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	I fall.

	Twin grapnels fire from pressurized launch ports mounted on the shoulders of my exo-suit, their cables spiraling as they chase the hooks upward, high above me as I plummet from the rooftop of Hawthorne Tower. It's like I've slipped off the edge of a pool, and now I'm tumbling backward, my arms reaching out in vain, my legs kicking, unable to fight the force of gravity and the inevitable splash as I'm enveloped by frigid water.

	Except there's only the rush of cold air in my ears now, and if there's going to be a splash, it won't involve any water. It'll be a hundred and fifty floors down on the sidewalk below as my exoskeleton—good for providing extra power when needed but not invincible as armored protection—crumples, and my flesh and bones break apart in a disgusting splatter pattern the building's dutiful cleaning bots won't have an easy time expunging from the concrete.

	"We will become gods!" he shouts after me, his dark silhouette featureless with the moon glowing behind him, its frosty light filtered through the blue tint of Dome 1's reinforced plexicon. He leans over the edge of the roof, watching me drop, and laughs as if he's won some kind of great victory.

	All lights are out this late after curfew. The Dome has to save energy when it can, maintaining that precarious equilibrium between its consumers and everything they consume. So every good citizen is home in bed, and silence holds the night except for the deep, resonating laughter echoing above and the clink of my grapnels as they fail to find purchase. Glancing off the parapet, they change course in midair and nose-dive after me.

	Together we fall.

	I reach blindly for the building's mirrored glass exterior, my gloved fingers grasping onto nothing but air. If I could punch through the surface, the exo frame might protect my arm and slow my descent, carving a multi-meters-long gash and leaving me stranded, dangling there, sure, but alive. Wishful thinking, maybe. 

	That doesn't stop me from trying. I kick out with my boots in their exo-braces, hoping to make contact. 

	Nothing. 

	My trajectory off the top of the building has thrown me too far away. A forceful shove will do that to you every time. Except the guy didn't use his hands. He was standing a few meters away from me when he activated the chrome baton in his hand. I really should have known better, considering who I was up against. 

	This is what I get for being too cocky. Just one of the pitfalls of a promotion from curfew enforcer to investigator. Who knew? I'll have to be more careful next time.

	Assuming there is a next time.

	As I pass the halfway point—guessing it's the 75th floor—I'm beginning to think my boys have abandoned me. I'm all alone here, floundering in the air, my body foolishly thinking it can swim against the current. What a pathetic way to go out.

	This is what I get for going without sleep. Stimulants only work so long before you crash hard or start making stupid mistakes. The life or death variety. 

	There's no going back from this. 

	So I tuck in my arms and pull my knees to my chest, hoping the exo takes the brunt of the fall, but not so sleep-deprived as to be delusional. I know better than to think my suit will save me. So I brace myself for the inevitable.

	That's when W1nk and Bl1nk zip through the night, their flashing red and blue lights reflecting from the tower walls as they plunge after me, quadcopter rotors buzzing, each with a robotic claw extending from the underside of its disc-shaped chassis. The drones weave to and fro as they descend, reaching for my falling grapnels, missing, then clutching onto the cables that slip through their grasp until the grapnels clink against their claws.

	They've got me. 

	I'm tempted to succumb to relief, but they haven't caught me yet. I keep falling as the slack shortens. We'll have to see how they do with the combined weight of my body and the plasteel exoskeleton encasing it. 

	There's a violent lurch as my shoulders are tugged upward, and my legs snap downward. W1nk and Bl1nk each hold me by a cable, slowing my descent, their little engines whining from the strain. Hauling me back to the rooftop is not an option, but saving me from an ugly death seems possible—if they can hang on long enough for me to land in one piece.

	"Good work," I gasp, reaching up to hold onto the cables like I'm parachuting or something. Law enforcer by day, base jumper by night.

	"Are you injured, Investigator Chen?" W1nk and Bl1nk say in unison, their synthesized voices identical and devoid of emotion. Drone AI systems aren't complicated, and neither is their repertoire of conversation-starters. 

	"Just my pride." As we drift toward the ground, I receive an incoming hail, audio only. Tapping my temple, I link up. "Chen here."

	"I have the suspect in custody, Investigator Chen," comes the impassive voice of D1-436, my partner. Dunn, as I call him. "Are you all right?"

	"Fine. Bring him down to the foyer. I'll meet you there."

	A short pause. "The drones may not be able to hold onto you." Linked to them, he sees everything they do. That includes me dangling here like an idiot. "Engine failure prior to touchdown is a distinct possibility."

	"Then we'll see how my exo holds up."

	"It was not designed for such a fall."

	"Are you trying to make me feel better?"

	Another pause. "I will meet you in the foyer, Investigator Chen."

	Dunn is one of a kind, even though he looks like every other security clone in the Domes with his white armor and black face shield. A former member of Chancellor Hawthorne's protection force, cloned after the late great Dr. Solomon Wong himself. Like the other clones in the Domes, Dunn wears under his helmet the face of a young Wong in his prime. But unlike his hundred or so identical twins, Dunn can think for himself. A head injury he suffered a while back is most likely the culprit, when a friend of mine shot him right in the face shield, disrupting his programming. Not that clones are robots; they're completely organic, biological beings. But they are, as a rule, susceptible to conditioning—another word for programming, I suppose. 

	Not sure exactly how any of that works. Not my area of expertise.

	But one thing I know: nobody's leading Dunn around by the nose anymore. Like the rest of us who enforce the law in Domes 1 through 10, he thinks for himself when he's not following orders—and when he's not reporting to Level 5 at HQ for requisite downtime and analysis, courtesy of our technicians and science staff. No idea what they do with him down there, but I imagine him in an induced sleep state while his suit of tactical armor recharges, and the scientists stand around scanning him, monitoring his brain waves, figuring out what makes him...him. 

	Just like one would expect if you were the only clone in the Ten Domes like you. A real curiosity.

	Without warning, either W1nk's or Bl1nk's hold on my grapnel fails, and the cable snaps loose like a bowstring, retracting into the port on my shoulder. At the same instant, I swing sideways as the other drone strains and fails to carry my weight all by itself. As the ground rushes up to meet us, I slam sideways into the glass exterior of the tower. 

	My exo-suit slides across the mirrored surface, and I punch a powered fist straight through the windowall. The glass shatters on impact, and I drive my arm inside shoulder-deep, puncturing the support structures inside and plowing downward through one floor after another. The plasteel rods encasing my arm tear a loud, crunching swath along the side of the building, slowing my descent as I pass the sixth floor, the fifth, the fourth, shards of mirrored glass raining down around me, smashing into bits against the concrete below—

	Until I'm dangling three meters above the sidewalk with my arm stuck inside the building. Just hanging there. Completely in control of the situation.

	Bl1nk hovers nearby for moral support. Releasing the grapnel cable to droop down my back, W1nk joins its twin. Something in their programming must make them think they should stick around until help arrives. Which means one of them probably already hailed HQ, requesting said help.

	Great. Investigator Sera Chen's on the case, but she can't fly solo.

	Another audiolink request from Dunn blinks at the periphery of my ocular lenses. I tap my temple to activate the subdermal augment and receive the call. "Don't tell me you lost him."

	"Of course not, Investigator Chen. The suspect is in custody, and we have reached the foyer of Hawthorne Tower." He pauses, undoubtedly watching me through W1nk and Bl1nk's video feed. "You appear to be...stuck."

	"Just catching my breath. I'll join you momentarily." I end the call and focus on the situation at hand. Namely, extricating myself before help arrives—for the sake of my dignity. "Any chance you guys could lend a claw?"

	W1nk and Bl1nk bob in the air beside me. "Do you require assistance?" they ask in unison.

	That much should be obvious. "Clamp on and pull me laterally. Then let me drop to the pavement."

	Without another word spoken in their artificial monotone, they hover beside the frame of my exo and extend their claws. Grasping the plasteel struts across my back, they angle their rotors downward and away from me. I grimace as the suit creaks, shifting with them as they pull sideways, and my body moves right along with them—except for the arm wedged in the building.

	"Halt." This isn't going to work. Not if I prefer keeping my arm intact. "New plan. Clamp onto my shoulder struts and pull upward. A meter or two should do it."

	Their claws release my exo, and they hover beside me, in no hurry to change position. "We cannot carry your weight, Investigator Chen."

	"You calling me fat?" No response from the drones. Smarter AI than I thought. "You won't be carrying me. Just tug me upward, and I'll pull my arm out. Then we're back to the original plan: dropping me. Got it?"

	They veer into position, this time above my head, and grab on with their claws. Here's hoping they can heave me up long enough to get this done.

	Without warning, I'm tugged upward, lurching a meter, then another. I manage to pull my arm free with another cascade of mirror-shards hitting the pavement below. Then I'm following them, free-falling five meters and hitting the sidewalk with a crunch that's thankfully not coming from my bones or the exo-suit. I've just planted two boot-brace-sized prints into the concrete with cracks radiating outward. A small Sera Chen impact crater.

	"Good work." I give W1nk and Bl1nk a nod as I head toward the tower's glass entryway and the atrium foyer beyond. "Hold the perimeter."

	The drones move into position outside as the transparent doors slide shut behind me. The interior of Hawthorne Tower is dark as night, but Dunn has the tactical flashlight mounted on his assault rifle shining a white spear directly at our suspect. The miscreant sits cross-legged on the floor and squints at the sound of my approach. 

	One thing my exo is not, and that's quiet.

	"I told you that you'd survive, detective," he says, not intimidated in the least by the muzzle of Dunn's weapon staring him in the face. A face that's covered in spiraling tattoos. "You just needed a little nudge in the right direction to find out for yourself. You're one of them, aren't you?"

	"You hit me with some kind of energy burst." I hold out my hand to Dunn, and he hands me the suspect's strange weapon: a meter-long chrome baton. "Now instead of being a minor lead in my investigation, you've been promoted to a major person of interest."

	"He is a known criminal," Dunn says.

	"I am Krime!" He spreads his hands out to the sides as if introducing himself to an audience. Faux-leather gloves with the fingers cut off leave his grimy digits poking through. Matching faux-leather coat, vest, and pants. He's trying way too hard to play the part of a clichéd underworld boss and coming up short in every department.

	"For the offense of endangering the life of Investigator Chen, you will face a fine of one million credits as well as twenty-five years in the Dome 1 Correctional Center," Dunn says without emotion. "If you are unable to pay the fine, then you will be exiled into the Wastes, saving our citizens the expense of feeding you for two and a half decades."

	Krime's expression falls along with his arms. He looks hurt, as if he trusted us, and we let him down. Which is ridiculous, of course. I never trusted him, and it should have worked both ways.

	"I was just showing you the truth, Chen!" He shakes his head in disbelief. "I would never put your life in danger—"

	"Save it."

	"But I was right, wasn't I? You've got special powers. You're a demigod!"

	I pull the release on my exo suit and unbuckle my harness. Then I step out of the exoskeleton, leaving it behind me to stand like a statue of negative space as I crouch down beside Krime.

	"Hey. Eyes up here." I make sure he isn't distracted by anything below my neck. My black, skintight bodysuit leaves very little to the imagination. "If it wasn't for that thing—" I hook a thumb toward my exo. "—and my drones, I'd be decorating most of the sidewalk out front right now." I hold his gaze until the truth registers in his dust-addled mind. "I'm just your average-variety human being."

	His mouth drops open, but the words are slow to arrive. "So I could have…killed you?"

	I slap him on the shoulder and smirk up at Dunn. "He's not as dumb as he looks." Before turning my attention back to Krime, I deactivate my augments with a double temple-tap that looks like a common scratch of the fingernail across an unexpected itch. "Now tell me where Trezon is."

	Time to read his mind. Because, as bizarre as it is, that's something I can do. That's right, I have powers. Found out a few months ago that I'm not the only one. There are more than twenty of us with superhuman talents living throughout the Domes. 

	The neural implants required by our government have the side effect of suppressing my abilities, but the Link augments make it possible to communicate, access information, and immerse ourselves in VR without any outdated peripherals. Only when I switch off my augments am I able to sift through someone else's thoughts. Never without their permission—except in a case like this. I'm pretty sure he won't be giving me anything close to a straight answer if I don't peek behind the curtain.

	"How should I know?" Krime says with a laugh. Forced nonchalance. "You people locked Trezon up, didn't you? Some top secret location out in the Wastes, I heard. Not that we're all that well-acquainted or anything. We used to move in some of the same circles, that's all." He winks and mimes snorting an illicit substance. 

	Don't tell her anything.

	I nod to show I'm listening, but my special telepathic gift has caught a hint of programming under the surface. Someone doesn't want him oversharing. And I have an inkling who that might be. Digging in a little deeper, I find a whirlwind of images and sounds flashing past my extra-sensory perception, too fast to make any sense of. Intentionally so. Almost as though somebody knew I'd be asking the questions, and they wanted to keep my prying mind out of places it didn't belong.

	"When was the last time you saw him?" I keep my tone level, my expression neutral, even as I struggle to keep up with his memory maelstrom.

	As if the mind-reading isn't special enough, I can see in the dark, too, without the need for ocular enhancements. Just a couple of garden-variety abilities passed down to me by my biological parents—whom I met for the first time not that long ago. 

	Finding out you're adopted when you're twenty years old? I wouldn't recommend it. As far as I'm concerned, I'm a Chen and I always will be; the Chens are my only parents, and I'm their only daughter. They raised me, they love me, and I love them. Even though we don't share any of the same blood. Family is more than DNA.

	My blood parents are strangers to me. Somehow, they managed to survive in the Wastes outside the Ten Domes for decades. Probably due to their own unique abilities. They have a non-government compliant explanation for the origin of these powers, which is a crazy story for another time. Something to do with spirits of the earth. Suffice it to say, I still haven't managed to wrap my mind around it. But I can't argue with the effects, regardless of the cause.

	So yeah, whether I like it or not, I'm what the cool kids call a demigod. But I don't go shouting it from rooftops. Even when I'm falling from one.

	"Really can't say, Chen." Another shrug from Krime, his face blank. "Just can't."

	"I bet." His neural implants aren't letting him. Somebody's tweaked them to keep his mouth shut and his thoughts incomprehensible.

	Good thing I have a workaround.

	"You'll want to take a few steps back, Dunn." I rise to my feet and reach back for the zipper pocket inside my stationary exo-suit.

	"That is not my designation," the former security clone says—his customary comeback when I use that nickname I gave him. I wasn't about to address my partner as a string of alphanumerics, so D1-436 became D-one, which morphed into Dunn. I think he likes it, but he'll never admit as much.

	He retreats, walking backward toward the glass entry doors with his weapon still trained on Krime.

	Retrieving a small plasteel disc that fits in the palm of my hand, I activate the timer by pressing a recessed pad in the middle of the device with my thumb. Instantly, the button glows neon blue and pulses, counting down from five seconds. I make sure I have Krime's undivided attention.

	"This won't hurt a bit." I toss the disc onto the floor in front of him, and it skids toward his cross-legged shins. "I promise."

	He scowls at the device for just a split-second before it dawns on him what the thing is. Then he's on his feet faster than I would have thought humanly possible. Maybe his latest dust high hasn't worn off yet. Or he's just terrified, and the adrenaline is enough to really get him moving.

	But it's too late for him to escape. Already, the localized EMP burst has enveloped him in a transparent static bubble the same shade of blue as the device's pulsing button, and he curses at me, shaking his fists alongside his temples. He knows his augments are now out of commission.

	"Damn you, Chen! Why'd you have to go and do that?"

	"So you'd give me a straight answer." Now I can cut through the clutter in his head and get to the truth. Which I attempt to do, but it's not easy. Even without the neural implants' programmed interference, his thoughts are all over the place. Like pages of an ancient manuscript caught up in a whirlwind, tough to pin down let alone comprehend. "Trezon broke out earlier this evening. If anybody's going to know where he is, it's you. His clone in training."

	"I'm nobody's clone!"

	"Tell that to a mirror sometime." If imitation is the finest form of flattery, then Trezon might be abundantly pleased by Krime's getup. Unless he were to perceive it as this bootlicker's attempt at usurping the kingpin's underworld role. In which case, the sycophant in front of me should realize that his days are numbered. "C'mon now. Give me something, and maybe I'll tell my colleagues you activated that weapon of yours by mistake."

	"Of course it was a mistake. I wasn't trying to kill you!"

	"I could try to convince them of that. Or maybe I won't. It really depends on what you have to say in the next thirty seconds." 

	I nod over my shoulder toward W1nk and Bl1nk hovering outside. If one didn't know better, you'd think they were doing their best to appear menacing. With their recent projectile weapons upgrade, it's working.

	Keeping a wary eye on the drones as well as my well-armed partner, Krime clears his throat and holds his gloved hands out to the sides to show he's no threat. "You've got me confused with somebody else, Chen. Really, I had no idea Trezon was out. You've gotta believe me."

	Dome 1. Gotta hand it over. Pass the baton. Dome 1. Pass the baton. This keeps repeating in his mind, along with images of Hawthorne Tower and its rooftop. Then an image appears of Trezon's smug, tattooed face beneath slick, coiffed hair. She's messed up my chance. He won't meet me now. Not after this. Gotta lay low for a while...

	"So you were going to meet him." I cross my arms. "Here."

	He blinks at me. Then his eyes widen as a tentative grin emerges. "I knew it! You're one of them! Told you, didn't I? So maybe I got your power wrong, but you're a demigod, alright." He taps the side of his shaved skull and murmurs, "You can see in here. You know what I'm thinking. That's it, right? Your ability?"

	You sure are one smokin' babe—

	I draw my shocker and aim it at his crotch.

	"Hey now, c'mon Chen, I told you everything I know!"

	"You didn't tell me anything."

	"In my head, or spoken out loud—same difference, right?"

	I narrow my gaze. "Before, when you were blithering about becoming gods. Tell me what that was all about."

	"Oh…" He chuckles. "I was just high. You know how it is sometimes."

	"Can't say that I do."

	He belts out a laugh. "No, you're probably right. Straight arrow Investigator Chen. Well, guess what?" He leans toward me conspiratorially. "Someday we're all gonna be like you. With powers. Trezon's gonna make it happen. Guess it's obvious now what he's capable of, yeah? No walls can hold him!"

	Apparently not. Deactivating his subdermal prison tag along with his augments helped. Trezon hasn't shown up on a single Domes-wide scan, stumping our analysts at HQ.

	"Why Dome 1?" I ask. "Thought you and your cronies preferred the filthy underbelly of Dome 10." The center of Eurasia's waste and water reclamation systems, as well as our desalination plant, right on the Mediterranean. Not nearly as pristine as Dome 1, home to the upper castes—our best, brightest, and most powerful.

	"This is where it all begins, Chen." He nods like a true believer, eyes unfocused and unblinking. "The central hub." He flings his arms wide, fingers straining outward. "From here, we can spread the good word out to all the other Domes, to any citizen with a thirst for the possibility. The truth."

	Can't help the skeptical look I'm giving him. "And what's that?"

	"There's no reason to be content with the abilities our dust highs give us. Those fleeting powers? We can have them permanently. For the rest of our lives. We can become gods!"

	He reaches inside his coat without warning, and the muzzle of my shocker aims at the middle of his chest, center of mass, without my brain telling it to. That's what good training will do.

	"Easy, Chen." He holds up his other hand in the universal gesture for I'm not a threat while he thinks, Wait till she gets a load of this.

	I watch as he retrieves a tube the size of his little finger and flicks off the cap with his thumb. He dumps a line of dust across the back of his other hand and winks at me. Then he holds one nostril closed and sucks up the dirt with his other nostril like it's some kind of biological robocleaner.

	"Don't tell me you're not curious," he says, blinking and wrinkling his nose once the deed is done. Contaminated dust from the Wastes is now making itself at home in his system. "You really want to see what I can do."

	Not even a little bit. 

	"If you insist..." I step back into my exo and buckle on the harness. Slipping my arms into their braces, I punch the air to let him know I'm ready for whatever display he's got prepared. "Bring it on."

	He chuckles. Then he launches himself straight up into the air, landing like an obscenely oversized insect on the atrium's interior a couple dozen meters above my head, clinging to the glass like his fingertips are glued to it. 

	So he's a climber. That explains how he managed to reach the roof of Hawthorne Tower after hours, with the speedlifts offline and the stairwells locked. The results of snorting a line of dust from the Wastes will vary from one addict to another; but to each is given only one superhuman ability that will eventually wear off. Some are able to jump from great heights, others can hear voices from a dozen floors away, while still others can breathe underwater. Just a few examples. Parlor tricks, according to some, but dangerous in the wrong hands. And so very unhealthy.

	"Impressive," I call up to him in my most half-hearted tone. "But don't even think about escaping."

	"It's in my best interest to do so, Chen, don't you think? I broke curfew, put your life in danger, and now I'm in the process of avoiding arrest. There's only one option available to a guy like me!" Laughing like a lunatic, he scrambles up the windowall on all fours.

	"Shall I shoot him?" Dunn steps forward, rifle shouldered and ready to fire.

	"Not tonight." I take quick aim and launch the grapnel from my exo's right shoulder. The hook hurtles upward, cable spiraling after it, until it meets Krime's left ankle. Which it loops around before pulling taut. I activate the winch, and the line retracts without pause, tugging the idiot off the glass. "Catch him, partner."

	Dunn drops his rifle, and the weapon dangles from the broad strap over his shoulder. Helmet cocked back with its face shield upturned, he holds out his arms and positions himself beneath the screaming, flailing dust freak plummeting through the air.

	"Is it wrong that I hope he slips from my grasp, Investigator Chen?"

	Can't hide my smile. "Just means you're human, Dunn."

	"But I am not. I am a clone of a human."

	"Imperfect, then. Like the rest of us. How's that?"

	His helmet tilts to one side, facing me as Krime collapses into his armored arms with a telltale groan of lapsed consciousness. "I strive for perfection."

	"Don't we all." I glance over my shoulder and curse under my breath as the sleek black & white aerocar touches down outside. Its headlights flood the foyer, and its jet wash against the vacant street laps up the front of Hawthorne Tower, causing W1nk and Bl1nk to bob in midair. "But sometimes we fall short."
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	The side door drifts upward once the police aerocar has settled on the ground. With the curfew in effect until dawn, no need to worry about obstructing ground traffic. As Chief Inspector Hudson steps out, I stifle a groan. This was not how I wanted my first performance review to go. 

	How do I already know what's in store for me? Easy. There's no other reason why Hudson would get out of bed this late at night.

	Tall but chronically stoop-shouldered, he keeps his eyes to himself as long strides take him to the foyer doors. The pilot remains at the controls of the aerocar, engines humming on idle, garish blue & red lights flickering across the top of the vehicle.

	"Your drones seemed to think you required assistance." Hudson stuffs his hands into the pockets of his khaki overcoat. Beard and hair a similar shade, he keeps the former trimmed meticulously and the latter tied back without a single wayward strand. His face is chiseled, his nose a hooked beak, his eyes sharp like one of the popular hawk avatars in VR. "Yet you don't appear to be in any serious trouble."

	"I'm sure they would regret rousting you, Chief, if their AI was sophisticated enough."

	"So you weren't in any danger?" He raises an eyebrow.

	"Not really."

	"I've seen the footage. You would have died, had you not damaged the tower." He gazes up at the atrium and the night sky beyond the Dome. "Repairs to the exterior of this building will be costly. And those costs will be deducted from your paycheck."

	"Understood, sir."

	He returns his piercing gaze to me. "Now explain why you thought you could take one of the patrol cars without requisitioning it properly. As well as...that." He looks my exo-suit up and down, unimpressed by it.

	"The suit is mine, sir." With certain aftermarket upgrades courtesy of my friend Drasko. Same guy who outfitted W1nk and Bl1nk with their lethal ordnance.

	"You are no longer a curfew enforcer chasing violators across rooftops. You're an investigator, and you should look the part. I expect you to retire that monstrosity tonight."

	Never mind that it saved my life a few minutes ago?

	"As for the vehicle, its purpose is also curfew enforcement. No one should be out during curfew. Not even investigators. When the city sleeps, so do we." He gives me a pointed look. "Or we study the data we've accumulated thus far, should sleep evade us."

	He can't know that I haven't slept in weeks. Can he? No, it's not possible. Or is it? 

	Is paranoia a side effect of sleep deprivation? Probably. Damn it.

	"I had a lead, sir. It couldn't wait until morning."

	"This miscreant, I take it." He nods toward Krime, out cold in Dunn's arms, limbs dangling like a maiden in distress carried by a monster from a classic movie interactive.

	I admit it: too much of my downtime is spent in VR. But I've gotta do something while the rest of Dome 1 is asleep and I'm still amped up on stimulants. Just part of my investigation process. Either that, or it's a self-preservation measure.

	Anything to avoid seeing the bloody face that haunts my nightmares. Fictional monsters are much more pleasant. Trust me on that.

	"He's one of Trezon's lieutenants, sir. I have reason to believe he was planning to meet his boss here tonight."

	"On the roof of Hawthorne Tower." Hudson folds his arms and eyes me with palpable incredulity. "Why would Trezon remain here in Dome 1 upon his escape? Our analysts predicted he would return to Dome 10's slums. Like a dog to its vomit."

	That's why they closed the maglev tunnel. And that's why they haven't caught him. Because he's perfectly happy staying right here in the hub of the wheel. He doesn't want to go back home. He wants to stir things up in the nucleus of our society and send his viral infection throughout the Domes like another plague through our veins.

	If what Krime says is correct, they want to become demigods. They want the sort of abilities I have, not the kind that dissipates after the dust highs wear off. And Trezon knows the only way he's going to find the answers he seeks is where the technology is the most advanced, where the scientists and doctors and politicians live and work, in this most immaculate and pristine of Eurasia's Domes. Where else would he choose to begin his work, immediately upon his escape, other than on the very top of the tallest tower in Dome 1?

	But now I've interfered with his plans. And I've captured his underling. He won't be thrilled about that.

	"You're off the Trezon case," Hudson says.

	I blink, unsure I heard him correctly. He must have been talking while I was sorting through my thoughts. That's what I get for tuning him out.

	"Sir, you can't—"

	"I already have. But I get it, Chen. You want to prove yourself. Commander Bishop promoted her pet project, who now wants to make an impression on the new boss. Solve a big case, right out of the starting blocks." He smiles in a most patronizing way. I try not to gag. "Perhaps you will, given time. But it won't be this one."

	Impressing him has never even crossed my mind. Proving to Bishop she made the right choice in promoting me from curfew enforcer to investigator? That's more like it.

	"As one of the Twenty, you are, of course, accustomed to preferential treatment." He slides his long-fingered hands back into the pockets of his coat and yawns. Doesn't even try to hide the fact that he finds me boring or tiresome. Probably both. "Those days are over now. You're just another citizen. But don't get me wrong. We all appreciate the contributions the Twenty have made in order to safeguard the future of our species."

	Without our knowledge. 

	Dr. Solomon Wong harvested our sex cells every month, once we hit puberty and were required to report for mandatory checkups. Why? Because everybody else living in the Domes is sterile, thanks to a debilitating plague that spread throughout Eurasia way back when. Only the twenty of us conceived in the Wastes have the ability to procreate—as well as our offspring, eventually. Over a thousand of them are growing up across the Domes in their adoptive families. Dr. Wong made sure to splice in some of the adoptive parents' DNA to ensure the kids would resemble them, something he didn't bother doing with the Twenty.

	I clench my jaw to keep from saying anything about it. I accept reality as it is. I can't change it, but I don't have to let it consume my thoughts. 

	Some might say I've already had my revenge.

	Hudson turns away, speaking to Dunn as he does. "Unit D1-436, bring the criminal to my vehicle. Then fly Investigator Chen back to HQ. She'll need to report to MedTech and have them take a look at that arm she used as landing gear." So witty.

	"Yes, Chief Inspector Hudson." Dunn follows him out of the foyer and toward the aerocar outside.

	I'm left alone with a volatile mix of injured pride and anger burning in my belly.

	"Keep your augments on at all times, Chen," Hudson calls back over his shoulder before the doors slide shut. "I won't tell you again!"

	Refraining from gracing the back of his head with an obscene gesture, I double-tap my temple, reactivating the neural implants I took offline so that my telepathy would work. For some reason, the two are incompatible: my weird abilities and the augments the government doctors installed in my head when I came of age. Just like every other citizen in Eurasia. We don't have to rely on mere biologic; we have instant access to the Linkstream for communication, information, and entertainment. But as long as my augments are active, my abilities won't manifest themselves. No idea why, but the same goes for dust freaks. They have to shut down their neural implants in order for the stuff they snort to do its thing. 

	Case in point: Krime. Once the EMP knocked out the hardware in his head, only then was he able to play the role of astounding spider-criminal.

	My biological parents, Luther and Daiyna, lived in the Wastes for years, both survivors on the North American continent. Technically, I was born here inside Dome 1; and by born, I mean scooped out of an incubation chamber by Dr. Wong and handed to my adoptive parents—my real parents, as far as I'm concerned. The people who raised me, Abigail and Victor Chen. 

	Luther and Daiyna had their DNA changed by living out under the sun and breathing the contaminated air. Somehow, they both got special abilities because of it: Daiyna could leap from great heights and see in the dark, and Luther had claws that extended from his fingers. Scientifically speaking, I'd say their genes underwent some sort of bizarre mutation that I can't even begin to understand. It's a wonder they managed to live outside the Domes as long as they did, let alone becoming the first demigods. Equally impossible, according to the laws of nature.

	Luther believes the abilities we possess came from the animal kingdom. That somehow the nuclear blasts responsible for wiping out all life on the surface of North America—and then the rest of the planet, after ash in the atmosphere blocked out the sun for a few years—embedded animal spirits into the dust. More likely, it's residue from the North American terrorists' bioweapons. You breathe the dusty air long enough on the surface, and your DNA is permanently changed. You gain superhuman abilities. But if you've lived your entire life inside the Domes with human-made materials and purified air, and you snort a line or two of the stuff, you gain the same variety of abilities—but only for a limited duration. 

	Not sure why they don't become permanent for the dust freaks who satisfy their addiction on a daily basis. 

	Various abilities manifest themselves in different people. Once you've snorted the North American dust and you discover what your power is, you can't change it. No idea how it's decided—why Krime is able to crawl up a windowall and I'm able to read people's thoughts. Maybe it's genetic or something. 

	None of it makes a whole lot of sense.

	But I can't argue with the fact that these abilities exist, regardless of how they originated. They're in my DNA, passed down to me from biological parents who are complete strangers to me. I have to accept this part of myself regardless of how uncomfortable it makes me feel every time I use my powers. They don't define me; I find my identity in my work, my service to Eurasia. That's what I want to be known for. 

	The fewer who know I'm a so-called demigod, the better.

	With Krime restrained in the aerocar's rear compartment and Chief Inspector Hudson back in his seat, the side door drifts shut automatically. Another burst of air from underneath the chassis where the powerful anti-gravity engines reside, and the vehicle rises into the air. Then it accelerates on a trajectory that takes it soaring between rows of towering domescrapers toward police headquarters.

	"Head up to the roof," I tell W1nk and Bl1nk via my audiolink. "We'll meet you there."

	They zip upward as the foyer doors slide open and Dunn reenters.

	"Thanks for having my back," I mutter, turning on my heel and setting off toward the bank of speedlifts down the hall. The sound of my boot-braces striking the floor tiles echoes like hammer strikes in the empty space.

	"Judging by your tone, would I be right in assuming you are being sarcastic, Investigator Chen?" He follows me, his boots thumping out of sync with mine.

	"You know what they say about assuming things…" Reaching the first speedlift, I enter in my security override code, and it powers up while the others lining the hallway remain dark and lifeless. The polished plasteel doors drift open silently, and a dim glow emanates from inside, reflecting off the gleaming walls. The robocleaners do some of their best work on this place. Nothing less for the Chancellor of the Ten Domes.

	"Should I not have complied with the Chief Inspector's orders?"

	"A begrudging pause might have been nice." I step inside and turn an about-face.

	"I see." He joins me and turns so that we stand side by side, facing our reflection in the closing doors. He's a head taller, even when I'm in my exo. "You would have appreciated a moment of solidarity."

	"You're my partner, after all, Dunn."

	"That is not my designation." He reaches down toward a compartment built into the side of his leg armor and taps a button. A hatch opens lengthwise, perhaps intended for a backup weapon. Instead, he retrieves the thing Krime used to shove me off the roof.

	I stare at the chrome baton. "You didn't hand it over to Hudson?"

	"Chief Inspector Hudson did not request it." His black face shield reflects my surprised expression as he offers me the weapon. "How is that for solidarity, Investigator Chen?"

	"Not bad at all." I survey the baton in my hands, sliding my fingertips across the cold, smooth surface from end to end. No buttons or switches, no obvious way to activate it. No idea how it managed to throw me off a rooftop. "Ever seen anything like this?"

	Dunn shakes his head. "The energy it generated did not appear to be electric in nature. If I were to speculate, I would say it is magnetic, releasing a repulsive force."

	"You've got that right."

	"Or perhaps gravitonic."

	I frown. "Gravity weapons are illegal."

	"Yes. They are."

	Considering the person Krime intended to hand-deliver it to, that's not a big surprise.

	 

	 

	The speedlift doors slide open, revealing the silent, dark rooftop of Hawthorne Tower and our waiting aerocar with its engines and lights off. W1nk and Bl1nk hover beside the vehicle, waiting patiently for us to approach.

	"Land and power off," I tell them.

	They descend, and their lights dim as they follow my orders. At the same time, the aerocar's cabin glows to life and the doors drift upward, sensing our proximity. I pull the release and step out of my exo-suit once I'm close enough to the cargo compartment; then Dunn helps me load it on board. Part of me refuses to believe I won't be wearing it again anytime soon. But orders are orders. And if I want to remain an investigator…

	"Gotta do my job," I mutter, picking up my drones and securing them in the cargo area as well.

	"Yes, Investigator Chen." Dunn climbs into the cockpit and fires up the engines, sending a rush of cold air out from under the aerocar as the anti-gravity turbines kick in. The vehicle bobs aloft just a few centimeters, holding steady.

	I climb in beside him, and the doors shut automatically, locking us in.

	"Course laid in for Police Headquarters, where you will report to MedTech and have your arm examined." 

	"Really not necessary." I check the biometrics glowing at the periphery of my ocular lenses as I rotate my shoulder. Can't help the tight grimace. There's some pain, as should be expected after digging a trench by hand down the side of a building. But nothing's glaring out of the ordinary in my self-diagnostic display. I stretch my arm out toward the windscreen and the black night beyond it. "See? Perfectly fine."

	"Best to be certain. On a daily basis, the Level 5 technicians ensure that I am operating at one hundred percent efficiency." He glances at me. "When was the last time you had a checkup?"

	If he was a human with the illegal hacking skills and lack of personal boundaries that my friend Erik is infamous for, Dunn would already know I haven't been to a doctor in months. Not since Dr. Wong's unsuccessful attempt on my life with a laser welder. 

	The surgeon on duty that night did her best to heal the scar after my operation, but there was only so much she could do with a hole burned straight through my shoulder, incinerating all the flesh and bone in between. She reconstructed what needed reconstructing with biosynthetics, and the result is puckered and slightly discolored, resembling an oblong eyelid closed in a relaxed sort of way. 

	I keep it covered whenever I can and hope it never opens.

	But that's not why I don't happen to be a big fan of med centers. It has more to do with all those monthly visits since I was twelve when my eggs were harvested without my consent. I've never been able to find out how they pulled that off. But I wasn't the only one subjected to such invasive procedures. Every member of the Twenty went through a similar experience, including Erik. And now our offspring, their DNA combined with that of their adoptive parents, are scattered across the Domes. A thousand children ranging in age from a few months to eight years old. The future of Eurasia, whose adult population—not counting the Twenty—is sterile thanks to a plague that swept through the Ten Domes long before I was born.

	The official story is that we were conceived in a sealed North American bunker by government scientists who found untainted survivors able and willing to reproduce. They saw it as their sacred duty to ensure a future for the human race. According to Dr. Wong, the biological parents of the Twenty weren't held against their will, tortured or experimented on.

	Luther and Daiyna told me otherwise. 

	So I like to think my distrust of doctors is completely understandable. I'll be fine if I don't darken the doorway of another medical establishment for the rest of my life, thank you very much.

	Good thing clones don't have access to such information. They're only privy to their own security network, closely monitored by the same scientists and technicians who keep Dunn working so efficiently. That's one of the things that makes him the perfect partner. He only knows what I want him to know about me.

	White gauntlets on the controls, he takes us plunging over the side of the building and swooping between the neighboring domescrapers. If it wasn't for the infrared overlay on the windscreen's interior, painting the local topography in neon green gridlines, we'd be flying blind through the dark.

	"Slight change of plans." I tap the console in front of me, waking it. As the screen glows to life, I enter in a different set of coordinates.

	Dunn's helmet tilts to one side as he surveys our altered course. "We are going to the correctional center?"

	"That's right."

	"But you are no longer on the Trezon case, Investigator Chen."

	"So I've heard."

	"If you disobey a direct order from Chief Inspector Hudson, you cannot expect to remain an investigator for long. Commander Bishop will not be able to reinstate you, no matter how much she appreciates your dedication to the law. You will be demoted to Curfew Enforcer with no hope of advancement."

	Can't argue with a single thing he said. So instead I hold up the baton.

	"This thing tossed an exo-suit carrying a full-grown woman off a roof. You know how heavy an exoskeleton is?"

	"Yes. One hundred kilograms—"

	"And I've got a feeling the baton was on a low setting." Assuming it has settings. "Krime said he wasn't trying to kill me. I believe that." Nudge was the word he used. "Powered up all the way, a weapon like this might break through reinforced plasticon."

	"You believe Krime aided Trezon in his escape."

	Krime was hoping to make a big impression by passing the baton—literally—to his boss. A welcome gift. Maybe a peace offering. Hoping to iron out things between them. That's what came through when I read his thoughts. He hadn't seen the kingpin since before Commander Bishop took Trezon to the correctional center, which Krime believed to be in the Wastes, outside the Ten Domes, interestingly enough. So no, he wasn't an accomplice in his boss's escape.

	"I've got a feeling Trezon has other associates in Dome 1. They somehow managed to get him out, and they could be armed with a similar weapon." Absently I roll the baton up and down my quadriceps like it's a walking cane, and I'm preparing to go on stage for a tap dance routine. Something I may or may not have done in VR once or twice. "We need to know what this thing can do. And we need to know how it works."

	"Visiting the prison against Chief Inspector Hudson's orders will accomplish that?"

	"Probably not. I just want to see their footage of the breakout."

	"The same footage is available at headquarters, Investigator Chen."

	"I prefer to see it at the source, if it's all the same."

	Dunn is quiet as we fly toward the outskirts of Dome 1. Pensive? No idea what goes on inside his head. Part of me is surprised that he's going along with my insubordination and not insisting that we return to HQ. But then again, his unprogrammed loyalty to me was the main reason I wanted him as my partner. He has his reasons for sticking with me, whatever they are.

	"You do not trust command," he says at length.

	That came out of nowhere.

	"What gave you that idea?" I frown at him.

	"Otherwise, you would not take issue with viewing the footage at headquarters. You believe the video accessed there may not be genuine."

	"What makes you think I would even have access at HQ?"

	"A fair point." His chin dips. "But I do not believe that being officially off the case would stop you, Investigator Chen."

	Do I think our cybernetic analysts doctor the footage before it's shared with investigators? Of course not. Do I believe investigators have the same access as our superiors? Hardly. And if the footage in question involves a variety of weapon we've never seen before, which the public at large has no idea even exists, then it would make sense to keep us in the dark about it until the higher-ups decide how to confiscate and dismantle such illegal weaponry. Or utilize it for law enforcers in the neverending fight against organized crime.

	All that remains of humankind—a few million at last count—is living trapped inside ten self-sustaining artificial biospheres, sheltered from the outside world where, if the sun doesn't kill you, the tainted air and lack of oxygen will. So it's in everybody's best interest that we do our best to avoid mass panic. The sort that might result from seeing a criminal harness magnetic repulsion as a projectile weapon. 

	Or gravity itself.

	"What about you?" I pat the baton. "If you trusted command, I'm sure you would have turned this over to Hudson."

	Dunn's response is slow on arrival. "I trust command. They are our superior officers. But in this case, considering the imminent threat, I made what you might categorize a judgment call." His helmet turns my way briefly, the black face shield reflecting the light on the display panel before him. "I trust us more, Investigator Chen."

	That makes me smile. 

	In the interest of the common good, our superiors are known to drag their feet at times. Strategize for every eventuality. Develop contingency plans. Meanwhile, Trezon's out there getting his band back together.

	Now is the time to act. We know he's in Dome 1, and that his date with Krime was interrupted, thanks to us. We have the weapon Krime was planning to hand off to his boss—assuming that's what he meant by pass the baton. A real on-the-nose metaphor. Trezon will figure Hudson has it now, or that we do. Either way, I have a feeling he won't be leaving the city until he gets his tattooed hands on it.

	Which should give us enough time to visit the prison he escaped from and see what really happened there.
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	During my brief time thus far in law enforcement, there hasn't arisen a need for me to visit our local correctional center. I couldn't even describe the place, if I had to. But like everything else in Dome 1, it's pristine. First impression: architecturally uninspired, the four floors housed in a block-shaped building covered in mirrored glass and surrounded by an immaculate lawn. No brick walls or barbed wire, like so many prisons in VR interactives; no main gate, no buses, no yard for the requisite outdoor exercise and muscular posturing. 

	Just a silent, lifeless cube housing our most interesting offenders.

	Trezon, former kingpin of the Dome 10 underworld, found himself on the Governors' reconditioning list. He was deeply involved in the illegal dust trade, providing the stuff to countless citizens as well as government officials at the highest levels—including Chancellor Hawthorne, come to find out, before her ugly psychotic break. Apparently, she poisoned her husband decades ago in order to seize power and become queen of Eurasia. Word has it she sees him now wherever she looks, and she can't stop screaming for him to go away. So she's kept with the other criminally insane folks in an isolated wing.

	I have no intention of paying her a visit tonight.

	Dunn sets the aerocar down gently in the middle of the front lawn and powers off the engines. "Would you like me to join you, Investigator Chen?"

	"I was counting on it." 

	As my door drifts open, I step outside and wave my hand over the cargo compartment. Its door rises as well. Sending W1nk and Bl1nk aloft to survey the scene, I reach for my exo and slide it out, letting the boot braces drop onto the well-manicured grass. The shoulder struts remain in the vehicle. I climb into the thing and secure my harness, then lever myself into an upright position. Dunn watches me, his face shield unreadable in the dark.

	"What?"

	"As a rule, you only wear your exoskeleton when you are intending to apprehend a criminal of some sort. But the criminals here have already been apprehended, Investigator Chen."

	"Just call me Chen. We've talked about this."

	No response. The doors to the aerocar drift shut and lock automatically as I lead the way to what I presume to be the front of the prison complex. Dunn follows, his rifle dangling from its strap. He keeps it from knocking against his leg with a gauntlet flat against its stock.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
DINIGODI

DOME CITY INVESTIGATIONS





