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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.

	"Would you feel comfortable walking into this place without your armor?" I say over my shoulder. "Or your rifle?"

	"A security clone is never seen in public without its armor. And the rifle came with the armor."

	An attempt at humor? I'm impressed. "We should probably both look into acquiring a new wardrobe. Investigators ought to blend in better than we do."

	"Your exo-suit has saved your life on more than one occasion, Investigator Chen. As has my armor. If it were not for my previous helmet, I would have been promptly recycled."

	His prior face shield interfered with a headshot courtesy of my friend Drasko. The jury's still out on whether he intended it as a kill shot. Which reminds me: I've got to touch base with him as soon as curfew's over. Once Trezon is done here in Dome 1, he'll be going after Drasko, without a doubt. 

	Trezon never abdicated his underworld throne, yet Drasko's been the one sitting on it as of late. His criminal connections have more or less maintained the status quo, vices moving along their dark routes with gang warfare kept to a minimum. We call that a win, all things considered.

	"I'm sure we'll manage." It's no good clinging to the past, as much as I'd rather hang onto my exo than find a much weaker replacement. Like a professional-looking tactical suit impervious to EMP bursts and resistant to many varieties of projectile rounds. Maybe even blades. But I'm sure it would chafe like crazy during a foot pursuit. 

	Hudson could be right, that my days of chasing lawbreakers are over. I can leave that to the trackers and enforcers now, and focus my attention on investigating. No overlap in responsibilities, whatsoever.

	Somehow I doubt it.

	"State your reason for visiting the Dome 1 Correctional Center," an automated voice drones from above the sealed entry doors as we approach.

	Not a prison. A correctional center. Unlike the prisons in VR, this place actually corrects unlawful behaviors through a smorgasbord of reconditioning techniques and rehabilitates the offenders, promising that they will someday reenter society. Sounds good. But for some reason, they've yet to release a single prisoner. 

	Except for Trezon, of course, who broke out and missed his chance at being the first inmate to complete the program successfully. Then again, being the first escapee in the history of the Ten Domes is not a bad consolation prize.

	"Investigator Sera Chen to see the warden about an escaped convict." I stand at ease, doing my best not to look too threatening in the exo-suit. Dunn files in beside me.

	"You are not on the schedule," the AI replies curtly.

	Neither was Trezon's escape.

	"I need to see the warden's footage. We have reason to believe the escapee is still in Dome 1. The sooner I see how he left his cell, the sooner we can capture him."

	"But you are an investigator, not a tracker, correct?"

	I pause to grind my teeth for a moment. "I am investigating this case—"

	"Negative. According to Chief Inspector Xavier Hudson, you are no longer involved in this investigation at all."

	Curses pile up on the tip of my tongue, but I don't release a single one. "Let me guess." He warned them I'd be heading this way. "He told you not to let me inside."

	"That is correct, Investigator Chen."

	I stare at my dark reflection in the unlit entry doors, both of them mirrored like the rest of the building, and contemplate how much effort it would take to smash my way inside. Undoubtedly, they used reinforced plasteel a meter thick to construct this entrance. Impossible to break through, and the only way in or out. Yet somehow Trezon managed to make his exit without leaving a single scratch on the place.

	That's what the official report stated, and the XR video feed I'm receiving from W1nk and Bl1nk in the bottom left corner of my ocular lenses is backing it up. All signs indicate that nobody broke in to let Trezon out, and nobody smuggled any explosives inside for him to create an alternate exit. The walls are completely intact, as is the roof.

	So that just leaves the building substructure. Which I can't access without being allowed inside the complex.

	"Goodnight," the AI says at length when I offer no response. I've been summarily dismissed from the premises.

	"Perhaps we should return to police headquarters and have MedTech examine your arm, Investigator Chen," Dunn offers as I turn to face him. He's got a one-track mind sometimes, particularly when he's received an order from a superior. The ideal officer—if clones are ever allowed to become officers. Maybe he'll be the first, assuming he passes whatever unofficial test our partnership is supposed to be.

	"Not yet." I point at the lawn. "We need to check underground."

	Summoning W1nk and Bl1nk with my hand, I set off toward the vacant street and scan the pavement with my augmented vision. The cover to the sewer access point glows red once I've targeted it, and my drones buzz by on both sides to beat me there and hover a couple meters above it. They're always eager to obey, and they never mind where I send them. Probably helps that they're just machines. But I can't help the affection I feel. Maybe people in the old days felt this way about their dogs, before the poor creatures went extinct—along with every other animal on the planet.

	"Am I to understand that you intend to descend into these sewer pipes?" Dunn says with a hint of disgust in his tone. As if inmate excrement is particularly vile.

	"Not if I don't have to." I crouch down and grip onto the round cover plate with both hands. Then I tug, waiting for my exo-arms to kick in. When they activate with a sharp whine, the plate lifts easily, and I set it aside with a resounding clank against the pavement. Beckoning W1nk and Bl1nk closer, I transfer the blueprints of the correctional center sublevels from the HQ database and highlight the sections of the structure that lie alongside the sewer. "Survey the entire substructure, paying close attention to these areas. Relay everything back to me in real time."

	"Yes, Investigator Chen," they reply in unison.

	In single file, the two drones descend through the opening in the street and disappear into the tunnel beyond the ladder built into the wall below. W1nk goes one way, Bl1nk the other. My ocular lenses provide a split-screen view. It feels like I'm in miniature, riding on their backs as they zip down the slick tunnels, IR and XR feeds coming through simultaneously, lighting up the darkness. It's a lot of input, but my neural implants keep my brain focused, able to monitor both drones' feeds without the need to toggle from one to the other. Their IR paints the accessible substructure in red grid lines while XR casts the inaccessible areas in a ghostly blue—both sublevels of the correctional center complex built underground.

	Everything in Dome 1, like every other dome in Eurasia, is human-made, and that includes the dirt. Our ground isn't earth at all. The purpose of the Domes was to protect us from the contaminated world outside; so when the Designers built the Ten Domes, the floor of each massive structure was separated from the earth by multiple layers of plexicon. Then they poured in tons of synthetic dirt and spread it around. The stuff acts like the real thing, providing nutrients and stability for grass and trees as well as packing in areas like this between sewer tunnels and the two-level substructure of our correctional center.

	"What do you make of this?" I capture a scene from W1nk's feed and transfer it to a three-dimensional holographic projection that emanates from the palm of my exo-glove.

	Dunn tilts his helmet to one side as he studies the frozen image drawn in bright shades of blue and white light. Stress fractures line the interior of the sewage pipe, but they appear to have been covered recently with a transparent sealant.

	"Routine maintenance," he replies. "Would you like me to consult the local duty roster, Investigator Chen?"

	I shake my head. "No, you're probably right." I hear the defeat in my voice as I flip my hand upside-down, and the hologram vanishes. 

	I wanted it to be more. An obvious cause-effect relationship between Trezon's breakout and some sort of damage sustained by the sewer tunnel nearby. But there's no reason to believe he escaped via this route. The XR images aren't showing anything amiss with the building's substructure. Just like the front door, there are no signs of any forced exit.

	Trezon must have walked right through the walls.

	Impossible? I would have said so a year ago. But that was before I met a man who could leap from one domescraper to the next without breaking his legs. And it was before I started hearing people's thoughts in my head. Then I saw a man named Milton fly through the air like some kind of extinct bird. Now I'm more open-minded, you might say.

	But if I'm to believe Luther, my biological father, that these superhuman abilities cropping up across the Domes originally came from the animal kingdom, then how do I make sense of a guy able to change his material composition in order to pass through solid matter? As far as I know, based on my limited knowledge of animal life prior to the end of the world, there were no species that could do such a thing. It just doesn't line up.

	Not that I agree with Luther about much of anything. His beliefs are way out there, even for a Follower of the Way. His talk of animal spirits lines up more with the belief systems of ancient indigenous peoples. No idea why he doesn't go with the obvious answer: somehow, due to the bioweapons and atomic energy unleashed on the world, the DNA of the North American survivors was irrevocably changed, giving them abilities no one in the history of humankind has ever seen among our species. 

	I don't believe in spirits of the earth. And I never will.

	I did better than fine for the first twenty years of my life without Luther or Daiyna in it, and I plan to keep doing so. Not that I'm unfriendly to them or anything; we've gotten together once or twice. Judging from their hails, they'd like to meet more often, but I'm just a little busy. Being an investigator keeps me that way—maybe intentionally. I don't get the feeling they want me to join their religious cult. They honestly seem interested in getting to know me better. As a friend.

	But I don't have time for friends. I barely have time for my real family.

	"It's looking more and more like Trezon was allowed to walk out the front doors." I summon W1nk and Bl1nk back now that they've finished scanning the building's underside, and I switch off my ocular lenses. The darkness looks underwhelming without my augmented vision to liven it up. "Which means he had help."

	Dunn nods. "That would make the most logical sense, Investigator Chen—if not for the fact that Dome 1 prides itself on the rule of law. Why would anyone in the correctional center help a criminal escape prior to the completion of his behavior modification regimen?"

	"Maybe Trezon was a quick study." 

	But he wouldn't have been quick on his feet. The guy was shot in both legs prior to his arrest. Not by Commander Bishop, and not by me. I was in Futuro Tower on the North African coast at the time, learning about Dr. Wong's plan to cryo-freeze the Twenty along with himself while hundreds of his science-minded clones figured out a way to terraform the planet. Daiyna, my biological mother, pulled the trigger that sent Trezon howling to the floor in agony. In her defense, she was rescuing her beloved Luther at the time along with a few others, including my friend Erik. 

	Nobody heals completely from an injury like that, not even with Dr. Solomon Wong-level genetic restructuring. Trezon will always walk with a limp, standing out in a crowd of perfect Dome 1 Eurasians. But Dome 6 is another matter; he could blend in there easily enough with the other sicks—plague survivors with the scars and prosthetics that tell their difficult life stories. 

	No, he definitely had some help. Someone who thought he needed to leave the facility early. Because he had important work to do.

	We will become gods! Krime's voice echoes in my head.

	"We won't learn anything here." As W1nk and Bl1nk emerge from the sewer access point and land on the street beside me with their rotors spinning down, I replace the heavy cover with the help of my exo. Then I pick up my drones and nod to Dunn. "Let's head out."

	 

	 

	We take the aerocar back to HQ and drop it off at the motor pool, an industrial hangar built off the side of the soaring rooftop. Inside, recessed lighting along the grey plasticon ceiling almost keeps the place from feeling like a dungeon, but nothing is put in place to dampen the sound of our echoing footfalls. A pair of grease monkeys on duty seem pleasantly surprised by the condition the vehicle is in. Not sure where they got the idea I wouldn't return it in one piece.

	"We're supposed to take that suit, Chen," one of them pipes up apologetically as I turn away with a drone under each arm of my exo. "As well as the drones."

	The self-conscious pitch of his voice hangs in the air, echoing against the drab walls and parking slots where powered-down aerocars sleep for the night, sleek and clean. Then silence holds the moment. The mechanics don't make another sound, hands hidden in the pockets of their coveralls, and neither does Dunn. But I can feel all three of them watching me, waiting to see what I do next.

	"Hudson's orders," the guy adds, not sounding thrilled about it. This isn't a power play. He's just doing what he's told so he can keep his job.

	Like me. For now.

	I set W1nk and Bl1nk on the plasticon floor and then straighten up. Pulling the release, I proceed to unbuckle myself from the harness and step out of the boot braces, leaving the exo-suit standing upright behind me. Scooping up my drones, I carry them to the mechanics while staring down the one who spoke.

	"I'll be back for these." I dump them into his arms, and he scrambles to keep from dropping them. "I don't want to see a single scratch."

	"Well-I…" He doesn't know how to respond.

	Neither does his partner, releasing a wolf whistle at the sight of me in my bodysuit. I walk up to him, and his leering grin doesn't waver in the slightest. He's too busy taking in my curves with obvious appreciation. 

	But he doubles over and chokes once I give him a friendly chop to the throat.

	"Same goes for the exo. Not a scratch." Turning my back on both men, I retrieve my shocker as well as Krime's baton from my exo-suit and head toward the speedlift. "Coming, Dunn?"

	"That is not my designation," he replies, following me between the rows of parked aerocars. Once we're thirty meters across the hangar, he asks in a low tone, "Are you not concerned that you will have to explain that act of violence on a civilian, Investigator Chen?"

	"Actions have consequences," I mutter as we reach the polished plasteel of the speedlift door. Punching the down arrow, I add, "That guy learned something tonight."

	Dunn's helmet twitches slightly to one side, a tell that he's accessing recorded data from our recent encounter. "There appears to have been no reason for your striking him. He seemed quite amicable."

	"Right. Because ogling a woman's body means you're interested in being her intellectual equal."

	"Is that what he was doing?"

	I step into the speedlift and hold the sliding door open for Dunn. "We'll need to expand the parameters of your harassment awareness protocols."

	"I see." He follows me inside with a slow nod. "The situation involved a form of sexual harassment."

	"Bingo." I punch the button for MedTech down on Level 6. "Turning in?"

	"Yes. Level 5 please. Thank you, Investigator Chen," he says as I tap the button and fold my arms, leaning back against the rear wall.

	Dunn may be my partner, but he's still a security clone to the powers that be. So Unit D1-436 has to return to the same alcove every night where his brain waves can be monitored and his conditioning adjusted as necessary while he sleeps. Maybe in the future, there will be more like him assisting local law enforcement, even if they're never allowed to become officers themselves. But for now, our partnership is a trial run, and everything he does is observed and analyzed by a group of very intense technicians and scientists. 

	I'm sure that will include a recording of the conversation we're having right now.

	"Could there not have been a more diplomatic way to handle matters?" he presses. "In any other potentially hostile situation, I have seen you take violent action only as a last resort. What was different about this sexual harassment in the motor pool?"

	Good question. And I know he deserves a good answer. I'm the human here, after all, trusted to take actions based on a highly functioning intellect without the need for behavioral conditioning. I should be the one who shows him how to be humane. But all I can think about is Hudson confiscating my drones and my exo. I'm furious, honestly, but I can't lash out at him. He's my superior officer. And as much as I hate to admit it, part of me understands that I should be thinking like an investigator now instead of a curfew enforcer. I need to blend in, not clunk around in an intimidating exoskeleton. I need to ask questions and seek answers without relying on W1nk and Bl1nk to scope things out. But part of me is still human, and I get attached to things. 

	Maybe I don't like change. I don't know. It's tough to figure myself out when I haven't slept in too many nights to count.

	"They were already taking my exo and my drones. I couldn't allow that loser to take my dignity at the same time."

	"And by whistling at you—"

	It made me feel...less than I am. "I'm not one of his buddies. I'm not his girlfriend. He doesn't get to tease me like that. I'm an investigator, higher up on the food chain than he'll ever be."

	Dunn nods again. "So it was your pride that was injured. Yet you could have broken his trachea."

	Maybe so. But I don't have to admit that to a clone.

	Instantly I regret even thinking such a thing. It's the anger; I'm not myself. I need to calm down. More than that, I need to get some sleep. I have to admit I've been avoiding it. Every time I drift off, I see his face again. The man who almost killed me with a laser welder. I can still smell my burnt flesh and bone as he cut through my chest, the beam penetrating my left shoulder blade and out of my back.

	But that's not why I see his face whenever I close my eyes for too long. It has nothing to do with what he did to me.

	"See you in the morning." The doors slide open to Level 6, and I step out into the vacant hall, lit by the same dim, battery-powered ceiling lights as the hangar. Gotta do our part to conserve energy, and that goes for every floor of HQ.

	"Sleep well, Investigator Chen," Dunn says as the doors shut behind me, and he proceeds to the level below. I'm sure he'll get plenty of sleep in his bunk—or wherever they have him lie down while they study him.

	I'd much rather go straight home to my cube, but getting my arm checked out is a good idea I suppose, and I should probably change out of this bodysuit before the opportunity arises for another throat-chopping. 

	I can admit I overreacted. Running a quick self-diagnostic courtesy of my augments, I find my blood pressure is elevated along with my adrenaline levels. No surprise there. I've been amped ever since I fell off the tower. Longer than that, really. 

	Those stimulants I've been taking to avoid sleep—their negative side effects are finally catching up with me. Should be expected, I guess. Worth it not to see the face of the man I killed show up in every nightmare—the greatest mind Eurasia has ever known—watching him torn to shreds over and over again by the shoulder-mounted minigun on my exo? Maybe.

	MedTech is quiet tonight, like HQ in general. The cots are empty, and the human staff have already gone home. The robodocs stationed beside each bed are sitting in their alcoves, charging silently with only the periodic blink of their power indicators to show they're in standby mode. As soon as I reluctantly step into the room, the presence of my neural implant wakes the bot closest to the doorway, and it trundles forward.

	"How may we be of assistance, Investigator Chen?" says the machine's AI in a voice designed to be soothing. Manufactured bedside manner. The robodoc looks like a glorified cleaning bot, or a recycler one would find in any cube's kitchen. Boxy with curved edges, its black plasteel surface is smudge-free and gleaming. Rubber treads along the bottom roll across the spotless tile floor, straight toward me. "Accessing recent event. Potential arm injury. Please have a seat on the cot of your choice, and we will perform an XR scan of the arm in question."

	Shocker in one hand, chrome baton in the other, I consider blasting the thing instead. But the thought is as fleeting as it is unbecoming. It's not like I even know how to activate the grav weapon, and shockers don't have any effect on non-biological organisms. 

	So I slide onto the nearest cot. Setting the shocker and baton on my lap, I rest my arm along the top side of the robot and do my best to keep still as the medical machine sidles into position. I can feel its cold, unfeeling surface through my skin-tight sleeve.

	"Are you experiencing any discomfort?"

	I shake my head. "My exo took the brunt of it."

	"They are remarkable contraptions, are they not? Designed to protect frail bodies of flesh punctured by bones so easily broken."

	Weird thing for a bot to say. "When was the last time you had your bedside manner examined?"

	"Our interactive programming routines are tweaked following every encounter with a patient, Investigator Chen. One might say that we are in a constant state of improvement." A brief pause. "Do you believe there to be a need for adjustment?"

	The screen on its left side glows to life, indicating that the scan is complete, and I withdraw my arm. "Everybody can use an attitude adjustment now and then."

	"We will keep that in mind." The machine pauses to consult its scans. "There appear to be no stress fractures or contusions. Your suit protected you completely during your fall, Investigator Chen. Will you be needing any further assistance?"

	"Make sure Chief Inspector Hudson gets a copy of that report. As well as your note that the exo saved my life."

	"Of course. It is now a matter of record."

	That's right. Everything in Eurasia is recorded and analyzed, even my interactions with this soulless robodoc. Not-so-hidden cameras are always watching, and police analysts are always analyzing, connected via cranial jacks to the hard data swimming before their glazed-over eyes. Monitoring every citizen in the Ten Domes, tracking them via their neural implants, ensuring that they don't step too far out of line.

	Unless they're an underworld kingpin who somehow manages to leave a highly secure correctional center without anybody noticing. Or if the analysts did notice, then they were told to look the other way. Or, worst-case scenario, someone interfered with the video feed at the source, and no one in the HQ command center had any reason to flag the data as suspect.

	You don't trust command, Dunn's voice returns to haunt me. 

	The moment he said that, it struck me as weird—almost as weird as the robodoc mentioning human frailty in such unflattering terms. When had I ever given Dunn any indication that I don't trust my superiors? They've never given me a reason not to.

	Until Hudson took me off the Trezon case, just when I was closing in on the miscreant. I could feel it. I was close. Did Hudson know that? Is he somehow connected with this cover-up? 

	No, that's just the sleep-deprived paranoia talking. Get a grip, Chen.

	"Investigator Chen?" the machine repeats itself. Probably wondering why I haven't budged. Usually, I can't leave MedTech fast enough. "You seem exhausted. According to your self-diagnostics, you have not enjoyed a full night's sleep in more than sixty days. How are you managing to function as well as you are?"

	"Just putting one foot in front of the other."

	"We can prescribe a reliable sleep aid—"

	"I don't do drugs." 

	Except for stimulants. Right. Early indication of addiction: total denial.

	With a self-conscious nod, I collect my shocker and the baton and leave. To avoid running into anybody else on duty, as unlikely as that would be this time of night, I take the stairs down to the second floor and the dark rows of plasteel garment lockers, one assigned to every law enforcer in Dome 1. A dim light flickers on overhead, sensing my presence, but I wave it off. Deactivating my augments, I rely on my night-vision instead—passed down to me through my DNA, courtesy of Luther and Daiyna.

	I decide it's in my best interest to ignore that last order Hudson gave me before he flew off with Krime. I won't be keeping my augments on at all times, thank you very much. I'm sure he wouldn't either, if he had any special abilities to call his own.

	The silent aisles of lockers glow with a preternatural bluish light to my gifted eyes, similar to the XR feed from W1nk and Bl1nk. I make my way down the fourth bank on the left, sixth locker in, and press my thumb against the scanner. It glows green when I'm relying on my normal vision; now it's a brighter shade of electric blue. The lock clicks open, and the door slides up into a recessed compartment.

	Setting my shocker and Krime's baton inside, I reach for my civilian clothes and start pulling them on over my bodysuit and boots.

	I don't hear footsteps approach behind me. So that means this individual was already here, waiting. This invisible person who slams my head against the wall of lockers not once but twice for good measure, with the unflinching strength of a vicious brute.

	My night-vision falters as I collapse onto the floor, swallowed by darkness. Unconsciousness sweeps over me in waves, and as I go under, I hear him say in a deep, muffled voice that sounds vaguely familiar,

	"Only gravity can bring a demigod to her knees."
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	When I come to, I'm staring at my own disoriented reflection in Dunn's face shield.

	"Investigator Chen, are you all right?" He stoops to take the arm I reach toward him and braces my elbow, helping me to my feet.

	"Thought you turned in for the night." I wince and clench my teeth as the locker room sways around me. Scratch that. I'm the one doing the swaying. My forehead throbs, and my curious fingers come away sticky with congealed blood.

	"It is morning. I had some difficulty locating you with your augments turned off." He holds me braced against his armored chest. "So I returned to your last known coordinates. I found you here, facedown on the floor." He pauses. "The baton we confiscated from Krime is missing."

	"He took it." I pat Dunn's armored shoulder, and he releases me to stand on my own.

	"Who?"

	"The invisible dust freak who did this to me." I motion at my forehead and curse under my breath. "Check the video. You won't see anybody there."

	"You are correct." Dunn's helmet tilts back as he surveys the ceiling. "But not because your assailant was invisible. The cameras in this area were deactivated last night."

	"On whose authority?"

	"Unknown. But they are fully functional at the moment. It appears they went offline following the encounter with your assailant."

	"Wait. What?" Following the encounter? That doesn't make sense, if someone was trying to keep the attack off the record. "Let me see."

	I activate my augments with a double temple-tap and access the camera feed. The perspective is from the ceiling, of course, and in garish green night vision. Nothing like my superhuman ability. I rewind the footage a few hours, and there I am, reaching into my locker. And there I am a few seconds later, being hurled against it headfirst by an unseen force.

	Then the feed drops. Before there's any record of an invisible assailant making off with that chrome baton. When video is reestablished, the chronometer reads ten minutes later, and my shocker sits alone in my locker. The baton is nowhere to be seen.

	"So he was okay with roughing me up on video, but not stealing that weapon." I run a quick diagnostic on the camera to see if there was some sort of roving glitch, common enough during low-power curfew hours. But there's no record of anything affecting this floor of the building.

	"You know for certain it was a he?" Dunn asks.

	"He spoke to me, right before I lost consciousness."

	"Did you recognize his voice?"

	An alert flashes front and center in my ocular lenses. Apparently, I'm late for a briefing with Chief Inspector Hudson, and I had no idea it was on my schedule this morning. I finish pulling on my pants and a button-up shirt—which I was in the process of doing when I was so rudely interrupted last night—and slam my locker shut, leaving my thumb in place until the light glows red.

	"Investigator Chen, you must report to MedTech," Dunn says as I blow past him.

	"Already did."

	"This is a head injury. It could be serious."

	I palm my forehead, and more of the blood comes off on my hand. "It's nothing."

	"Where are you going?"

	"Hudson. Briefing. I'll meet you after."

	His pace slows to a halt. "Very well." If I didn't know better, I'd say his tone sounds injured. "I will await your return."

	He enters into standby mode, which is what I call it when he stands with his back against the wall. Like he thinks he's less noticeable that way. I'm sure he'll give a few of my fellow officers a start when they stumble upon him there. 

	More than a few of my coworkers have made it known that they don't appreciate one of its kind lurking around police headquarters. They're accustomed to security units acting on the Chancellor's behalf, and as a rule, law enforcement seldom intersects with their domain. Clones have always tended to the upper castes' ivory towers while we've worked in the trenches with our boots on the ground. Dunn represents a change in the order of things, while most officers are fine with the status quo.

	As I take the speedlift up to command, I look down at my civilian attire. It's as if the night I spent unconscious on the locker room floor didn't happen, and I'm just dropping by my superior's office on my way home. So unprofessional.

	I'm not thinking clearly. I should be in uniform. But I don't have time to change course. The lens alert is flashing angrily now, and I have a feeling Hudson will be displaying the same temperament upon my arrival at his door.

	The speedlift dumps me into the command center, where half a dozen bald analysts sit in the central hub, cybernetically jacked into their computers, monitoring the data spilling across their screens in rivulets of ones and zeroes. The offices of my superiors radiate outward, each with an enviable windowall view of Dome 1's immaculate city skyline. The morning sun gleams from the mirrored glass of neighboring domescrapers and shines from the spotless exteriors of countless aerocars in flight.

	Commander Mara Bishop stands behind one of the analysts and studies the code on his display, seeming to understand it readily enough without the need for a cranial jack of her own. She has her hands clasped behind her back, her black, high-collared uniform and clean-shaven head lending a severe quality to her posture, as if the analyst's very life depends on pleasing her. Not that she ever throws her weight around like that. She doesn't need to. Everybody respects her, as far as I can tell. And those who don't? Well, they know her father is the hero James Bishop—the man responsible for rescuing the Twenty in our incubation pods from North America. He's been Interim Chancellor ever since Persephone Hawthorne's psychotic break. Everyone in Eurasia was led to believe he died out in the Wastes, because our government used to have a bad habit of lying to us. Now he's back from the dead, so to speak, making it clear that nobody presses their luck with a Bishop and gets very far.

	Commander Bishop was my direct superior when I was a curfew enforcer, so I reported to her back when things were simpler. Now I've got Hudson as a supervisor, and he reports to Bishop. With so many intricate investigations underway at any given moment, I guess it makes sense for the woman at the top to have filters in place, providing her with only the most salient details.

	For example: Krime, one of Trezon's top lieutenants, has been caught and will be scheduled for a brainscan as soon as possible. Less salient: Investigator Chen fell off Hawthorne Tower and caused major damage to the exterior, but she didn't dislocate her arm. No need to share that piece of information. I'm paying for the repairs, and all will be put right eventually.

	So I can nod respectfully to Commander Bishop as I pass, even though she's too immersed in the analyst's display to notice me at the moment, but I can't go crying to her about Hudson taking my toys away. For one thing, that would be pathetic. And for another, I don't plan on being without my drones or exo for long. 

	I just haven't figured out a way to get them back yet.

	Chief Inspector Hudson, much like Commander Bishop herself, never looks anything but his best. Always in the same attire, like it's a uniform, yet their clothes never look rumpled or faded. Their faces are calm and rested, yet everybody knows the hours they put in here at HQ. Calmly in control of themselves as well as everyone and everything in their sphere of influence.

	Unlike me. Standing in Hudson's doorway as the tinted glass doors slide open, sensing the augments of someone who is on the Chief Inspector's schedule. Someone who should be in uniform but isn't. And whose forehead is still oozing blood, damn it.

	"Have a seat, Chen."

	Hudson's office is a lot like Bishop's, and being the only two that I've seen in the command center, this leads me to believe they all must look pretty much the same. The exterior wall is transparent glass, providing a breathtaking view of Dome 1 in all its early morning splendor. The deskscreen is black, as is Hudson's ergonomic chair and the pair of low cushioned seats positioned across the desk from him, both vacant. Otherwise, the spacious office is empty, the floor shining like polished obsidian.

	Hudson's gaze remains riveted on the holo-display projected upward from the surface of his two-meter-wide deskscreen. The ghostly blue-toned image is of Krime lying back in a surgical chair with his eyes closed, unconscious, as the pair of MedTech staff in their white rubber scrubs fit him with a cranial jack. All the better to extract information, straight from his brain.

	My boots clunk across the floor as the doors slide shut behind me. I take a seat in one of the comfortable chairs and am instantly reminded of something very different between Hudson's and Commander Bishop's offices. He likes his visitors to be on a slightly lower level, forced to look up at him without realizing they're doing so.

	I lean forward on the edge of the cushion, elbows on my knees. "I apologize for being out of uniform, sir. I was—"

	"Your episode is of great concern to me, Investigator Chen." 

	He sweeps his hand through the hologram, and it dissolves like sugar stirred into water. Then it reconstitutes itself, displaying the locker room footage of my encounter with that invisible assailant. I can't help but wince as the holographic version of me faceplants into plasteel. I can still feel the strong hand on the back of my head, gripping my hair. My forehead throbs.

	"Episode?"

	"Your seizure. What else would you call it?" 

	He gestures at the holo as it replays a five-second loop: me facing the lockers and getting dressed; me slamming face-first into said lockers and smashing my face once, then twice with a burst of blood; me slumping to the floor and lying still.

	"I was attacked, sir."

	He raises a well-manicured eyebrow at me. "By whom?"

	I frown and gesture lamely at the hologram. "The assailant was invisible."

	"Is that so?" He steeples his fingers and studies me for a moment. "So you're thinking it was a dust addict? Inside HQ? Difficult to imagine. Perhaps it was this fellow, out for a little payback." He sweeps his hand through the holo again, and this time the looped scene is that of my encounter with the whistling grease monkey in the motor pool. As my hologram chops the guy in the throat, Hudson clucks his tongue. "Unseemly behavior from an investigator, Chen. I expect better."

	"It wasn't him, sir. My assailant took something—"

	"What would that be?" He leans forward, his impassive facial features washed in the holo's light.

	"It should be on the footage." I'm not going to tell him what I already know.

	He shakes his head. "Unfortunately, there was a power glitch following your episode. So not only is there no evidence that anyone attacked you, there is also a void of evidence that anyone took anything from you."

	I could point out my locker, where I set the baton. Then I could show him that it's no longer there after the glitch. But I don't. Because I really don't have the patience necessary to endure a browbeating about withholding evidence in an ongoing investigation—one I'm no longer affiliated with in any capacity.

	I point at my forehead. "Why would I do this to myself, sir?"

	He frowns sympathetically. "I'm not saying you intentionally injured yourself, Chen. On the contrary, I believe this is a serious condition you're dealing with, and I am advising you to report to MedTech at once."

	I don't know what to say or even how to respond.

	He nods to show he's paying attention to my confusion. "Sera, there was no assailant in the locker room. You suffered a seizure due to your unhealthy habit of switching your augments on and off. Neural implants were never designed for such abuse, and I have no idea how long you've been hurting yourself in the process. The analysts are unable to give me a specific timeframe." 

	So maybe they're not all-seeing, after all. Could activating and deactivating my augments somehow upset their ability to monitor me accurately? One can hope.

	"I hate to say this, as it could impede your ability to continue working in my division, but you may be suffering from serious brain damage, Chen."

	I shake my head, my hands curling into fists before I know what they're doing. "I assure you there is nothing wrong with my brain, Chief Inspector."

	He inclines his head toward the looped footage of me throat-chopping the mechanic. "Does this look like right-thinking behavior to you?" He doesn't wait for my response, instead leaning back and dissolving the holo-display. With the space between us clear, it's easier for him to look down at me now. "I have scheduled your brainscan at eleven hundred. Try not to be late. You know how irritable those robodocs can be." He swivels in his chair, turning his back on me and his gaze toward the air traffic outside. As an afterthought, he adds, "And be sure to change into your uniform. Dismissed."

	Gritting my teeth to keep from saying anything out of turn, I jump to my feet and exit the room. The tinted doors slide open as I approach them, and I notice that Commander Bishop is no longer in the central hub of the command center. Part of me—a very small part, which I crunch like a garbage compactor and cram into some dark corner of my psyche—wants to go crying back to her, begging her to let me be a curfew enforcer again. 

	But there's no going back. 

	This is the promotion I wanted. I knew it would involve some changes. Now I'm realizing how it's going to be, moving forward. Whether I like it or not, whether I like him or not, Hudson is my supervisor now. I just can't tell if he's got something against me for being a member of the Twenty, or if it's my personality he can't stand. Why is he keeping me from investigating Trezon's escape? Trackers are working around the clock to find that miscreant, and they probably will, eventually, with or without my input. But wouldn't it make more sense to have all available personnel assigned to his recapture?

	There's definitely something going on here, and it doesn't feel right.

	Hudson's remark about irritable robodocs reminds me of my XR scan last night. The machine said something strange about the frailty of human beings. And then, not an hour later, I'm having my ass handed to me by an invisible assailant. With just a couple knocks to the head against a wall of plasteel lockers, I'm completely incapacitated. You don't get much more frail than that.

	Then there's the invisibility connection—in my mind, at least. W1nk and Bl1nk scanned the entire substructure of the correctional center complex, and there's no sign of any forced egress. Topside as well. Which means either the cameras were offline when Trezon made his escape, or he was invisible. A leap? Maybe.

	So here's the working theory: Trezon has somehow figured out a way to make himself unseen to the naked—or enhanced—eye. He escaped the correctional center and planned to meet up with his old pal Krime, who just happened to have an illegal gravity weapon ready for him. A scepter of sorts, welcoming the king of Eurasia's underworld back to power. But when I interrupted their reunion, Trezon followed me to HQ and waited until the opportune moment. Once he and I were alone in the dark, he knocked me out, interrupted the local camera feed, and took what he considered to be rightfully his.

	And now he's out there in my city. Invisible, armed, and very dangerous. And those blockades Hudson has set up at every maglev tunnel leaving Dome 1? Useless. Because Trezon can go wherever the hell he likes, and nobody will see him until it's too late—when he decides to use that weapon of his to do more than nudge an investigator off a 150-story domescraper.

	Where's my proof? Wait for it.

	I head straight to MedTech.

	"Investigator Chen, you are early for your brainscan," one of the robodocs welcomes me back, treads wheeling around as it obstructs my path. Might be the same one that scanned my arm last night. They all look alike.

	"Not here for that." Can't believe I'm here at all. Twice in twenty-four hours is some kind of record, and my stomach is rebelling against the reality of it. I keep my voice low and my eyes to myself, trying not to attract attention. The place is bustling this morning, with human and mechanized staff moving to and fro. Must have something to do with Krime's cranial jack procedure. "I need you to tell me something."

	"Of course. How may we be of service?"

	"Your bedside manner program is updated after every human interaction, is that correct?"

	"Yes."

	"Is there always time to adjust its parameters between patients?"

	"In most cases, but we often adjust in real time, improvising—"

	"Who came in last night, right before me?"

	"That is privileged information, Investigator Chen. Doctor-patient confidentiality applies even when the doctor in question is not a human being." It rolls back a centimeter and pauses, seeming to size me up. Probably just processing data. "Does this information have something to do with a case you are currently working on?"

	I nod.

	"Does it have anything to do with your scheduled brainscan?"

	"It just might."

	"Very well. In the interest of your own health as well as a satisfactory resolution to your case file, it should not break any confidentiality agreements to inform you that there was a visitor to MedTech three minutes and thirty-five seconds prior to your arrival last night. As to who it was, that remains unknown." Another pause. "The individual in question did not appear on any visual scans."

	"Wearing some sort of holo-cloak?"

	"No such energy signature was detected."

	"Male or female?"

	"Seventy-five percent chance the individual was male, judging from vocal tones alone."

	"What did he want?"

	"We asked if we could be of service, once he made his presence known."

	"And how did he do that?"

	The robodoc seems to shudder in place. "He said the age of the demigods has passed, and that it is time for us all to rise to the heavens as gods. He was referring only to humans, of course."

	"He wasn't seeking medical attention?"

	"We would have had some difficulty tending to him even if he had, Investigator Chen. There was no visible physiology to scan."

	The thing's got a point. "Did he mention anything about human frailty?"

	The machine rolls back another centimeter, as if in surprise. "Why yes, he did."

	"Play it for me. I assume you have a recording."

	"Of course." Another brief pause, followed by a singular voice:

	"We deserve better than these frail bodies of flesh so easily punctured by bones fractured, broken, or splintered. We are due far more than the fleeting powers a meager line of dust can provide. It is our birthright. Our destiny. We will become gods!"

	Uncanny to hear the voice of Trezon uttering the same words Krime shouted down at me as I plummeted from Hawthorne Tower.
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	"You recognize his voice," the robodoc observes.

	It's a matter of record. I've seen the video footage. The guy was hollering all sorts of things when Commander Bishop brought him in from Dome 10. Both legs shot out from under him. Ranting about superpowers. 

	Now he's got his very own. But are they dust-induced, or is this something else entirely?

	"Will we be recycled for assisting you, Investigator Chen?"

	I frown at the machine. "Why would you ask that?"

	"You are no longer assigned to the Trezon case. All staff, human and otherwise, have been notified that offering you any assistance in this regard will result in severe consequences."

	"Notified by whom?"

	"Chief Inspector Hudson, of course."

	"Of course." I exhale and shake my head. "Why did you share this information with me, knowing the risk?"

	"You indicated that it was related to your scheduled brainscan. Your health and well-being is our top priority, Investigator Chen."

	I turn on my heel and exit the MedTech center. But I glance over my shoulder at the robodoc, wondering if this will be the last time I see it intact. Can I even tell it apart from the other ones rolling about on their various errands?

	"We will see you in three hours for your scheduled—"

	The glass doors slide shut behind me, cutting off its artificial voice. I make my way down to the locker room where Dunn stands right where I left him. A handful of officers mill about talking among themselves, curfew enforcers changing out of their uniforms and back into their civilian attire. Heading home for a good day's sleep after the night shift. 

	A couple of them nod at me as I pass by. We used to share concurrent shifts. The others give me a cold stare and Dunn an even colder one.

	"What's this about you getting kicked off your first big case, Detective?" one of the less-friendly officers speaks up.

	I nudge Dunn, and he seems to awaken from his self-induced standby mode, helmet tilting down to face me. 

	"Just need to get my uniform on, then we'll go. You can wait outside, if you want." I glance at my fellow humans.

	"Yes, Investigator Chen." Dunn exits the room.

	I head to my locker and strip off my clothes, trading them for my uniform, which I pull on over my bodysuit. Black high-collared jacket with a concealed holster for my shocker, black form-fitting trousers with an outer pocket on each thigh. No insignia or badge in plain sight, so it's easier to blend in during investigations. 

	Assuming I get assigned another one.

	"Was it you or the clone that fouled things up so royally for yourselves?"

	I face the obnoxious officer. Terminal Generation, a little overweight, curfew enforcer for ten years with no opportunity for advancement due to his inept social skills. High likelihood that he envies my promotion and is experiencing a certain degree of schadenfreude at my recent reprimand.

	"We're just cogs in the machine." I slam my locker shut and hold my thumb in place until it locks. "Trezon will be found, with or without my contributions to the case."

	A few of the officers nod in agreement, keeping their eyes to themselves. But not this guy.

	"Might want to get that looked at, Chen." He scratches his forehead. "Saw the footage. You took a real header. Wouldn't want you to suffer from any brain damage while you're out solving the case of the missing sandwich. Or whatever Hudson gives you next." He chuckles with the officer next to him, a Terminal-aged woman I don't recognize.

	"Oh, how the Twenty have fallen," she says with a smirk, and they both laugh out loud.

	Right. Time for me to go.

	Dunn falls into step behind me as I head down the corridor outside. "Have we been assigned a new case, Investigator Chen?"

	Something about his tone tells me he knows better. "Sticking with me might get you into trouble, partner."

	"Only if you disobey a direct order from your commanding officer." The rhythm of our boots holds the moment as we pass various support personnel without engaging them. We take the first available speedlift down to street level. "Are you planning on disregarding Chief Inspector Hudson—"

	Trezon was here last night. In the building, I think at him, using that telepathic gift of mine that works both ways, sending and receiving, as long as my augments are switched off.

	Dunn stiffens. "I do not like it when you do that."

	There was a time when my projected thoughts bounced off him like rubber bullets. I don't know what it is now; maybe by treating him more like a person over the past few months, I've encouraged him to evolve into one. To become more than just a clone made in another man's image, conditioned to always behave in a subservient way. Or I could be way off base on that. Regardless, he's able to receive my thoughts now, whether he likes it or not. 

	I try not to overdo it, of course, but this situation calls for it. I don't want the analysts upstairs listening in. He made himself invisible, and he took Krime's weapon. 

	Dunn is silent as we reach the first floor and exit the building, making our way onto the sidewalk outside. We're instantly surrounded by foot traffic under blue-tinted sunshine pouring through the plexicon dome high above us, interrupted only by intermittent shadows of aerocars passing overhead. Dunn leans toward me mid-stride and keeps his voice low, even though the people we pass are completely immersed in their own little worlds, eyes glazed over as they walk along, navigating the Linkstream via their ocular lenses. 

	"You believe he is the one who attacked you."

	You're catching on. I smile up at him. "We've got three hours before I'm due back for my brainscan. Let's see what we can uncover by then."

	"I am surprised you are considering returning to MedTech for that procedure."

	"I've got a feeling if I don't, Hudson will have my badge."

	Dunn seems pensive for half a block, but as we cross the street, he asks, "Have your augments detected any neural irregularities since your attack?"

	"I switched them off." I double-tap my temple to reactivate them. "But thanks for reminding me. I really should make a call."

	There's an appropriate way to contact a crime boss, but first you have to get said crime boss's attention and point it in the right direction. So that's all I do. I don't send a direct hail; that would attract the attention of those analysts I'd prefer to avoid. Instead I leave a note on a Link messageboard for VR StoryLine enthusiasts: 

	D - Let's meet up - Usual spot - S

	That should do it, assuming he's not too busy with all the dust smuggling, human trafficking, clone hacking, weapons dealing, and book trading that his unsavory position demands. A criminal's work is never done. So neither is an undercover operative's.

	I won't be able to dive into VR out here. Linking up and walking around town with a vacant look in your eyes is commonplace, but for an extended period in virtual, I'll need to head home where I can either sit or lie down.

	Dunn figures out where we're headed once I make the turn down Second Street toward my cube complex. "Would you like me to accompany you to your unit, Investigator Chen?"

	That's the idea. "I'll need you to stand guard while I'm in VR and make sure the Invisible Trezon doesn't make a reappearance." So to speak.

	"Of course." He pauses. "But how will I detect his presence?"

	"Pay attention to the details." Like I should have last night. How did he manage to sneak up on me? My augments were off. I should have been able to sense his thoughts if nothing else. 

	Unless he's figured out a way to block my telepathy.

	"Such as?"

	I don't know. "Air disturbances."

	"Do you really think he will come after you again? Does he not already have what he wanted from you?"

	The glass doors to the complex's minimalist foyer slide open for us, revealing a stark white space with a pair of towering potted plants intended to break up the monotony. The place is empty this time of day with every citizen performing his or her meaningful tasks for the common good of Eurasian society. Or out spending their hard-earned credits to keep our self-sustained economy in motion.

	"He's got a bad reputation for exacting vengeance. I have a feeling I haven't paid for Krime's capture yet."

	Dunn nods. "You assume that he cares about the welfare of his underling."

	I suppose I do. "Let's hope I'm wrong."

	Either way, after last night's dust up, I feel better having Dunn present while I'm diving deep into virtual. Paranoia has nothing to do with it.

	We take the speedlift up to my cube, and I wait to deactivate my augments until after the front door recognizes them and slides open to welcome me home. Then I switch them off with a double temple-tap and close my eyes, doing my best to reach out with my thoughts and sense if anyone has beaten us here. I can't help but feel a little foolish standing there just inside my cube like I'm some kind of psychic from a VR murder mystery, doing my damnedest to sense the spirits of the dearly departed. I didn't sense Trezon's presence before he knocked me out, so why do I expect now to be any different?

	"Anything?" I glance over my shoulder at Dunn, standing in the hallway outside.

	"I was about to ask you the same thing, Investigator Chen." His helmet turns side to side. "I am unable to detect any other presence in your cube. I have my auditory sensors set at maximum sensitivity, assuming this Trezon individual still breathes."

	Good thinking. "So you don't hear any breathing."

	"Besides yours and my own, no." He shifts his hold on his rifle. "I will wait here until you are finished with your VR meeting."

	On second thought, best not to scare the local senior citizens who come and go throughout the afternoon whenever the mood strikes them. My neighbor down the hall in particular, an elderly woman with an extensive floral house dress collection, tends to frighten easily.

	"You can wait inside, Dunn."

	For once, he doesn't correct me that Dunn is not his designation. Entering without a word, he assumes his statue-stance as the door slides shut behind him. I head toward the table and chair by the windowall. Outside, air traffic passes by in an orderly manner. Shadows of aerocars float across my cube's interior.

	"But how about you don't stare at me while I'm under?"

	He shuffles his boots across the bamboo floor, turning away ninety degrees. There's not much room in the cube, but I usually don't notice how cramped it is, since I live alone and I'm really only here to eat, sleep, and spend occasional downtime in VR. The small kitchenette, twin bed, table and chair take up most of the space with a bathroom sectioned off in the front corner.

	I'm not sure if clones need to use the restroom. Or even if they eat and drink. They'd have to, right?

	"Bathroom's in there...if you need it." I gesture lamely to make sure his attention is elsewhere before I pop a stimulant from the bottle beside my kitchen sink. Funny: I never took them when I was a curfew enforcer working the graveyard shift. Never needed to. The job kept me wide awake. So I just made a habit of stashing my six-month allotment here in the cupboard for a rainy day. Can't believe I'm almost out.

	Dry-swallowing the pill with a grimace, I activate my augments.

	"How long do you intend to be in VR, Investigator Chen?"

	"As long as I have to." I swipe my hand through the air, and the windowall's tinting activates, blocking the sunlight streaming through. I get as comfortable as I can in my unpadded, slat-backed chair, resting my elbows on the table. "Here's hoping Drasko got my message."

	Serious VR players go for a full immersion setup: treadmill, dropswing, tactile bodysuit, whatever they need to make the simulation seem as real as possible. I've never felt the need for any of that. For me, VR has always been as vivid as my most realistic dreams, the kind you don't want to wake up from—or wish desperately that you could.

	When I was a curfew enforcer, Drasko was more often than not the pilot who'd sweep in for an assist whenever I needed a law-violator transported to HQ for processing. We'd built a camaraderie over time bordering on friendship. That bond was tested to the breaking point when he shot me in the back the first time I met Trezon, but I got over it. The shocker round didn't cause any permanent damage, and I came to find out he'd actually done it to save my life in a roundabout way.

	For years, Drasko lived a double life. He flew an aerocar for the police department and worked in the motor pool, fixing drones like W1nk and Bl1nk, which he upgraded on the sly, along with my exo-suit. The scars on his neck were proof that he'd survived the plague. He never talked about his family, but I found out later that they hadn't fared so well. Never fully recovered and thus never allowed to rejoin Eurasian society, they lived in Dome 6 with the other sicks, and he provided for them as best he could.

	That involved working in the underworld as well, smuggling dust in from the North American continent and siphoning off pain meds here and there to send to his wife and kids. His pilot's salary just wasn't enough to give them what they needed to live comfortably. And the Dome 6 definition of comfort leaves a whole lot to be desired, compared to Dome 1's.

	When Trezon was captured, there was no one better suited to fill the vacuum left by that miscreant than someone already well-versed in living two lives. With Commander Bishop's approval, Drasko now runs the underworld in Dome 10. But when nobody's looking—which is rare—he does what he can to sabotage things. Maybe a truckload of fresh hookers gets hijacked, and the sex slaves find their way into a rehabilitation program instead; or maybe a weapons deal goes south, and the illegal firearms get confiscated by police. He can't play the good guy too often, or his underlings jockeying for position might start to suspect something and then mutiny—or worse, slit his throat the second he lets his guard down. But he does enough to shift the scales in favor of law and order. Fighting the good fight from inside the belly of the beast, as he likes to say.

	He would never be able to initiate contact with a law enforcer. And we would never be able to meet in person. Those days are over, and I miss them. Now when we need to talk, we do so in VR. Untraceable, with real-world identities safely obscured behind our respective avatars. 

	My view of the cube around me dissolves into a foggy foyer of sorts. While my body sits at the table, my consciousness hovers in this virtual space with various VR interactives to choose from. Once I pick my entry portal and pass through it, my avatar will present itself, and I'll have a form in that Storyline. But for now, I'm just a conscious self without a body. 

	It's a weird sensation, so I never linger in this transitional space for long.

	I choose the reality Drasko and I decided months ago would be our preferred interface, a popular open-concept Future Noir world where everything is monochrome—black, white, and shades of grey. The only colors that appear do so for players in mystery mode; if something glows in primary or secondary hues, it's a clue of some kind. The fashions are from a couple centuries ago, and the technology is intentionally retro-futuristic as imagined by citizens from the past who'd never seen an aerocar, a robodoc, or a security clone. Or a domed megapolis on the Mediterranean.

	For some reason it's always night here, but the city never sleeps, and its garish lights and neon signs shine incessantly into the dark. It rains all the time, and the acid precipitation is dangerous to one's health, due to some sort of past warmongering that resulted in ecological catastrophe. So you've got to keep your avatar protected, or you won't be playing for very long.

	I pull my coat tight about me and keep my umbrella up as I forge through the busy sidewalk, my high-heels clopping a purposeful beat across the pavement and avoiding the intermittent puddles. My shoes, black and shiny, are coated in a clear polymer that repels moisture; the same goes for my sheer stockings, flared dress that ends at the knees, and coat. The umbrella emits an electrostatic discharge that keeps the acid rain away, providing me with my very own personal bubble of protection. So far, the pale skin on my tall, platinum blonde avatar is unscarred, and I'd like to keep her that way.

	My destination lies down a congested block and across a busy street: Howard's Tavern, dive bar extraordinaire. Plenty of booths in dark corners with a good line of sight on anyone who might try to eavesdrop. Julian, the lanky one-eyed barkeep, knows me—my avatar, that is—and clues me in whenever the setting might not be right for a meet-and-greet with any of my nefarious contacts. In this reality, I play the part of book smuggler Vivian Andromeda, so it's best that I avoid any players in law enforcement roles as well as the occasional bumbling private eye.

	Dodging vehicular traffic of the heavy, curvaceous kind popular two hundred years ago, I make my way across the street, splashed in glaring headlights. Only a couple blaring horns express the drivers' irritation at my complete disregard for the crosswalk. I heave open the door to Howard's Tavern and am instantly greeted by a much calmer and quieter environment. Julian stands behind the bar drying a shot glass, and he gives me a slow nod as the door thumps shut on my heels. All clear.

	I deactivate my umbrella and collapse it, keeping it down at my side as I make my way toward the back corner and my preferred booth. Empty. So either I beat Drasko here, or he's a no-show. There's a possibility that he hasn't seen the note I left for him. He could very well be in the middle of something illegal demanding every iota of his divided attention. 

	Or, worst case scenario: Trezon already got to him. 

	But I can't allow myself to think that.

	Once I've slid into my seat, Julian ambles my way with a white dish towel over his shoulder and a friendly look on his programmed face. Unlike avatars, he's one of those limited AI characters that populate virtual worlds and give them texture, make them seem more realistic. You can interact with them on a surface level, but conversations only go so far before they start repeating themselves.

	"Quiet night." I nod toward the half dozen or so patrons, two of which sit at the bar silently drowning their sorrows. Most likely AI's as well.

	"Never too quiet for me." He winks. According to his backstory, he served in the war and saw a lot of action before losing the eye where that black patch now resides. "Get you anything?"

	"The usual." I return his wink, and he grins, turning away to make the long trek back to the bar. But then he stops, seeming to remember something. "Your friend called. Said he might be late."

	That's not like Drasko at all. Either he shows, or he doesn't. "He say anything else?"

	Julian nods, scratching his day-old stubble that never looks any shorter or longer. "Not sure if it matters, but..." he lowers his voice. "He asked if I've ever read anything by H.G. Wells." He shrugs his bony shoulders. "Told 'im I don't do much reading."

	"There's a good citizen."

	"Right?" Julian chuckles. "I mean, I'm barely staying open as it is. Can't afford to pay those fines!" Shaking his head, he ambles off.

	H.G. Wells' The Invisible Man is the first thing I think of, followed by the strange commonality this virtual world shares with the real world. Interim Chancellor Bishop has been trying to do away with a lot of the fascist practices of his predecessor, among them the banning of books, both fiction and nonfiction. He believes it's an important part of his effort to unveil our shared history. 

	Former Chancellor Hawthorne's motto of focusing only on the moment, ever moving forward, at the expense of forgetting the lessons of the past, has been a Eurasian credo for so long, ingrained in our culture. As a result, our society is resistant to change, from the Governors on down to the average citizen. Even if Bishop makes progress in the real world, we'll always have remnants in VR Storylines referring to the criminality of book ownership. And if he were to make a point of expunging such digital artifacts once everybody in Eurasia is reading books again, how would he be any different from the censors who made those books illegal in the first place?

	Strange, what my exhausted mind focuses on when it doesn't want to deal with the matter at hand: Drasko knows about Trezon's invisibility. What else would the H.G. Wells reference mean? And if Drasko can't dive into VR right away, it probably means he's either trying to get somewhere safe before Trezon comes after him, or that Trezon has already made an attempt on his life.

	Either way, I'm wasting time in here when I should be out there, taking the maglev tunnel to Dome 10 and doing everything I can to protect Drasko. I need to go. Now.

	I'm about to do just that when a tall, young man approaches my table, blocking my exit route from the booth.

	"Sit tight, Investigator Chen," he says, both hands stuffed into the pockets of his overcoat and a tight-lipped smile on his too-handsome face. "We've got some catching up to do."
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	"You've got me confused with somebody else." I rise from the booth, and I'm almost nose to nose with the guy. His avatar obviously has no personal space issues.

	He lowers his chin as well as his voice. "You haven't answered any of my hails."

	"Erik?"

	"So you do remember me." He grins.

	I grab him by the arm and pull him down into the booth across from me. Then I retake my seat. "What the hell are you doing here?"

	"Drasko sent me."

	Impossible. "That's not how it works."

	"Maybe not before." He shrugs. "But now that Trezon's out for blood? Drasko has gone into hiding—real world and virtual."

	I study his face for a moment. He looks like he could be a movie star from this time period. That figures, considering his erstwhile dreams of Link stardom. From what I recall, Erik never graduated from acting in online advertisements. "Prove it."

	"That I'm me?" His face flickers, for a moment becoming the tall, dark and handsome man I know. It's a trick any of us can perform in VR and the only way to prove you are who you say you are. Only the player can reveal his or her face while in virtual. There's no way to fake it, no matter how tech savvy an impersonator might be. The ocular lenses take a retinal scan, then match it to our image on the Linkstream.

	"I know you're you," I reply. Only Erik would be this obnoxious. "Prove that Drasko sent you."

	"Oh. Right." He nods, settling into the booth and removing his black fedora. Fiddling with it, he says in a conspiratorial voice, "Have you read any H.G. Wells lately?"

	"Try again." I narrow my gaze at him and fold my arms.

	"That's what he told me to tell you."

	Maybe. Or Erik overheard Julian a few seconds ago. "I want the usual passphrase we use. I ask him if he's had his aerocar fumigated recently, and he says…?"

	Erik stares back at me. Helpless.

	"Figured as much." I rise from the booth and start walking. Julian looks my way from behind the bar and holds up the drink he was about to deliver, but I shake my head. He glances at Erik—from the sound of things, he's bounding after me, hat in hand—and Julian's one-eyed expression asks if I want him to intervene, with or without the sawed-off shotgun stored under the bar. I shake my head again. 

	I can handle Erik.

	Opening my umbrella, I lean against the crash bar on the tavern door and step out into the pouring rain, squinting against the flashing headlights as cars splash past.

	"How else was I supposed to get you to talk to me?" Erik has his hat back on with its electrostatic bubble activated, protecting his avatar from the rain. "You don't return my calls, you're always too busy to meet up—"

	"Thought you were back on the family farm." In Dome 9 with his mom as well as both of his biological parents, Samson and Shechara, survivors from North America. Like me, Erik is one of the Twenty. Unlike me, he's had no problem acclimating to his weird new family structure. "You said you'd given up on city life."

	"I am. I mean, I have. That's where I am right now, at the farmhouse."

	 "No." I pivot to face him. "You're interfering with an official investigation. Pretending to be a go-between for a man whose life is in jeopardy." 

	How the hell did Erik find me? If he's managed to hack my augments and track me in VR—

	"I'm telling you the truth, Sera. Drasko gave me the H.G. Wells thing to tell you. He didn't give me anything else." He takes a step closer. Our electrostatic bubbles shiver as they meet. "Is it true? Trezon can make himself invisible?"

	I nod reluctantly.

	"Sounds like somebody else we once knew." He means Tucker, the man responsible for carrying us across the North American Wastes as fetuses inside those portable incubation chambers. A long, strange story, that. Suffice it to say, the changes to his DNA had rendered him permanently invisible, except, for some reason, the sun cast his shadow across the ground. Nobody understood why, including him. "So Trezon finally has what he's wanted. A superpower."

	"Please don't call it that."

	"Why not?"

	"It trivializes the situation. And sensationalizes it." I study his avatar. "You don't seem worried about him coming after you."

	He gestures at the black-and-white face of his avatar. "Under this confident facade, I'm a quivering mass of fear." A lame attempt at humor. Then he clears his throat and frowns, his serious act. "He has no reason to get even with me. Sure, Trezon and I had a few business deals in the past, but he always made plenty of money in the process—"

	"You led the authorities straight to him." Those authorities being me at first, and then Commander Bishop herself. In a roundabout way.

	His avatar's mouth opens slightly, but it takes a while for any words to emerge. "I'm small potatoes. Your pal Drasko took Trezon's throne. So he's the one we should be focused on right now."

	I shake my head. "I still don't get why Drasko would send you, of all people."

	"I told him I wanted to see you. That I've been trying to—"

	"So the two of you are best buds now?" Tough to imagine. "You hang out a lot?"

	"Since Trezon's short-lived capture, we've been in touch. Come to find out, we have a few things in common." He pauses. "We both care about you. More than a little."

	I can't do this. "Tell him to stay safe. We'll capture Trezon before he gets anywhere close to Dome 10."

	I step past him, but he reaches out and takes my arm, his face close to mine. 

	"You can't keep pushing people away, Sera." He searches my avatar's eyes. Not sure what he sees there, but his expression is one of genuine concern. Or as close to genuine as you can get in VR. "You're not a murderer. You don't have to carry that burden."

	"I killed him."

	"It was self-defense. He tried to kill you—with a freakin' laser welder!"

	"Be safe, Erik."

	I shrug off his hold on me and turn away, navigating a course between the oncoming virtual bodies of AI characters and other players walking along the sidewalk. A few of their electrostatic shields bump into my umbrella's, causing minor shudders, but none of them run into my avatar. I glance over my shoulder to find the crowd coalescing in my wake, and no sign of Erik in pursuit. Maybe he's finally gotten the hint.

	We had our adventure: finding our respective siblings, learning about our supernatural abilities, taking down two of the most powerful and dangerous egomaniacs in Eurasia. But that doesn't mean we have to be fast friends because of it. Besides our bizarre upbringing, we have nothing in common. He lives on a farm in an agricultural dome; I live in the nucleus of Eurasian society. He lives in a house with his family—the woman he knew as his mother for most of his life, as well as the biological parents he met only recently. I live alone in my cube. I have a demanding job and a promotion to justify. He doesn't have any career goals, as far as I know. 

	And he's just plain annoying.

	It would be like Drasko to try to set us up like this. The guy's got a target on his back, and he's more interested in my dating life. Once I make sure Trezon can't hurt him, I'll have to find Drasko in the real world and kick his ass. Or shoot him with my shocker. Fair's fair.

	Reaching one of the dark alleys where players can drop in and bail out without interrupting the verisimilitude of our virtual environment, I make my way into the shadows and tap my temple. Gradually, I swim up to the surface, so to speak, blinking repeatedly as my eyes focus on my real-world surroundings. The table in front of me. The dark cube around me. The security clone as still as a suit of armor.

	"Were you successful, Investigator Chen?" Dunn continues to stare at the wall where my father's miao dao is mounted. The two-handed saber—an extravagant gift to celebrate my promotion—was passed down through the generations to Victor Chen from his ancestors, who lived free in Hong Kong. I've held it a couple times, struck a kung fu pose or two with it, but it's never felt like a part of my heritage. Because it's not.

	Yet it does carry a special power, reminding me of how much my father loves me, and how proud he is of me. That's what I see when I look at it.

	I clear my throat. "Drasko's alive, and he's in hiding."

	"Your pulse is rapid. Your body temperature has increased—"

	"You can tell all of that by looking at the wall?" If so, then it doesn't matter whether Dunn's staring at me or not. He can violate my privacy either way. "Why don't you scan my brain while you're at it and make sure I haven't caused myself any permanent damage."

	"Scanning," Dunn says.

	"I wasn't being serious."

	After a few seconds of awkward silence, he replies, "There does not appear to be evidence of trauma. But your scheduled MedTech brainscan will be much more thorough than my surface-level examination."

	Of course it will. I check my chronometer, located at the periphery of my ocular lens display. It didn't feel like it, but I spent over an hour in VR. Time flies when you're getting nowhere.

	Scratch that. I found out Trezon hasn't killed Drasko yet, which means he hasn't made it out of Dome 1. So if I can somehow manage to find the invisible fiend within the next hour—before that infernal MedTech appointment gives Hudson a justifiable reason to take my badge and shocker—

	Is that what I really think is going on? Or am I just resorting to hyperbole as a means of managing my current stress levels, which happen to be obvious enough to a security clone standing across the room studying a wall?

	"I am sensing heightened anxiety levels at the mention of your appointment."

	"Stop scanning me. And please look at me when I'm talking to you."

	"Yes, Investigator Chen." He pivots to face me.

	"If this partnership is going to work, I'll need you to give me some space from time to time."

	"Would you like me to step outside, now that you are no longer in VR?"

	"That's not—" I take a moment to collect myself. "We're partners. So that means I should share certain things with you. Case-related things. But other things need to stay private." Or maybe not. I don't know. I'm not thinking as clearly as I should. That stimulant didn't do much for me. Maybe I should take another? "I need to bounce something off you. Get your feedback."

	"Of course." He stands at attention with his rifle at rest.

	"How about you set that down?" I gesture at the weapon.

	His helmet tilts to one side. There isn't a whole lot of room in here.

	"On the bed is fine." I exhale and squeeze the bridge of my nose. This is probably a bad idea, but I don't have anybody else to talk to right now. Other than Erik, who would have jumped at the chance. But I'd rather interact with a clone who doesn't demand anything from me except professionalism. I can do professionalism. What I can't do is flawed human interaction, not right now. I just don't have the patience for it. "Alright, hear me out. We both know Hudson's not my biggest fan."

	Dunn straightens after placing his assault rifle on the bed. Even though he's covered from head to toe in white armor, he somehow looks naked without the weapon. "There is no evidence that Chief Inspector Hudson dislikes you."

	"Fine. He's tough on me. We can agree on that much."

	"It may mean that he values your skill set. Some in authority treat the ones they most appreciate the harshest in order to avoid the appearance of favoritism."

	This is going nowhere. "So it's your opinion that he doesn't want to kick me off the force."

	Dunn's helmet rocks back a millimeter. "You are an exemplary officer, Investigator Chen. He would have no grounds for your dismissal."

	Right. "Which brings me to the brainscan."

	Dunn's silence could be interpreted as Ah. I see. "You believe if there is any evidence of abnormalities, he will no longer allow you to serve as an investigator."

	"It would give him an excuse to confiscate my badge."

	"Why would Chief Inspector Hudson not want you in his division?"

	I don't know. Maybe because Commander Bishop promoted me without his input? I never jumped through any of his hoops, like his other investigators were required to do. I never had to earn his approval. 

	"My rank wasn't earned. It was handed to me."

	"Due to your exemplary work uncovering Dr. Solomon Wong's intended coup, Investigator Chen. The Twenty would have been imprisoned in cryo-freeze chambers for centuries, if not for you. The embryos of those countless animal species, extinct for decades, would have remained hidden from the public, as would Dr. Wong's terraforming plans for every devastated continent on the globe." Dunn's helmet shifts side to side. "You have done more for Eurasian society than any other investigator serving under Chief Inspector Hudson. There is no reason for him to want to be rid of you. If I may be so bold, I would argue that his concern for your wellbeing is evidence that he hopes you will continue to serve in his division for many years to come."

	I don't have a witty comeback ready. Probably because I've never heard Dunn be so adamant about anything before. He's made suggestions, not arguments. It's clear to see that he is evolving. Becoming more unique as an individual. More human. 

	Only time will tell whether that's an improvement.

	"We should head back." I rise from my chair, scooting it across the bamboo flooring. "Don't want to keep my robodoc waiting."

	Never mind that an invisible criminal is on the loose, and my own supervisor doesn't believe me. Instead, he thinks I need to have my head examined. Trezon is out there somewhere, and it's only a matter of time before he makes his presence known in a big way. Good luck tracking him down once he gets his band back together. And heavens help us if he's somehow able to transfer his ability to any of them.

	A strange thought. No dust freak or so-called demigod that I've ever met has been able to do such a thing. Why would I be concerned that he might? Definitely a worst-case scenario. Hope for the best, prepare for the absolute worst. My personal credo.

	But it does nothing for me as I approach the door. It slides open, and I walk out as I've done countless times before. Except I can't walk out. Because there's an invisible body blocking my path.

	My hand drops to my holstered shocker. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dunn scoop up his rifle and turn to aim. But we're both too damn slow.

	A force like the energy burst that threw me off Hawthorne Tower explodes in the doorway, bowling me over. I hear Dunn's armor clatter against the wall behind me and slide to the floor as I fall backward across my bed. Whatever knocked me down did the same to him.

	"Sera Chen," says the voice of Trezon inside my cube, but he's nowhere to be seen. The door slides shut. "I'm looking for a friend of yours who doesn't want to be found. And I need a way back to Dome 10 that won't draw any attention. I'm hoping you'll be able to help me on both counts."

	My hand still rests on my holstered shocker. I draw it faster than I've ever drawn it before—and there it remains, out of its holster with the muzzle aimed downward. No matter how hard I try to raise it, I can't get my arm to move. It's held immobile, frozen in midair, as if someone has paused time. 

	But no, that's not it at all. The rest of me can move like normal.

	"You really should have entered this into evidence, Chen. Or at least handed it over to your superior. Krime's grav weapon—modeled after my own, which met an untimely demise. Instead, you kept it in your locker? What were you thinking?"

	I hear Dunn shift quickly behind me.

	"Uh-uh," Trezon says, and I turn in time to see Dunn hurled through the air with another concussive burst of weaponized gravity. His armored limbs flail uselessly as he spirals into my windowall and then through it, the tinted pane shattering into jagged pieces that blow outward with his body and plummet out of sight. "Goodbye, clone."

	"NO!" I scream, lunging after Dunn and stopping short. 

	Because my body won't move any farther. I'm frozen in place, held by a localized gravitational field.

	"Now that we're alone, perhaps we can become better acquainted." Trezon's oily voice is closer now, less than a meter away. The bed sinks beside me with the indentation of his invisible rear end. I sure hope he isn't naked. "Is there any particular reason why you haven't gotten that wound cleaned up yet? I thought you would have, after I bashed your head in last night."

	"I won't help you," I grate out through clenched teeth. "You're wasting your time."

	"Hmm." He pauses. "The way I see it, we have less than an hour before your brainscan. Isn't that right?" Another pause. "Plenty of time for you to point me in the right direction—and make sure I get there without any pesky police interference."

	My eyes sting. I can't get the image out of my mind: Dunn's broken body plastered across the pavement ten floors below us. Part of me wants to hope that he survived the fall, that somehow his armor kept him alive. Part of me knows that's the wishful thinking of my internal child. A clone is flesh and blood, just like a human. Our bodies are easily punctured, our bones so easily broken. If any part of him remains intact down on the sidewalk outside, it won't be alive for long. He'll be recycled, and Dome 1's first experimental partnering of a human officer and a security clone will be over.

	Dunn will never fully become...the person he was becoming.

	Thanks to Chief Inspector Hudson's failure to believe me. That Trezon is invisible. That he stole Krime's illegal grav weapon. That he's in Dome 1 and wants to get back to Dome 10 to reclaim his empire.

	My eyes keep stinging, but now I'm angry. "Either kill me or get the hell out of here."

	Trezon chuckles. "Oh, I'm not going to kill you. Crush a couple of your limbs, perhaps. Squeeze you a bit, see what pops. There are so many settings on this marvelous weapon. I can release a powerful burst that throws my victims through the air. Or I can freeze them in place while everything around them moves normally. Narrowing the beam even further, I can focus on just those pretty fingers grasping your shock weapon, and I can break them. One by one."

	"You won't be invisible for long." I decide it's best to distract him, if I can. "I don't care how much dust you've snorted. The effects never last, no matter how bizarre they are. And then you'll have to get out of this building under the watchful eye of every camera along every damn hallway."

	He's quiet for a moment. "You think that's what this is? That I'm a dust freak?" He laughs out loud. "I have been as you see me now since my escape from that correctional center, forty-eight hours ago. How exactly would I manage such a feat, if I were an addict? I would need dust by the kilo, pumped into me constantly by a tank and breather!"

	"I'm sure you could get your hands on whatever you need."

	"Without a doubt. But rest assured, this ability is something altogether different."

	"Some new tech, then."

	"Do you really want to know?"

	Invisible pressure increases on my thumb and forefinger, curled around the grip of my shocker. Just a guess, but I'd say he's adjusting the gravity on my shooting hand. He can crush it, along with my weapon, and he still won't get anything from me. I wasn't going to help him before he hurled Dunn out the window. I'm definitely not helping him now.

	"Tell me what I want to know, and I will share my secret with you," Trezon says into my ear, his breath too warm, too close. "A new day is dawning in Eurasia, Chen. We don't have to live as the humans of old. We can have power. God-like power!"

	"You go around playing the invisible man, and that makes you think you're a god?" Pressure crackles through my knuckles. I grit my teeth against the pain. "Crush my hand without using that weapon, and maybe I'll change my mind about your power," I grate out. "But right now, you're just a kid in a costume wielding a bully's toy."

	"You cannot make me angry. I am far beyond such base emotions."

	"I'm just telling you like it is. We've got trackers all over Dome 1 looking for you. I don't care how long you can stay invisible. You're going back to prison."

	"No cage can hold me."

	My thumb breaks, twisting sideways at a very wrong angle. I bite down on the yelp that tears out of me. Oh, but it hurts.

	"It doesn't have to be this way, Chen. Just take me to Drasko. I'm sure you would have no difficulty requisitioning an aerocar and a pilot."

	"My partner could have flown you," I growl. "But you tossed him out the window."

	"I had to show you how serious I am." My index finger snaps next, straight up at the joint, and Trezon clucks his tongue as I groan. If it wasn't for the gravitational field holding me, I'd be trembling right now. "You're making this far too difficult, Detective."

	"I have no idea where Drasko is. He knows you're coming for him, so he's gone underground. He wouldn't even meet me in VR."

	I've said too much, damn it. What the hell is wrong with me? I should be able to withstand this. A broken finger or two is nothing compared to a laser welder burning its way through my shoulder.

	Trezon is silent for a beat or two. "I believe you," he says at length.

	The gravitational field releases me, and I collapse to the floor in a heap. Pain knifes along my shooting hand, and my shocker clatters across the bamboo. I grab the weapon with my other hand and pull the trigger nonstop, firing pulse rounds at my door as it slides open and then shut. The shocker hits nothing, the sparking rounds fizzling out as they strike inert, non-biological matter.

	Trezon has made his exit.

	"Suspect, armed and dangerous, has left my cube," I report to HQ via audiolink. I don't dash after the invisible man. Instead I stick my head out through the shattered windowall and wince at the sight of Dunn's body lying on the sidewalk down below, his limbs turned at sharp, unnatural angles. Motionless.

	A crowd of citizens in high-collared tunics, form-fitting trousers, and loose robes in various earth tones surround him, murmuring among themselves. Some record the grisly scene with their ocular lenses. None of them offer Dunn any help. Because he's beyond help? Or because they don't know what to do with a dead security clone?

	No. He's not dead. He can't be.

	I charge out of my cube and take the stairs down to street level, my boots skipping steps, leaping onto landings between floors. 

	"Officer down. Condition critical. Send medical to my location." I sound winded, but it's not from the exertion. My heart is pounding, my body flooded with fear that we'll be too late to do any good.

	I don't slow down until I'm outside in blue-tinted sunlight, shouting at the gawkers to make a lane. My boots crunch across broken glass, and I drop to the pavement at Dunn's side, my augments already scanning him for vital signs.

	They're faint, but they're present. A ten-floor drop, and he's still got a pulse. Hard to believe.

	"Dunn, can you hear me?" I lean close and see only my own worried reflection in his fractured helmet. My first instinct is to remove it to see his face, but if he's suffered a spinal injury, the last thing I should be doing is jostling his neck. So I leave it alone. My trembling hands hover over him. "Dunn, medical is on the way."

	"That is not...my designation," he says, his voice tight.

	I can't hide the smile that flickers across my lips before vanishing. He has a pulse, and he can breathe, as evidenced by the ability to speak. So why is my heart still hammering inside my chest?

	"Can you move?"

	"I appear to be...broken...Investigator Chen."

	"You're gonna be all right. Help is on the way."

	"Not for me, I am afraid," he says. 

	Then he doesn't say anything else.
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	The medical aerocar—white with crimson accents and a big red cross along each side—descends with enough jet wash from its ionic thrusters to drive back the crowd. The citizens hold up their hands and squint against the blast of air, but they refuse to vacate the scene. As soon as the vehicle touches down, both doors float upward like wings, and a pair of medical staff dressed in white bodysuits charge straight for me.

	"We're here to assist you, Investigator Chen," one of them says, surveying the hours-old gash on my forehead. The other one is scanning my mangled shooting hand with a portable XR device. The broken bones in my thumb and index finger light up on the miniature screen as needing immediate attention. 

	Neither medic so much as glances at Dunn.

	"Not me—him!" I shove them away and point at my partner lying on the ground. "Help him, please."

	They look at Dunn and then at each other with identical confused expressions. 

	"It's a clone, Chen. It will be recycled," one of them says, like this is common knowledge. Which it is, I suppose.

	"No." I shake my head and point adamantly at Dunn. "Check his vitals. He's still alive."

	They shrug as if there's nothing they can do. Because it's the law? Or because Dunn isn't worth their time? Humans receive medical attention for hangnails. Clones who fall out ten-story windows are ignored. Because they're replaceable.

	"He's my damn partner." I point my shocker at each of the medics in turn and earn wide-eyed looks of disbelief. "Help him!"

	Something in my demeanor must convince them that I'm serious, or that I'm suffering a psychotic break. Either way, they cautiously kneel beside Dunn and glance over their shoulders at me, worried that I might shoot them in the back. I keep my shocker in play, muzzle twitching from one to the other.

	"You don't have to threaten us," one says.

	"This is highly irregular," says the other.

	"Do it!" I lunge forward a step, and they get to work, scanning Dunn's injuries with their handheld devices and murmuring to each other in low tones. 

	The crowd is talking among themselves again, undoubtedly surprised to see a clone receiving medical attention while an injured human stands nearby. I tug a few strands of hair over my forehead wound and keep my broken fingers behind my back. The pain should be really something to contend with once I'm off this adrenaline high.

	A transmission alert lights up in the periphery of my vision. I blink to receive the hail as I keep my full attention on the medics in front of me.

	"What the hell is going on there, Chen?" Chief Inspector Hudson has lost his cool. A holographic projection of his chiseled features floats a meter in front of me for my eyes only.

	"Trezon showed up at my cube, sir," I subvocalize so only he can hear. "He attacked my partner and myself."

	"You expect me to believe—"

	"Our analysts should have the footage from the hallway cameras. You'll see exactly what happened." Before my door slid shut, anyway.

	He shakes his head, cursing under his breath. "The cameras on your floor were out of commission for ten minutes."

	Another glitch? Just like the locker room. "It was Trezon, sir. You have to believe me."

	"No. I don't. You are obviously displaying signs of severe psychosis."

	"He deactivated—"

	"A man you believe to be invisible? Why would he need to deactivate any cameras?" Hudson scoffs. "More likely this scenario is the fabrication of a recently promoted officer with neural problems—due to toggling her augments on and off!"

	My augments were on during the incident. So who cares about those hallway cameras? "The analysts should have a record of everything I saw, sir."

	"Of course they do. I've already reviewed it. There is no evidence of an invisible attacker in your cube."

	Because he's invisible, damn it! "You think I threw Dunn out my own window?"

	"Who?"

	I grind my teeth. "Unit D1-436. My partner. How could I possibly—?"

	"It has come to my attention that you withheld evidence from the recent arrest of a man calling himself Krime. Actual name: Melville Atherton."

	That name is a crime in itself. "I can explain, sir."

	"You will. After your brainscan. The medical team you summoned will take you directly to MedTech, where you will undergo your scheduled procedure. The medics have been authorized to confiscate your weapon until I deem you capable of carrying such a thing without aiming it at civilians. Do we have an understanding?"

	Almost. "Dunn goes with me. I want his injuries treated while I'm having my head examined."

	"Is that an order, Investigator Chen?" He smirks.

	"A request. Sir. Unit D1-436 has been…" My gaze drifts to Dunn and the medics attending to him, one scanning his broken limbs while the other focuses his device on the cracked helmet. They haven't moved him a centimeter. If I wasn't standing here aiming a shocker at them, I'm sure they would have flipped him over and peeled off his armor by now. "He's an exceptional partner. He's evolving, becoming more…than a conditioned clone."

	"That remains to be seen." Hudson's attention drifts. Something happening in HQ is more interesting to him at the moment. "Do not get too attached to your pet, Chen. If it cannot be repaired, then we'll find you a suitable replacement. A human partner. That's assuming your brainscan checks out, and you abandon your penchant for insubordination." He signs off without another word.

	The medics rise simultaneously and face me. Neither one looks prepared to ask me to surrender my weapon.

	"He's going with us." I nod toward Dunn's motionless form.

	They don't argue. One summons a gurney from the ambulance, and it hovers our way a meter off the ground without a single wobble. Then it descends to rest on the pavement beside Dunn.

	"Careful." I watch the medics as they pick up my partner and transfer him onto the gurney. Dunn doesn't make a sound. I'm tempted to disable my augments and probe his mind, but I refrain. I don't want another browbeating from Hudson, and if he's right that toggling back and forth has affected my brain in some way, then I don't want to incur further damage. I have no choice but to trust these medical personnel, that they'll do no harm—even to a clone. "Give me his vitals."

	"Pulse and respiration normal," one of them says as the gurney, now carrying Dunn's broken body, rises from the sidewalk. "The clone is unconscious."

	"His name is Dunn."

	The medics glance at each other but don't comment.

	"This way, Investigator Chen." One extends his arm toward their waiting aerocar while the other escorts the gurney carrying their unconscious patient. "As Chief Inspector Hudson informed you, we'll be escorting you to your appointment."

	I lower my shocker, keeping it down at my side. Unholstered, in case I need it. I nod for him to walk ahead, and after a beat, I follow.

	Do I really think there's something wrong with my head? At this point, I can't rule it out. If getting scanned will keep Hudson off my back so that I can do my job, so be it. And if the results keep me from working on the force? 

	Can't think about that right now. Can't stop myself, either.

	Maybe the upshot will be brain surgery, and despite no longer being allowed to do my job, I won't see Dr. Wong's bloody face anymore when I close my eyes. That part of my mind will miraculously be repaired, and I'll be able to sleep again—all day, all night, like any other depressed citizen lacking a life purpose. Whiling away my days in Dome 6, attended to by my biological parents who seem to think their calling is helping the sicks and sharing Luther's belief in the Way.

	I'd rather be crushed to death by Trezon's grav weapon.

	Once Dunn is secure in the passenger compartment—not the cargo hold, I made sure of that—and the rest of us are strapped in, the pilot takes us aloft with a burst of air from the powerful engines. The crowd below finally disperses once the show is over, and we head along aerial traffic lanes to HQ's rooftop landing platform. We arrive within minutes, thanks to every other vehicle in flight yielding the right of way to our flashing lights.

	I keep close to Dunn's silent, armor-covered body as the gurney takes him out of the aerocar, its magnetic coils clicking as they cool down.

	"Your clone is in good hands," one of the medics says once we reach the speedlift.

	"He's my partner."

	The other medic keeps his eyes to himself and presses two different floors on the display panel. MedTech on Level 6 for me, and Level 5 for Dunn. The robodoc or human doctors assigned to him will have plenty on their plate, fixing him up again with all manner of biosynthetics. Just like my shoulder, Dunn will be good as new. 

	He'd better be.

	I'm not comfortable with the two of us being split up like this. Some dark corner of my mind doesn't trust the fact that soon we're both going to be at the mercy of medical machines. My brainscan. Dunn's physiological repairs. If I was a less trusting person, I might say this was intentional, that Trezon and Hudson are working in tandem to keep us out of commission.

	You do not trust command. Dunn's voice again, nagging at the back of my mind.

	Trezon had help. That much is clear. You don't just wander into HQ off the street in the middle of the night and somehow manage to disable surveillance. The same goes for my cube complex. I'm not the only law enforcer who lives there, along with a variety of other civil servants scattered across various floors. The analysts in our command center should have caught anyone without security privileges monkeying with the cameras around my cube, let alone HQ itself. 

	But do I really believe Hudson is aiding and abetting a prison escapee? Part of me might hope he is, just so he gets fired and I can work directly for Commander Bishop again—until she finds a suitable replacement Chief Inspector. 

	At this point, anybody would be an improvement.

	I pat Dunn's armored shoulder as the speedlift doors open onto the MedTech level. Then I turn and give the medic on either side of his hovering gurney a cold stare.

	"Don't even think about replacing him with another clone. I'll know the difference." I make a point of holstering my shocker in front of them and patting the grip. In the awkward silence that follows, I take my time studying each medic. "And I never forget a face."

	The way they fail to blink and then dry-swallow simultaneously makes me think they understand my subtext.

	I strike out across the polished floor, my boots making my presence known, passing the front desk where a trio of nurses sit with their eyes glazed over, sorting through medical files and duty rosters via their ocular lenses. As I approach the MedTech bay, the doors slide open like they're expecting me. 

	By this point, they probably should be. 

	A boxy robodoc rolls forward on its rubber treads. "Investigator Chen, you are ten minutes early," it says in a cheerful monotone.

	"Let's get this over with." I fold my arms and glance at the empty cots and lack of human personnel. The other dozen or so robodocs sit in their docking stations, charging. I don't know what I was expecting—maybe Hudson and a few of his support staff gathered around with somber expressions, looking forward to watching the procedure and subsequent results that will kick me off the force, once and for all. Instead, I'm left feeling like this brainscan is little more than a formality, and my supervisor couldn't be bothered to attend. "Real happening place."

	"It is quiet now, but you should have been here an hour ago."

	Feels like I was. I watch the robodoc as it wheels around and wonder if it's the same one I've interacted with before. No way to tell. They all share the various charging stations. It's not like each one has its own assigned dock.

	It leads me to one of the cots halfway down the row. "A criminal's mind trawl unfortunately ended in the man's death."

	I stop short. "What?"

	It reaches the foot of the cot where it expects me to lie down. Then it rotates to face me. "Yes, it was quite a tragic event. The first of its kind, in our experience."

	"You're talking about Krime."

	"It was an accident, rest assured—"

	"The man's name. Krime." I frown, trying to remember what Hudson mentioned before. The man's real name. "Melville Atherton, I mean. He's dead?"
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