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      Two truths of the watch in New World City. First: Don’t buy into the lies. The State wants you to believe they see everything and have it all under control. They don’t. Drugs. Weapons. Murder. Magic. Mayhem. Anything is possible. Second: Heroes are needed. But heroes die like everyone else.

      Two hard truths of the neon-soaked sprawl. Two hard truths that Constable Shuwen Li had to learn the hard way.

      Go back five turns of the wheel. She was working the security detail when Mayor Eli Strauss Sr. bit the dust. During a speech. He was cut down mid-sentence. In broad daylight. On live TV.

      Shuwen was right there. Only age twenty-one at the time, but already a decorated officer. She stood in front of the stage. In her crisp, blue uniform. Shoulder to shoulder with her elite team. Right next to her old partner, Tomas Sterling. They looked out over the crowd, watching for any sign of trouble.

      But the trouble came from behind. A cyber-synth monster with four arms wielding the big katanas.

      The State insists that monsters like that aren’t real. But it was real enough for Old Man Strauss. It burst through the curtains at the back. Cut through two officers like butter. Turned the podium into a butcher’s block. Decapitation. Dismemberment. Blood spattered the faces of the onlookers. Wet slap of limbs falling dead to the ground. A moment of horrified, shocked silence.

      Then total chaos. Thousands screaming. Panic. Wild gunfire. People running in all directions.

      Several officers were trampled to death as they tried to control the mob. Tomas Sterling was one of them. He was built solid. Like a brick wall. But that didn’t matter. An anarchist got lucky and kicked out his leg. Tomas fell to one knee. That was all it took. The frenzied mob rushed over him. He was crushed. Shuwen right there beside him. She had taken down two anarchists. Was binding the hands of a third when she saw Tomas fall. Their eyes met, shared the recognition of doom in that moment before he disappeared. Under the wave of bodies.

      She was never the same after that day. Seeing the people she had sworn to protect trample her partner. Consume him like a mindless mass of flesh-eating bacteria. Whatever youthful optimism she might have had—it bled out right there on the street, along with Tomas.

      One hard truth chiseled into Shuwen’s brain.

      Heroes die.

      Ever since then, she saw the city and its people differently. She saw the ugliness. The corruption. Always there. Bubbling beneath the surface. Waiting to boil. Waiting for her to bring the cold fist of justice.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SHUWEN

          

          …RACES TO THE SCENE

        

      

    

    
      Constable Shuwen Li is on the last few rounds of her patrol when the emergency call for backup comes in over the radio. Mayor Eli Strauss Jr. has been shot. At a political rally in the Downtown Plaza. In the middle of a speech.

      «Nine officers down. Civilian casualties. Gangs and anarchists active in the area. All available officers respond.»

      Without hesitation, Shuwen turns on the sirens and heads for the highway. Her beat is Lucky Precinct 13. That’s Ring 1. Just outside the downtown. The highway should get her to the plaza fast.

      Hopefully fast enough.

      More information trickles in as she cuts through the evening traffic. Her car a guided missile flying toward the polished steel and black stone towers of The Core.

      «Mayor is alive and secured.»

      Good. Junior is luckier than his old man.

      «Assassin identity and whereabouts unknown.»

      She picks up the handset. “This is Constable Li. Requesting detail and update on the situation at the plaza?”

      «Anarchists control the plaza. Well-armed. Do not engage without backup.»

      She sees smoke rising above the buildings. Hears the sound of explosions.

      «Repeat: Do not engage without backup.»

      She shuts off the radio. Her pulse quickens.

      This time will be different.
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        * * *

      

      After Old Strauss Sr.’s assassination back in ’95, there was a thorough Stasi investigation. It dug deep. What it found was rot. Several precincts had a hand in the hit, and the corruption trail led all the way to the Chief Inspector’s door.

      The old mayor was hated by most of the NWPD, and he probably deserved it. But for Shuwen, that was no excuse. A cop’s duty was to the law. Absolute and unwavering.

      Even in this godless age, duty had to remain sacred. Without it, the world was a wild, violent mess. The law brought order. Made things clean. Simple. You didn’t have to like the rules, but if you played by them, your choices and your conscience stayed clear.

      That was how you best served justice on the streets of New World City. You had to be hard. Principled. Unyielding. Anything less and you would be eaten alive.
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        * * *

      

      The wheels scream as Shuwen swerves into the exit lane. She pulls a nifty power slide at the bottom of the ramp, drifting onto 10th Avenue. Then floors the accelerator.

      Still a few blocks from the Downtown Plaza, the chaos is everywhere. People running in terror, fleeing the scene. The sounds of riot. The smell of burning.

      Traffic becomes a solid wall. No way through. Shuwen slams on the brakes, out of the car in a flash, moving on foot. She leaves the sirens wailing behind her.

      The sounds of chaos grow louder. Pyro grenades exploding, close enough to taste. The air thickens with smoke.

      She ducks into an alley, taking quick cover behind a dumpster. Staying low, she adjusts the silver bracers on her wrists. The metal plating vibrates at her touch, the engravings of her family’s crest—a tiger rampant, holding a three-pointed star—glowing pale blue. She closes her eyes. Breathes deep. Waiting for the familiar rush of the ancestral magic...

      There it is.

      She feels the mystic eyes of her father. Her grandfather. Great-grandmother. And more. The strength and wisdom of ten generations. They will be her guide. Her protection.

      In half a tick, she is back out on the street. The smoke is thickening, but she can see right through it. Her breathing is easy and clean.

      Gunfire erupts a few blocks over, coming from the wrong direction. She must stay focused. She sprints ahead, toward the plaza. Moving faster than should be possible, vaulting over cars, rushing upstream through the river of panicked citizens. To any onlookers, she’s a blur of graceful movement.
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        * * *

      

      At the end of the Stasi investigation, ninety-nine officers were found guilty. They were shipped to prison camps, implanted with docility circuits, and worked to death.

      Twenty-two of the one hundred eighty-five NWPD precincts were dissolved completely. The Chief Inspector was given a choice: exile or execution. He chose execution.

      Shuwen came out clean, of course. Not a hint of involvement. She even got a special commendation. Sixteen gangsters apprehended at the scene, seven officers rescued, dozens of citizens shepherded to safety. Yet she felt no pride. She was just doing her job.

      But what was her job? She wasn’t so sure anymore. The NWPD was not the institution she thought it was. Many of her colleagues had broken their oaths. Failed in their duty. Betrayed themselves.

      If the law was not absolute, then Tomas had died for nothing. Her father’s sacrifice and his father’s sacrifice; her family’s long line of service—if the rule of law was not ironclad, then it all meant nothing.

      After the commendation ceremony, Shuwen was ordered to take a halfspan off to recover. She used that time to draft a resignation letter.

      She never submitted it.
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        * * *

      

      Three blocks away from the Downtown Plaza. It’s quieter than Shuwen expected. Seems like most of the citizens have cleared the zone. And she’s seen no anarchists or gangsters yet. Most of the action must have moved elsewhere.

      She passes under the elevated tracks that snake around The Core and its adjoining districts. The trains have been shut down, but there is still an occasional spark from the old wiring overhead. Flashes of electric blue in the clouds of riot smoke.

      At two blocks away, she slows her run to a brisk walk. More cautious. There could be creeps hiding anywhere.

      She hears shouting from what must be the plaza. And then the soft jangle of sleigh bells. A sound that means trouble.

      A lanky, hunched figure emerges from the smoke directly in front of her. Puffy shirt, tattered white cloak, and derby hat.

      Charlies.

      One of New World City’s so-called “Big Six” gangs, The Charlies are the oddest of the bunch. They dress like an old-world theater troupe. Paint their faces white. Load themselves up with every street drug you can imagine. They seem to have no purpose other than wanton destruction.

      “Stop, in the name of the law! Hands above your head!” Shuwen shouts. The magic in her silver bracers amplifies her voice. Their pale blue glows a little brighter.

      The Charlie lazily lifts its head, fixing her with a deranged gaze. A sickly, brown-toothed grin spreads across its painted-clown face. Shuwen knows that look.

      This junker is completely whacked out. They will not listen to reason.

      There is a loud mechanical click as a knife springs from the Charlie’s puffy-shirt sleeve into its right hand. A neat, stage-magician’s trick. But before he can brandish it, Shuwen closes in. She delivers a fierce, left-handed back-fist, shattering his jaw with a gnarly crunch.

      Her strike sends a shock-wave through the Charlie’s skeleton. The knife slips from his fingers and clatters on the ground as he stumbles backward. Shuwen steps forward and follows with a roundhouse. The clown goes flying, splats against the side of a parked delivery van, then crumples to the ground.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Resign? What will you do if you leave the force?” Her mother’s words were more accusation than question.

      During her recovery after The Strauss Sr. Assassination, Shuwen traveled out to the country to stay with her mother in their family’s cottage.

      They sat together on the porch. It was quiet. Cloudy with a slight breeze. The soft sound of wind through the trees. Occasional bird songs. Pleasant. Peaceful.

      “I don’t know,” Shuwen replied, her eyes fixed on the horizon, trying to empty her mind and let it drift to a vision of life outside the NWPD. “I could become a teacher. Open a dojo.” It sounded silly, but the thought sparked a flicker of hope.

      “A dojo?” Her mother scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m serious,” Shuwen protested. “I could start a dojo. Help people train, learn how to protect themselves. Teach them some of our family’s fighting style. Teach them how to become... better versions of themselves.”

      “You would hate that. You know it.” Her mother’s words hit home. “That’s too far removed from the action. Not making a real difference.”

      “I don’t know...” Shuwen was tired. Yet she felt an urge to argue. “Running a school would give me more control over my life. The people I train—I could show them the freedom in strict discipline. It could be nice.”

      “Nice.”

      Her mother repeated the word, dripping with disdain. She let it hang in the air before following it up with a long, loud sigh.

      Shuwen knew that sound well. It was the same sigh her mother had given her father a thousand times. He had been a constable, worked for the NWPD his entire life. Decorated and respected. Retired with the highest honors. But some scandal had marred his precinct at the end of his career. He hadn’t chosen to retire. He was forced to. He was angry. Shuwen had been very young then. Her parents never gave her the whole story, but she remembered the arguments. The sighs from her mother.

      “Yes, the police are corrupt,” her mother began. “Yes, the State is corrupt. But the Li Family is not. We are pure. You are the last of us still serving. The city needs you. It is your duty, Shuwen. You do not have a choice.”
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        * * *

      

      Shuwen squeezes the cuffs tight. Binding the Charlie’s hands behind its back.

      She activates her com. “This is Constable Li. Hostile subdued, ready for pick-up. Intersection of Argyle and South Street.”

      There is an immediate, robotic response:

      Acknowledged. Sending collection. ETA 10.

      The automated police drones will arrive shortly to take the defeated gangster away. To be interrogated. Then, most likely, implanted and sent off to the work camps. Never to be seen on the streets of New World City again.

      Shuwen takes a moment to dust herself off, towering over the shuddering pile of white clothing. The Charlie’s hat has blown off in the fight, revealing a mess of filthy, tangled hair, dyed in a patchwork of bright colors. The painted white face misshapen and smeared with blood. He wriggles around on the ground, just managing to lift and turn his head. Eyes wide. The drug-addled brain struggling to grasp what has happened.

      Shuwen frowns with disgust. She’s not keeping count, but the number of Charlie’s she’s dispatched must be close to three dozen.

      So disappointing that it has come to this. An endless stream of junkers…

      She adjusts her bracers. Waits for the rush. Another deep breath. Then she is off and running again. Into the smoke.

      The plaza is just ahead.

      This time will be different.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            TY

          

          …UPSTAGES HIS COMPETITION

        

      

    

    
      “I will never forget that day, when our great city lost one of its greatest leaders—my father.”

      Mayor Eli Strauss Jr. stands tall at the podium. A crisp, baby blue suit with a soft, white pinstripe. Quaffed silver hair. Pearl teeth. A perfect picture of New World City’s political power and respectability. Spotlit and center stage, he is the focal point of the Downtown Plaza, a charming, historic square nestled among the old banks and skyscrapers of The Core.

      A line of NWPD officers stand behind him. With another line on the ground at the front of the stage. Several more throughout the grandstands. This is a high security affair, and the cops are out in force.

      But Eli sounds perfectly relaxed. Confident. His voice loud and clear through the speakers. Thousands of supporters have turned up. Eager to revel in the power of a political dynasty.

      As he mentions his late father, he pauses, carefully working his face into a convincing expression of grief.

      Bullshit.

      Ty Reese is in attendance. Sitting as far away as possible. In the highest seat of the furthest grandstand. He’s a hostile audience. Listening to his political opponent. Measuring up the performance. Listening for signs of weakness.

      The mayor continues: “After that heinous act, which revealed the rot within our city—You trusted me to make things right. You trusted me to clean up the swamp.”

      The crowd starts to cheer.

      “You trusted me to seek REVENGE!”

      The crowd erupts.

      Ty smiles.

      OK. That was a good line. I’ll give you that. What next, Rich Boy?

      “And I did. ALL... OF... IT!”

      Eli delivers each word with terrifying intensity. Ty’s eyes were closed behind his designer sunglasses. He opens them now. Beholds the handsome mayor on the big projector screens. The man looks like a grinning predator. He’s just made a kill and is now inviting his pack to join him at the feast.

      Ty snorts.

      Revenge is an easy platform. Who doesn’t love revenge?

      He begins to stroke his chin thoughtfully.

      Kid may have the edge at the moment.

      Purses his lips.

      But he is a shit leader. The city is still a fucked-up cesspool. Everybody knows it.

      Cocks an eyebrow.

      And my words have WAY more smoke than this scuzzer’s.

      “When you go to the polls next week, remember who turned this city around. Remember who destroyed The Dark Web.” Eli throws his arms wide. “Remember who truly loves this city.” His eyes sparkling. “This is MY city!”

      The crowd erupts again.

      Ty cracks his knuckles.

      Not your city for long, kid.

      He’s heard enough. He rises to leave. But as he gets to his feet a rifle shot splits the air.

      A sudden, stunned silence. The sound of the gunshot reverberates through the plaza.

      A moment frozen in time.

      Ty whips off his sunglasses.

      The moment shatters.

      The mayor is flat on his back. A spray of crimson across the striped white and blue banners behind him. Someone screams.

      Holy shit! It’s happening again.

      The stage lights go out. For a beat, the whole scene turns a dark, shadowy red in the fading evening light. Then a thousand flood lights, mounted in the windows of every building around the plaza, all click on at once. The place becomes so brightly lit it feels hyper-real.

      What the fuck? Lit up like they were expecting this?

      Even from his distance away, Ty can now make out the individual hairs on the mayor’s head as he sits up. Eli is clearly in shock from the attack. The left side of his face streaked with blood.

      Doesn’t look like Rich Boy expected it.

      The cops scatter in all directions. Guns and clubs out. Shouting orders into megaphones. It’s impossible to tell what they’re saying over the rising chorus of screams and sirens.

      Helicopters arrive, circling. So much noise that another rifle could go off and you wouldn’t hear it.

      The crowd is starting to stampede. Streaming down the steps of the grandstands. Frantic. Some cops trying to corral them, but it’s a losing proposition.

      Ty stays put at the top of the grandstand. A hawk on its perch. He’s not looking for the shooter. He knows they will be long gone. He’s looking for his boys.
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        * * *

      

      Politics in New World City has always been a deadly game. The players might change from one election to the next, but the rules stayed more or less the same: Do whatever it takes to win.

      That suited Ty just fine. “Doing whatever it takes” was how he had become a champion boxer. Then a successful musician. Then a fashion business mogul. He studied, he trained, he intimidated, he executed. In every sense of that last word.

      His fashion brand—“Azzuri”—had launched only a few turns ago, yet it was already big business. In addition to supplying the hottest styles to the rich and famous, it served as the means to launder money from his extensive criminal activities.

      Sport and politics. Music and fashion. Crime and power. For Ty, it was all connected. And he had his hands in all of it.

      He liked to think of himself as the perfectly adapted creature for New World City’s hawk-eats-dove environment. Born dirt poor in a broken home. He was slinging drugs and guns from a young age. Fighting for his life every damned day on the streets.

      His fighting skills eventually earned him a shot in the boxing ring. He showed what his fists could do. And the rest was history. Two-time heavyweight champion. Millions in the bank. A lot of doors opened up, and he went through them.

      Ty’s Azzuri organization was now among The Big Six gangs of the city. And he wasn’t stopping there. One day, he would rule the whole damned town.
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        * * *

      

      Ty spots two of his boys, looking as discreet as Azzuri boys ever do in their slick trench coats. They are standing at the bottom of another grandstand, nearer the stage. He signals them to stand back and watch. They slip away obediently.

      This is going to get messy.

      A dozen cops surround the mayor, forming a human shield. They get him off the stage, plow through the crowd, disappear down a side street.

      Eight or nine cops are left behind. One is a sergeant, still shouting into his megaphone, calling for calm and order from the front of the stage.

      Fool is making himself a target.

      Right on cue, a pyro flask comes flying. It explodes at the sergeant’s feet, lighting him up from the waist down. He shrieks and starts dancing, frantically searching for a safe place to drop and roll. But there’s no safety to be found.

      The pyro is a tell-tale sign of anarchist mobs. Two of them. One moving in from the east side, one from the west. More flasks are thrown and explode, creating a cordon of fire that effectively seals off the plaza—at least until heavier vehicles arrive. Anyone still hanging around will be trapped. At the mercy of the thugs.

      There is a police helicopter overhead. It surely has a sniper on board, but the tall buildings don’t give it enough room to maneuver. It’s a sitting duck. An anarchist’s rocket-powered grenade soon takes advantage.

      Boom. Swirling wreckage comes crashing down into the stage.

      Now it’s Ty who applauds.

      Awesome.

      The cops in the plaza started out with more weapons, but they are now outnumbered and surrounded. The anarchists’ grenades make quick work of the poor bastards.

      Ty is still on his perch. Watching. Enjoying the show like it’s a Glitzkrieg production set. He’s waiting for the right moment. Before too long, the NWPD may be his personal army, but for now, they are still on Team Strauss. Team Rich Boy. Not worth saving.

      Once the cops are finished, the anarchists shift into looting mode. Some are smashing windows. Some searching the bodies. Some having a go at overturning a patrol car.

      Reinforcements will arrive soon.

      OK. If I’m going to perform, now is the time.
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        * * *

      

      “I very much appreciate your willingness to meet with me, Mr. Reese,” said the woman. A political operative of the Populist Party. Black, double-breasted suit and thick, dark-rimmed glasses. Pin-straight, dark brown hair pulled back in a tight bun. She stood perfectly erect in the center of the sitting room on the top floor of the Southtown Hotel.

      Ty’s penthouse suite.

      He occupied himself at the window overlooking the shopping galleria below. Taking long, slow puffs on a cigar.

      “Dr. T,” he corrected her without looking. Against the dark night sky, he could see her well enough in the reflection off the glass. “Mr. Reese was my father’s name.”

      “I’m sorry. Of course. Dr. T.” Lowering her eyes to the leather portfolio in her hands, the woman adjusted her grip to conceal the label on its front that read Mr. Reese.

      “Perhaps your assistants told you, but please allow me to introduce myself. I⁠—”

      Ty cut her off. “I don’t need your name. I know who you are.”

      Her eyes fluttered momentarily at the interruption. “Then I will get right to the point. The Populist Party would like to support you as our candidate in the next mayoral election.”

      “Of course you would.” He finally turned around to face her, exhaling a luxurious cloud of cigar smoke. “Tired of coming in last?” He flashed a knowing smirk.

      “Indeed.” She dropped her gaze again, but her lips curled slightly at the edges, sharing his amusement. “We feel that your success across so many domains of society would make you an ideal candidate. We feel that you are exactly the kind of leader that the city needs.”

      Obviously.

      Ty snorted. “What’s in it for me?”

      She whipped opened her portfolio, pulled a pen from her breast pocket, clicked its top, and readied it on the page. “What would you like?”
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        * * *

      

      Ty calmly walks down the grandstand. Even with all the noise and chaos, his heavy footfalls on the metal steps are loud enough to attract attention. A couple of the anarchists recognize the champion boxer and take off running.

      “You should follow your friends,” he says to the remainder. His voice deep, menacing, confident.

      As he reaches the ground, he removes his sunglasses, embroidered duster, and feather boa with a flourish and sets them carefully on the bottom row of seats.

      Seven of the anarchists gather round to give Ty their full attention. He cracks his knuckles and sizes them up. They all look the same. Twenty- to thirty-something men in shabby street clothing, shitty haircuts, cloth masks covering their faces. The kind of bottom-feeding thugs he spent plenty of time with in his youth.

      Seven faceless, interchangeable scuzz-balls who are about to get bounced into the dust.

      The good news is they’ve spent their bullets and pyro flasks. The bad news is two have crowbars and two more have picked up clubs from the dead coppers.

      They start to fan out, trying to surround him.

      Ty snorts.

      Showtime.

      He reaches back, grabs his duster, and flings it toward the anarchists in front as a distraction. Then he dashes to the right and intercepts one of the thugs trying to flank him. He ducks under their swinging crowbar and answers it with a devastating uppercut. Sends a few of the sucker’s teeth skyward. Then he grabs the man’s arm and twists him around. Snatches away the crowbar and shoves the thug directly into the path of a wild swing from his crowbar-buddy. There is a shower of blood.

      Six left.

      One of the club-wielding anarchists goes for a lunge. Ty side-steps and responds with a graceful swing of his newly-acquired iron. It connects squarely with the man’s head.

      Five.

      Another wild attack from crowbar anarchist #2. Ty parries it, steps in close, and delivers a headbutt. The thug drops to the ground. Ty finishes him with a pair of decisive stomps. One to the chest. One to the face.

      Four.

      The remaining anarchists lose their nerve and turn to run. Ty whips his crowbar at the retreat. It tags one in the lower back, who yelps in pain. But the cowards all manage to scamper away. He considers chasing them down until he hears the sound of sleigh bells in the distance.

      Charlies. Good. Let them deal with it.
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        * * *

      

      As Ty entered the game of city politics, he understood that getting the votes was a necessary but insufficient condition for success. To truly run the show in New World City, you needed backing from the right people. People who would step up and fight with you when the shit went down.

      When Old Man Strauss had been king, his partners had been The Lotus and The Bulldogs—two of the city’s Big Six. The assassins and bootleggers, respectively. This worked well enough. For a while. But eventually one of the other Big Six—The Dark Web—got fed up with just getting the scraps. So they took action. They gathered the old mayor’s enemies together and organized the hit against him.

      In the aftermath, Strauss the Younger took over in a special election. And he went after The Dark Web like a rabid animal. Took them down so thoroughly that it rattled all the other gangs. Even his father’s old allies got nervous. Young Eli had upset the balance of business-as-usual. Everyone may have understood why he needed to look tough on crime, but he had crossed the line. Broken some unspoken code of honor that existed among the thieves.

      But as much as Ty despised the kid mayor, the extermination of The Dark Web and their telecom whisper-network had made room for him and his Fashionistos at the top. So the Azzuri stepped up to the big leagues.

      However, now that Ty was going for two thrones—one in City Hall and one among the Big Six—he could expect a whole new level of conflict. The other powers-that-be wouldn’t like it. New World City had space for hundreds of petty king and queenpins. But it did not take kindly to emperors. So to make a mayoral run stick, he would need full-throated support from others in The Six. He decided to start with the one gang that no one else wanted to touch: The Charlies.

      Most people saw Valentina de Leo and her troupe of face-painters as raving lunatics, little better than the anarchists who would burn it all down for shits and giggles. But Ty saw something different. He understood that Val considered herself an artist, like himself. His mediums were music and fashion. Hers were destruction and mayhem (or something like that). He went to her with an offer. Showed her the respect that she felt she deserved. And it worked. She agreed to back him up.
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        * * *

      

      Ty picks his coat up from the ground and retrieves his boa. He’s barely broken a sweat.

      He shouts over his shoulder. “Did you get all that?”

      His boys emerge from the shadows behind a wrecked car on the edge of the plaza, one holding a small camcorder.

      “We got it, boss.”

      Ty smiles. “Good. Send the video to our friends at Omni. I want to see myself on the news tonight.”

      Should swing a few votes my way.

      “Stop, in the name of the law! Hands above your head!”

      An NWPD officer’s shout from out of nowhere sends the boys diving back behind the van. They will slink away. They know what to do.

      Ty is unconcerned. He casually turns to face this copper who has come late to the party. He grins at the sight of her. Some dark-haired dollface in her tight, blue uniform waving a pistol that looks two sizes too big for her.

      He holds his hands out, but not up. “Be easy, officer,” he says. “Everything is under control.”

      Right on cue, the giant projector screen mounted behind the stage breaks off its supports, crashing to the ground in a shower of sparks and cacophony of twisting plastic and metal. Ty grins. The irony is not lost on him.

      As they wait for the noise to subside, he spots the glowing bracers on the cop’s wrists. Raises an eyebrow. He’s heard of this one.

      Constable Li. Some kind of supercop. They say she’s incorruptible...

      He snorts.

      We’ll see about that.

      “What are you doing here, Mr. Reese?” She barks like she’s the one in charge. But she lowers and holsters her pistol. “It is not safe. There are anarchists and Charlies everywhere.”

      “Tell me about it.” Ty says. “But I took care of it. See?” He gestures toward the limp bodies on the ground.

      “I see them. I see several dead officers as well. What happened?”

      He sucks his teeth and shakes his head in feigned disappointment. “I didn’t get here in time.”

      Shuwen narrows her eyes, studying him. “I’m going to have to bring you in for questioning.”

      Ty gives her a wide smile. “Of course, Constable. I’m happy to share my story.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            ZIJIAN

          

          …PLOTS THE NEXT MOVE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        «Our top story this morning: The attempted assassination of New World City Mayor, Eli Strauss Jr. An unknown gunman shot and wounded the mayor as he gave a speech yesterday evening. Thankfully, the mayor suffered only minor injuries, and is currently in stable condition. However, the Downtown Plaza, where the mayor was holding a campaign rally, devolved into panic and violence that left several people dead, including NWPD officers. Revolutionary terrorists are suspected of being behind this attack, and therefore military reinforcements from The Ragnarok have been sent into The Core, instituting a lockdown while the assassin remains at large.»

      

      

      Zijian Sun mutes the TV. Spins her chair around to face the room. Sets the remote carefully on her desk.

      This is her office on the 12th floor of the 12th Avenue Lotus Spa & Hotel. The office of The Chair—the head honcho for all Lotus Corporation business. An elegant room. Large windows. Crown moldings. Sparsely decorated with a mixture of green-tinted glass, polished steel, and dark leather furnishings of the modern-minimalist style.

      It is an environment purposefully designed to complement Zijian herself: Tall, olive skin, long dark hair, dark eyes. A green silk robe worn over a form-fitting, black body suit.

      She is facing her lieutenants for the regular morning briefing. The Lotus Corporation is the public-facing front for The Assassins Guild. And as such, she anticipates questions about this attempt on the mayor’s life. She orchestrated the hit, of course. But the peculiar details of this contract are not matters she wishes to share—even with her most trusted deputies. Thus, her goal for this meeting is to keep it short. Reassure them that everything is under her control. Reveal as little as possible.

      The less they know, the better. For them and for me.

      She begins: “As you would expect, business is likely to be... difficult for the next stretch or two. But we are prepared for this.”

      Her six lieutenants are all seated at stiff attention on the couches, dressed in their business tunics, each a different color. “The Lotus Rainbow,” some call them. The color of their dress reflects their position and responsibilities in the organization.

      “Our wealthiest clients will not be subject to the lockdown, so all our doors will effectively remain open, and our existing contracts must be fulfilled. If any military or city police prove to be obstacles, let me know immediately. I will handle them.”

      The Rainbow nods in unison.

      “I am expecting a Stasi inquiry, possibly also NWPD. Keep your profiles low. I don’t want any unnecessary attention. But if you are detained or questioned, you can answer honestly. This assassin was not a member of our guild. Therefore, The Lotus has nothing to hide.”

      That last sentence is a lie, of course. The Lotus always has something to hide.

      Scarlet lieutenant raises a hand. (Scarlet is the Head of Lotus Decor, with nearly two hundred executions under his belt.)

      Zijian acknowledges him. “Yes?”

      “Forgive me, Madame Sun, but are you saying that the sniper was not one of ours? I would have thought⁠—”

      She interrupts. “Correct. The sniper was not a member of the guild. That is all you need to know.”

      Amber (Head of Massage Therapy, some sixty executions to her name) raises a hand. “Do we know where the sniper is now? Are they a threat to us?”

      “We do not and they are not.”

      Jade (Head of Hospitality, with an impressive five hundred twenty executions): “Why don’t we send a tracker to find the sniper. If it was not one of ours, then this seems a violation of our jurisdiction and we ought to make an example of them.”

      Zijian leans forward. She places her elbows on the desk and steeples her fingers. “Thank you, Jade. That is a reasonable suggestion. But I have it under control.” Her voice is cool. Her expression is calm. Her eyes are steel. “Do you understand?”

      Her gaze is locked onto Jade’s, yet the question is directed at the whole room. And the whole room answers with a resounding “Yes, Madame Sun!”

      “Good.” She flicks her wrist, dismissing them. “Now go.”

      The lieutenants rise and file out without another word.

      Zijian leans back in her chair.

      The game begins. Plenty to watch and manage in the coming days. But just like after Strauss Sr.’s assassination—there will be opportunity. And I will be poised to seize it.
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        * * *

      

      “Grown from the guts” is a common expression in New World City, but usually hyperbolic and uttered by yuppie upstarts of the lower- or middle-class who have managed to marginally raise their station in life. In Zijian Sun’s case, it was the literal truth. She had grown up in “The Guts,” which is to say The Undercity. Which is to say underground. Deep underground. Lower even than the city’s shit-filled sewers. Far away from the light of day.

      She was not a mutant, as is common down below. No, she was pure-blooded human. From her prestigious position as executive head of The Lotus Corporation to her fastidious appearance and well-mannered speech—you would never suspect her origins. But here she was. The living exception that proved the rule. Someone from The Guts had a sub-zero chance of making it all the way to the top of one of New World City’s oldest criminal institutions. So many improbable events would have to come out just right. So many heads would have to roll—and roll in just the right way, at just the right time. It was impossible.

      But here she was. An Undercity foundling, raised by an old mutant sorceress in the deep-down dark. Returned to the City of Light. Now pulling the strings that kept all the people dancing, and managing the contract killings that kept the blood flowing in the streets.

      An inspirational rags-to-riches, some might say. But it’s a backstory that Zijian Sun tries very hard to keep hidden.
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        * * *

      

      The sound is back on the TV. Zijian sits with her feet up, leaning back in her chair. She is facing the screen, but she’s not watching. And she’s only half-listening as the OmniCorp newscaster drones on about how the mayoral election will continue on schedule despite the attack.

      She holds a delicate, ornately carved dagger in her right hand, the point balanced against her left index finger. She twists the blade idly, rocking slowly in her chair. Blood wells up, just a small amount. She barely notices. Her mind is busy elsewhere, plotting the game ahead. Internal clockworks spinning.

      Anyone with a shred of intelligence should see through this assassination attempt. The Stasi snoops will not be fooled. But they shouldn’t be a problem. I have the paperwork to shut them up. The police should not be a problem either. Much too stupid and disorganized to put the pieces together.

      The other kingpins among the Big Six... That is a different story. Some of them are plenty clever enough to figure it out. And once they do, they will not like the deception. The gray shades in this arrangement will give them an opening. A way to potentially challenge Lotus’ claim to The Assassins Guild license.

      Zijian presses the dagger point harder into her finger. Her blood flows more freely. A slow trickle down her forearm. Still of no concern.

      Fucking lawyers. Just let them try!

      A sham assassination was an unusual protocol for the guild. But it was not without precedent. It had been a fashionable request among the wealthiest merchant families of the 16th century. Stage their own attempted murders as pretense to take revenge against their rivals.

      The ritual to properly seal such a writ was demanding. It required the target’s own blood. But the Mayor had happily obliged. Willingly cut himself open and signed his name to the contract. Stipulating a convincing attack on his life but with as little lasting damage as possible. Not an easy needle to thread.

      Very odd, indeed. But Mayor Eli is an absolute buffoon. Since his takedown of The Spiders he seems entirely preoccupied with pumping himself full of party drugs.

      She twists the dagger point further into her fingertip.

      That mayor’s chief of staff, however... Mr. Moorelake. He is no buffoon. The way he leered and loomed over the mayor at the contract signing... It was… odd. He seems too sharp to be merely a servant of that idiot. He is playing some other game of his own. Likely to be a threat.

      She whirls her chair around, pulls the dagger away from her finger, and slams it down on her desk.

      Yes. That is one play worth making sooner rather than later. Moorelake must be neutralized.

      She takes a kerchief from her desk drawer and attends to the blood on her left finger and hand.
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        * * *

      

      Zijian knew well how to keep secrets. But she also knew that nothing could stay a secret forever. The truth was always out there, leaving its trace. It was only a matter of time before someone or something picked up on it. Therefore, to capitalize on a secret, one had to act quickly. Take advantage of that window of opportunity—the temporary asymmetry between one’s knowing and one’s adversaries not knowing.

      These were lessons she learned from her mother, Hadra. A mutant sorceress of mixed tortoise and orcish bloodlines, Hadra was over a thousand turns old. Had lived her entire life under the ground, in The Undercity. She had seen much, but she had never seen the light of day. Never once been to the surface.

      Yet Hadra always claimed she knew all she needed to about the world above. And everything (or almost everything) she knew, she tried to impart to young Zijian.

      She knew that one day, Zijian would return to the world above. And Hadra had done everything she could to prepare her little foundling to not only survive, but to thrive. Not only to find her way in that harsh, bright-lit surface world, but to leave a lasting mark upon it.

      Indeed, Hadra foresaw that Zijian was destined to do great things. And in the absence of magical aptitude (which, sadly, Zijian lacked) doing great things would require a great intellect—one that understood the power of information, how to acquire and wield it to maximum advantage. How to conceal a truth until the exact right moment, and then position oneself to profit from the revelation.

      So this was the focus of Zijian’s young life: Learning the many games of secrets and lies. And as Hadra predicted, this education served her daughter very well.
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        * * *

      

      There is a knock at Zijian’s office door.

      “Enter.”

      One of her assistants. “Pardon me, Madame Sun. Your morning appointment is here.”

      Zijian rises and walks slowly out of her office, past the assistant, down the hall, toward the elevator. Her hands are tightly folded, held close, below her chest, the bloodied kerchief between them.

      As she walks, she transforms her whole attitude and comportment. Relaxing her face. Softening her shoulders. A moment ago she was cold fire, now she is becoming warm water. Before, a deadly blade. Now, a welcoming hand.

      She enters the fine glass elevator and pushes the button for the ground floor. As the elevator begins to descend, her internal clockworks continue.

      Yes. Moorelake must be neutralized. Perhaps two birds can be killed at once? That pompous Azzuri kingpin is keen. Keen enough to stick his neck out and run for office. Keen enough to film himself flexing in front of the world. Perhaps he is also foolish enough that he could be baited into cutting Moorelake’s throat for me.

      She passes the 10th floor.

      But is that wise? Would that concentrate too much power in Azzuri hands? Given the recent alliance between them and the psycho-clown Charlies, would that create too much instability? Not much benefit to having the streets overrun by puffed-up peacocks and drugged-up lunatics.

      8th floor.

      No. Better to find another way. Better to have the mayor’s office cut its own throat. Find the second bird on the inside of City Hall. Lure it into tossing the eggs out of its own nest.

      6th floor.

      Sadly, the lines into City Hall are not as strong as they once were. Mayor Strauss Sr. and Master Minza had been close. But Young Strauss cut most of those ties. And the rest I severed along with Minza’s head...

      4th floor.

      But new ties can be formed.

      3rd.

      And probably better to tie them outside the elected offices, since the vote could go either way. But, yes, deeper ties to the city administration. That is the right move.

      2nd.

      A good place to start. Get an agent on the inside, learn everything we can about Moorelake, and then strike.

      There is a harmonious chime as the elevator reaches the ground floor, bringing an end to Zijian’s strategic meditation.

      She steps out into the reception area of the 12th Avenue Lotus Hotel & Spa. It is a bright room. Same modern-minimalist style as her office. Large glass walls and windows. Off-white trim. Large ferns symmetrically placed among granite fountains. A refreshing smell of water and eucalyptus.

      She spreads her arms like a mother swan and offers a radiant smile to welcome her client, presenting the essence of calm, beauty, and comfort.

      “Miss Khan!” She beams. “How wonderful it is to see you.”
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        * * *

      

      It was not unusual for the Lotus higher-ups to personally serve some of the most elite clients of the spa. It was a convenient way to share information. Send messages. Communicate desires and confirm their satisfaction.

      This 12th Avenue Lotus Spa had been a favorite of Mayor Strauss Sr. The previous Lotus Chair, Master Oratio Minza, had personally catered to him, and it paid off big time. The mayor’s office took full advantage of Lotus (and The Assassins Guild) services. In return, The Lotus got the favorable attention (or favorable inattention) they needed from city officials.

      But Zijian had always thought Minza’s and Old Strauss’ relationship to be too close. It blinded them to the other’s faults and vulnerabilities. It made them soft.

      The other Lotus lieutenants had disagreed with her.

      She showed them all.

      Once Strauss was gone, Minza realized too late how much of his power died with the old mayor. He had neglected too many of his other relationships. Ignored too many of his other duties.

      He was vulnerable. So she murdered him and took his place.

      This was how the torch got passed in The Lotus. There was no tolerance for vulnerability. If you are weak, then you die.

      Master Minza had done exactly the same when it was his time. Now his time was over. Now it was Zijian Sun’s time.

      Although she did not have any personal clients from the mayor’s office (something she should soon rectify), her appointment this morning was with someone of arguably even greater consequence: Ysobel Khan, the daughter of Sinbad Khan, the founder and CEO of OmniCorp, the world’s monopolistic media conglomerate.

      Sinbad was on his death bed. The final stages of cancer. Ysobel’s brother, Gotari, was a gadabout scumjunk. When the father died, Ysobel would inherit everything.

      Ysobel would soon be one of the most powerful people in the world. And Zijian had this girl wrapped around her finger.

      This gave Zijian a direct line of influence to everything OmniCorp controlled. News. Film. Entertainment. Just about anything coming out of a screen or radio in New World City was OmniCorp, falling under the authority of the CEO.

      To be in the Chair of Lotus Corporation and in the bed of the CEO at OmniCorp... Dealing out life and death with the power to shape the flow of information. To have so much control... the possibilities were endless.

      The State itself would tremble before her.

      Zijian liked that idea very much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            SHUWEN

          

          …DIGS IN

        

      

    

    
      “Chief, you can’t be serious!”

      Shuwen is furious. Jumping up from the chair, she slams her hands on the chief’s desk. Blue flickers from her bracers.

      “I am serious, Constable,” Chief Wolff growls. “Calm yourself and sit back down.” It’s a low growl. A warning for a friend. He knows that Shuwen is not a raging hothead and her anger is not without justification. “This desk is old and I don’t want you to shatter it.” He points his snout at the artefacts on her wrists. “With those.”

      “Right,” she half-whispers. Momentarily chastened, Shuwen sits down, fingering her bracers self-consciously. But it’s only half a tick before she starts up again: “But you’re telling me we just let him go? Without any kind of serious interrogation?” Her outrage returning to the boiling point. “He went to the rally of his opponent. He didn’t send an operative like a normal candidate would. He went himself. Then he killed at least 3 people. He filmed himself doing it!”

      She pauses. She doesn’t say, “Isn’t it obvious?” because it seems so obvious. Wolff grunts.

      “He knows something, Chief,” she continues. “He saw something. And we got nothing from him.” She grits her teeth. She hates this feeling. The injustice. “He’s involved with that sniper. Somehow... I’m sure of it.”

      “That may very well be,” Wolff says. “But I have my orders. I was instructed to release Mr. Reese. The people he killed were rioters. Anarchists. The same ones who almost certainly killed our officers. And they attacked him besides. You saw the film.”

      Shuwen nods. Reluctantly.

      “Stasi are stepping in to handle the investigation. This precinct is not to pursue the matter further. And frankly, I’d prefer it that way. If this turns into another tangled web of shit like the last time, then I don’t want my precinct involved.”
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        * * *

      

      Eight turns and counting is how long Shuwen and Wolff have worked together. They were alike in many ways. Despite living in a world that seemed to have gone mad and given up its principles, they both still cared deeply about doing the right thing—about their duties to the rule of law.

      They also cared about family history and tradition. Each could trace their lineage back centuries. She was descended from the 11th century Li-Fang clan, one of the founders of The Retainers Guild that trained and supplied security for rulers in the medieval period. He was one of the “Old Mutants,” who came from the 14th century, the so-called “Age of Enchantment,” when it was said (by some historical scholars in the Ivory Citadel) that humans and animals could mate, producing a new race that was a blend of the two.

      Such remixing of bloodlines is considered disgusting to many modern sensibilities. Even its very possibility is denied by The State, whose official line on mutants is that they are all products of the toxic chemicals and unspeakable practices in The Undercity.

      But whatever the government said, it didn’t change who Matsuda Wolff was. He knew that his family clan had been around for over a five hundred turns of the wheel. They were the wolf-people—just like you and me, except they had fur and fangs and a lot of other wolf-like features. In earlier, more tolerant times, his family had been aristocrats. They placed high value on duty and honor. Just like Shuwen’s family did. And just like Shuwen’s family, there weren’t many Wolffs left. Of course, the reasons for the dwindling numbers in their respective family lines were quite different—but those are sad tales for another time.

      The important point for Shuwen and Wolff is that they recognized each other as the last of a kind. A pair of dying breeds, you might say. And they bonded over it.
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        * * *

      

      “So I’m just supposed to drop it. Walk away?” Shuwen’s jaw is so tight she can barely get the words out.

      “Yes,” Wolff replies.

      “You know I can’t do that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      A long pause. The constable and chief stare at each other. Like two arm wrestlers who have locked hands, feeling the other’s strength. The inertia. Waiting for someone to make the next move.

      “Then are you going to suspend me?”

      “No, I am not.”

      Yes! Thank you, Chief!

      This is what Shuwen wanted to hear. She stands up. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      “Yes, there is.”

      She adopts a posture of military attention. Chin lifted. Awaiting further instruction.

      “If you encounter The Stasi on this, do not provoke them. They are looking for any excuse to clean house again. Do not let them catch you sniffing around. And if they do catch you sniffing around, you are to cooperate with them. I know you prefer to work alone, but if it comes to that, suck it up and accept their help. Do you understand?”

      Shuwen nods. But she’s silently promising herself the opposite: She doesn’t do partnerships. And certainly not with a Stasi spook.

      “Your record is strong enough that they might give you some leeway. Hell, they might even welcome your help. But that’s assuming you encounter an agent who is straightedged. Not many of those left, as you know.”

      She nods again.

      Wolff lets out a long sigh. “I smell trouble with this case, Li. There is something strange here, I agree with you. I don’t know if its Ty Reese and The Azzuri. Or if this is some sick joke of The Lotus. But someone is playing a game, and I don’t like it. I don’t think it’s a game the PD should get caught up in. And I don’t think it’s a game you can win.”

      Shuwen salutes, placing her right fist against her left palm. “I understand, Chief,” she says. “Thank you. I will be cautious.”

      Wolff returns the salute. “Keep those on you.” He points his snout at the old artefacts on her wrists.

      She smiles. “I always do.”
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        * * *

      

      Possession of artefacts, like Shuwen’s silver bracers, was not entirely legal. In fact, State law was perfectly clear on the matter: A private citizen in possession of an artefact would be jailed (for at least a tenner) and the artefact would be confiscated. These relics of older times were considered too powerful and dangerous for people to own.

      What is more, the artefacts were evidence of the power in old magic that, according to State propaganda, should no longer be possible. The new power in New World City was science. It was engineering. It was rational. Magic had been powerful once, but it had been snuffed out two hundred turns ago, along with religion, along with the old rival empires. Or so the official story goes.

      But, of course, there were legal loopholes. Older laws still on the books, instituted just after The Great War, established an absolute right to personal and family property. Across a series of court cases, this right had been explicitly extended to cover artefacts—provided that the owner could show possession within the family that predated the prohibition.

      In the case of Shuwen’s bracers—they had been handed down to her from her father. And to her father from his father. And so on and so on. According to Li Family lore, the bracers were originally forged in the 6th century of the prior epoch—“The Silver Age” it was called—by the fabled magician, Rama Shasta. They were made as a gift for the kings of Clan Nehru, who passed them down over the generations, and eventually passed them on to Shuwen’s ancestors as a reward for their loyalty and service.

      While she recognized the legal ambiguity, there was no question in Shuwen’s mind that the bracers were rightfully in her possession. Moreover, she felt that she not only had the right to use them, but she had a duty to use them. Provided she used them in service of the public good. The dissertation that she wrote at the conclusion of her police academy studies argued exactly this point.

      Unfortunately, Shuwen’s colleagues at the NWPD did not all see eye-to-eye with her on this matter. Wolff trusted her judgment, and in general, he looked the other way. But there were plenty others on the force who saw her bracers as unfair if not outright illegal. And they resented her for it. Particularly as her special commendation medals piled up.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, at the tail end of her shift, Shuwen sits alone in her patrol car, parked outside the 2125 High Street building. She always works alone these days. No more partners after Tomas died. Wolff isn’t supposed to allow that, but he does. Another bit of special treatment for Supercop Shuwen Li.

      The High Street building is an Azzuri hot spot within Precinct 13. Not a headquarters, exactly, but a place where The Fashionistos are known to gather. Ty Reese himself is often a sighting. There have been rumors of illegal gambling going on inside.

      She doesn’t yet have any pretense for entering, but such pretense may be forthcoming. So she sits and waits.

      She does not have to wait long.

      Three garish luxury cars pull up and each unloads three Azzuri goons. Two of them are carrying the bodies of women over their shoulder, evidently passed out. All of them, the women included, are dressed to the nines. Shiny fabrics with dramatic cuts. Plenty of skin showing, all of it decorated with elaborate, colorful tattoos.

      Looks like trouble. Could be time to move.

      The Azzuri group files into the building. Not through the main lobby entrance, but through a side door that leads to a small vestibule containing a single elevator and doorman.

      Shuwen exits her car. Strolls casually across the street. The goons did not seem to notice her, nor would it matter much if they did.

      Ever since Mr. Reese has been up in the polls, the Azzuri think they’re above the law. But if they’re up to something, they’re about to get a rude awakening.

      She reaches the side door. Pulls at the handle. Locked.

      She can see through the glass. The last of the Azzuri are boarding the elevator. One of them sees her. He gives her the fingers as the elevator doors close.

      Someone’s feeling untouchable. But a gangster crew carrying two incapacitated women is reason enough to demand entry.

      She taps her com. “Suspicious Azzuri activity at 2125 High Street. Investigating.”

      Acknowledged.

      She knocks on the door.

      The doorman sees her. He does not look confident. He looks worried. But he shakes his head and waves her away.

      “Open the door. Now.” Shuwen holds up her badge as she speaks.

      The doorman shakes his head again and says, “Authorized visitors only.”

      Shuwen gives the door a soft punch with the side of her fist. “I am an NWPD officer with authority in this precinct. That is all the authorization I need. Now open the door.”

      She adjusts her bracers. Feels them pulse. Feels the mystic rush.

      The doorman backs away, continuing to shake his head. He’s moving toward a call box on the wall.

      She has seen enough. She places her palms together and slams them into the door latch. The lock shatters and she pushes the door open.

      The doorman jumps back. Alarmed. He lunges for the call box, but it’s too late. Shuwen grabs him by the collar of his jacket, yanks him away from the phone, and holds him up against the wall with one hand.
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