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      The Mendicant, a man of indeterminate age, ethnicity, and socioeconomic level, opened the door to the roof. He knew how to do so quietly, despite the hinges being rusted and corroded by years of neglect. He also knew better than to do so if he was the least bit unsure it was safe. In Ratway, rooftops were as dangerous as streets and alleys.

      The night air blew chilly this high, even though it was summer, and carried the tang of the polluted shipping channel known as the Smoke River. In the distance, sirens from a variety of city vehicles wailed in a dissonant, quintessentially urban chorus. Below, on the streets, cars streaked from light to light, drivers itching to break free.

      A young woman, arms folded impatiently, waited for him. She wore a dark hoodie over a black baseball cap, the combination shadowing most of her face. Army surplus boots, fingerless driving gloves, and worn jeans created a look simultaneously striking and yet generic; dozens of young women with her same basic appearance filled the city. Her lower face, all that was visible under the hood, was pleasant without being striking; she was pretty but not memorable. It was also impossible to guess her age with any accuracy; she could be as young as fifteen, or as old as thirty.The Mendicant appreciated such imprecision. In a world where everyone tried to be distinct, both he and this woman strove to be vague. It suited them both, for very different reasons.

      “Good morning,” he called.

      The first gray morning light illuminated her face under the hood and revealed the upper half was painted with black greasepaint, making a crude but effective mask. “What have you got for me?” she said, her voice flat and unfriendly.

      The Mendicant headed an organization of child thieves, pickpockets, and con artists. They were orphans, both boys and girls, capable of turning on tears in an instant or slipping through crowds so that they were impossible to follow. No one knew his real name or background, but he knew everything about everyone. Well, almost everyone.

      “Is that how you greet me?” he said with faux outrage. “No asking after my health? No inquiries about my family?”

      “I could give a shit about your health. And your ‘family’ has my sympathy. Put up or shut up. It’s late, and I’m tired.”

      “I’m sure you are. I heard about your little contretemps earlier. It’s drawn quite the crowd, if the sirens are any indication.”

      “Yeah, well, it needed doing, and nobody else was going to.”

      “I’m not arguing about that. But you do realize they’ll come after you with everything now that you’ve attacked two police officers.”

      “The ones who’ve been sexually abusing poor women and girls for months. Including a couple of yours.”

      The Mendicant frowned at this.

      “Oh, don’t pretend you didn’t know, or that you cared.”

      “I’m not pretending anything.”

      “Yeah, well, let them come looking for me. That’ll save me the trouble of looking for them.”

      “It’s war against the cops, then?”

      “It’s war against anyone who hurts the people of Ratway. And that could easily include you, if you stop being useful. So, what have you got?”

      He paused for a moment, trying unsuccessfully to read the shadowed, obscured face beneath the hood. Then began his recitation. “That dealer who calls himself Big Perm has moved over to the four hundred block of Tenth Street. Guess you made Marlin Avenue too hot for him.”

      “Or not hot enough, if he thinks just relocating will stop me. What else?”

      “There’s a pimp named Wogo. Asian, although I’m not sure from where. Works the block over by Torchy’s. I’ve seen three of his girls with facial bruises in the last two weeks.”

      She nodded; this needed no comment.

      “And finally, I have it on good authority that there’s going to be a hit.”

      “By a pro?”

      “Yes. Out of town action. On someone in the Kefali organization.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know. But it’ll happen in the next three days.”

      “Why the deadline?”

      “Because of the Festival.”

      “What festival?”

      “The Festival. It’s in Bay View this year.”

      “Never heard of it. And if it’s Bay View, it’s not my problem either.”

      “Are you sure about that?” He gestured at the borough below him, known officially as Rattaway after some nineteenth-century benefactor, but commonly referred to as Ratway. Once a rich community of immigrants all seeking the American dream, it was now rundown and crime-ridden, avoided by everyone except those who had business here, and those who couldn’t leave. “Kefali has his tentacles all over Ratway just like he does everywhere else.”

      “Everywhere else can deal with him on their own time,” she said. “I’m only concerned with what happens here.”

      “I thought superheroes stepped in when there was trouble anywhere.”

      “I’m not a superhero.”

      “Ah. Is it the river, then? Maybe you’re like a vampire, who can’t cross running water.”

      “You’re giving me a headache. Anything else?”

      “Just a suggestion: a cape. You need to wear a cape.”

      “I’m not wearing any fucking cape.”

      “Then that’s all I have.” He waited, and when she said nothing, he prompted, “And for me?”

      “You still want to use that abandoned gas station as a hideout?”

      “I prefer the term ‘staging area.’ And yes.”

      “Then you have it for the week. I won’t bother you, and I’ll do what I can to make sure no one else does.”

      “No one else would. But I appreciate the concern.”

      “But anything after that depends on what you have for me next time.”

      “Doesn’t it always?”

      “I’ll send word where we’ll meet next week.”

      “I’ll wait with tingles of anticipation.”

      “Oh, and where’s Sparrow?”

      “He’s working.”

      “I promised him a lightning trick this time.”

      “Mm. You do seem to take a shine to him, as they say down south, and that’s bad for morale.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Favoring one over the others. I try to keep them all equal.”

      She scowled at him. “You’re a piece of work, did you know that?”

      Before he could reply, there was a flash of bright blueish light. The Mendicant smelled ozone and had to blink away the searing after-image. When he did, the woman was gone.

      The sky grew lighter, and the hazy silhouettes of the East Side’s skyline across the river conveyed the glamor people imagined when they thought of the city, while the lingering shadows hid the criminals, victims, addicts, the depressed and suicidal ones, and all the other secrets from those naive romantics.

      Even after six months of passing tips to the Lightning Girl, he still wasn’t sure if she was a realist like him, or a romantic like those dreamers.

      As soon as he could see clearly again, the Mendicant descended to the streets, and back to his world.
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      A famous city once claimed to have eight million stories. This city has at least that many, and this is one of them—or several, depending on how you count. And although the Mendicant and the Lightning Girl are both involved, this particular story starts on the other side of the city, and in the same way so many other stories begin–with a killing.

      When Arthur Shawcross found the girl curled up in the passenger seat of his vintage Corvette convertible, he was instantly on his guard. He was middle-aged and very successful, but he also knew he was no great catch, and half-dressed pretty girls didn’t wait for him in his car without some ulterior motive.

      Whoever she was, she wore only a t-shirt and underwear, her multicolored hair was disheveled, and mascara tear tracks streaked her face. He looked around, but this section of the parking garage was empty, not only of people, but also of other vehicles.

      Why didn’t I put up the top? he thought in annoyance. Aloud, he said, “Hey. You in the ‘Vette. Wake up.”

      The girl opened her eyes and stretched. Then with a start, she sat up and huddled against the passenger door. “Don’t hurt me,” she blurted, knees drawn up to her chest.

      “I won’t hurt you, but how did you get in here? This is a secure building.”

      She blinked, pushed a mat of tangled multicolored hair from her face, and said, “I don’t know. I can’t remember.”

      “Uh-huh.” He put down his gym bag in the backseat. “What’s your name?”

      “Delilah.”

      “Hope you don’t do haircuts.”

      “What?” she asked blankly.

      “Nothing. Bad joke. How old are you, Delilah?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Why are you asking me so many questions?” She said this in a mixture of whine and pout that made her seem even younger.

      “Because I’m a lawyer, and that’s what I do. Where are the rest of your clothes?”

      “I don’t know,” she said in a small voice.

      Arthur sighed. Some GHB casualty picks his car to hide in, and now he’d have to spend the whole morning dealing with her, instead of playing tennis like he’d planned. “All right, come on, get out.”

      She opened the door and slowly exited. When she stood before him, he saw that she was indeed very shapely beneath her scant clothing, and her face was pretty and soft. She tried to pull her shirt down to cover her panties, which made a display of her cleavage. He suspected she was trying to present herself as sexy, a skill she’d probably learned as a form of protection. But Arthur saw a scared child.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Arthur assured her again. “I’m just going to call the police to come help you get home.”

      “Hey, pal, she’s with me,” a male voice said behind him. “What the hell are you doing to her?”

      Arthur turned. The man had short, scruffy brown hair, two-day stubble and wore jeans, a black t-shirt, and a well-worn corduroy jacket. He pointed a small automatic pistol.

      Shawcross sighed. “A shakedown? Really? Do you two have any idea who I am, and who I work for?”

      “We know exactly who you are,” Delilah said, all demureness gone. She skipped over to the man, no longer self-conscious, and stood beside him with a mischievous smile.

      “Then you also know that this building has state-of-the-art security.” Arthur realized as he said it that guards should’ve been here by now, and for the first time felt apprehensive.

      The man raised the gun and pointed it at Arthur’s chest. “We’ll take that chance,” he said, and shot Arthur through the heart.

      The lawyer fell dead to the concrete.

      “Good job, Delilah.”

      “Did you get a look at the car?” Delilah asked. “It’s a 1990 ZR-1. It’s got a 6.2-liter V8 under the hood. Do you know what Car and Rider said about it?” She looked up, as if searching her memory. “‘It’s the most civilized and least expensive sports car there is, because it’s still a Corvette.’”

      “That’s nice,” the man said patiently, “but we’re only half done with our job.”

      “Oh! The bag!” She rushed to a shadowy corner and returned with a heavy brown satchel. She took out some penguin-patterned leggings, quickly pulled them on, and stepped into some worn flats. Then, from the bottom of the bag, she took out an enormous pair of surgical shears.
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      Arthur Shawcross’s body was found by Josh Wilbanks, another resident of the posh condo tower, when he returned from an all-nighter celebrating the release of a new clothing line. He parked his Mini Hummer across two spaces, got out, and slipped in the blood trailing from the corpse to the nearest drain. Since Wilbanks was still relatively stoned, his first call was to his lawyer; he couldn’t be entirely sure he hadn’t been somehow responsible. Once reassured, he called the police.

      Even before the victim was identified, the location of the murder assured that it drew a pair of experienced detectives, Laura Slade and Cole Slaughter, from the nearby 6th precinct. It also assured that someone, probably one of the uniformed officers swarming to block all the entrances to the garage, would tip off the media. In this city, nothing remained secret for long.
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      Shawcross’s body lay beside his Corvette. Yellow crime scene tape blocked off the whole floor of the garage, and technicians from CSU did their arcane work across every square inch of that protected space. Three junior detectives milled around, awaiting orders.

      Nearby, lead detective Laura Slade spoke to Wilbanks. Thirty-five, of average height, Laura wore round John Lennon glasses. But suspects who assumed her bookish demeanor meant a woman meek and easily intimidated learned very quickly how wrong they were. She’d earned a brown belt in Krav Maga, the fighting style used by the Israeli Defense Forces, as well as finishing in the top five in the department’s marksmanship competition for the past seven years. Soft-spoken and easy-going until it was time not to be, gossip said she could kill you in more ways than you knew how to die.

      Josh Wilbanks, sobering rapidly after finding the body, was one of those wealthy young men who resembled nothing so much as the villain in an 80s fraternity movie, although at the moment he was so flustered he was barely coherent. Laura stayed extra calm, hoping it would rub off a little. She asked, “Just take a deep breath, Mr. Wilbanks, and tell me how you found him.”

      His pale face gleamed with sweat. “I was coming home after a party. My space is right across from that Corvette.”

      “Do you know the Corvette’s owner?”

      “Isn’t that him under the sheet?”

      Laura sighed. Whatever the guy was burning off, he still had enough in him to keep his pupils dilated. “I mean, did you know him before?”

      “No, I’d seen him around, but we never spoke. It’s kind of a status thing: the people who live here are too important to speak to each other.”

      “What did you do when you saw him?”

      “At first I thought he’d had a heart attack or something, but when I saw all the blood, and what was missing…” He swallowed hard. “It was pretty obvious his heart wasn’t the problem. So I called the police.”

      Laura nodded at the Mini Hummer parked across two spaces. “Tell me, are you better at staying in the lines when you color?”

      It took Wilbanks a moment, then he said defensively. “I pay for both slots.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Laura motioned one of the junior detectives over. “This gentleman will take you down to the station to make an official statement.”

      “I need to clean up a little first.”

      “We don’t have a dress code. You can get in wearing anything.”

      The junior detective took Wilbanks’ arm and led him toward the elevator, but he called back over his shoulder, “Did you find his…?”

      “I really can’t say,” Laura replied.

      When the elevator doors opened, Laura’s partner Cole Slaughter emerged. A year younger and three years her junior on the force, he had neat blond hair, bright blue eyes, and a disarming smile that had suckered more than one perp into incriminating himself. He joined her and said, “Well, here’s a coincidence for you. The whole security system was out for thirty minutes. Just shut itself off, then came back on. Guess what it didn’t get?”

      “Our killers coming in, killing the victim, or going out,” Laura said wearily.

      “You’re almost as smart as your phone,” Cole teased.

      One of the crime scene technicians came over and handed them a wallet in a plastic evidence bag. “It appears the ‘Vette’s registration was right,” the tech said. “Our boy was Arthur Shawcross.”

      Laura put on latex gloves and carefully removed the wallet. The driver’s license confirmed the identity, but of course the photo couldn’t be used as verification. “The Dodger,” she said. She asked the picture, “Now who did you piss off?”

      Arthur “The Dodger” Shawcross was a lawyer who represented only one reclusive client, yet in law enforcement circles he was as well-known as the ones touted in late-night infomercials. His courtroom skills were legendary; he was one of the few top defense attorneys who relished a jury trial. And he always won, usually through his rhetoric, although on occasion witnesses did change their minds about testifying, or mysteriously disappeared altogether. Still, nothing ever stuck to him or his clients. Hence his nickname.

      And now, someone had killed him and taken his head.

      “Was the beheading the cause of death?” Cole asked.

      “Nah, he was shot,” the CSU man said. He popped his bubblegum before adding, “There’d be tons more blood if his heart had still been beating when his head came off. But his head ain’t the only thing missing. He’s also is missing a ring.”

      “How do you know?”

      “‘Cause they damn near tore his finger off getting it.”

      “Wedding ring?” Laura asked.

      “Judging from the indent on his finger, I’m guessing something bulkier. Like a class ring or something.”

      Laura looked at Cole. “I don’t know many fifty-year-old men who still wear a class ring.”

      “Maybe a Masonic ring, then,” the technician said with a shrug. “You know they run everything, right?”

      “Slaughter and Slade,” a woman’s voice called. “Wondered who the lucky detectives would be. Should’ve known.”

      They turned toward the voice. Cole said, “Hey, Becca.”

      Rebecca Hutchcraft, crime reporter for the Daily Standard, the city’s lone remaining daily newspaper, joined them. Forty, red-haired, and lean, she wore her press pass on a lanyard around her neck. Technically she wasn’t supposed to be here, but she knew everyone in the 6th. “I hear through the grapevine that someone lost his head this morning. Can you confirm that?”

      “How did you get here so fast?” Cole said suspiciously.

      “I hit all the green lights. Have you identified the victim yet?”

      “His identity hasn’t been confirmed,” Cole said.

      “Oh, come on, Cole, by the time I get a story out, everyone will already know.”

      Cole exchanged a look with Laura. Hutchcraft was really one of the last of her kind: an honorable reporter. Laura shrug-nodded; nothing could be kept quiet for long these days, anyway.

      “It’s Arthur Shawcross,” Cole said. “The Dodger. Shot once in the chest, then decapitated.”

      Rebecca didn’t blink. “Any suspects?”

      Cole waved his hand. “Right now, a whole city full.”

      “Think it was a pro?”

      “Given where we are, I think we can rule out a random mugging.”

      “Thanks.” Rebecca quickly scribbled notes on her pad. “Shit, guys. Does that mean there’s a gang war coming?”

      “If there is,” Cole said, “it’ll be an octopus war.”

      “What’s an ‘octopus war?’”

      “Well-armed.”

      Laura sighed and rolled her eyes. “Cole. Damn.”

      “Maybe you should go over to Ratway and recruit the Lightning Girl,” Rebecca said.

      “Oh, come on,” Cole said. “You don’t believe in that, do you?”

      “I didn’t,” Rebecca said. “Until she attacked those two cops last night.”
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      Twenty-five blocks away, in the top floor suite of an office tower near the river, Belinda June “B.J.” Burr touched her Bluetooth earpiece. “Yes?”

      The Kefali Corporation’s senior vice president was statuesque and dark-haired, with a no-nonsense demeanor known to petrify lesser mortals. Rumor far downstream in the organization said she got the job by being very friendly to Stavros Kefali himself, the company’s seldom-seen, never-photographed Greek owner. Those closer to the situation suspected B.J. was actually Kefali’s daughter, and he kept the relationship secret for her own protection. The second allegation was closer to the truth, but missed some crucial details.

      But however B.J. got her job, she occupied it with a steely competence seen as the living manifestation of Stavros Kefali’s will. She wasn’t mere eye candy or a powerless figurehead.

      Now she listened to the voice of her personal assistant, Stefan Carr, his voice shaking. “You b-better check Channel 5’s breaking news. It’s about The Dodger.”

      B.J. brought up her internet browser and quickly navigated to Channel 5’s page. The red banner across the top announced, NOTED ATTORNEY FOUND MURDERED. She clicked on the link, and it opened a video window with a live feed. A handsome Black newscaster with a microphone broadcast in front of an upscale residential building.

      “...sources within the police department say Shawcross was shot from close range and may have known his assailant. Shawcross, known as ‘The Dodger,’ has been linked with organized crime, and those same sources warn that this could mark the beginning of a turf war between gangs.”

      B.J. realized she’d stopped breathing and forced herself to take slow, measured breaths. She swiveled in her chair and peered at the city through the office’s floor-to-ceiling window. The bright morning sun reflected off the other buildings. The Kefali Building wasn’t the tallest, but the view was still spectacular, a long clear shot down the famous boulevard that led to the oasis of Saginaw Park.

      Occasionally, when she took in the scale of the bustling metropolis, she felt a massive rush of ownership, a sense that anything and anyone in the city belonged to her. Now, though, all she saw was a labyrinth of danger and betrayal, where whoever killed Artie could look up at the building and laugh at the impotent rage of the people inside.

      The image grew blurry, and she wiped at the tears trying to escape. This wasn’t the time. A list of necessary actions collated in her head, and the first one was easy.

      Again, she touched her Bluetooth, which automatically buzzed her assistant. Her voice steady, she said, “Stefan, call Darren, please.”

      “I’ve already tried. I got his voice mail.”

      “Do you have his schedule for today?”

      “You always said asking Darren to be that organized is the very definition of pointless.”

      “Well, keep at it, and as soon as you reach him, tell him I said to get his ass down here now.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”
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      At that moment, Darren Flaxstone was hunched down in his parked car in the Hemingway neighborhood of Bay View, watching the bodega across the street. He’d been there for two hours already but was the kind of man who could wait indefinitely. In his experience, the other guy always cracked first.

      Darren was twenty-eight years old, with shaggy hair and eyes that could go from twinkle to laser in a blink. Like B.J., his connection with Stavros Kefali went back to his childhood, which earned him entry to the boss’s innermost circle. He didn’t have an actual job title, but if he had, it would have been something like “Chief Troubleshooter.” The Kefali organization was a well-oiled machine, and if something squeaked, Darren was sent with the metaphorical WD-40.

      He watched the bodega for any sign of DeeDee Repent, a mid-level pimp who, Darren knew, had been running extremely underage girls at one of his houses. Mr. Kefali had no issue with prostitution, since it was one of his steadier income streams, but he absolutely drew the line at exploiting children. This was no secret, and DeeDee knew it. He just figured with such a large organization to manage, Kefali wouldn’t notice.

      DeeDee, bless him, clearly knew nothing about his employer.

      And there he was, rounding the corner with a bounce in his step, projecting the confidence that was the pimp’s main weapon. Unlike the cliche characters in Seventies cop shows, DeeDee wore a conservative suit and shiny, expensive shoes. His job was to convince his girls that no matter what, he was always in control. And the truth was always that he never had been.

      He greeted the man sweeping outside the bodega with a fist bump and a smile. They exchanged pleasantries, and DeeDee picked up the morning paper. He did not bother to pay.

      Darren got out of the car and called out, “Hey, DeeDee!”

      DeeDee stopped and looked around.

      Darren crossed the street through the morning traffic. At a taxi’s irate honk, DeeDee spotted him and took off back the way he came, his hard-soled shoes clacking on the concrete.

      “Shit,” Darren muttered and ran after him.

      The sidewalks were intermittently blocked by groups of people lined up for their mid-morning coffee or a late breakfast at food trucks. DeeDee barreled through them, pushing people aside and throwing curses left and right. Darren dodged into the street and ran parallel to the sidewalk in the narrow space between the parked cars and moving traffic. He quickly passed DeeDee, who was so busy checking behind him that he didn’t see Darren until he ran smack into him.

      “Let me the fuck go!” DeeDee screamed, thrashing.

      “Calm down, DeeDee,” Darren said, struggling to hang on to the squirming pimp. “I just want to talk, okay?”

      “Bullshit! You’re here to kill me!”

      He finally pinned DeeDee’s arms to his side from behind then winced as the pimp kicked backward at his shins. “If that was true, you’d be dead. Ow!”

      “Help! Help! He’s trying to kill me!”

      A new voice said, “Hey, you two. What’s going on?”

      They both turned. A middle-aged uniformed officer regarded them with skeptical interest. Behind him, his younger partner nervously held two cups of coffee.

      “Nothing,” Darren said, not releasing DeeDee. “Just goofing around with my friend.”

      The cop was too experienced to buy this. “So your friend’s idea of ‘goofing’ is screaming bloody murder?”

      “Tell him,” Darren said and shook DeeDee for emphasis.

      “Yeah, man, I was just bullshitting, you know?” DeeDee said, faking it badly. “He’s my best friend. Two peas in a pod, we are.”

      “Uh-huh. Let’s see some I.D., both of you.”

      With no choice, especially as more people began to notice the confrontation, Darren released DeeDee and pulled out his wallet. He handed it to the officer. DeeDee pretended to look for his.

      The officer sighed; the pimp wasn’t fooling him. “Come on, fella. Hand it over.”

      “He’s going to run,” Darren said.

      “Fuck you,” DeeDee said. “I’m just looking for—” And then he took off.

      “God damn it,” the officer said. He dropped Darren’s license and ran after him.

      Darren sighed. It was pointless to be angry; sometimes things simply didn’t work out. Dumb, bad luck. He’d catch up with DeeDee later.

      “Why’d he run?” the younger cop said, still holding the coffee.

      “He hasn’t returned a library book in seven years.” Darren picked up his I.D. from the sidewalk. “Did you need me for anything else?”

      “Just hang around until my partner gets back, okay?”

      “You know he won’t catch him, don’t you?”

      “I know. But it makes him feel good to try.”

      A minute later, the older cop staggered back to them, gasping for breath, his face bright red. “Lost the… little fucker,” he wheezed. He took his coffee and managed a sip. When his breathing was more normal, he said, “Now. Who are you again?”

      Once more Darren handed over his I.D.

      The older cop looked at it then at Darren. Suddenly his eyes opened wide. “Oh, Mr. Flaxstone,” he said deferentially. “I’m sorry to bother you.”

      “No bother, officer,” Darren said, taking back his I.D. “I know you’re just doing your job.”

      “I hope we didn’t interrupt anything too important.”

      “Nah. I’ll find him. DeeDee’s not smart enough to hide very well.”

      The officer, still flustered, offered his hand. Darren shook it then turned to leave.

      “Hey, Mr. Flaxstone,” the older cop said. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure.”

      He stepped close and spoke in low tones. “Do you know anything about that Lightning Girl over in Ratway?”

      “Only what I read in the paper.”

      The younger cop chuckled and muttered, “Nobody reads the paper anymore.”

      “He’s right out of the Academy,” the older cop said, “so he knows it all. Did you know she attacked some cops last night? Totally out of the blue and unprovoked?”

      “I hadn’t heard. Did she kill them?”

      “Might as well have. Burned their dicks and balls off.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.” He paused, mustering the courage for what he really wanted to know. “Your boss, uh...isn’t involved, is he?”

      “Absolutely not,” Darren assured him. “That is so not his style.”

      He put a friendly hand on Darren’s shoulder, thought better of it and said,“You have a good day, Mr. Flaxstone.”

      “You too, officer.”

      As he walked back to his car, Darren took out his phone and checked his messages. There was only one, and he quickly returned the call.

      “Stefan, it’s Darren. What’s up?”
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      The junior cop scowled at his partner. “Did you scrape your knees getting up from that blow job?” he said derisively.

      “Youngster, you have a lot to learn. That was Darren Flaxstone.”

      “Who?”

      “Chief street fixer for Stavros Kefali.”

      The younger cop deadpanned, “Really.”

      “Really.”

      “He doesn’t look that tough.”

      “Shows how little you know. You ever heard of Eyeless Archie Meadows?”

      “No.”

      “He ran a gambling operation for Kefali, and the feds got enough on him to turn him. When Flaxstone found out, he took him out to an abandoned building, put his head in an industrial vise and squeezed it until one of his eyes popped out of its socket. Suddenly, Archie forgot everything he knew, and the feds had no case. He wore an eyepatch for the rest of his life. That’s how he got the nickname.”

      “Why’d they let him live?”

      “Because he was great advertising for what happened if you ratted on Kefali. Finally threw himself in front of a train.”

      “‘Threw himself’?”

      “So they say. And do you know what they say about Darren Flaxstone?”

      “What?”

      “Cross him, and he’ll kill you twice.”

      The younger cop shook his head. “Huh.”

      “See? You got a lot to learn, Junior.” They returned to their patrol car.
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      Thirty minutes later, Darren arrived at the Kefali Building. He tossed his keys to the valet without looking. Sammartino, a former MMA fighter who was now the doorman, greeted him with, “Good to see you again, Mr. Flaxstone.”

      “Good to be seen, Sam,” Darren said.

      “Mr. Pawson is waiting to take you up to Ms. Burr’s office.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “He’s afraid you’ve forgotten the way?”

      Darren laughed, but understood that whatever the urgency, it was being kept under wraps. Sam usually knew everything.

      Pete Pawson was the building’s head of security, a veteran and former mercenary whose suits always appeared too small for his short, wide frame. “Hey, Darren,” he said as the two men shook hands. “B.J.’s wearing a track in the carpet pacing around.”

      When they were alone in the express elevator to the penthouse office, Darren asked, “Do you know what’s going on?”

      “No, but it’s some top-level shit.”

      Darren knew he’d get no more from Pete and was now even more concerned. When you kept your head of security out of the loop, it was a big deal.

      The elevator doors opened, and Pete said, “You know the way. Good to see you, Darren.”

      Darren went to Stefan Carr’s desk. He hadn’t met this particular assistant in person before, but he was definitely of the type B.J. always picked: male, efficient, immaculate, with an earpiece and a practiced chilly gaze. “May I help you? Oh, you must be Mr. Flaxstone.”

      “Good thing I am, then.”

      “Ms. Burr said to send you straight⁠—”

      But Darren had already gone past him and through the doors into the palatial inner office.

      He stopped dead at the sight of B.J. In a bad British accent he said, “Good heavens, Miss Burr, you’re beautiful.”

      She stood and walked around the desk to him. They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment, until B.J. said, “Somebody killed Artie this morning.”

      “What?”

      “He was shot in the parking garage of his building.” She couldn’t bring herself to tell him about the beheading; he’d find out soon enough.

      Darren couldn’t speak for a moment. “Christ, B.J., Artie and I were supposed to go fishing upstate this weekend.”

      “I know.”

      “Who did it?”

      “We don’t know yet. No one’s claimed responsibility.”

      Darren swallowed hard. “Does the boss know?”

      “Not yet, unless he’s checked the news. I feel like I should tell him in person, either way.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?” Darren was one of the few allowed into Stavros Kefali’s presence.

      “No, I’ll handle it.”

      “He’ll be mad.”

      “No doubt. ‘Mad’ won’t cover it.”

      “I suppose I should get to work on it, then.”

      “That’s what he’d want.”

      “Stavros or Artie?”

      “Both.”

      They fell silent, and Darren took her hand. For a moment they stood together, only their laced fingers touching. Then she squeezed his hand and let go. “You’d better get to work,” she said.

      Darren nodded and left.

      When she was alone again, the tears threatened to pour, but her control was too strong. Right now, there was too much work to do.
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      Rebecca Hutchcraft sat at her desk in the Daily Standard’s cavernous city room. In the years before everything went online, the space would’ve been filled with reporters all talking at once, either to sources or each other, with the soft clack of computer keyboards in the background. Before that, in its heyday, she could only imagine how loud the thirty-odd manual typewriters had been. Now there were ten reporters left, although they were expected to do the same job as that room full, and for considerably less pay.

      Rebecca scrolled through the paper’s biographical information on Arthur “The Dodger” Shawcross, scanned and indexed in the paper’s voluminous archive. A native of the borough known as Bowland, Shawcross had an extensive if petty juvenile record, and then sometime in his senior year of high school, he’d come under the influence of Stavros Kefali. The reclusive billionaire and alleged crime boss had, ironically, straightened out the aimless boy, sent him through law school and set him up in his lucrative, one-client practice.

      “Hey, Eli,” she called out to the reporter at the next desk over. “What’s Greek for ‘consigliere?’”

      “Do I look like Google Translate?”

      “No, but didn’t you go to college in Greece?”

      “Yes, but I didn’t study Greek mobsters.”

      “Come on, ‘consigliere’ means ‘adviser’ in Italian, so what’s the word for ‘adviser’ in Greek?”

      He thought for a minute. “Sýmvoulos.”

      “How do you spell that?”

      “B-I-T-E-M-E.”

      Rebecca gave him a hard stare, and he turned away with a laugh. She quickly typed a paragraph for her article:

      
        
        Shawcross functioned as legal advisor for Kefali, defending his underlings in court, and was famous for his theatrical grandstanding both in and out of the courtroom.

      

      

      She had a half-dozen similar paragraphs already composed. She’d figure out their order after she had more information from the police. In the meantime, she continued to read about the dead man.

      The Dodger handled everything for Kefali: contracts, taxes, and legal affairs, along with criminal defense when one of his minions was caught doing something illicit. He had a stellar record, too: virtually no one in the Kefali organization had ever been convicted of even a minor offense, and she knew the police now considered it a waste of time to bring charges against any of them, let alone Kefali himself.

      But now the Dodger was the victim. And the crime itself was far beyond the pale.

      “Well, shit-fire,” she drawled in the Texas accent that only came out when she cursed.

      “Working on that obit on the Dodger?” asked Eli.

      “Yeah. Stavros Kefali basically raised him from a pup. He never worked for anyone else. He even turned away the Marleys when they tried to poach him.”

      Caruso kick-rolled his chair over to her desk. “You think the Marleys smited him?”

      “‘Smited?’”

      “I keep a list of synonyms for murder. That’s today’s. What about the Marleys?”

      “Beats me. No incipient major organized crime trials in the works, no recent busts or arrests of anyone that would merit this kind of response. No ongoing turf wars or disputes, from any of my sources.”

      “This might start one.”

      “True enough. The Chodian Mad Dogs are always looking for an excuse to take on the big boys. And the Hawkclaws wouldn’t mind expanding their territory.”

      “Wonder if it’s payback?”

      “If it is, it’s not for anything recent.”

      “An old grudge then?”

      “Could be. But against who? The Dodger himself, or Stavros Kefali?”

      “Or a third party trying to Yojimbo in.”

      “What the hell is a ‘Yojimbo’?”

      “Japanese movie. A samurai comes into a town run by two gangs and gets them to wipe each other out. That was last Wednesday’s word.”

      “Anyway, there’s no evidence of that yet, although I guess I shouldn’t rule out anything.”

      “Might help if you talked to Kefali directly.”

      “Fat chance. He’s like JD Salinger or Howard Hughes.”

      "Salinger and Hughes both opened up to teenage girls. So to speak.”

      “I thought it was the other way around.”

      “Can’t help you, then.” Caruso kicked back to his own desk.

      Rebecca gazed at her screen. If the police made a quick arrest, then it was likely a small-time thing, a mugging or robbery gone askew. If not, it meant something bigger. Cops always knew more than they could prove, and a whole lot more than they said.

      “Hutchcraft!” her editor, Ransom Wade, called from his office.

      She went to his door. “Yes?”

      “There’s a press conference down at city hall this afternoon.”

      “About the Dodger’s murder?”

      “What? No. The cops wouldn’t get that excited about some crooked lawyer. This one is about the Lightning Girl and those two cops she messed up.”

      “Are they planning to admit she’s real?”

      “I don’t know. But I want you there. Two o’clock.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      Back at her desk, she worked even more quickly, wanting to get this story done and filed before the press conference. After weeks of categoric denials that the mysterious Lightning Girl even existed, she wondered what made the police suddenly willing to talk about her.

      She threw a paper clip at Eli to get his attention. “Any word on what exactly happened between the Lightning Girl and those two cops she killed?”

      “She didn’t ‘kill’ them. If you believe the apocryphal word on the street, patrol officers Morlette and Hogan were shaking down every hooker and junkie on their beat in Ratway. And they weren’t exactly willing to discuss it if someone couldn’t or wouldn’t go along.”

      “If she didn’t kill them, what did she do?”

      “She burned them. In a place men would prefer not to get burned.”

      “Oh.”

      “Indeed.”

      “If you’ve got all the background, why aren’t you covering the press conference this afternoon?”

      “Ah, whatever they say won’t amount to shit. They’ll never acknowledge Morlette and Hogan as anything other than virtuous brothers in blue, injured in the line of duty by a vigilante lunatic.”

      “You still didn’t tell me why you weren’t covering it.”

      “Because Ransom flipped a coin, and you lost.”

      She looked over her shoulder at the editor, who just shrugged.

      “Hell of a way to run a fish-wrapper,” she muttered as she returned to her desk.
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      The building manager—a man far too polished for the slang term “super”—unlocked the Dodger’s condo. “No, you wait here,” Laura said when he moved to precede her and Cole inside. They left the manager under the watchful eye of the uniformed officer standing guard.

      In addition to their latex gloves, they wore blue disposable covers over their shoes. Gun drawn, Cole turned on the light to illuminate a tasteful, expensively decorated living room with a great view of the city. The Kefali building was dead center, and he wondered if that had factored in the Dodger’s choice.

      “Police officers,” Laura announced, pulling her own gun. “Anyone here?”

      “He lives alone,” the super volunteered.

      “People have been known to have guests,” Cole said. “And I bet they have to sign in, don’t they? Would you check for us, please?”

      He rolled his eyes in annoyance. “Sure. Just a moment.” He took out his phone and spoke in low tones to someone.

      Cole walked into the kitchen and opened the garbage can; it was only half full, and he saw nothing suspicious.

      The one out-of-place thing was a pizza box on the marble countertop, with three slices remaining. The pizzeria was Little Lexi’s, in Bowland. “Looks like you can take the boy out of Bowland but not the other way around,” he said. “Wonder how much he had to pay to get it delivered all the way here?”

      “I wonder if he’s involved in those new luxury towers going up in Bowland?” Laura asked. “They’re displacing a lot of low-income people. Maybe that’s the motive.”

      “Possibly,” Cole said. “But someone pissed about the changing face of their neighborhood wouldn’t likely have either the smarts or the juice to take down the security system here.”

      “Good point.”

      “Excuse me,” the building manager said. “No visitors have signed in since last week.” After a moment, he added, “Do you need me to stay?”

      “Why, are you in a hurry to leave?” Laura asked.

      “I have other tenants who are still alive, you know.”

      “Sure, go. Just be where we can reach you if we need you.”

      When he’d departed, Cole said, “I like him. People say I have no taste, but I like him.”

      The bedroom door was closed. Laura knocked and said, “Hello? Police. Anyone in there?”

      There was no answer.

      They stepped to either side of the door and put their backs against the wall. “Whose turn?” Cole asked.

      “Yours.”

      “On three.”

      He silently mouthed the countdown, then turned the knob and stepped aside so Laura could kick open the door. As she moved away, Cole jumped into the room, crouched low.

      The bedroom was just as tastefully decorated. The bed itself was king-size, the covers in disarray. Laura checked the bathroom and said, “Clear.”

      They put away their weapons. “Nothing out of the ordinary,” she said, “for a rich lawyer.”

      “Well, maybe that,” Cole said as the bedclothes began to move. As they watched, a bare feminine foot extended from beneath the comforter.

      Laura pulled back the covers.

      A small Asian woman, dressed in a skimpy black nightgown, gasped and curled into a ball. She looked vaguely dazed, as if coming off some high.

      “Just relax,” Laura said. “We’re police.”

      She stared from one to the other. Then, in a move as fluid as quicksilver, she rolled out and landed on her feet, in a fighting stance.

      “Whoa, whoa,” Cole said. He held up his badge. “Jǐngchá.”

      She did not move, and her body did not waver.

      “Not Chinese, I suppose,” Cole said.

      “Or she is, and she doesn’t care,” Laura replied. She holstered her weapon and stepped out of her shoes. “Block the door.”

      “Oh boy,” Cole muttered and backed up.

      The Asian woman attacked first. Cole couldn’t quite follow Laura’s moves, but they ended with the Asian woman on the floor and Laura upright and not even winded. She quickly handcuffed the woman and hauled her to her feet.

      “Call some of the uniforms to get her,” she said to Cole.

      “You know it always makes me nervous to see you do that,” Cole said as he summoned help. “What if you run across somebody tougher than you?"

      “At my funeral the rabbi will throw my corpse into the crowd and whoever catches it will be the next to die.”

      The Asian woman, whose eyes were now clear, said in perfect English, “You’re Mossad?”

      “No, I just hang out with them from time to time,” Laura assured her.

      “I wish I’d known that,” she said sincerely.

      “Who are you?”

      The girl said nothing.

      “I bet she’s a pro,” Cole said.

      “I don’t know what it is that makes you so stupid, but it really works,” the girl shot back.

      “Look, we’re not here to bust you,” Laura said. “We’re just looking for clues about who killed the Dodger.”

      Her eyes widened and instantly filled with tears. In a tiny voice, she said, “Artie’s dead?”

      “He is. I’m sorry.”

      She would’ve collapsed to the floor if Laura hadn’t had a good grip on her arm. Her wail of sorrow filled the bedroom.

      Two uniformed officers appeared and took her into custody. Laura stepped back into her shoes and gave Cole a wide smile. “Whew,” she said.

      “I’m curious,” Cole asked. “Was that difficult?”

      “No, but just because she didn’t expect it. She knows her stuff, too.”

      “You can tell after fifteen seconds of fighting?”

      “I could tell by the way she got out of bed.”

      They methodically went through the rest of the apartment, careful not to disturb any potential evidence. Nothing was suspicious or out of the ordinary.

      “The CSU people can finish up here,” Cole said. “Maybe we’ll have better luck down at his office.”

      “It’s in the Kefali building, right?”

      “Oh, yes. The hottest real estate on the East Side.”
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      The shooter and Delilah sat in the window of a Starbuck’s directly across the street from the Dodger’s building. They watched police cars go into the parking garage, followed by an ambulance, none with sirens. They knew there was no urgency.

      “Wonder what cops are doing in there?” Delilah asked.

      “First, they’ll check the garage, then go up to his apartment,” the man replied. He was known as “Apocalypse Joe”; no one knew his real name. “Then to his office. Eventually they’ll come here and canvass the staff, asking if they saw anything unusual. They’ll also probably watch the security footage.”

      Delilah nodded, sipped her latte, and reached down to confirm that her satchel, now fuller than before, remained at her feet.

      “It’s still there,” Apocalypse Joe said, amused.

      “I know that,” she snapped defensively. “When’s our meeting to turn this over, anyway?”

      Apocalypse Joe checked his watch. “Not for a couple of hours yet. Just relax. Are you hungry?”

      “No. I’m impotent.”

      “Impatient,” Joe corrected.

      “What did I say?”

      “Impotent. Which can’t apply to you.”

      She snickered. “I guess not. I meant, ‘impatient.’”

      He grinned at her over his own cup. “I know. That’s one of your best qualities, did you know that?”

      She stuck out her tongue.

      “I’m being totally serious,” he continued. “That’s why we make a good team. Your spontaneity balances out all my careful planning. Without you, I might never stop planning long enough to actually do anything.”

      “You don’t think I’m too impatient?” she said like a demure young girl.

      “Never. You’re just the right amount of impatient.”

      This made her smile. He reached across the table and took her hand.
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      In the dimly, dimly lit study of an old, old house in the borough of Pigeon Hill, a young man prematurely gray with worry and stress sat behind a heavy desk and listened to his cell phone. When the caller finished, he said, “I see. Thank you.” He ended the call.

      Harrison Marley, Jr., known as “Harry the Less” behind his back, was not quite thirty-five. He was slender in the way of the genetically blessed and dressed in the kind of expensive casual clothes that the rich wore with such ease because they’d never worn anything else. He was also the acting head of the Marley crime family, the Kefali gang’s biggest, and only serious, rival.

      “Monte!” he called, and a moment later his second-in-command Monte Rissell joined him. Monte was big, middle-aged, and solid in the way only the naturally strong can pull off. He had a scar in his left eyebrow, a gold tooth, and a list of murders as long as his arm. He’d never been arrested for any of them.

      Harrison asked, “Did you hear the news?”

      “Since I have to ask, ‘about what?’ I guess that means ‘no’,” Monte said.

      “Arthur Shawcross was killed this morning.”

      “The Dodger?”

      “Yes.” Harrison sat back in the heavy leather chair.

      Monte’s eyes narrowed. “Boss, did we⁠—”

      “I didn’t order it. And as far as I know, we had nothing to do with it. Do you know anything?”

      “I wouldn’t go behind your back, boss.”

      “Not even if my father told you to?”

      “Not even then. You’re the man now, not him.”

      Harrison nodded. “Do you think Kefali will believe we weren’t involved?”

      Monte shrugged. “Been a long time since we’ve had a real war. Everybody seems satisfied with the way things are. They’d have no reason to think it was us.”

      “So, if we didn’t order it, who did?”

      “Maybe nobody. Maybe it has nothing to do with his job, and it’s one of those wrong-place-wrong-time things.”

      “No,” Harrison said with certainty.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because they cut off his fucking head and took it with them.”

      That gave even Monte pause. That was old-school trophy-taking, something the city hadn’t seen in decades. “Someone wanted to send a message to old Stavros, all right.”

      Harrison spun his high-backed office chair slowly, deep in thought. “Would the Dorestines do anything like that?”

      “Not likely. They’re strictly minnows in the shark pond.”

      “How about the Chodian Mad Dogs?”

      “Street punks. So are the Hawkclaws.”

      “Somebody muscling in from outside?”

      Monte shrugged. “News to me if it is.”

      “Well, then go find out who,” Harrison said impatiently. “And what they want. If it’s going to be a war, I want to know which side I’m on.”

      “Will do, boss.” He left without another word.

      Harrison looked up at the ceiling. Two floors above, his father lay in bed, a nurse continually by his side. And although the nurse was supposed to report any time the old man made a call or had visitors, Harrison knew his father could easily do an end-run around her, either with bribes or threats. The old man was devious to a degree Harrison could only aspire to, and in his lucid periods, he was as dangerous as he ever was.

      Dangerous enough to start a war? Harrison wondered. Had his father ordered this hit, just to stir things up before he checked out for good?

      Harrison wouldn’t tell him about the Dodger, at least not yet. But he would try to head off any conflict with Kefali by taking care of whoever had ordered it done. It was the kind of conciliatory gesture the old man would never make, fearing he’d appear weak. But Harrison understood that sometimes, it made economic sense to appear a little weak. The enemy of my enemy, after all.

      Harrison looked out the big bay window at the mansion’s grounds and punched a number from memory, one that he’d never written down, into one of the pile of burner cell phones he kept in his desk.
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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