

      A few seconds later, Loren jumped onto the bed and crawled on top of me, laughing all the way. Then came Newella, giggling so hard she could barely make it up on the bed.

      I reached down and grabbed her hand, then yanked her up just as Natsu leaped on top of the girls.

      I wrestled for a minute, then pushed them aside, a grimace on my face. “All right, girls. Enough for today. I've got to get ready for work. And some people have to get ready for school.”

      “No, no! We don't want to go.”

      I lifted my wrist and spoke clearly into the implant. “Margaret, prepare breakfast and fix lunch for the girls. Also, make coffee for Gavin and me and warm up the car, please. We'll leave in about twenty minutes. Oh, and set the shower temperature to one hundred two.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      After the girls left the room, Trang stepped into the shower. Her near-perfect body was almost visible behind steamed glass, and as she turned, her ass faced the door so she could rinse her hair under the warm spray.

      A tattoo just below the nape of her neck, showed a black widow in the center with two daggers going through it diagonally. The words "justice" and "honor" were etched on the blades.

      Trang finished rinsing her hair and stepped out. She dried herself, grabbed her clothes and a weapon from the top shelf, then dressed and headed toward the kitchen.

      She walked into the kitchen just as Margaret set the table. “Good morning, Margaret.”

      “Good morning, Detective Lieu. I will have your coffee ready.” Margaret handed her a cup.

      Trang helped the girls dress and pack their books. As they prepared to leave, Gavin kissed the girls goodbye, then leaned over and kissed Trang.

      Margaret stood by the door and handed them lunch bags as they left.
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        * * *

      

      Trang fastened the girls’ safety devices and spoke to the Wasp. “Destination is preset.”

      The hover cars rose about fifteen meters, then flew over the western part of the city. Blocks of row houses, small shops, and cafés lined the streets.

      Loren looked out the window, then to the other side, then she screeched. “The park! We're skipping school and going to the park. This is the best day ever.”

      Newella pouted. “Not the park, Mom. I want to go to the arcade and play games.”

      “No way. We're going to the park. I want to climb rocks,” Loren said.

      Newella poked her finger in Loren’s chest. “You always get your way just because you're older.”

      Trang shook her head and put on her headphones. Within moments, she leaned against the seat and nodded off.

      The girls continued arguing in the back seat as the hover cars landed at the entrance to the park.

      It announced its location as it landed. “Destination achieved.”

      Trang stirred and removed her headphones, then she turned and looked at the girls. “Have you agreed on where we're going? Or should I take you to school?”

      With a pouty face, Newella answered. “I guess we'll go to the park.”

      “We don't have to. We can go to the arcade,” Loren said.

      Trang smiled. “That was a mature decision. Now, what's it gonna be — park or arcade?”

      The girls looked at each other, then answered together. “The park.”

      They got out of the car and the girls raced across the grass and through the trees.

      Trang lay on the grass and smiled as the girls enjoyed themselves. They climbed trees and ran up and down the hills, playing tag.

      Loren climbed about twenty feet up a tree and jumped to the ground. She then teased Newella. “Let’s see you do that.”

      “I heard that, Loren. Do not taunt your sister.”

      “Do you hear everything?” Loren asked.

      “I try not to.”

      Trang's focus is interrupted when her communication device alerts her of an incoming call from the Director.

      “I just listened to your report; this is an urgent situation.”

      “I’ll see you early in the morning, sir.”

      Newella tried jumping off the high branch of a tree about two stories high. Trang saw her and yelled to stop, but Newella jumped. Luckily Trang raced over using her enhanced speed and caught Newella. Then she screamed at her very loudly.

      Newella's face turned into a frown and tears formed in her eyes. She was silent for a moment, but then she cried. She cried very hard, then Trang hugged her.

      “It’s all right. I’m sorry I yelled. I was afraid you’d be hurt.”

      “Loren can do it. Why can’t I?”

      “Both you girls know mommy can do special things sometimes, and because you are mommy’s daughters you can do special things, but only some of them. Loren can jump far and run fast, and she’s strong. But you also have special powers. You are intelligent, and you are perceptive. That means —”

      “I know what perceptive is. It’s like when I can tell if people are fibbing or not.”

      Trang appeared shocked.

      “That’s right, sweetheart.”

      “I can do other things too.”

      “Like what, dear?”

      “I can tell what people are thinking.”

      Trang showed a patronizing smile.

      “That’s so nice. How do you do that?”

      “I can tell that you are worried about somebody named Chad, and about going somewhere far away.”

      Trang’s face turned to real shock. She held Newella tightly.

      “How did you know that?”

      “I can hear you at night when you think about it.”

      “You can hear me at night? You mean when you’re sleeping?”

      “Yeah, and not just when I’m sleeping, but when you’re talking to Daddy, or even thinking about talking to him.”

      Train looked afraid. “You can do this all the time?”

      “Only when I’m close to you. Not when you’re at work, or when I’m at school or anything. But in the house I can.

      “But I can’t hear Daddy. Only you and Loren. And I can’t hear other people. I try to hear my teacher, but I can’t. Sometimes I almost can, but I just hear whispers.”

      Trang grabbed her shoulders and turned Newella to face her.

      “Listen closely. You can never say anything. Not to anyone - not Loren and not even Daddy.”

      Newella gulped and nodded. “I understand, Mommy.”

      Trang then whistled, and Loren returned immediately.

      “What do you need, Mom?”

      Trang patted the blanket beside her, indicating the girls should sit. “We’re not leaving yet, but soon. Mommy’s got to get ready for a big day tomorrow.”

      “Are you going to hurt people?” Newella asked.

      Loren pushed her. “Mommy doesn’t do that.”

      “I try not to hurt people, but sometimes, I have no choice. But that’s not for you to worry about. Doing your homework and minding your manners is enough to keep you busy.”

      Trang looked at the girls and scooted closer to them. “When I spoke to you about prayer last night, I didn’t mean to sound so gruff. It’s just . . .”

      “We know, Mom,” Loren said. “Prayer is bad.”

      Trang shook her head vigorously. “No. prayer isn’t bad, but when the Council assumed control, people turned to religion. The Council saw that as a challenge to their power and made it a crime.”

      “Like shooting people, right?”

      Trang began to answer but then stopped. “It’s not like that, it’s . . . Oh, never mind. Just finish playing.”
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