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        "For to win one hundred victories in one hundred battles is not the acme of skill.

        To subdue the enemy without fighting is the acme of skill."

        Sun Tzu, The Art Of War

      

    

  


  
    
      In 2012, the United States of America owed $1.6 trillion to China.

      By 2098, the amount had risen to $120 trillion.

      In 2103, China called in the debt.

      Unable to pay, China repossessed its collateral and the U.S. became part of the reborn Chinese Empire.

      Shortly afterwards, Europe, Asia and Australia were also assimilated in a similar manner.
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      Choi Ziyi walked two steps behind Xiao Jia, heir to the Chinese Empire and three-quarters of the world, wondering if this was the day someone would try to kill them.

      She scanned the faces of the media waiting with their cameras on the other side of the glass doors for anyone out of place, or a face she didn't recognise. Lee Yuen from the South China was at the front of the scrum in his usual spot. Next to him was Zhu Juju with what looked like a new camera in her hand. Lim Hua Lang's bags under his eyes looked darker than ever — no wonder, the man never seemed to sleep. Zhou Janyi hovered at the back of the scrum as usual. Wen-Khai Ying was next to her. Thirty journalists in all with eager smiles plastered all over their faces, hoping to capture a smile or a glance that the others won't get. She didn't know if it made her happy or sad to confirm she knew each and every one in the waiting mob, but at least there was no one new to worry about.

      She slipped on her sunglasses to protect her eyes from the impending explosions of flashlight. Everyone wanted to see the Emperor's son and his beautiful girlfriend, the People's Princess, and there never seemed enough images to sate the public’s thirst.

      Xiao loved the attention. He was always happy to flash that smile of his, wave a greeting or say a few words. It was second nature, a reflex ingrained since birth. "Love the people and they'll love you," his father had taught him, a lesson Xiao constantly reminded Ziyi of.

      Ziyi, on the other hand, loathed the press. If she had her wish, there'd be no one waiting for them. No one would care who they were or what they did. No one would follow them. There'd be no need for the bodyguards and convoys of cars and even more security. A simple meal in a restaurant wouldn't involve three months of planning, four armed men in suits surrounding them, and police protection taking them to and from the venue. No cameras. No news. No minute examination by a thousand different people of what clothes she wore or how she did her hair. And no worrying about the threat of assassination and kidnapping. She sighed. She might as well wish for the world to stop turning.

      Xiao slipped his arm around her waist. "Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?" he whispered in her ear.

      She smiled at him as they walked. "I don't think so."

      "Then I must apologise for my poor behaviour. My only excuse is that the sight of you rendered me speechless, and I have only just recovered." He pushed his long hair back from his face so Ziyi could see the mischief in his eyes. He wore a suit she loved — it was black blue with the faintest of pin stripes, so fine you could almost miss them, in a cloth that just begged to be touched. It cost more than a lot of people's homes and was worth every yuan. He was the Emperor's son, the nearest thing to a god in the world, and looked it. She loved him more than life itself.

      "I'll forgive you this once." Ziyi returned the faintest of smiles. She scanned the waiting journalists once more

      "Time for the show, my dear," said Xiao as the doormen swept the doors open for them. Yiang Yin and Mun Ping, in their black suits, sunglasses, earpieces, and a comforting bulge of a machine pistol under their left armpits, walked on either side of the couple. Their towering physiques had been enhanced with cybernetics — known as mek — making them all the more lethal. Two others, Huizong and Chen, covered the rear. The four men, Xiao's boys, were part of the public face of the Close Protection Unit that looked after the Emperor, the Heir and all the other members of the Imperial family.

      The flashes started the moment Xiao and Ziyi stepped out of the Imperial residence. Despite the sunglasses, Ziyi found herself blinking.

      "Princess! Princess!" The cry came from all around her. Little did they know she'd hated that nickname since it was uttered for the first time four years ago. She wasn't a princess, just the daughter of a low-level government official from the provinces. She paid no attention to their cries — and tried to ignore the feeling that each new image stole more of her soul along with it. If there was a better way to handle the attention and the fame, Ziyi wasn't aware of it. The lessons she'd been given hadn't prepared for her for the overwhelming attention that came with her position — and it certainly wasn't getting any easier with time.

      The boys cleared a path to the waiting limousine. Mun Ping held the door open for them. Xiao slipped in first, followed by Ziyi. It wasn't a question of manners, but of security. The heir was safer inside the car than outside, and he was the number one priority. He may be loved by the people, but there were enough enemies of the Empire that wished him harm; US separatists, The Free Europe Brigade, Australian Republican Army, any number of Muslim extremists — even the United Arab Empire itself. Xiao's modernist views hadn't made him too many friends within the Government either.

      The door shut with a reassuring clunk, and Ziyi sank back into the leather seat, stretching her legs, happy to be cocooned away from the scrum of press once more. Xiao was watching a news report. Mun Ping joined the driver while the other boys split themselves between the front and rear cars.

      No one spoke while the car's engine started, the destination already set into the auto-pilot. There was the faintest of hums as the car picked up speed as it entered the traffic.

      "Where's the restaurant?" asked Xiao, glancing over.

      "Lan Kwai Fong, level Two Four Two," replied Ziyi.

      "Oh god. So down level," said Xiao with a grin. "Is that the fashion now? To slum it?"

      Ziyi smiled back and shook her head in mock exasperation. Level Two Four Two was hardly down level. The Imperial residence was as high as Hong Kong went, two hundred and eighty-eight levels above the ground, but few starscrapers came close to matching that. Mid-level didn't officially start until the Two Twenties, and even then they were home only to the super rich, or the corporations they owned. Only below the Hundreds did it become "slumming it", and of course at ground level, in the Zeros, it was deadly. The Zeros were home to the crazies and the criminals, the down and outs and the lethal. The law didn’t exist in the Zeros. Luckily there would never be any reason for Xiao to visit there. The best protection in the world would find it impossible to keep him safe.

      "The chef will make the journey worthwhile. Trust me," said Ziyi.

      Xiao raised an eyebrow and went back to watching the news.

      "Protests against the Imperial government are increasing across the North American continent," said the anchor, Lin Bai of Channel News Asia. "Governor Xin issued a statement, acknowledging the growing desire for self-rule within the country, but denied there would be a referendum of the subject."

      Xin appeared on screen, standing in front of the White House. The red Imperial flag fluttered against a pale blue sky. "America has been an important part of the Chinese Empire since 2103 and we don’t see any reason to change an arrangement that has brought success and prosperity to all our citizens on this continent, despite a few noisy individuals and their anti-social behaviour. We can't allow a disgruntled minority to tarnish the image of the happy, law-abiding majority that are loyal citizens of the Empire.

      "As much as we encourage the freedom of speech, we will not permit that right to be abused. The curfew has been extended and any person found outside their homes past eight pm will be detained without trial until further notice. Anyone found with a weapon will be shot on sight."

      Xiao snorted. "I never liked that man. I've always said he's too narrow-minded. The Americans need to be given autonomy. It's their country after all. Fear does nothing other than breed more unrest. It's time to show strength through compassion — not by adding pressure through the military."

      Ziyi said nothing. It wasn't her place to comment on politics. She gazed out the window as the cars slipped onto the highway. They'd be at the restaurant in ten minutes, maybe less. The cars emitted pulses preventing all other vehicles from getting within two hundred feet of the Imperial convoy, so the roads were clear.

      Police outriders zipped alongside the convoy, accelerating or slowing down as needed, ensuring that, if anyone had managed to block the pulse, they still wouldn't get any closer. A police flyer also hovered overhead. For the next ten minutes, Ziyi could relax. They were safe.

      Hong Kong spread out around them, an ocean of light under the night sky. Some of the world's most impressive starscrapers reached up to the heavens. Roads and monorails zigzagged their way between them like arteries, keeping the city alive and moving. The sight never failed to take Ziyi's breath away. Hong Kong was the most beautiful city in the world, and she could understand why Xiao had chosen the island to be his home, along with the other fifty-eight million inhabitants, instead of elsewhere in the Empire.

      She gazed into various windows as they sped by. Offered no more than a flash, she wondered at the lives within — who they were, what they did, how they lived. Her world was so far removed from the ordinary citizens of the Empire, she found their lives fascinating —as obsessed with them as they were with hers.

      "For a hundred and twenty years, the Americans have grumbled and complained about being part of our Empire," said Xin on the holo-screen. "They forget the wealth we have given them, the security. They ignore the fact that we saved them from bankruptcy — they borrowed one hundred and twenty trillion dollars from us. Did they think we'd never ask for it back? That we would just keep funding their stupidity? They gambled their country away. They need to accept it is ours now."

      The Heir leaned forward and poured himself a glass of champagne. He took a sip. "I've told father if we're not careful he'll start shooting a few of them."

      "What did your father say?" Ziyi asked.

      "That they'd soon learn their place. A firm hand to remind them of their masters." He screwed his mouth up as he twisted the champagne flute in his hand. "When I argued the point, he said that I'd think differently when I was older but perhaps the truth is he was wiser when he was younger."

      The words shocked Ziyi. No one criticized the Emperor. He was the father of them all. The Son of Heaven. "Xiao, I..." she began.

      Xiao waved his hand to silence her. He locked his eyes on hers, his cheeks coloured, aware that he'd said too much. Someone was always listening.

      She bowed her head. "Yes, your Imperial Highness. Please forgive me." Her heart raced as she hoped his words would go unnoticed. He would soon be the Emperor after all. His father was eighty-two, and the unspoken truth was he grew more fragile by the day, making Xiao's ascension imminent. Surely that fact placed Xiao above reproach.

      The news reports filled the silence in the car. The United Arab Empire had stopped fuel shipments once more. A planet in the outer rim had been claimed in the Emperor's name. The body of another woman had been discovered in the Zeros. A movie star was divorcing his husband. The spaceport on Lamma Island had increased flights to eight times a day to New Beijing, the orbiting city above the earth. More recruits were needed for the Imperial Army to support the push further into space.

      The convoy took the exit off the highway, curving right onto level Two Four Two. Three more turns took them to the top of Lan Kwai Fong. Ziyi's heart raced as she saw the crowds waiting for them. Eager faces leaned over the barriers, hours of their lives given up for this one moment to be near Xiao, to see the future of the Empire. A couple of news drones hovered overhead, filming everything. She checked everyone and everything for a possible threat as they drew closer, finding no relief for her anxiety when all appeared as it should be.

      The police bikes stopped first, their blue lights colouring the scene. The lead car pulled up beside the restaurant, and Huizong jumped out to take his place by the side of the Heir's vehicle as it stopped.

      "Here we go again," said Xiao, slipping his public face into place with it’s easy smile.

      They watched Mun Ping take position next to Huizong.

      "All clear, sire," said the driver, and the door opened. The roar from the crowd, all screams and cheers, rushed into the car before they could move, mixed with the pop of the cameras. Heat from the night air replaced the car's artificial chill.

      Xiao stepped out of the car and Ziyi followed, trying to ignore the knot in her stomach. The police had set up barriers on either side of the restaurant entrance to hold back the crowds waiting for them. Xiao waved to both sides, and pulled Ziyi close to pose with him.

      "We should go inside," she suggested.

      "Nonsense," said Xiao. "How often do they get a chance to see the future of the Empire? Let them enjoy the moment a while longer."

      The knot tightened in Ziyi's stomach. Something wasn’t quite right. It was always that way, she told herself. Just her normal paranoia. Even so...

      "Please, sire, it's safer in..."

      The bomb threw the lead car twenty feet in the air. Flames ripped out from under it, vaporising the nearby crowd. Mun Ping just disappeared. Ziyi wrapped herself around Xiao, throwing them both to the ground and covering him with her own body. The heat and the fury of the explosion rushed over her. Ignore the pain, she told herself. Xiao was all that mattered. She prayed the road wouldn't collapse and drop them forty levels to the next part of Lan Kwai Fong below them.

      One of the police bikes had been thrown through a shop's window. The remains of the first car burned on its side next to a crater in the road. There was nothing left of the police escort. Debris fell from the sky. Body parts lay scattered across the road and sidewalk. Through the ringing in her ears, she could hear the screams of the wounded and dying. Even the air tasted burnt.

      She ran her hands over Xiao searching for any wounds. "Are you injured? Are you hurt?"

      Huizong crouched down beside them, machine pistol in hand, before Xiao could answer. "We need to get you back in the car, your Highness."

      A red dot appeared on his forehead a split second before his skull disintegrated. Blood and brains splattered across Ziyi's face.

      "Keep your heads down," Chen screamed from the other side of the car.

      It was everything Ziyi had ever feared. A terrorist attack. Xiao could die. She had to get him back in the car, get him back somewhere safe. Panic surged through her and it took all her self-control not to scream.

      Then the adrenaline kicked in and the world slipped back into gear. Her training took over. She jumped up, hauling Xiao with her as she sprinted to their car, bullets nipping at her feet every step of the way. She opened the door and threw the heir inside, happy to get him inside its bulletproof shell. Chen reached her side a split-second later as bullets continued to rain down on them, ricocheting off the car and sidewalk, and ripping into the screaming crowd.

      Ziyi leaned inside the car, ignoring Xiao as he struggled into a body protection suit, and ripped off part of the back seat. She snatched the Norinco assault rifle stored there and swung back into the street, slamming the door shut after her. She felt better with the weapon in her hands. Fifty rounds of armour-piercing bullets in the mag, and a grenade launcher under the barrel with one already in the pipe. Whoever had attacked them was going to pay.

      Chen leaned over the trunk of the car and rattled shots off from his machine pistol.

      "You see the shooter?" Ziyi shouted at him.

      Chen dropped back down behind the car. He ejected the spent clip, slapped in a replacement. "Next level up. Window next to the Honda sign."

      Ziyi peaked over the roof of the car. She saw a flash before more rounds pounded the roof, forcing her head down. "Got him." She slipped her finger around the grenade launcher's trigger.

      She counted to five as she tried to force her heart rate down, took a deep breath, and stood up from cover. She aimed, and squeezed the trigger. She barely heard the pop over the chaos. The grenade flew up, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake before it smashed into the window. The explosion was paltry compared to the one that started the attack on the Imperial party, but it was enough. It shredded everything in a fifteen-foot diameter of where it had hit. Brick and steel, flesh and blood. None of it had a chance.

      Ziyi kept the rifle aimed on the target while she waited for the smoke to clear. She gradually became aware of other sounds returning. The screams of the wounded, the crackle of flames and distant sirens. When the smoke cleared, what was left of the attacker's window showed no threat remained.

      Ziyi checked up and down the street once more, searching for more danger, another threat but only the dead and dying remained. Satisfied, she checked on Xiao and got a thumb's up from him. Happy he was safe for the moment, she clicked on the telephone embedded in her left ear. "Wing?"

      Wing Sha answered immediately. His voice was clear, sharp and stressed.  "Control. Status?"

      "Roadside bomb plus sniper. Xiao is safe. Mun Ping and Huizong are down. Multiple civilian casualties."

      "Already on it. Police and ambulances are on their way. ETA two minutes. Sit tight and keep your head down till then," said Wing. "Confirm pick up once it arrives. Stay safe."

      "Will do." Ziyi cut the connection. She leaned back against the car with Chen beside her. She kept the assault rifle in the ready position, her finger resting beside the trigger, eyes still searching for any other threat. "Everything looks clear. But that doesn't necessarily make it so. Keep your eyes nice and bright."

      "Goes without saying," replied Chen.

      The police flyer arrived ninety seconds later. The slick, one-man ship zipped down the narrow street, milli-gun ready. It stopped above them and rotated three hundred and sixty degrees, scanning all the windows in every building across all spectrums, machine-gun poised to vaporise the slightest hint of a threat. The down force of the rotor blades in its wings cleared the smoke and the smell of burnt almonds that came from charred flesh. It fired drones from its side to widen the protection area and provide more eyes and ears on the scene.

      The police cars and ambulances followed on. Troops fanned out up and down the street and went into buildings. An ambulance crew rushed over to check on Xiao.

      Ziyi blocked their way. "He doesn't leave the car until we are back at the Imperial Residence."

      The ambulance crew recognised her from the news vids and Ziyi could see the shock on their faces at seeing her armed. One still tried to push past. "You can't make that call. What if His Imperial Highness is injured? I won't let his girlfriend get in the way," he said.

      "Step away. There's plenty of others for you to treat," replied Ziyi, raising the rifle.

      They looked to Chen who merely shrugged. "You heard her."

      A police lieutenant strode over and snapped to attention in front of them. "We have secured the immediate vicinity. Our Crime Scene Investigators will be here shortly to try to discover the origins of the assassin."

      Ziyi nodded. "Good. We'll return to the Imperial Residence. I want the flyer to maintain its position above us at all times. We also need four cars to travel with us, front, back, and both sides, protecting His Highness' vehicle. We leave in one minute."

      "As you wish," agreed the lieutenant.

      "Sit in the front," she told Chen. "Keep your weapon out in case."

      "Sure, but Ziyi?" said Chen.

      "What?"

      "You've got a bullet hole in your back." Chen indicated the wound with a slight nod of his head.

      Ziyi looked over her shoulder, and felt along her back with her hand. A small hole sat just above her right shoulder blade. Her hand came away soaked in her blood. "Shit."

      "Thank god for mek, eh?" said Chen and climbed into the front seat of the car.

      There was a tremble in her legs at the thought of how close she'd come to dying. It would've been a honourable death, but even so she was glad to still be alive.

      After one last look around the carnage in the street, Ziyi tapped in the code to open the car's rear door. She climbed into the back seat, quickly shutting the door behind and re-locking it. She held the assault rifle across her lap, ignoring the shakes spreading throughout her body.

      "You're bleeding," said Xiao, eyes raised in concern.

      "It doesn't matter," said Ziyi. The Heavens only knew how many innocent people she'd killed along with the assassin, but at least Xiao was alive.

      The car pulled away surrounded by its police escort. Safe inside the car, one could almost believe nothing had happened.

      "Explosions, gun fights, and in the middle of it all that was my beautiful girlfriend protecting me. I can't remember the last time I had so much fun." The colour fled from his face and Xiao vomited into the foot well of the car. It was a moment before he looked up again. "Not what I hoped our evening to be."

      "You could've been killed. It wasn’t fun." Ziyi looked out the window, searching for any sign of danger. "And I'm not your girlfriend, your Highness. I'm your bodyguard."

      "And a damn good one too. The twelve billion yuan we spent on your mek was worth every penny."

      "It is my honour to serve," replied Ziyi as she watched the neon-lit streets fly by and tried not to think of all the people she'd killed.
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      Wing's brain itched. He wished he could pull the plugs out of his neural implants, and just switch off the data stream. Even if it was just for a minute or two. He needed a break, and that was the understatement of the year.

      He sank back into his chair for a moment and tried to ignore all the data flashing through his brain. Even as one of the Empire's Special Operators he'd not experienced a day so intense. He wasn't the only one. Bao Yu, four years older than Wing at thirty-two and a mother of a four year-old boy, and Song, nineteen, single, and beautiful in an awkward way that Wing found so appealing, sat with the backs of their chairs almost touching at the centre of the spherical room, known to all with various degrees of affection as The Pod. Monitors surrounded them, keeping them informed of everything happening in Hong Kong and across the Empire. The three operators were cocooned together for twelve hours at a time, ensuring the safety of the second most important man in the world and the Empire's best interests were maintained at all times.

      The Pod sat deep in the heart of Control, the secret Government facility that oversaw Hong Kong and the surrounding regions. Fittingly, Control was located within the mountain known as the Peak. Once, long ago, Hong Kong's wealthiest lived on top of it, lording over the city and harbour. But, as the buildings rose around it and then outgrew it, the Peak lost its status. The government took over, hollowing it out and filling it with the machinery and seven thousand people necessary to govern one of the Empire's premier mega-cities. It felt fitting to Wing that the monument that once drew so many people to Hong Kong now hid its real power.

      The attack on Lan Kwai Fung was all over his monitors. Speculation on who was responsible. The numbers of dead and injured. Discussions on what the Government's response would be. Two days after it happened and there was no sign of it abating. After all, it wasn't every day someone tried to kill the next in line to the Empire, thank the Heavens. Security for all government official and members of the Imperial family had been increased, and the whole Empire was still in a state of high alert. All police leave had been cancelled, flooding the streets troops and the number of drones in the skies had been tripled. No one knew if it was the work of a lone assassin or part of a greater plot against the Empire. The Heavens knew it had enough enemies.

      CCTV footage from every part of the city was analysed for clues. Sensors scanned voice transmissions looking for key words relating to the attack. As it was, it all anyone was talking about. Wing subconsciously sifted through a mammoth amount of data for what was useful and what was not. At a guess, he'd say ninety-nine point nine-nine percent was absolute garbage, but that didn't mean he could ignore any of it. His life would've been a lot easier if someone had claimed credit for the attack but no one had stepped forward. Hopefully the silence meant Ziyi had killed who ever had been responsible.

      Footage of the attack was also on a constant loop on the public channels — censored to hide Ziyi's part in foiling it. All the public knew was she had helped get Xiao into the vehicle. The dutiful girlfriend's act of courage. Her popularity was at an all time high. 'Beautiful and brave' proclaimed the South China Morning Post. 'The Warrior Princess' headlined the New China Daily. Channel News Asia called for her to be awarded the Hero of the Chinese Empire, the highest honour for a civilian. Wing didn't need to try too hard to imagine Ziyi hating every minute of it.

      He rubbed his eyes and tapped another shot of caffeine into his IV. It had been a long bloody shift so far and even longer to go. The press and the public might be finding it all exciting but Wing was much happier when nothing happened. No one died when things were boring.

      Wing instantly felt better as the caffeine leaked into his system. It was a shame he couldn't be fed nicotine too. He'd have killed for a cigarette. He had another six hours to wait before he could ease that craving. Another six hours plugged into his chair in the Pod, with an intravenous drip keeping him hydrated and nourished, a pipe clamped to his groin and backside to deal with waste, and his brain hardwired into a computer system by a cable attached to a jack in the back of his skull with two more feeding into his temple sockets, so three billion terabytes of information could be pumped into his brain every second.

      The operators called it 'data swimming' but sometimes, especially on days like the present one, it felt more like drowning. The information washed over them, brushing past in a rush, and the operators' job was to pull out what was useful from what wasn't. They could split their consciousness to explore new streams of interest. It was their job to know everything that needed knowing.

      Plugged into the system, Wing felt all-powerful. His mind wandered through the lives of everyone in Hong Kong, and further into the Empire if he wished, watching and listening, making decisions that affected people's lives without them even realising it. The Empire had eyes and ears everywhere and Wing could connect to any and all of them in an instant.

      Out of the system, he felt less. That was the only way to describe it. He went from omnipresent awareness to living life in three-dimensions. Totally anonymous. No wonder he spent his off hours out of his brains on whatever shit he could get his hands on, killing time before he could get plugged back in again. Not for the first time, he thought there had to be better ways to earn a living.

      A reminder popped up telling him it was time to check in with the CSI unit investigating the attack.

      Commander Pan Dong answered on the second ring. He looked as tired as Wing. The bags under his eyes threatened to overwhelm his face. He wore the police's summer uniform of green fatigues. A peaked cap was under his arm. "Yes?"

      "Commander, this is Central Control. I need an update on your progress," said Wing.

      The Commander sighed. "We've been working around the clock just trying to separate and identify all the different DNA on the scene. Your agent could've left us with more to work with."

      "Our agent was protecting His Imperial Highness. Are you suggesting she didn't do her duty?" asked Wing.

      He enjoyed watching the discomfort on Pan Dong's face. "No... I mean... One must do everything to protect his Imperial Highness... I... apologies if I have implied something other than that... I..."

      "Enough," said Wing. "Your report."

      "We extracted thirty-seven different traces of DNA. After careful analysis, we now have two prime suspects. Both American." The Commander's image was replaced by headshots of two foreigners. They slowly rotated, allowing Wing to see all sides of their faces as Pan Dong continued to talk. "The man on the left is a Ronald Sanders, born in Ohio, twenty-one eighty-nine, March twenty-seven. African-American. He arrived in Hong Kong a week ago. He's dead. DNA was taken from body parts found at the scene. We believe he was the shooter.

      "The other is more of a mystery. His DNA was found on a fragment of a cup in the apartment. Also American. Caucasian. Greg Anderson, a member of the American Free Army, wanted for four counts of terrorism. His whereabouts are unknown. More than likely he was killed in the blast with Sanders."

      "But there are no remains to confirm that?" asked Wing.

      The Commander's grim face reappeared on screen. "No, unfortunately not."

      "If he is a known terrorist, how did he gain entry in Hong Kong?"

      Pan Dong rubbed his chin. "After checking CCTV, we came across this clip." The screen cut to footage from a security camera at airport immigration. In the top left corner was a date stamp. It had been filmed five days earlier. Anderson walked towards the camera. He leaned forward to have his right eye's retina scanned. Details of a Timothy McElver appeared and entry was automatically approved. Anderson talked briefly to the official and was allowed to proceed.

      Pan Dong returned. "As you can see, he passed a retina scan confirming a false identity."

      "How was that possible?" demanded Wing. "The machines are designed to recognise any sort of mek and reject lens implants, unless registered with the authorities, specifically to stop this from happening."

      The Commander sighed. "The truth is we don't know. We've always believed the retina scans to be one hundred per cent accurate and foolproof."

      "But if our enemies have a way of beating the scans, they've free access to move wherever they wish. We're wide open to attack anywhere in the Empire."

      "We're cross-checking all entries to Hong Kong with facial analysis to see if Anderson was alone or if there were others with him. Hopefully we will have that completed by the end of today. Of course that will only pick up anyone who is known to us already or on a watch list as having suspected terrorist affiliations."

      "So basically anyone of the two thousand Americans who travel here each day could be a suspect?"

      Pan Dong nodded. "I'm afraid so."

      "And we could be facing a much larger terrorist cell active here in Hong Kong?"

      "Yes." The Commander almost choked on the word.

      Wing really needed that cigarette now. "Thank you, Commander. I look forward to your next report." Wing broke the connection before Pan Dong could reply. He leaned back into the padding of his chair. An American terrorist unit loose in Hong Kong was unthinkable. "Shit."

      He allowed the information to feed through his neural uplink to his colleagues next to him.

      "The fake retina is our biggest problem and our only lead," said Bao Yu. "Was the airport scanner checked for a malfunction or some sort of remote access? Perhaps we are dealing with a hack rather than a new form of mek?"

      Wing could feel his temple pulsing. "That would be even more worrying. You'd need to breach eight levels of firewalls to hack into the government system, and once in, why stop at just changing someone's records? You'd be able to wreck all sorts of havoc."

      "Running checks now," said Song. Her voice was full of life despite six hours stuck in the chair. Had Wing ever been that enthusiastic? Maybe when he was fresh out the academy like Song, but he couldn't remember for sure. He doubted even Song could maintain it much longer. She wouldn't be the new girl forever, and having your mind hard-wired into all the crap in the world had a way of wearing a person down.

      The itch grew in the depths of Wing's mind as the mek filtered the data flow into his brain. Another click fed five milligrams of ibuprofen into his drip. Just enough to numb it before it developed into a migraine. The clock refused to count down to the end of his shift. Some days he fucking hated that clock.

      He checked Xiao's locator. The heir was in his residence, the old Government House that straddled Hong Kong's highest starscraper, an ancient symbol of some forgotten nation's colonial dreams on top of one of the great modern architectural wonders of the Empire. It was fitting that the heir lived in a home that touched the Heavens.

      Rex Rui was the Close Protection Agent on duty. His locator placed him in the same room as Xiao. Like Ziyi, the majority of his body had been replaced with lethal mek. The operations had begun on his eighteenth birthday but he'd been able to kill a grown man with his bare hands from before puberty.

      Wing didn't like Rui much. The arrogance and the disdain of the wealthy had rubbed off on him too much, but that wasn't surprising. He'd been by Xiao side since he was a boy. To the world he was a good-looking rich kid who'd grown up as Xiao's best friend. The tabloids called them the Brothers, treating the world like their playground, breaking hearts left, right and centre in their younger days — before Xiao had developed a social conscience and grown up.

      Twelve other agents, suited and booted, were also with them in the old mansion. Five hundred more were spread through the other levels of the residence.

      Wing ran through a systems check of the building's exterior weapons. Anti-aircraft and anti-personnel guns were armed and ready. The missile counter-measures were primed and radars working. The windows were locked and airtight. Radiation shields were fully charged. The building could withstand a nuclear, biological or chemical attack and not even sway in the wind. The only place more secure in the world was the Imperial Palace in Beijing. As long as Xiao was at home, Wing needn't worry.

      Ziyi was in her quarters' gymnasium four levels below Xiao. Only yesterday she was in hospital getting the hole in her back fixed and now she was working out. No one could fault her dedication.

      Every room in the residence had cameras except personal sleeping quarters so Wing turned on the feed to the gymnasium. Ziyi flickered to life on a monitor. She was hammering the crap out of some punch-bots, still looking as perfect as ever. Skin like porcelain glowed with exertion.

      Wing could watch Ziyi all day and all night. He was just as in love with her as the rest of the world. And no wonder. Ziyi had been one of six thousand girls selected from across the Empire as potential agents. All of pure Chinese descent, taken from their families at the age of eight and groomed to be the heir's companion. Trained and tested, the girls were discarded at the slightest physical or mental imperfection. Ziyi proved to be the best of the best.

      What Wing liked most about her was, unlike Rui, she remained unspoiled by the world she had been placed in. Wing hoped that would never change.

      "Wing!" Bao Yu's voice shook him from his thoughts. "Watch her on your own time, not the Empire's."

      "I'm doing my job. She's my agent," he protested but switched the feed off none the less. He fought the embarrassment and hoped it didn't show on his cheeks.

      "The airport checked out clean," said Song. "I'm running my own checks on all arrivals into Hong Kong over the last six months. Don't trust the green shirts to do their job properly."

      "The first thing I told you was 'never rely on the police'. All they're good for are parking tickets and littering fines." They were better than that if Wing was honest with himself, but in a city of fifty-eight million they were simply overwhelmed by the population. Even ignoring the Zeros as a no-go zone, the police were always on the back foot.

      Bao Yu tapped nervously on her keyboard. "Xiao's schedule is still clear over the next week. We've got him on lock down in the Residence until the ball at the Imperial Chinese Bank Building on the eighteenth."

      Wing glanced over his shoulder at her. "Can't we cancel that until we sort this mess out?"

      "He's hosting a fundraising dinner for further exploration of the Outer Colonies. The Arabs spend twice as much as we are and the Empire can't afford to lose more ground in the space race. Cancelling is not an option," replied Bao Yu.

      "Shit," said Wing.

      "Our shit. And we better make sure it's cleared up fast."

      "Okay people," interjected Song. "I've got six possibles from face recognition." The headshots appeared across all their monitors. Five men. One woman.

      Wing didn't like the look of any of them but he didn't like gweilos on the whole.

      "The first two I'm certain are AFA. James Conway and Neil Cowie. The third is almost certainly Brendan Murray, wanted for a bombing in Guangzhou in ‘23," continued Song. "The other four I'm not quite so sure about. Their faces don't match any known terrorists but I ran a diagnostic over Anderson's retina scan and noticed a small anomaly that is also present in the scans of all six suspects."

      "Put a trace on their new retinas," ordered Bao Yu. "If spotted, they are not to be challenged — surveillance only. We may only get one chance at stopping them. Let's pray we get lucky."

      Silence filled the Pod as they stared at the faces of their enemies. A cold knot of fear twisted in Wing's stomach. Six terrorists active in Hong Kong. Just one of them had already come close to killing Xiao and the Lan Kwai Fong attack was only the start.

      Six terrorists. And maybe a lot more.
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      Ziyi sat cross-legged in front of the window with her eyes closed in the warrior pose. The backs of her hands rested against her knees, and her thumb and forefinger touched. She counted as she breathed in for five seconds, held the breath for the same, and then exhaled for five seconds. Nothing else filled her thoughts. She felt the air fill her lungs and feed her blood. Breathing was the most basic function that mek could never replace. Until that time, she was still human.

      Thoughts about the attack crept into her mind, but she pushed them away just as quickly as they appeared. Nothing mattered. The sunlight warmed her skin and she allowed its strength to join hers, as she sought peace and harmony.

      However at the edges of her mind, she could hear the cries of the dead demanding justice. Each time she pushed them away, they came back louder and stronger. Her heart quickened so Ziyi deepened her breathing to fight it. She chased the emptiness until she realised how like death it was — and found shame instead. The assassin had died — yes. He'd deserved it. But the many families she'd killed with her grenade had all been innocent. Sacrificed for the Empire perhaps but blood on her hands all the same. She shook the thought from her head — she'd done her duty. She only hoped their ghosts would forgive her.

      After half an hour, she abandoned any attempt to meditate, and keeping her eyes shut, she slowly stood up and her feet slid into the beginnings of a tai chi movement. Both her arms floated up, and then sank down with the rest of her body. She eased from one movement to the next, moving gracefully from Parting The Wild Horse Mane to The White Crane Spreading Its Wings. She kept her mind empty as she controlled her breathing, and allowed her body to take her through the exercises without thinking. She'd been taught them first at the age of seven, and her form was perfect. Her teacher, her shifu, would be proud but he would've expected no less. Not from his best pupil.

      She turned her left palm back, as she shifted into the High Pat On Horse, before flowing into Wave Hands As Clouds. She could detect no ill effects from the gunshot wound or the subsequent surgery. Her body was as it should be.

      Clapping from the doorway interrupted her when she was only halfway through the routine. She slipped back into the starting position before opening her eyes.

      Rui stood watching her. "Bravo, little sister, bravo. A delight to watch." The light caught the scar across his left cheek giving him a strange grin — a memento of a hooker in Manila who turned out to be a hired assassin. It disturbed Ziyi that he hadn't had the scar removed.

      He picked up a towel and held it out for her.

      "Thank you, brother." Ziyi took it and wiped the sweat from her face. "Why aren't you with Xiao?" Rui was the officer on duty and shouldn't have been far from the heir's side.

      "He's safe enough without me for a while. And do I need a reason to visit?" Rui held out his hands in mock innocence but Ziyi said nothing. They stared at each other for one, two, three heartbeats before Rui broke out another smile. "Always so serious, little sister. Xiao wants you to join him in half an hour. The First Minister is on his way."

      "Deng Wa Ping is coming here?"

      "Yes, and Xiao wants both of us to hear what he has to say. He has an update on the attack."

      "Thank you for letting me know," she replied with a curt bow.

      "Any time, little sister," replied Rui.

      She went to walk past him, but he stopped her.

      "How does it feel, little sister? To finally see some action?" He leaned in closer. "To kill?" The words were a whisper, but Ziyi could feel the excitement behind them.

      She pulled free of his grip and stepped back. She'd show no weakness. "I did my duty."

      "Of course, little sister. I'd expect no less from you," said Rui, with a bow.

      She left him with a slight nod. As she walked through to her private quarters, she could feel his eyes watching her. As ever, Rui made her feel uncomfortable. They had such very different ideas of duty. For Rui, everything was a game, and one he enjoyed playing.

      The doors closed behind her, and Ziyi relaxed out of his sight. The living room was Spartan compared to every other part of the Imperial Residency, but it was the way Ziyi liked it. Privacy was such a rare luxury. As a child, she'd always been surrounded by her family, then at the academy by thousands of students. As Xiao's bodyguard, she had no private life of her own except in her room. She couldn't date anyone or go for a walk with a friend or visit the shops without causing a major commotion. It was the price she had to pay to serve the Empire, but she often wondered what her life would've been like if she hadn't been selected to serve, or if she had failed in her training.

      A few plants loitered in corners, only alive because someone else watered them. She walked past the large sofa wondering when was the last time she'd sat on it. She ignored the television, having no interest in seeing herself on every channel. Instead she turned on some music, a classical piece by the Emperor's favourite composer, Aw Soon. It was a mournful piece called A Swallow's Dream, written after the end of the Hundred Year War with Russia, honouring the Empire's fallen. No official numbers existed but rumours claimed over a billion Chinese lives had been lost in battle over the long hard years. It was a perfect accompaniment for the way she felt.

      In the kitchen, she opened a bottle of water and drank it straight down as the notes filled the apartment. A fresh piece of cod and some bak choi waited for her in the fridge for lunch, but Xiao's meeting meant it would have to wait for her a while longer. She just hoped nothing would get in the way of dinner by herself. She needed a night off. Her role as Xiao's consort was exhausting. Not physically as most of her body had been replaced with the most cutting edge mek — she was stronger and faster than any normal human and almost invulnerable from bullet or knife. It was the mental strain that wore her down — of being constantly on her guard and pretending to be someone she wasn't. Only in her rooms could she be herself — her true self, and she didn't know if she was strong enough to continue to do what was demanded of her.

      "Wing?" Saying his name immediately connected her phone imbedded in her ear.

      "Ziyi. How you doing?" Wing’s voice sounded tired despite his attempt to be casual.

      "I want to see the casualties from the attack. Can you play them on my main screen."

      "Why do you want to do that? It's not going to help them. Or you."

      Ziyi shook her head. He was tried to look after her. "Please. I want to see them."

      "Your call." Her screen flicked to life and the face of a middle-aged woman appeared on it. "Josephine Ren waited ten hours in place for you to arrive. She was killed instantly when the bomb..."

      "Wing." Ziyi closed her eyes. "Just the people I killed."

      The face changed. Another woman, younger, eyes full of hope. "Kelly Yang. A first year solicitor, working late in the office above the assassin's location. Killed instantly." A man's face replaced hers. "Lei Shi. Solicitor. Thirty-eight years old."

      Ziyi watched the faces change as she listened to their names and bios, imprinting them on her memory. She allowed the tears to fall, safe in her room, away from prying eyes. Thirty-eight dead by her hand.

      "Ziyi? You ok?"

      She wiped her eyes with her sleeve, tried to smile. "Sure. All good. You can turn the information off now."

      The images disappeared from the screen, leaving her reflection on the dark screen. She stared at it, unable to recognise who she was.

      She walked over to the portrait of the Emperor that hung in an alcove near her bedroom. Similar portraits graced every home in the Empire. Ziyi's showed Dao Yu as he was now, his wisdom shining in his eyes. He was the father of all, and her love for him knew no bounds. At least she'd not failed him. She bowed three times, as honour dictated, pressing her forehead against the floor each time. Once completed, she recited the oath of allegiance, as she had done every day of her life for as long as she could remember.

      "By Heaven's will,

      I swear to serve you in this life and the next.

      I am your shield and I am your sword.

      I am your heart and your soul.

      I am your life and your death.

      All that I am and ever will be, I give to you, my Emperor,

      Above all else, for the Empire."

      The words had been meaningless to her when she was a child, part of a daily ritual enforced by her father. Once she'd joined the academy, they gained substance. Six thousand voices would ring out in unison, full of passion and pride, reminding them all of their duty and the honour it bestowed. Now the words were entwined with her soul, as vital to her as breathing. Her oath was everything, part of her DNA, and she'd now sealed the commitment with blood.

      She bowed once more before standing up, feeling better. The lives hadn’t been lost for nothing — but for the Emperor and the Empire.

      She made a protein shake in the kitchen, throwing in a banana and some mixed berries. As the blender whirled, she gazed out of the window across Hong Kong. Sunlight kissed the starscrapers, shining like diamonds against the blue sky.

      She could see the harbour in the distance, choked up with ships and freight tankers from one end to the next. It amazed her that people still sent things by sea, with pirates attacking everything that moved on the ocean.

      A small drone zipped towards her window, attracted by her movement and Ziyi automatically stepped back from the glass. She just had time to see the NewsCorp logo before the Residency's anti-air measures blew it from the sky. The Heavens only knew how many of those got shot down every day. Such a waste of time and money just to get another picture of her. As if the millions that were out in the world weren't enough.

      She gazed down through the spiralling highways, down into the lower levels. Despite living in Hong Kong for four years, she'd never travelled below the Hundreds, spending all that time amongst the elite that followed Xiao around like stray dogs searching for scraps, far from the real world that she knew existed. She'd love to explore every part of the city on her own anonymously, and people watch. The thought of being alone amongst so many people was intoxicating.

      She sighed. She couldn't walk out the front door without being surrounded, nor would Control allow her to even try. Perhaps she could be left to her own devices when her duty was over and Xiao took a real wife, free to wander wherever she chose.

      She switched off the blender, poured the shake and headed through to the bathroom. Dropping her gym gear on the floor, Ziyi drank a few sips before stepping into the shower. She started with the 'rain' setting, enjoying the gentle pressure of the warm water.

      She turned the water to the multi-jet, high-pressure setting and knocked the temperature down. It pounded her from every direction, cold enough so she had to hold her breath in shock. The water drove all thoughts from her mind. Only the water and the cold existed. She forced herself to breathe, once more counting to five with each inhalation and exhalation, clearing her mind. Thankfully the ghosts remained quiet as well.

      A buzzer broke the moment. Her five minutes of peace were over.

      She dried off and walked through to her bedroom with her shake. It was as simply decorated as the living room. Three of the walls were painted a cool grey and the fourth pure white, hiding the walk-in wardrobe.

      The only luxury she allowed herself were crisp, clean sheets each morning. Her younger self rarely had the opportunity to experience them.

      She changed the music before opening her wardrobe and chose something brighter to help lift her mood. Even if her life as Xiao's companion was a fantasy, her life was a gift from the Heavens. Her personal sacrifices were a small cost to pay in order to serve the Empire.

      The wardrobe was bigger than the living room in her parents' old apartment and full of outfits that cost enough to feed families for years. She understood the need — the people wanted to look up to something far greater than themselves — but she reminded herself she wasn't who the world thought she was. Ziyi was a government employee entrusted with one of the most important jobs in the Empire. The clothes were just her uniform.

      She chose a simple black dress. With five minutes before the First Minister arrived, she tied up her hair and applied minimal make up.

      As she looked in the mirror, she thought about what her life would have been if she'd not been selected for the Academy. Perhaps in another universe, she'd stayed with her family and grown up in a happy home, anonymous in her small village. Perhaps she'd be married now, with a family of her own and a comfortable government job somewhere. It'd be a good life — one free of blood. But fate had other plans for her. The Empire had called.

      She checked herself in the mirror one final time and stood up with a sigh. Time to go to work.

      The elevator climbed up four levels in a heartbeat. The doors had barely shut before they opened again on Xiao's level. The difference between her quarters and Xiao's was extreme. Ziyi smiled. No one would ever describe the decor here as simple. The room was filled with exquisite furniture and art, including many key historical pieces from all the important period's in China's past. Two sweeping marble stairs met in the centre of the room leading up the old Government Mansion but they were the only obstructions. Floor-to-ceiling windows provided a spectacular three hundred and sixty degree view of Hong Kong.

      The Minister's flyer had already settled on the western side's landing pad. Three aides waited by the sliding doors from it. She spotted the Minister himself standing with Xiao and Rui over by the bar and headed over to join them.

      "Here she is," said Xiao as she approached. "Looking as lovely as ever."

      Even after four years of protecting Xiao, seeing him always made her catch her breath. Only the Emperor himself had more of an effect on her. She found herself often just looking at him, wondering how a small girl from the provinces could end up serving the heir to the Empire. The honour was beyond imagination. It made whatever pain and sacrifice she had undergone completely worthwhile. Her dreams of that other life disappeared at the honour she'd been given. The future of the Empire was in her hands to protect.

      Ziyi stopped before Xiao and bowed deeply. "I apologise, your Highness. I have no excuse for my tardiness. Please forgive me."

      Xiao laughed. "There is nothing to forgive. You’re right on time. I would expect nothing else from you."

      "If you say, your Highness." Ziyi straightened and bowed once more in greeting to the Minister.

      "Agent Choi," nodded the Minster in return. "Congratulations on protecting his Highness." He was a small man, no more than five foot four but there was no denying he radiated authority. Even standing near Xiao didn't seem to diminish him. His eyes were constantly appraising whom ever he met. He reminded Ziyi of a tightly wound snake waiting to pounce on any unsuspecting prey. One always had to be on alert with Deng. Even a simple conversation with him seemed like a chess game.

      "No hello for me, Little Sister?" asked Rui from behind the bar.

      "Agent Rui," replied Ziyi. She didn't bow.

      Rui poured three whiskies from a black porcelain bottle with the crest of some forgotten European country on it. Almost as an afterthought, he asked Ziyi if she would like a glass. She declined. She never drank alcohol or did anything that could prevent her from fulfilling her duties to the best of her abilities.

      Xiao took his glass and sat on one side of the sofa nearest the window. It was the cue for everyone else to take their own seats. Ziyi liked to remain standing but Xiao indicated the seat next to him with the barest flick of his eyes.

      "So..." said Xiao. He sipped his drink and smiled. "You have news for us, First Minister?"

      Deng smiled in return, even though it seemed to pain him to do so. "Just an update really. To assure you we are doing all within our power to find those responsible for the heinous attack on your Highness." The glass stayed in his hand. "It looks like they are from a fraction of the American Free Army. DNA from the dead assassin matches a known member and he, in turn, is linked to at least six other possible suspects that we know are here in Hong Kong."

      "Six?" replied Xiao.

      Ziyi tried to keep her face neutral but inside her emotions were going into overdrive. Six more assassins still on the loose and the only thing for certain is more blood would be spilled before it was all over.

      "Yes, your Highness. We are, as we speak, in the process of tracking the suspects down, but they seem to be in possession of mek capable of fooling the retina scans," continued Deng.

      "I didn't think that was possible," said Rui.

      "Nor did we," replied Deng. "We were not happy to find out we were wrong. We're monitoring for their new identities now. They'll be picked up sooner rather than later."

      Rui barely hid his pleasure at the Minister's discomfort.

      "When do you think you'll have all the suspects in custody?" asked Xiao. "I've duties I must perform. Keeping me locked up in here isn't an option."

      "Very soon, your Highness," said Deng. "However, I was hoping I could persuade you to join me in Beijing until the matter is resolved. You'll be far safer there and I know your father would be pleased to..."

      "I'm not leaving Hong Kong," said Xiao. "Out of the question."

      "Your Highness, it's not safe too..." began Deng.

      "Don't tell me what is safe," said Xiao. "I'm assured this building is impenetrable. And in Ziyi and Rex we have the two best bodyguards in the world with me. Surely I don't need to remind you, Minister, how much time and money went into making them near-invincible?"

      Deng bowed his head in acknowledgement. "I apologise, your Highness. Our only concern is your safety."

      Xiao dismissed the apology with a wave of his hand. "I don't understand why they'd strike at me though. If anything, I'm their greatest advocate for an independent country. Their actions only help the hardline point of view." He paused and glanced directly at Deng. The Minister nodded in agreement. "The Empire is poised on the brink of a period of epic change as we embark on our exploration of the Heavens. We need to look to the future and not get dragged down by the decisions of our ancestors."

      "Apparently there was another suicide bombing in Chicago today," said Rui. "A police station downtown. Five dead."

      Deng sighed. "Unfortunately that is just the one we allowed to be reported. Footage got out before we could prevent it. There are, on average, six bombings a day across the country. Most are unmanned. Some, like Chicago, are suicide attacks."

      "What are you doing about it?" demanded Xiao.

      Deng's face remained impassive. "It's difficult. The general consensus is for a more heavy-handed military approach. Governor Xin believes that more troops on the ground will be enough to handle the situation."

      "More troops? So he intends to shoot everyone? The man's mad."

      "The situation is delicate." Deng sniffed the air, as if the conversation was beneath him.

      "Of course its delicate. But whatever the mistakes the Americans made in the past, it doesn't give us the right to lord over them for the rest of eternity," said Xiao. "We need to give them their freedom. That is the only way to bring peace to the world."

      Deng forced a quick smile. "Your father also believes in a slightly more hard line approach at the present time."

      "My father..." began Xiao but stopped himself before he said anymore. Instead the heir stood up, and the others followed. The conversation was over.

      "Thank you for your time, First Minister," said Xiao.

      Deng bowed. The movement was stiff and uncomfortable. "My pleasure, Sire. Before I go, may I remind you that there is an active terrorist cell here in Hong Kong, and there is no doubt you are its target. Please reconsider returning to Beijing. It's better than staying in..." Deng's eyes swept the room. "...this prison as you describe it."

      "Noted. Give my regards to my father," replied Xiao.

      Deng placed his hand against his heart. "For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      Everyone, as one, mirrored the action. "For the Emperor. For the Empire," they chorused. Only Xiao remained silent and unmoving.

      "Agents Choi and Rui," said Deng with a slight nod towards them. He turned before either could reply and marched towards his flyer.

      "He was as fun as ever," said Rui. "What a boring man."

      "Father depends on him too much," replied Xiao. "Far too much."

      "Your Highness, if there is a clear and present danger here in Hong Kong, perhaps it would be best if you returned to the capitol," said Ziyi.

      Xiao smiled. "There is no danger. I have you and I have Rex. No one will touch me with you both nearby."

      "Yes, your Highness," replied Ziyi. If only she shared Xiao's confidence.
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      Wing's shift had finished an hour earlier, and much to his disgust, he wasn't at home, self-medicated out of his brains. Instead, he was in a shitty dive-bar down level in Wan Chai, waiting for a good-for-nothing drug dealer without the ability to tell the time.

      At least he had a table in the corner. There was some comfort in hiding in the shadows, watching the after-work crowd make fools of themselves. He adjusted his wool hat, pulling it over his ears, and ensuring it covered the socket in the back of his skull. Last thing he needed was a freaked-out Normal to deal with.

      The music, some Western dance monstrosity, hammered away as if the DJ wanted Wing's migraine go into overdrive. A few idiots did the bump and grind against each other on a bit of empty space pretending to be a dance floor. A gweilo whooped while some secretary swirled her skirt at him. The girl's mother would have been so proud if she'd seen her precious daughter making such a show of herself. Not for the first time, Wing wondered what the fuck he was doing there.

      He slugged back a shot of tequila, but it did little to take the edge off his jitters. The disconnect from the system always left him feeling less than what he was. Empty noise filled his head where only a short time before the data had raced. Everything was slower. His thoughts. His reactions. Fucking life itself. And to think Normals spent their every waking hour like that. He shuddered at the thought. He pulled out an Ultra Red from the packet on the table and lit the cigarette, dragging the smoke deep into his lungs, and for a moment, he was happy.

      "Hey!"

      Wing looked up. The barman glared at him. Flickering strobe lights danced over his bald head. "There's no fucking smoking in here. Put it out or fuck off."

      Wing stared back, took a long slow drag of the cigarette before he stubbed it out on the table. He held up the empty shot glass. "Another, please." He filled the please with as much sarcasm as he could muster. The barman grunted and went off to get his drink. Fucking Normals.

      Wing checked the time again. Ten O Five. Exactly five minutes since the last time he looked. Shit. Time dragged more in the bar than it did at work. His eyes flicked around the place. No sign of Jim. Fucking drug dealers. Fucking gweilos. Thirty-five minutes late and only god knew when he'd turn up. Just once he'd like that fucker to turn up on time. Just once. But, of course, if he were the reliable sort, Jim wouldn't be a dealer. And he knew fools like Wing would always wait.

      He stared at the phone on the table and the bastard thing stared back at him, taunting him with its silence. It was a battered piece of shit he'd bought off a bum in the street, so it had no official link to Wing. He only ever used it to call Jim, and only Jim had the number. He resisted the urge to call again.

      The barman slopped another glass of tequila down on his table so Wing downed that instead. He wasn't going to be that guy begging his dealer to turn up. No way. It wouldn't kill him to wait another five minutes. He realised his foot was tapping away under the table and stopped it. Yeah, he could wait five more minutes.

      He rubbed his face. Tried not to think about the shift he'd just put in. Four days in and no sign of the Americans. They were ghosts. Invisible in a world where everyone was monitored. Their retinas hadn't popped up anywhere and their faces hadn't triggered any recognition alerts despite the amount of drones that'd been put in the air. Another twenty-four hours without any leads and they'd be forced to scan search every building in Hong Kong. Fucking terrorists.

      He drummed on the table to the terrible music with his thumb, not even remotely in the same beat. He wrapped his hands around himself to stop him fidgeting. Fucking dealers.

      "All right, mate."

      Wing looked up. Jim. Thank the heavens for that. "Took your time."

      Jim shrugged. "I'm here now, aren't I?" He flopped down in the chair opposite Wing. "It doesn't get any easier getting around this city. The inter-level highway was blocked up around One Fifty. Took forever to clear. And all those fucking drones out and about. You seen them everywhere?"

      Wing nodded. "Yeah. I've seen the odd one about."

      Jim had that bug-eyed look that said he hadn't slept in days and wasn't planning on getting any rest for a while yet. The man was too bloody wired on his own shit. His stupidly ironic t-shirt was way too young for a man of his age and looked fit for burning. Even with a table between them, Wing could smell the stale stink of sweat wafting off him. His hair was cut short, almost to the scalp, emphasising the roundness of his head. He could have done with losing a few pounds as well, but he didn't look the sort for exercise.

      "Can I have a beer over here sharpish?" Jim shouted to the bar man, then mopped his face with a napkin. "How're you, then?"

      Wing hated small talk with Jim. They weren't friends. He gave the man money for drugs, but every time they met they had to go through the same song and dance like they were best mates. Chit chat, share a drink or two before Jim would get on with things. All Wing cared about was the little bag Jim had on him somewhere.

      "I'm good. All good. Work's... well... work." He caught himself drumming the table again and stopped. "You busy?"

      "Fuck yeah. Life's shit out there. Most people struggle to keep their head above it. Bad for them. Good for me 'cause everyone needs their stress relief. Especially with those bombs going off." With a smug grin, Jim waited for a moment while the bar man placed a frosted bottle of Tsingtao on the table. "Lovely. I need this."

      Wing watched him drink half of it in one go. If he were the violent type, he'd punch Jim right in the face right there and then and feel very happy about it. But he wasn't. The last fight Wing had was back in school when he got his arse kicked so he'd learnt his lesson. He forced a smile across his face instead. "Er... look. Not that I don't want to chat but you're late so I'm now late. Can we... er..." Wing indicated the pack of cigarettes on the table with his head.

      Jim looked at him for a moment like he had no idea what Wing was on about, then whatever mess he had left for a brain kicked into gear. The gweilo smiled. "Yeah sure. If you're in a hurry."

      "I am," replied Wing. He'd been in a hurry forty minutes ago. Now he was frantic. "No offence." He watched Jim pick up the cigarettes.

      "These things'll kill you," he said, waving the packet. "Mind if I have one?"

      "Help yourself."

      "Cheers matey. I'll just go outside. No smoking in here."

      "I know."

      Jim smiled that moronic smile of his again and jumped off his seat. The gweilo pushed his way through the crowd toward the exit. Not for the first time, a touch of panic told Wing he'd not be back. After all, he had thirty thousand yuan of Wing's hard-earned money in that cigarette pack.

      Wing was back to drumming the table when Jim reappeared. He fell onto the chair and snatched his beer. He drained the rest in another mouthful and threw Wing's cigarette packet back onto the table. "Well, good seeing you matey but I gotta bounce. Next time let's sink a few beers together, yeah?"

      Wing picked up the packet and slipped it into his jeans. "Sure - next time." He took Jim's proffered hand and shook it. "Next time definitely." Over Wing's dead body next time.

      "Later," said the dealer and left once more. Wing waited, only conscious of the packet in his pocket and what it contained. He went over, paid the bar man and got the fuck out of the hellhole.

      Outside, the heat took his breath away despite the time of night, and he coughed a lung up at the change in temperature. He spat phlegm into the road, and looked for a taxi. He told himself that it was the heat making him not want to take public transport, but really it was the drugs in his pocket and the urge to get high. Plus, an expensive ride in a taxi meant there was zero chance of walking past a policeman with a sniffer dog. Wouldn't do his career any good to get busted with ten grams of slice in his pocket. Even he wouldn't be able to talk his way out of that.

      A drone skimmed along the road just above eye-level scanning as many pedestrians as it could. Wing didn't flinch when it locked on him, just acted as cool as he could as it read his eye. No law against drinking in shitty neighbourhoods he told himself. The machine didn't know what he had in his pocket. Only refusing a scan would bring the cops down on him. By the time it had finished and moved on, a battered red cab stopped, and Wing slipped into the back. "Elgin Street, Level One One Three."

      The driver looked over his shoulder at Wing through the plexi-glass that separated the front and back of the taxi. "Traffic's bad. Quicker getting the escalator."

      "Your air-con working?"

      "Of course." The driver did his best impression of being indignant at the question.

      "Then drive." Wing looked out the window, ending the conversation.

      "Your money," grumbled the driver but slipped the car into gear. The cab crawled back into traffic.

      Too right it was Wing's money. He sank into the seat and relaxed a little. The radio was on — some news channel droning on about one bit of bad news after another. The Americans causing shit. The Arabs causing even more shit. Dead girls in the Zeros. Unemployment up. The future lies in space. Blah blah blah. Wing couldn't take anymore. He rapped on the glass.

      "What?" shouted the driver.

      "Can you turn that noise off?"

      "What?"

      "Turn the radio off. Give me some peace and quiet."

      The driver complained some more as he turned the volume down.

      Wing knocked on the glass again. "I said 'Off' not 'Down'."

      "Who died and made you Emperor?" said the driver, giving Wing an eye full in the mirror but he turned the noise off all the same. Wing settled back into the seat and relaxed.

      A little voice at the back of his mind told Wing to have a taste of the slice right there in the back of the cab, just a nibble to see how good it was, but common sense prevailed. No one knew better than he did that there were cameras everywhere.

      The traffic was bumper to bumper all the way twenty levels up and through Central to Elgin Street, resulting in another half hour burnt, but Wing was just happy to see his building.

      "Stop on the right," he said.

      "Sixty yuan. Cash or charge?" replied the driver.

      "Charge." The retina scanner dropped down and Wing placed his right eye over the lens. Everything was paid a whirl and a click later. As Wing got out the cab, he started thinking about the terrorists' new ability to fool the scans. Forget the security issue, the fraud possibilities were endless. If they were cloning the scans off real people, then the victims' bank accounts were wide open for the picking. Wing shook his head — he was in the wrong line of work. The real money was on the other side of the fence. Do a few deals, break a few laws, make some cash. He bet even that shit Jim made more money than him.

      Fuck it, he had some slice. He'd worry about the world tomorrow.

      Wing's building had seen better days but it was cheap for where it was. He nodded at the bored security guard despite the fact the man was watching some reality show on TV and not paying Wing any attention whatsoever.

      The elevator rumbled its way up to Wing's floor. One one eight. His apartment lurked at the end of the corridor behind an iron gate. Hardly the big time, but at least it was his. All eight hundred square feet of it.

      It was dark inside but Wing didn't bother turning on a light. He triple-bolted the door, kicked his shoes off into the corner to join the pile of discarded footwear already there and made for the sofa, only stopping to grab a beer from the fridge. He should clean up sometime. Not today though. He had better things to do.

      Excitement bubbled away inside him but he stayed calm as he turned on his apartment's counter-surveillance measures. Just in case anyone thought of checking up on him. He may be a junkie but he wasn't stupid. He counted to five, allowing ample time for the tape of himself spending a boring night watching TV to start playing on his CCTV feed. He gave the room the finger and flopped onto his sofa.

      The battered thing embraced him like an old familiar lover. He popped open the beer on the corner of the coffee table and pulled out the pack of Ultras. His fingers shook with anticipation as he found the little packet inside. He battled with the cellophane, but eventually he had the wrap open.

      An old knife lay on the coffee table next to a heat gun, the blade covered in white flecks. Wing picked it up and cut off a small chunk of slice. Just enough to give him a good time tonight, and still give him a chance to get his head back into gear for work tomorrow. He'd save the rest for later.

      He dabbed his finger on a small crumb that had fallen off the chunk and stuck it in his mouth, shuddering at the bitter taste, but there was no way he was going to waste anything. Wing washed his mouth with a chug of beer, aware of a delicious tingle somewhere deep inside himself.

      Again, a part of him urged haste, but Wing loved the ritual before the high. Sometimes, he thought the anticipation of this moment was better than what followed.

      He dropped the chunk into a glass vial, encrusted with dregs from past trips. He slotted it into place on top of the heat gun, and flicked the power switch on. He smiled at the familiar hum as the gun started to cook the slice.

      Wing turned on the main monitor and skimmed through the channels while he waited. Looking for something he'd seen before so he didn't need to concentrate when the slice kicked in, but also something he'd enjoy seeing again. He avoided the news like the plague. Nothing like the real world to ruin a high.

      He glanced at the vial on top of the gun. At least half of the slice had already turned to smoke. It swirled around the confines of the vial, searching for a way out. It twisted and turned on itself, filled with magic. The corner of Wing's mouth twitched in anticipation. Almost ready.

      He flicked through channel after channel. Thousands to choose from and nothing to watch.

      He picked up the gun. The slice was completely cooked.

      Wing placed the barrel of the gun in his mouth, tasting the hot metal on his lips. His finger hooked around the trigger. Time to blow his brains out.

      He pulled the trigger.

      The hot smoke shot into his mouth, singeing the flesh. He sucked it deep into his lungs, enjoying the burn as it rushed down his throat.

      He concentrated instead on bringing the beer up to his lips. It was a gargantuan effort but he managed it. It could've taken two seconds or two hours, he'd no idea, but he did it. He forgot for a moment why he'd bothered. Why did he need beer? Beer.  He noticed the noise in his brain was gone. All quiet. He took a swig of beer. The cold liquid soothed the scorched parts of his mouth.

      He dropped the TV control, stared at images on the screen that made no sense, spouting words that had no meaning. Enjoyed the movement. Smiled. Happy. Yes.

      He looked at the gun, understood somewhere, somehow, that the vial was still half-full. Placed the hot barrel in his mouth once more. Burning lips. Trigger. Fire. Ride that motherfucking slice all the way.

      Gone.
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      Ziyi remembered the first time she'd seen Xiao as if it were yesterday. 

      She was fifteen years old, and had been a part of the Program for eight years. Of the original six thousand girls selected to take part, only three hundred remained.

      At the end of each week, the girls would assemble in the main hall, standing to attention in rows as the instructors walked between them. A tap on the shoulder meant you were going home in disgrace, having failed your Emperor. In the beginning, large numbers were struck off at a time but, as the years passed, the failures became fewer despite the standards growing higher. 

      In the early days, Ziyi was too young to understand the honour asked of her. She missed her parents and her home, and only pushed herself to succeed through a desire to not let them down. As the pain of being separated from them diminished, Ziyi's natural competitiveness drove her on. She liked winning. She liked coming top of her class. Finally, she realised the enormity of it all. If Ziyi were selected, the future of the Empire would rest, in part, with her. The thought was overwhelming. To even be in the presence of either the Emperor or his son was hard enough to imagine, let alone the thought of serving them every day. She was just a girl from an anonymous village. Things like that didn't happen to ordinary people like her so she worked harder than any of the other students. She devoted any spare time she had to extra training and more studies. And, as the days and years past, as the numbers dropped, her chances grew until she was one of three hundred.

      She looked around at her friends and fellow students, eyes burning with fatigue, analysing her competition. Their instructors loitered to one side, clipboards in hand. Who would go home today?

      Zheng Fen looked nervous and so she should be. She'd failed her English class once again. Chang Lu-lin was also in trouble. Her Wushu Shifu had punished her in front of the class for poor form. Huo Yuanjia was in the lower rankings for all her lessons. Out of the assembly hall, Ziyi considered all three her friends. They'd lived side by side since the age of seven after all. But, in that room, they were her rivals, and she'd gladly see them eliminated. Let them return to their families. Ziyi wouldn’t miss them.

      Shifu Chan Hwei Cheung strode to the front of the hall. His eyes scanned the room. He stroked his white beard for a moment. The students held their breath waiting for him to speak.

      "Students! Today, we are honoured by the presence of His Imperial Majesty, Da Yu, Emperor of China, the Americas, Australasia and Europe, and the Son of Heaven. He is accompanied by his son and heir, His Imperial Highness, Xiao Yu."

      A collective gasp filled the room. The doors to the main entrance opened and imperial troops filed in. The Empire's red crest on their chests contrasted against the black body armour. Black glass visors covered their faces. They took position along all the walls, and as one, snapped to attention.

      The room bowed in greeting as the Emperor entered the room.

      Ziyi's heart raced. She struggled to keep her composure. For a moment, she thought she might faint. But doing something as shameful as that would certainly get her expelled so she fought the excitement.

      Dao Yu was even more impressive in person. Tall and thin, he moved with a dancer's grace. He was already in his sixties but looked at least ten years younger despite his greying hair. For some reason, Ziyi had always imagined Dao Yu to be a frightening man but he exuded warmth, reminding Ziyi in many ways of her own father. 

      Xiao followed on his heels. Eighteen and already looking like a god from the old mythologies. He was the most beautiful man Ziyi had ever seen. She blushed at the sight of him, and cursed herself for doing so. If he were to notice, he'd think she was just a silly schoolgirl. From the squeals coming from elsewhere in the room, some of the other students were not as self-controlled. Good. More to be weeded out.

      Dao Yu wore his military uniform, free of any rank or decoration. He was, after all, the Father of the Empire and above such things. Xiao was in a simple navy suit, cut in the western style. His tie was blood red, set against a crisp white shirt. There was hunger in his eyes as he surveyed the room. It was hardly surprising. Assembled before him were three hundred of the most beautiful women in all of the Empire, and they were being trained to be the perfect companion for him. What eighteen-year-old boy would not be full of lust?

      "Please, my children," said Dao Yu. "Rise. We are here to meet you all, and we can't do that if you remain on your knees."

      There was but the merest hesitation from the students before they returned to their feet and stood at attention.

      "Today, you have a rare honour," said Shifu Chan. "You will recite your oaths in person to your Emperor. Begin."

      As one, three hundred voices spoke out.

      "By Heaven's will,

      I swear to serve you in this life and the next." The hairs on the back of Ziyi's neck rose as they continued. For the first time, she felt like she was making a binding commitment to the man in front of her. As he watched, it was obvious Dao Yu truly loved them all.

      "I am your shield and I am your sword.

      I am your heart and your soul." The choir of voices grew louder and stronger with each word as power of the oath intensified within them. Ziyi's heart beat in time with the words. They bonded with her soul as she uttered them.

      "I am your life and your death.

      All that I am and ever will be, I give to you, my Emperor,

      Above all else, for the Empire." She looked at both at Dao Yu and Xiao, and knew, without doubt, her life was theirs. She would not fail them.

      Over the next hour, the Imperial party walked through the ranks, talking briefly to each girl. An aide followed closely behind Xiao, and occasionally the Heir would whisper a comment for the aide to note down. 

      It took precisely thirty-seven minutes for them to reach Ziyi. The Shifu introduced Ziyi, and she bowed once more.

      "And where are you from?" asked the Emperor.

      "Hunan province, your Majesty. A small village called Taojing," replied Ziyi.

      "I know it well. I visited it in 2219. The barley produced there is some of the finest in all of the Empire," said Dao Yu.

      "Thank you, your Majesty. It is our honour to serve," said Ziyi. 

      "Good luck with your training," said Dao Yu and moved onto the next student.

      Xiao yawned as he walked past, and all her excitement turned into a sense of dread. He'd thought her boring. She waited for him to tell the aide to scratch her name out, but he said nothing.

      The Imperial party watched the girls train next, followed by exhibition bouts to show off their martial prowess.

      Ziyi's name was called to fight a girl called Xi Lin. She was in the top of the student rankings and one of Ziyi's main competitors. Taller than Ziyi by two or three inches, her hair was cut short, and despite the hard edge to her face, there was no denying her beauty. An exceptional fighter, she was also was Ziyi's closest friend at the academy. When the girls were first recruited, Xi Lin was in the bunk above Ziyi. They were homesick together, often crying themselves to sleep in each other's arms. In the following years, they both excelled and enjoyed a healthy competitiveness, as well as celebrating each other's successes. They were very much equals.

      They bowed first to the Imperial party, to their instructors and then to each other, before slipping into combat positions.

      "Begin," shouted the Shifu. 

      The girls rushed in. They both kicked high, mirroring each other, their legs blocking the other's attacks. Xi Lin dropped down to sweep Ziyi's right leg but she skipped above the move. She moved into a front kick of her own but Xi Lin back-flipped out of its way.

      Facing each other once more, Xi Lin smiled. She was enjoying the bout. Ziyi didn't have that luxury. The fight was her opportunity to undo any damage done earlier, and her face set in grim determination.

      The girls came together once more. Ziyi punched Xi Lin in a rapid combination, screaming with each blow and putting her full force behind each one. Xi Lin blocked furiously. Her smile faded with each strike as she realised that Ziyi wasn't holding anything back. 

      Xi Lin retaliated, lunching her own attack. First a knee strike, followed by a series of fast punches. Ziyi blocked Xi Lin's arm but her opponent seized her wrist, throwing her to the ground. 

      Ziyi sprang back on to her feet, spinning back around with a roundhouse kick, catching Xi Lin across the temple. The girl staggered with the blow, dancing to the left to buy some breathing space as she tried to shake sense back into her head.

      The audience sensed the change of intensity in the bout and every eye focused on the two girls. Ziyi glanced over at Xiao and was pleased to see he was smiling.

      She slipped her left foot forward and turned her body so she faced Xi Lin side on in a Two Tiger Subdue Dragon stance. Her hands became claws waiting for Xi Lin. She filled her lungs as she cleared her mind of all distractions. Winning was all that mattered.

      Xi Lin closed the gap between them quickly. She leaped into the air, launching front kicks at Ziyi's head. Ziyi's arms blurred as she blocked each one and then dropped below a Tiger Tail sweeping sidekick that would have taken her head off. A flurry of low kicks came next, starting at Ziyi's knee, moving to her stomach and then at her chin. It took all of her skill to block them but the ferocity of Xi Lin's attack gave her no opportunity to attack herself.

      Xi Lin kicked out at her solar plexus. Ziyi curled herself over the foot and wrapped it in both her arms. She spun Xi Lin off her standing foot, and once again Xi Lin hit the ground. Ziyi immediately attacked with a knee strike but Xi Lin rolled clear, and kicked backwards. A foot crunched into Ziyi's jaw. The whole room heard the bone break.

      Blood filled Ziyi's mouth. She spat what she could on the floor. An instructor stood up, ready to stop the fight, but Ziyi adopted the Flying Crane stance, indicating her willingness to go on. Xi Lin looked at her as if she were mad but Ziyi ignored the pain. Bones could be mended, agony forgotten. But the shame of losing would live with her forever. Losing wasn't something she could live with.

      Xi Lin threw a Dragon Palm punch to Ziyi’s rib cage. She blocked the move and countered with a Leopard punch of her own. Her opponent chopped down with her left hand, knocking the attack astray. More pain screamed through Ziyi's arm. She stepped back. Xi Lin could have broken her arm.

      Ziyi had to finish the bout quickly. Xi Lin was the superior fighter. She had no doubt about that, and the longer the fight went on, the more likely Xi Lin's skill would overcome hers.

      She performed a side Dragon Wing Strike into Xi Lin's knee. It moved under the impact but didn't cave. Ziyi immediately went into a single leg Crane Attack with a low kick to Xi Lin's groin and a hand strike to her eye.

      Xi Lin retreated from the kick and blocked the punch with her arms. Ziyi continued forward, kicking with her other leg. Xi Lin blocked the kick but didn't see Ziyi's hand strike at her eye.

      The whole room gasped as the Tiger Claw made contact and snatched Xi Lin’s eye from its socket.

      Xi Lin screamed, stumbling backwards. Blood poured through her fingers covering the wound. Victory was Ziyi's.

      As two instructors ran onto the mats to help the two girls, Ziyi bowed to her vanquished opponent and then to the Imperial party. Her Shifu nodded in acknowledgment, dismissing Ziyi. She turned and walked off the mats, past her fellow students, and into the changing rooms. The moment she was on her own and out of sight, her legs gave way and she fell to the floor. Her whole body shook from all the adrenaline still charging through her system. She held her broken jaw with her left hand as she sucked in greedy lungfuls of air through her dry mouth. As her breathing steadied, she realised she held something.

      Xi Lin's eye was in the palm of her bloodied hand. She was nearly sick at the sight of it, horrified at what she'd done to her friend.

      "You lost control."

      Ziyi jumped at the voice from behind her. She hadn't noticed her Shifu entering the changing room. She got back to her feet under his stern gaze, hating the fact he'd seen her looking so weak.

      "Animals fight without thinking. We train you so you are better than that. Have we failed in our duty?"

      Ziyi shook her head, afraid to speak.

      "If you give in to your emotions again, you will be sent home. Do you understand?"

      Ziyi nodded.

      "You've been invited to dinner tonight with the Imperial party at eight tonight. Don’t embarrass me. Now go to medical and get your jaw fixed. And give them the eye."

      He turned as she bowed from the waist. She listened to his departing feet before straightening back up, her heart racing once more. Dinner with Xiao. She closed her eyes and reminded herself that opportunity was a double-edged sword. The fight had been an opportunity too. It had made her but it could so easily have destroyed her. There could be no room for error at dinner. Control. She must stay in control.

      A doctor waited for her with an open plastic bag as she walked into the medical centre. Ziyi dropped the eye into it, ignoring the disapproving look. Xi Lin was lying on a treatment table nearby, already sedated. A wave of guilt came over her but she knew Xi Lin was not going to be the only casualty before this was all over.

      "Come here," called a doctor, pulling up a mask to cover her face. She pointed to an empty treatment table and Ziyi laid down.

      Masked faces loomed over her as her face was scanned. Ziyi could see the x-ray appear on a nearby monitor.

      "Two breaks, here and here," said the doctor, pointing to the fractures on the screen as orderlies fitted an IV to Ziyi's arm.

      "We're going to put you to sleep now," said another doctor. His voice was warm and comforting behind his mask. "You'll be as good as new when you wake up but it'll be tender. Try not to let anyone hit you again for a week or so." Such kind eyes. Ziyi wondered what his face looked like behind the mask as her vision crumbled around the edges. Her eyelids fluttered and closed.

      When she snapped them back open, Ziyi found herself in her room. She experimented with moving her jaw. It was sore but everything worked. Her head felt fuzzy from the anaesthetic but hopefully a shower would cure that.

      A black dress hung on the hook on the back of her door. She climbed out of bed and walked over to it. The silk shimmered in the light as she touched it. She couldn't imagine how much it cost. She slipped it on. Ziyi blushed at the way the dress clung to her body with it's plunging neckline. She felt a long way from Hunan.

      An hour later, Ziyi walked towards the Shifu's private dining room. She hoped no one noticed the occasional wobble caused by the unfamiliar high heels. As she passed a group of students, their looks caused her cheeks to burn. She tried to ignore their not very quiet whispers of "crippled," "cruel," and "heartless"  but they floated down the hall after her. She turned left, past more students, past more stares and more comments. She'd won no friends that afternoon.

      As she reached the medical centre, the doors opened and Xi Lin stepped out into the corridor assisted by one of the doctors. Just perfect. A patch covered her right eye.

      Ziyi bowed. "Honoured sister. I'm glad to see you."

      Xi Lin remained motionless.

      "I'm sorry about what happened earlier," continued Ziyi. "It wasn't my intention to hurt you."

      "I don't want your sympathy," spat Xi Lin. "I just want you to die a thousand fucking deaths." She shouldered past Ziyi, who stood motionless while listening to Xi Lin's footsteps disappear into the distance, fully aware that she'd never be able to forget the hatred in her friend's eye.
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      Wing's head was killing him. Six thirty in the am and far too bloody early to be going to work. Once again, he told himself there were easier ways to earn a living. Better ways. But who'd hire a fully wired up ex-operator? That's if the government would let him go in the first place. The shit he'd seen, what he knew — that was never going to happen. They'd say goodbye with a bullet in the head.

      He lit his third Ultra of the day. The breakfast of champions. He sucked in as much nicotine as he good, ignoring the rawness of his throat and lungs. He was still wavy after the slice, as if everything was just out of step with the rest of the world. He knew he'd had too much. Again. He'd woken up, sprawled half off the couch, with fifteen minutes to get out the door if he was to stand any chance of not being late. Enough time for a shower, a clean set of clothes and not much else.

      The entrance to Control was located halfway down the Western side of the Peak at Level One Forty-One. The fastest way for Wing to get there was on the Mass Transit Escalator, which started at Eighty-Eight and headed up to One Nine Nine. It was already jammed with bodies travelling up and down. But that wasn't anything new. It didn't matter if it was night or day, during the week or the weekend. The escalator was always choked up with people. The whole of Hong Kong seemed to use it.

      Platforms were situated every five levels for people to get on or off, with queues at each and every one. Waiting varied from five to thirty minutes, but the escalator was still quicker than fighting the Hong Kong road traffic. And it was free. That was a major plus.

      Some parts were enclosed and air-conditioned, but other areas were open to the elements with nothing between you and a hundred-level drop to the Zeros. Wing wasn't great with heights, but as long as he didn't look, it wasn't enough to put him off using the escalator. He just made sure he stood in the centre of the steps and he held onto both railings.

      He pulled his shirt from his skin, already wet with sweat. Barely light and yet it was uncomfortably hot already. The air was heavy with humidity, something to be swallowed instead of breathed.

      The escalator went under a monorail, carrying cars through the city. The cars going up-level were a mixture of taxis, sports cars and executive people carriers. The private cars gleamed with the shine of money as they zipped by. Those heading down-level were another story. Taxis again, working cars, all worn and battered, plus the odd minibus were hooked into the rail. Working stiffs heading home after a night shift or to a shitty job down level. All the glamor of life in the big city.

      Wing yawned and rubbed his face. God knows how he was going to get through a shift plugged into the Pod. All he wanted to do was go home and sleep for another day or so. He should've called in sick. He dragged hard on the Ultra, filling his lungs with as much smoke as he could manage. At least on the escalator he could smoke. The city council had tried banning it once, but everyone just ignored it. They should've realised you can't come between a Chinese man and his right to smoke. Anyway, the pollution was so bad that cigarette smoke was the last of your worries if you spent any time outside. There was no way the council would do anything about that though. Too much money was tied up in keeping everything the way it was. The Empire prided itself on keeping everything running perfectly. One of the first things Wing learned when he signed up for service was you don't disrupt the system.

      The entrance was in Central on Level One Eight Eight. It wasn't marked Control. The Government wasn't going to advertise its whereabouts. In the old days, every public building was signposted and lit up like beacons, attracting every crazy in the world. At the end of the twenty-first century, most of them had been bombed or burned to the ground. Some more than once. The Empire liked to keep things more out of mind since then. They only used the old iconic buildings for state events when the public needed some theatre. The Politburo in Beijing or the White House in Washington or the old Parliament building in London would get dusted off before the cameras were turned on. 

      Wing stepped off the escalator and wandered towards the entrance. It was as nondescript as you could get. The glass doors only opened following a successful retina scan. Behind those, a simple foyer with one reception desk waited in front of another set of barriers, unlocked by another retina scan. A few guards were visibly on duty but a whole brigade was on standby, lurking out-of-sight. Good luck to anyone foolish enough to try to get into Control.

      The thought stopped Wing in his tracks. He hadn't considered Control being a target. He scanned the faces in the crowd and lingered over the gweilos in particular. One man caught his eye and held it while he walked past. The man had an intense look about him and his cropped hair screamed military. Why did he look at Wing like that? The gweilo only wore a t-shirt, so at least he wasn't rigged to explode or carrying a weapon. Unless he was meked up. Wing froze at the thought. If that was the case, his whole body could be a bomb.

      Wing shook his head. The slice had made him paranoid. Once more he reminded himself it was stupid getting so high the previous night. However, he didn't bother with the pointless routine of promising never to do it again. The slice tucked away in his apartment was at the forefront of his mind already, and he'd not even got into work. He knew the moment he got home, he'd be shooting up again. Back on the horse, with the dog that bit him.

      Having completed all the checkpoints, Wing walked through the double doors, entering the city within the city that was Control. He went into the men's changing room to swap his street clothes for his Operator's uniform; a white jumpsuit with connection points in the arms for the various drips and feeds that kept him going through the shift. Like all uniforms in Control, it had no pockets or anywhere to hide Government property. It helped keep people honest.

      Back out into the corridor as wide as most streets, Wing walked past the travellator and jumped into one of the personnel buggies reserved for high-ranking employees. He didn't bother flashing his card or showing his rank. One glance at his head was enough to tell the driver who he was. No one delayed an Operator. 

      The electro-magnetics kicked in with a slight bump as the buggy lifted off the ground. They zipped down the reserved traffic lane, past the stream of bodies heading in every direction.

      They stopped five minutes later in front of another set of anonymous doors. Wing jumped off the buggy and placed his eye over the retina scanner. The doors slid open; five foot thick and pure steel. A tank would have a hard time budging them.

      Wing hated the next part of the walk to work. Below him was the Pit. Three hundred people ensured the mega-city worked in synch and without a hitch. A bridge spanned over them to the Pod at the heart of Control. Crossing it was a nightmare. His vertigo kicked in every time, and somehow convinced him he would fall the hundred and fifty feet to the floor below despite the railings on either side. It didn't matter how many times he had successfully traversed it. Mix the vertigo with his slice hangover, and at that precise moment, Wing just wanted to be sick. Instead, he put his head down, focused his vision on the immediate ground at his feet, and headed across. He ignored everything in his periphery vision. He must have looked pathetic proceeding at such a geriatric shuffle but Wing didn't care. Better to look stupid than be dead was one of his most basic beliefs.

      Two armed security guards waited, still as statues, at the end of the walkway. Wing couldn't tell if they were laughing at him or not. They wore helmets with full-face visors lowered. Body armour covered their bodies. Norinco Standard Assault Rifles rested in their hands. Everything about them said "Don't screw with me."

      Wing nodded at the guard on the right, more out of nerves than respect or acquaintance then submitted to another retina scan. He placed his hand on the scanner for a secondary ID confirmation and the doors slid open.

      Song and Bao Yu waited for him, with two more guards, in front of the final set of doors.

      Bao Yu rolled here eyes at the sight of him. "One more minute and you'd be late." Wing held his arms up in mock innocence. Song laughed.

      "We're all here now," said Bao Yu to the guard next to her.

      "Operator Team One on site and ready for duty," the guard radioed the inside team.

      The operators waited while their counterparts detached themselves from the systems on the other side of the door. Wing winked at Bao Yu but she pretended to be mad at him. He didn't envy her the extra responsibility of running the team. It was hard enough doing his job without worrying about everyone else. He hoped she was well paid for it.

      The central lock whirled counter-clockwise and the blast doors opened.

      The operators ending their shift stepped out and Wing, Song and Bao Yu entered the Pod, climbing down the stairs to their chairs in the base of the sphere. Their home for the next twelve hours.

      Wing sank into his chair. The seat adjusted itself around the contours of his body, ensuring maximum comfort and the waste pipes slotted into place. He shook his head. Twenty-eight years old and he wore hi-tech diapers at work. Not what he grew up wanting to do.

      He slotted the drip feeds and IVs into the permanent connection points on his arms next. The neural uplink was automated and was the last thing to plug in. He hesitated over the switch as he did every morning, psyching himself up for the data mind rush that assaulted him the moment the link-up was made. He should've called in sick after all.

      He flicked the switch.

      Three hundred terabytes of data a second flooded his brain instantly. It was like being reborn, leaving the comfort and isolation of the womb and experiencing sight, sound, touch, smell and taste all at once. The neural uplink activated the unused ninety per cent of the human brain, creating the processing power of a super-computer with the ability of independent thought.

      Wing swam with the data current, sensed Song and Bao Yu joining the uplink, and the three assessed everything that happened on the previous two shifts since they were last on duty.

      Control's own mek engineers were trying to reverse engineer a cybernetic eye capable of beating the scan, but without success so far. Xiao was still in lock down in the Imperial Residence, but the dinner at the ICBB was only four days away and the clock was ticking. Preparations were underway to secure the location, vetting all guests and planning routes to and from the venue plus alternate escape routes for emergency evac situations.

      Wing was tempted to look in on Ziyi, but it was too soon in his shift for him to have a good enough reason to do so. He set a reminder for later on.

      "Okay people. We're going to start going house to house to find these bastards," said Bao Yu. "Start with the Western District, levels Zero to Eighty and work your way across the island and Kowloon before moving up to higher levels. There's a reason we've got cameras in every home. Time to put them to good use."

      Wing groaned. They were looking for needles in haystacks. What a job. What a life.

      He'd still not made it past level two and was trying to work out a way of processing everything faster when an alarm went off. A drone in Aberdeen, on the other side of the island had picked up something. A man had refused a retina scan.

      Wing pulled the details up onto a screen, including a head shot. The man wore a cap and glasses but there was still enough available information to run facial recognition. Confirmation came a second later. Wing stared at the picture of Jonathan Sato, Japanese American and an AFA suspect. "We've got one," he told the others.

      Bao Yu looked over. "Pull the drone back and give him some room. Let's follow him and see where he leads us. Maybe we'll get lucky and he'll lead us to the others."

      "The target is in Aberdeen," said Wing. "Level One Forty-Five, Sun Tat Road." Once separate from the main part of Hong Kong, Aberdeen had long since been absorbed into the greater urban sprawl as buildings had claimed every available piece of land and spread out into the surrounding ocean as well.

      "Pulling up all nearby CCTV," added Song. "Mobilising an assault team."

      "Keep them back for now," said Bao Yu. "Let's not get carried away just yet."

      Sato jogged through traffic on multiple screens, head down, with a duffel bag in hand. Being Japanese made him doubly motivated in harming the Empire as far as Wing was concerned. He'd not seen a true Japanese for years now. They were an endangered race ever since the nuclear strikes at the end of the last century turned their country to an irradiated wasteland.

      It had been a harsh move by the last Emperor, but one seen as necessary at the time. The Japanese would never have accepted Chinese rule or even the growing global dominance of the Empire. Their threats of nuclear strikes against Beijing grew with every new country acquired, to a point where there was no other option but for the Empire to remove the threat once and for all. Twelve missiles flew into Japan. Just over four hundred million people died a minute later.

      Citizens in Chinese colonies turned on any Japanese living in their countries to show solidarity with the Empire. Between genuine arrests and victims of lynch mobs, the number of the dead grew each day. Survivors were sent to concentration camps. Others went into hiding. By the time the security measures were repealed fifty years later, there were too few Japanese still alive for any of them to be considered a threat.

      Excitement burned inside Wing. Finally they had the advantage on the terrorists. "He's heading towards the harbour."

      "Maybe he's scoping out the Space Port?" suggested Song. "Is there a weapon in his bag."

      Wing scanned the bag's dimensions to see if it matched anything on their database. "They'd be insane to try their luck there. The air defence systems would stop any missile before it got close enough to interfere with a launch."

      "They’re terrorists. Nothing they do makes sense," replied Song.

      "Target's moving into a hotel overlooking the harbour." It was a small, family run business and it took Wing barely a second to access the building's interior cameras. "He's walked straight through the lobby. Into the second elevator." The images switched to an overhead shot of Sato as he pressed a button for the eighth floor. He felt close enough to touch. Close enough to catch. "Song, bring the troops in."

      "Roger that." Her screens clicked onto the police broadcast frequency. Camera views, from two flyers approaching the target, an unmanned drone, the front camera of an APC, plus from all twelve men on board, arranged themselves across her monitors.

      On the other screens, Sato had exited the elevator, walked to a room at the far end of the corridor and opened the door with a passkey.

      "Who's in the room with him, Wing?" asked Bao Yu. "Give me eyes."

      "I'm trying, I'm trying." He logged into the room's CCTV but only static filled the screen. "Fuck, he must have a blocker running."

      "Send a drone to check out the window," said Bao Yu. "And move the troops in closer. Let's be ready to assault."

      Wing brought a drone down for a fly-by of the room, scanning for thermals as well as optics. "Just got one heat signature, located in the bedroom. He's alone in there."

      Bao Yu smiled. "Take him."

      The APC stopped a block from the hotel. Six troops in full assault gear ran into the main entrance. The flyers dropped down, lowering air hooks for the remaining four troops. Once they were attached, they climbed back up with the troops dangling beneath the flyers. While the ground troops assaulted the room from the interior of the hotel, the now-airborne police would gain entry via the room's windows.

      Wing opened a feed to the unit's commander. "Unit one one eight, come in please. Capture target alive if possible. Repeat capture target alive. Confirm."

      "Target alive. Confirmed," replied the commander. They'd be cursing him now. It was far easier to go in all guns blazing, killing everyone, but they needed Sato alive in order to get information on the rest of the terrorist cell. They also needed to examine Sato's eye to understand how the mek worked.

      "All units moving into place," he told Bao Yu. The six troops inside the hotel climbed the stairs to the eighth floor. The flyers hovered out of sight of the windows. The drone zipped past the target's room one more time, confirming Sato was in place.

      "Ground troops on seven, proceeding to eight." The cameras jerked around as the men raced up the stairs. Wing watched them enter the eighth floor. They turned left. Sato was in room eight nineteen at the end of the corridor.

      "Air troops move in," ordered the commander over the feed.

      The exterior of the room came into view. The flyers moved closer. Wing could see a man sitting on a chair, watching television.

      The ground troops reached his door. "Entry on five," said the commander. One of the ground troops slotted the door override into place. "Four." The flyers moved closer. "Three." Sato looked up. He grinned at the sight of the police. "Two." He reached for something to his left. "One."

      The room exploded.

      Static filled the screens of all the assault team except for the drone. On its screen, they watched flames crawl up the walls from the crater that was once room eight nineteen.
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      "I'll not remain a prisoner in my own home," shouted Xiao. "We've pandered to these terrorists enough. We don't even know if they're still out there."

      The First Minister's face was as impassive as ever. "Your Highness, it is just too dangerous for you to attend..."

      "Don't dare to tell me what I can or can't do, Minister," roared Xiao. "If you'd done your job and got the territories under control, we wouldn't be in this mess in the first place."

      Ziyi sat on a sofa, wishing she were anywhere else. On one hand, Xiao was the Heir and could do what he wanted. It was up to Deng, Ziyi, Rui and all the security forces to ensure Xiao was safe at all times — no matter what the threat was. But, on the other, everyone's jobs would be so much easier if they stayed locked down in the Imperial Residence. Only two of the eight terrorists were accounted for, and no one had any idea where the others were or how they were avoiding detection.

      The arguing was pointless anyway. Xiao would get his way as he always did. Ziyi wasn't wearing a sheer black evening dress worth millions of yuan to stay in, nor was the flyer prepped and standing by on the launch pad outside for nothing. The only surprising thing was that Rui was not with them. Despite what he told her years before, Rui loved all the social events as much as Ziyi still despised them. And, considering the threat that they still faced, she'd expected every agent drafted in to protect Xiao on his first public appearance since the assassination attempt.

      Xiao was hosting a party on the two hundred and sixty-eighth floor of the Imperial Chinese Bank Building in Central for some of the Empire's richest citizens, to gain more funding for the space program and further expansion into the outer colonies. Planets were literally for sale at the right price as long as any potential owner registered them as part of the Empire. It wasn't an ideal situation but no one wanted to fall behind the United Arab Empire's progress into space. Having lost Earth, the U.A.E. was determined to win the battle for the stars.

      Ziyi checked the small pistol in her clutch bag again. Fourteen rounds of armour-piercing nine millimetre bullets in a Norinco P97. Not as powerful as she'd like but it would get the job done. She'd have preferred the P127, twenty-five millimetre fully automatic, with optional heat-seeking rounds. It had enough stopping power to drop a soldier in full body-armour, but the weapon was too big for a bag and turning up wearing a shoulder holster would cause quite the wrong impression amongst Xiao's guests. It certainly didn't fit Ziyi's image as the beautiful and dutiful girlfriend.

      Normally the only real danger was dying of boredom at Xiao's fund-raisers. She hoped tonight would be no different as she glanced at the clock. Five minutes to seven. They'd have to leave soon. Her stomach tied itself in knots as she waited, aware of the cries of the dead at the fringes of her mind, and prayed no more would join them.

      "I don't understand why you're so unwilling to cooperate," said Deng. "Your father is in Beijing. Your sister flew in yesterday to be by his side. He has asked for you to join him there as well, and yet you insist in staying in Hong Kong to go to a party."

      Xiao jabbed a finger at Deng. "Remember who you're speaking to. As much as it may surprise you, you're not the Emperor. If you wish to live another day, it will do you good to keep that in mind."

      Deng bowed stiffly. "Forgive me, your Imperial Highness. It is only my concern for your safety that made me speak out of place."

      "Well, you've spoken. Your objections and advice are noted. Now you can leave. I've a function to host."

      Deng stared at Xiao for a moment before nodding his assent. "I hope you enjoy yourself, your Highness."

      "Ziyi, if you are ready," said Xiao, his cheeks flushed. He headed for the landing pad without waiting for her. The flight crew scrambled to their positions as he approached.

      Ziyi slipped into place behind. Her high heels clacked on the marble floor, the only sound in the room. She could feel Deng's eyes boring a hole in her back as they stepped outside. She didn't blame his frustration but their duty was to obey, and Xiao had made his decision. It was for the good of the Empire after all.

      The heat and humidity hit them once they were free of the air-conditioning. The air had an almost physical presence as the flyer's engines hummed in anticipation. Overhead, two police craft hovered as they waited for the Imperial flyer to get underway, adding to the noise. Ziyi was grateful it was only a short walk to the flyer.

      Chen waited for them by the steps leading up to the craft's doorway. Three replacements for the men lost in the restaurant attack stood nearby. They wore the stiff formality of all agents on their first Imperial assignment. Being so close to either the Emperor or Xiao took a lot of getting used to. Most agents retreated into the security of their training as a way of dealing with their nerves. The fact there still existed a clear and present danger wouldn't be helping them settle into their jobs any easier.

      Four other agents in full combat gear were stationed inside the craft, with assault rifles nestled in their arms. Xiao and Ziyi took their seats before Chen and the others joined them.

      "Ready for take off on your command, your Highness," said one of the pilots over the intercom.

      Xiao moved his finger.

      "We're a go," said Chen.

      "Control, this is Imperial One going airborne. Repeat Imperial One is airborne," radioed the pilot and the flyer tilted forward into the air. He flicked a switch as they climbed above the Imperial residence. "Dispersing drones." The black spheres launched with a hiss from both sides of the aircraft.

      Ziyi watched them slip into position. The drones could deal with any incoming air traffic and intercept all air-to-air or ground-to-air missiles. The police flyers followed a short distance behind, providing even more protection. Ziyi could relax for the next five minutes.

      "I shouldn't let him anger me," said Xiao. "But he's a dinosaur that hasn't worked out that his time is over."

      "I'm sure he means well," replied Ziyi.

      "We need people with more vision leading the Empire into the future. When I form the Government, it will be time for Deng to step down."

      Ziyi smiled and nodded. It was the only diplomatic response she could think of. The First Minister had served the Emperor for over forty years and his record was impeccable. Despite her position by Xiao's side, it wasn't wise to criticise someone of Deng's authority. It wouldn't surprise her to find if at least one of the agents on board reported directly to Deng.

      "I'm sorry, my dear," said Xiao. "I'm sorry you saw that. Tonight is too important for my plans for the future. Most of my staunchest allies will be there."

      "Just make sure his Imperial Highness doesn't get shot," said Chen.

      Xiao wagged a finger at the bodyguard. "You all need to do that."

      "I will do my best, Highness," replied Ziyi.

      The ICBB loomed ahead. After the Imperial Residence, it was Hong Kong's most striking building. Steel and glass jutted this way and that up into the heavens. Two columns straddled the harbour before joining into the single tower piercing the sky. Its perfect feng shui design gathered all the prosperity flowing into the city.

      Ziyi clicked open the telephone link to Control. "Comms check."

      "Reading you loud and clear," replied Wing. "His Imperial Highness' GPS link and vitals looking good."

      Ziyi closed her eyes. Xiao's GPS tracker appeared on her eyelid with a strong reading. It could track him anywhere on the planet so, if they ever got separated Ziyi would be able to find him easily enough. She fluttered her eyes and switched over to his vitals. His heartbeat registered at seventy-eight beats per minute with another strong reading. She opened her eyes again. "All internal systems operational. Touch down in one minute."

      "Stay sharp in there, Ziyi. The AFA is still at large," said Wing.

      "We'll be okay with you watching our backs," said Ziyi.

      "Hasn't anyone told you?"

      Ziyi glanced at Xiao and then back out the window. "Told me what?" she said, dropping her voice.

      "Xiao's forbidden all cameras in the venue. We're going dark the moment you arrive."

      "What?"

      "Xiao ordered it himself. He wants absolute privacy. Whatever happens in there, stays in there. So watch yourself. Call me if you need me." Wing terminated the link, and Ziyi listened to the silence in her ear while she thought about the implications of what she'd just been told. The Empire's strength came from its constant surveillance of its citizens. Everyone was taught from childhood of its value. Only the guilty had things to hide. If anything happened at the party, any help would be delayed while one of the team radioed for help. Precious seconds would be lost.

      "Your Highness?" said Ziyi. "Forgive me but Control have just told me they won't have eyes inside the party tonight."

      "That is correct," answered Xiao. "We need a certain amount of privacy if we are to achieve our aims tonight."

      "But the danger..." said Ziyi.

      "We'll be surrounded by some of our closest friends. There's no danger," said Xiao. "And, if there is, you will deal with it."

      "Yes, Highness." Ziyi lowered her head in acceptance but she couldn't ignore the uneasy feeling growing in her stomach. Maybe the thought of the American terrorists still at large was making her more paranoid than usual but all her instincts told her to order the flyer to turn back.

      She looked at Chen but he just shrugged. There was nothing they could do except follow Xiao's orders.

      The flyer hovered over the ICBB's landing pad while the pilot waited for the all clear to land. Bodies rushed out ready to greet Xiao. Faces peered through the windows for their first glimpse of the heir and some, no doubt, to see her. She braced herself for the inevitable scrutiny she would have to endure inside. She envied Chen for the straightforwardness of his role. If only she could do her duty likewise, life would be so much simpler.

      The flyer settled on the deck with the slightest of bumps. Once more the heat greeted them as the doors hissed open. Xiao climbed out first, followed by Ziyi. The bank's president waited for them on the red carpet. Wong Kuo Fung was rumoured to be in his seventies but no one knew his real age. The best cosmetic surgery and mek enhancements left him looking nearer forty. He ran the bank with a fierceness that few younger could compete with.

      "Your Highness, so pleased you could join us tonight," Wong said, with a barely adequate bow. Chen tensed, ready to punish the offence, but Xiao laughed, defusing the situation.

      "I wouldn't have missed it for the world, old friend," said Xiao. He turned and held out his hand to Ziyi. "Have you met Ziyi?"

      The old man kept his eyes on Ziyi as he bowed. She stiffened, shocked at the lust in his gaze. She forced herself to bow in return as manners dictated, but inside she bridled at the lack of respect. "It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. President."

      "The pleasure is all mine, my dear." Wong gestured to the penthouse. "Let's get you both out of this dreadful heat. We've many people looking forward to meeting you."

      Ziyi followed two steps behind Xiao and Wong, allowing the two men to talk in relative privacy.

      The drop in temperature sent a shiver down Ziyi's spine as they entered the room, gaudily decorated in an ancient European style mixed with as much scarlet and gold as feng shui demanded. A massive pool in the centre of the room rippled with golden koi fish. There was no doubt money was the only priority in the room.

      Some eighty guests were already inside the penthouse. She scanned the faces as she always did for anyone who looked out of place, but all she saw were a lot of nips and tucks and outrageous mek amongst the guests. No one seemed to be paying attention to whoever they were talking to — their eyes hunted for others who were more important or wealthy than they were. Waiters mingled with trays of canapés and champagne, ignored by all unless needed.

      The conversation died as they entered the room. Everyone bowed as one.

      "Thank you. Thank you," said Xiao. He waited for everyone to straighten again. "Tonight we're here to talk about the future of our glorious Empire. By Heaven's will, in the last fifty years, we have colonised six planets. A great success many would say, but in that time, the United Arab Empire have claimed eleven. These planets may be nothing more than balls of dirt and sand, but we can't fall behind. We owe it to all the generations to come not to falter in this divine mission.

      "But, as they say 'the sky is big and the Emperor is far away.' We need help, my friends, if we are to achieve our dreams in these new worlds. We need the people in this room.

      "I look forward to meeting you all tonight, and discussing how each and every one of you can have a vital role to play. In the mean time, enjoy yourselves, drink and eat to your hearts content. Remember though — what we have achieved on Earth, we shall surpass in the Heavens."

      The room erupted in applause. Ziyi was always impressed at Xiao's effect on a room and the way his passion for the Empire could win over everyone he met.  Xiao waited for only a brief moment before holding his hand up for silence once more. He thumped his fist against his chest. "For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      "For the Emperor. For the Empire," the room replied, followed by more applause.

      Xiao smiled and waved to all corners of the room before Wong led him to a group were gathered in the far corner.

      "Your Highness, I'd like to introduce the Tsui family. They've been eagerly waiting to meet you," said Wong.

      "Just one moment, please," replied Xiao. He signalled a waiter to approach with a tray of champagne and Xiao took two glasses, handing one to Ziyi.

      "No thank you, Highness," she said. She never drank on duty.

      "Come. Have at least a sip. What will they all say if my great love doesn't drink with me? Remember, the world always watches," he said, indicating the rest of the room with a raised eyebrow.

      They stared at each other. The argument continued unspoken. But Ziyi knew Xiao would win. He always did. He confirmed the point with a smile. "That's my girl. Now let's see if we can change the world." She took the glass and took a sip. Her smile in return was plainly forced, provoking a hearty laugh.

      A second later an explosion rocked the entire building.
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      Wing stared at the monitors that should have been playing images from the ICBB penthouse. He stared at the static that was there instead, feeling helpless.

      "This is ridiculous. How are we supposed to do our jobs?" he complained to no one in particular. "Privacy! Fat lot of good that will do them if they all get killed."

      "The place is surrounded. They're two hundred and sixty-something levels above the ground, drinking with people with enough money to buy planets. Calm down. Everything will be okay," said Bao Yu. "Send more drones to monitor the exterior. At least we'll be able to see some of what's going on."

      A buzzer sounded by Song. She answered the call and a policeman appeared on one of her monitors. She listened intently for a second before telling him to hold. "Guys, you need to hear this," she said. She clicked the call back online. "Officer, I have you on speaker. Please repeat what you told me."

      "This is Officer Zheng from Kowloon station. We've received a message warning of an imminent bomb attack." The man looked shaken. Never a good sign.

      "Play it," ordered Bao Yu.

      The image switched to a woman's face. Foreign. Caramel coloured skin. Wing recognised her instantly as one of the AFA suspects.

      "My name is Nadine Michel. I'm a member of the American Free Army. Today I will strike a blow against the Imperial murderers and shake its false Empire to its core. Today, they will learn that we'll never give up our fight for freedom from the Chinese oppressors. My name is Nadine Michel. I willingly give my life for my country. God bless America."

      The screen switched back to the officer. "I called you immediately we received this."

      Wing fed Michel's image into the CCTV cameras in central Kowloon, starting with the more obvious targets like the transport terminals, hoping she'd be picked up by facial recognition. But with so many people out and about, he knew it'd take hours.

      "Place all police stations and emergency services on full alert," said Bao Yu.

      "Thank you, Officer," said Song. "Join your men."

      The screen died.

      "Song, draw up a list of high-priority targets and get police units out to them now. I want bodies on the ground," said Bao Yu. "I'll get in touch with Chen at the ICBB and get it locked down. Someone tell me how much explosive they'd need to bring that building down."

      "You'd need a nuke..." The words tasted like ash in Wing's mouth as his imagination filled in the horror of what a weapon of mass destruction could cause in Hong Kong. He couldn't bring himself to say anything else out loud.

      Something caught his eye on a screen. The main track at Tsim Sha Tsui subway station. A woman had stepped onto the track. He zoomed in as alarms sounded and Michel's face filled the screen. "Found her. Level Ninety, TST."

      "Calling all units in the vicinity of Tsim Sha Tsui Mass Transit station," said Song. "We have a terrorist suspect on the main track on level Ninety. She is considered armed and dangerous. Repeat. We have a terrorist suspect on the main track. Approach with caution. Lethal force is authorised."

      "What's she doing?" asked Bao Yu.

      "I'm stopping the trains," said Wing. His fingers danced across the keyboard. On a monitor, he watched dots begin to stop but not quickly enough. "Shit. We have one still entering the station."

      "Shut it down," shouted Bao Yu.

      "I'm trying!" He could feel the sweat break out across his forehead. He wanted to scream with frustration at the confines of the chair and all the fucking wires holding him back. Nothing happened fast enough.

      They all watched Michel turn to face the train. She spread her arms as if she was about to embrace a lover.

      "Where's the police?" said Bao Yu.

      "Pulling up to the station now," replied Song.

      The train turned the corner into the main platform section. Sparks flew from the tracks as its brakes fought the built up momentum.

      Michel smiled and closed her eyes. Every monitor showing the station went blank simultaneously.

      "Fuck," said Wing.

      Multiple alarms roared into life in Control, colouring their pure white world in red, like gushing blood. "Multiple reports of a massive explosion in TST," said Song. "Emergency services on way. Diverting access to effected areas." The screens rotated through all cameras still operating in the area. Smoke billowed out of street level exits. People ran in every direction. Shattered glass from nearby windows littered the ground.

      "All too fucking late," said Wing. "How many dead?" he smashed his fist into his keyboard. "Fuck!"

      "Wing!" said Bao Yu. "Calm down. Turn the alarms off so we can concentrate. Do your job. Save the hysterics for later. Get Michel's data uploaded and back track her movements. I want to know where she's been, where she stayed and whom she talked to. Everything."

      "On it," said Wing. It would be easier now they had a confirmed location for Michel. To run through the twelve million cameras in Hong Kong and Kowloon would take an hour but they'd have everything.

      "Another explosion in Mong Kok," said Song. "Level One Twenty. Golden Shopping Arcade."

      More devastation played out over more monitors. Death filled every screen.

      "Why Kowloon? Why civilian targets now?" asked Wing.

      "Maybe they accepted they couldn't reach Xiao and this was all that was left," suggested Song.

      "Doesn't make sense," said Bao Yu. "The AFA have only ever hit military or political targets before."

      "Maybe there were off-duty personnel there?" said Wing.

      "Impossible," replied Song. "The video suggests the attacks were pre-planned."

      "Search the CCTV footage," said Bao Yu. "We need to know if this was another suicide attack or if they planted the bomb and left. Check for Michel first. Hopefully we can cross another one of those bastards off the list."

      "On it," said Song.

      The emergency services arrived at both locations. Fury raged inside Wing, numbing him to the horror of the attacks as he watched the fire and ambulance crews try to deal with the chaos. How had they let things come to this? They should've found the Americans long before they had the opportunity to strike. But their ability to fool the retina scans made them invisible and gave them access to where ever they wanted.

      "Estimated body count at Tsim Sha Tsui standing at one thousand seven hundred," said Song quietly. "They've already told me that's a conservative number. It could easily rise to several thousand."

      In a city of fifty-eight million, either number was a drop in the ocean. So small, they'd barely be noticed. It wouldn't sway the Empire to suddenly change its policies. There had to be another angle to the attacks none of them had seen yet.

      The data flowed through Wing. He tried to see a bigger picture but nothing gelled. What could they hope to achieve with such mindless terror attacks that would barely get a minute on the news?

      "I don't believe it," said Bao Yu. "Lok Fu. A housing estate. Another bomb. Must have been big. Three levels have gone down."

      "Three in ten minutes," said Wing. "I can't see any pattern, any point to them."

      "I've found when the bomb in Mong Kok was planted," said Song. "Twelve hours ago." The camera angle was from the far side of the street but, once Song zoomed in, Michel was unmistakable.

      "Running a trace on Lok Fu for Michel," said Bao Yu.

      They had two locations, possibly three for Michel. They narrowed the search through those end points. Hits began popping up on the map. A trail of lights showed her journey from Mong Kok to Tsim Sha Tsui within seconds, then more slowly from Mong Kok outwards.

      "Got her in Lok Fu," said Bao Yu. "Looks like she was staying there. Bomb was left at seven this morning."

      Wing frowned. "Twelve hours between then and TST. Enough time to drop a lot of bombs."

      "Why didn't anyone report her in Lok Fu?" asked Song. "That housing estate is ninety-nine per cent ethnic Chinese. She must have stood out like a sore thumb."

      "What were they going to report her for? Being a gweilo?" replied Wing. "No one knew she was a terrorist."

      "Concentrate on what we can prove," reminded Bao Yu.

      "Fuck." Wing stared at his monitors. "Another bomb. Hong Kong island side this time. In Central. At the Landmark, Queen's Road."

      Song's fingers flew across her keyboard, bringing up footage from cameras in the area. "Level Eighty-One's gone. Eighty and Eighty-Two look like they're on their way too. Fire's spreading to Prince's Building next door."

      "Get every available fire unit there," ordered Bao Yu. "Reroute the traffic up and around it."

      "Wing, what's happening?" Ziyi's voice came in over the up-link. "We felt an explosion."

      "The AFA have launched bomb attacks across Hong Kong. Four so far. The last one was in Central three blocks from you down-level."

      "We'll evac back to the residence."

      "Negative. Stay where you are. I need to get air support into fight the fire and deal with casualties plus news crews are already sending their flyers and drones into the area - I won't be able to clear a flight path for you."

      "Roger that. Keep me updated."

      "Will do..." Gunfire erupted over the link before Wing could finish the sentence. The three operators froze in the Pod and stared at each other, their minds refusing to take in what they'd just heard. "Ziyi! Ziyi! What's happening? Ziyi? Come in."

      "We're under attack...Repeat. We are under attack... shit. Get down. Chen - by the elevator." More gunfire drowned out Ziyi's voice.

      "Get me eyes in there now," shouted Bao Yu.

      "I can't get into the ICBB feed. We're locked out," said Song.

      "I'm bringing the drones in closer," said Wing. "Ziyi? Ziyi? What's happening?"

      "Put them up on the screens now - all of them," said Bao Yu, her voice breaking with tension.

      The images of the bombings disappeared, replaced by a three sixty view of the top floor of the ICBB. Gunfire flashed in the windows. Bodies littered the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Ziyi

          

        

      

    

    
      They watched the flames engulfing the side of the Landmark from the top floor of the ICBB, as black smoke rolled across the nearby starscrapers. The laughter of earlier was replaced by gasps of shock and horror.

      Ziyi restrained Xiao from joining the pack with a gentle hand on his arm. "Highness, best stay away from the windows."

      Chen drew his pistol and covered Xiao with his bulk. "I don't like this Ziyi."

      "I want to know what's going on." demanded Xiao.

      "I'll find out, Highness," replied Ziyi. She clicked open the comms link to Control. "Wing, what's happening? There's been an explosion." Her eyes scanned the room. Trouble was coming. She could feel it.

      "The AFA has launched bomb attacks across Hong Kong. Four so far. The last one waste the Landmark."

      "Roger. We'll evac back to the residence." Without thinking, she manoeuvred Xiao towards the exit leading to the landing pad, keen to keep him away from the main group. Outside, drones buzzed nervously in every direction.

      "Negative. Safer to stay where you are. I need to get air support into fight the fire and deal with casualties plus news crews are already sending their flyers and drones into the area - I won't be able to clear a flight path for you."

      "Roger that. Keep me updated."

      "Will do..."

      The light above the elevator came on and a beat later, the doors opened revealing six men. All Westerners. Armed. Ziyi recognised two of them — Murray and Conway — as the men stepped out into the main room. She pushed Xiao behind her as the terrorists opened fire with automatic assault rifles, targeting the main group of guests by the window first. People crumpled as rounds tore into them as the windows shattered around them. Chen returned fire as Ziyi went for her own pistol.

      "Control," screamed Ziyi. "We are under attack. I repeat, we are under attack." She snapped a shot off at one of the westerners she didn't recognise — a hulk of a man — but the bullet bounced off his chest. Mek. "Shit. Get down." She pushed Xiao to the floor as the terrorists turned their attention on them. Bullets tore up the room sending marble shrapnel in every direction.

      "Help me," screamed Wong a second before bullets tore chunks of flesh from him, spinning him like a top. People ran in every direction but found no escape from the chatter of the machine guns.

      Chen overturned a table to give them some cover as he rattled rounds back at the attackers. The door to the landing pad was only five yards away but it might as well have been a mile. Ziyi dragged Xiao behind the side of the fishpond so he had something more solid to protect him and blind-fired back at the terrorists.

      "Ziyi? Ziyi? What's happening?"

      "Six hostiles. Two confirmed AFA. Heavily armed. At least one with serious mek." A blonde-haired woman swung around a pillar to get a clear line of sight on them but two bullets from Ziyi's gun showed her the folly of her ways. "We're going for the flyer. Clear the airspace. We're getting out of here." She fired another couple of rounds at the terrorists, painfully aware she only had another ten bullets in her gun. A glance at the landing pad confirmed the troops from the flyer coming over to help cover them. "Chen! We're moving."

      Chen caught her eye, nodded. "Go!" He popped up out of cover and sprayed bullets from his machine pistol towards the hostiles.

      Ziyi didn't wait to see if he hit anything. She was on her feet, hauling Xiao with her. Her sole focus was on reaching the exit. A waiter was cut down right in front of her but she bundled past his falling body, ignoring his blood peppering her skin. Xiao almost tripped but she held him upright with her left hand as she shouldered into the door, smashing it off its hinges.

      Gunfire raged across the landing pad in a furious exchange of fire. Two troops had fallen but the others battled valiantly on. Smoke billowed across the rooftop from the fire at the Landmark and Ziyi thanked the Heavens for the cover it provided them.

      As she ran to the flyer, her heart beat with a fury as the smoke-filled air burned her lungs. Death was everywhere but she wouldn't allow it to touch Xiao. The pilot beckoned them from the cockpit ten yards away as the engines roared to life.

      "Ziyi, I..." Xiao stuttered.

      She didn't wait to hear what Xiao was going to say. It didn't matter. She threw him the last few yards to safety, and as hands hauled him inside, she quickly followed.

      "Get us in the air now!" She strapped Xiao in his seat, then looked back at the banquet room. Chen was by the exit door, covered in blood and down on one knee, but still firing. Only one of the troops remained in the fight but most of the terrorists seemed to be unscathed and were racing towards the flyer. Where the hell had they got such serious mek from to survive everything that had been thrown at them?

      Another wall of smoke covered the rooftop as the flyer lifted off the deck.

      "Ziyi, sit rep." Wing’s voice was full of panic.

      "Xiao and I are in the air, repeat in the air. Returning to base." The flyer juddered as the pilot accelerated vertically, keen to put some distance between the ship and the ICBB. "All unharmed."

      "Thank the Heavens. Bringing air support to cover you."

      "Roger that," replied Ziyi. Two more seconds and they'd be safe. She allowed herself to take a calming breathe as they climbed higher. She didn't want to think about how close they'd come or the dead they'd left behind.

      She looked down as the smoke cleared from the rooftop and the sight punched the hope out of her gut just as an alarm flared in the cockpit. "Weapons lock," shouted the pilot.

      "Incoming! RPG! ICBB Roof!" She lunged towards Xiao as the craft jerked to the left. She could hear chafe being pumped out from underneath the flyer.

      She punched the emergency button beside the heir's seat and a blast box shot down from the roof, sealing Xiao inside. He stared at her in horror through the glass so she clicked on the comms panel to reassure him. "You'll be safe in here. It'll only open with my retina scan or by the emergency services. No one else can open it."

      The pilot threw the flyer around from one side to another but the surrounding starscrapers hindered his options. The alarm screamed louder. "Brace yourselves for..."

      The blast threw Ziyi across the cabin and bounced her from floor to ceiling for good measure. She smacked her face against a monitor as she tried to regain her feet.

      Somehow she was still alive. "Where'd we get hit?"

      "Took out our tail," shouted the pilot as the flyer dropped into a spin. "We're going down. Repeat Imperial One is going down."

      Steel and glass whirled around them as Ziyi scrambled for something — anything — to hold onto. "Can you make it to the harbour?"

      "I'll try," replied the pilot. "I'll fucking try."

      "Do more than try." Ziyi yanked a belt over and locked herself in. "Blast anything solid that gets in our way and land this thing somehow."

      "Roger that. Aiming for the water."

      The flyer's engine kicked in and lurched the craft forwards towards a gap between buildings as it continued to fall.

      "Wing, you tracking us?" she hollered above the protesting engine roar.

      "Mobilising emergency services. Police and protection officers en route."

      "Make it quick," she snapped.

      Xiao stared at her, unable to hide his panic. At least the blast box would protect him from the crash landing.

      "Gotta a fucking bridge in the way. Firing guns," continued the pilot. "Down to five hundred feet. Four hundred. Three hundred." The guns chattered briefly beneath her but the flyer's spin took them off target far too quickly. "Brace! Brace! We're going to hit."

      The impact ripped a huge hole where the rear of the flyer had been. Wind tugged at Ziyi from every direction as it tried to claw her from her seat and drag the air from her lungs. Through the hole, the ground loomed up at them fast and furiously before world turned upside down. The last thing Ziyi saw was the ICBB building sparkling amongst the night sky as if nothing had happened before the blackness consumed her.
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      "They're down. Right by the harbour. Lung Wo Road, level five," said Wing. He still had a camera working on board but the picture broke up more than it held together. Ziyi lay half in, half out of the port side door, unmoving. He prayed to whatever Gods there were that she was still alive. At least he had a clear signal on Xiao's vitals — even if the heir's heart rate was through the roof. Other local CCTV showed the burning wreckage

      "How long before we can get help to them?" asked Bao Yu.

      "I've got everyone heading there now but the flyer took out the Gloucester Road bridge in the West and the Landmark bombing's screwed up the Eastern approach. Maybe another five minutes?"

      "What about air support?" suggested Song.

      "Two risky after the RPG attack. Any bird we send in will be a sitting duck. It could be just what they want us to do," replied Wing.

      Bao Yu gnawed on her fingernails and shook her head. "We're constantly five steps behind those bastards. How the fuck are they doing it?"

      Wing watched the carnage across Hong Kong, too scared to reply. Tsim Sha Tsui, Mon Kok, Lok Fu and Central hit by bombs. An attack on a high security venue and Xiao's flyer shot from the sky. None of it should have been possible. Except if they had a man on the inside.

      The door to the Pod slid open just as he was about to radio Ziyi again, scaring the shit out of him. No one visited the Pod. Standard operating procedure was lock down until the end of each shift, and then it opened only long enough to swap crews. There were four checkpoints to pass to reach the entrance, and even then Wing couldn't imagine the security clearance needed to get the soldiers on the other side of that door to open it.

      Deng Wa Ping walked in, answering that question. The First Minister. He looked smaller in real life compared to how he appeared on the news feeds, but there was no doubting the power of the man. Being the third most powerful person in the Empire, he could open any door he wanted. His stark black coat stood out against the bright lights and white walls of the Pod. Armed police troops followed him in, taking up position on the balconies over-looking the operators' chairs.

      The troops racked their assault rifles just to emphasis how scary they were. Unnecessary, as Wing was close to wetting himself as it was, but highly effective.

      Deng waved a hand at them. "Gentlemen, lower your weapons. We're not here to make arrests. Not yet."

      Wing glanced at the other operators. He wasn't the only one failing to hide their fear. Bao Yu looked close to tears and Song just stared wide-eyed at the guns in front of her. As the only man, Wing felt like he should say or do something, but bravery was never his thing.

      "I'm sorry for the intrusion," said the Minister. The warmth of his smile didn't reach his eyes. "Can you please disconnect yourselves from your terminals and step away from your seats."

      "We're in the midst of an emergency situation," said Bao Yu. "We can't leave our stations unattended."

      The Minister nodded. "Don't worry. I have brought replacements. Now please disconnect. I hope I don't have to ask again."

      Wing glanced over at the troops. The message was clear enough. He pressed disconnect on his keyboard before they felt the need to open fire. The cable running into the back of his head unwound itself and the IV feed popped clear of his arm. The waste pipes fell away and Wing adjusted his trousers. He wondered once more why he did the job. Bad enough that he had to be hooked up to machines to survive a shift without any breaks to do the most basic of functions, now he had guns pointed at him.

      The brain cable clicked free and Wing stood up. "Minster?" His voice broke on the word like a twelve year-old boy's.

      "Yes?" Deng looked down on him.

      "His Majesty's flyer is down and agent Choi is unconscious, perhaps injured. I've sent help but the situation is precarious."

      "I am aware of the situation" he replied, "but there is a traitor aiding the Americans, and until he or she is captured, I will not trust anyone but my own staff. Now go."

      "A traitor?" said Song. "It's not one of us. We..."

      "We have evidence," snapped the Minister.

      "But we've seen nothing. I would've..."

      Deng leaned forward. Both hands gripped the balcony railing. "Operators, I do not need to explain national security to you. I just require you to leave this building now."

      Wing dropped his head. Whatever bravery he'd mustered fled under the Minister's gaze. Song took his arm and led him towards the stairs. The troops watched behind their raised guns. Wing felt shamed as they climbed the stairs, but he knew there was nothing they could do.

      They stepped through the main door into the connecting tunnel. Three operators stood waiting to relieve them. Wing thought he knew everyone in the service but he didn't recognise them. They had all the necessary ports and implants though. They must have been brought in from another city but how had the Minister gotten them to Hong Kong so quickly? He opened his mouth to ask, but Song pushed him forward and gave him a warning look before he could say anything. With a deep breath, he nodded and they continued on their way.

      "You don't believe that nonsense about a traitor..." said Song, once they were out of earshot.

      "Be quiet," said Bao Yu. "You know they're still watching us now. Listening."

      Wing nodded. "Forget it. Go home. It's not our problem now." He only wished he believed his own words. He chewed his lip, trying to ignore the sick, churning feeling in his stomach. How could Deng kick them out of the Pod when the future of the Empire was at stake?

      The three operators passed one check point, waited for the heavy bomb-proof doors to slid open and continued onto the second one. Their slippered feet barely made a sound on the metal walkway.

      Once past the second doors, the vertigo hit him as he saw the bridge over the Pit. Song wrapped her arm tighter around his, sensing his discomfort, and they crossed with a haste that Wing wouldn't normally find possible.

      The third door opened up into more public areas and the foot traffic increased around them. No one spoke to them however. Operators weren't like any of the other workers within Control. Everyone believed them to be more machine than human, and therefore uncomfortable to be around. The irony was not lost on Wing that this was still seen as a bad thing in a world where mek implants were the ultimate signs of wealth and status.

      The fourth door took them to the workers' changing rooms. Wing said goodbye to Song and Bao Yu, and entered the men's room. Four others were changing but they all ignored Wing. For once he was glad. He didn't need an awkward conversation with a Norm tonight of all nights.

      He swapped his white uniform for his street clothes. As ever, he wore a long-sleeved shirt to cover the ports on his arms, and slipped a grey cap over his shaved head to hide the connection points. If his own colleagues found him uncomfortable to look at, it was nothing compared to how Norms out in the world perceived him. Best to hide it.

      He walked briskly through the final door and stepped outside into Hong Kong's humid air. Beads of sweat popped out on his brow instantly. There was a tang of smoke in the air, reminding Wing of the horrors elsewhere on the island.

      The streets and roads were as packed as ever, with everyone going about their business, but their attention was on the bombings, watching on their own devices or gathering around the Public Information Screens.

      Wing pulled an Ultra cigarette from the crumpled pack in his pocket with shaking hands, lit it and inhaled deeply. He watched the crowds traveling up and down on the MTE nearby, heading up to One Nine Nine and down to Eighty-Eight. After that, access to higher and lower levels elevators was by retina scan only.

      He took another lungful. The situation was insane. Whoever the traitor was, they had to be high up to get the Americans the information they needed. One thing was certain though, he knew Song and Bao Yu were innocent — he'd shared mind space with them. No way were they keeping that sort of secret from him.

      He flicked the butt in to the gutter and stepped into a vacant spot on the escalator going down, squeezing between a fat businessman and a gweilo tourist gawking at everything. Hong Kong was burning and the man was fucking sight-seeing. He hated tourists most of the time but no more so than at that precise moment.

      He lit another cigarette.

      The gweilo tapped him on the shoulder, giving him a dirty look. "Do you mind?" Even the foreigner's Mandarin grated Wing's nerves, as his American accent murdered the tones of the words.

      "I live here, man," said Wing, taking another drag. "Go take pictures in someone else's home."

      "I was born here," replied the gweilo.

      "Still don't belong here," sniffed Wing.

      The Westerner was bigger than him but Wing wasn't scared. Everyone knew to touch a local was a sure way to end up in prison. Even the foreigners living here for generations, speaking perfect Cantonese and Mandarin, maybe even with a bit of Chinese blood in them, wouldn't risk causing trouble with a pure blood. And it felt good to be give someone else attitude after his lose of face in front of the Minister.

      Wing turned his back on the gweilo but he could still feel the foreigner's eyes boring into his back. He squared up his shoulders but inside his heart raced at the thought that the gweilo might actually be stupid enough to hit him. Wing was tall but no fighter. Twelve hour shifts locked into a computer didn't do much for his physique, nor did being chemically zonked out the rest of the time.

      He filled his lungs with more smoke. The nicotine took the edge slightly off the night's events, but Wing still felt jittery. Once he got home, he'd take a hit of some real smoke, hook himself into his personal mind link, and start nosing around. No way could he just leave Ziyi to whatever madness was going on.

      He pulled his shirt from his wet skin and cursed the humidity. Twenty more minutes until he could enjoy air conditioning again. Too fucking long. He flicked the cigarette into the night, watched it fall through the levels, disappearing into the blaze of neon below. Another wave of vertigo hit him hard and he grasped the railing. He was an idiot for looking down.

      Fixing his eyes ahead of him, he wished everyone on the elevator would disappear. He just wanted to get home, lock his door to the world, and smoke some slice.

      The escalator passed Level One Three Four. More people stepped on at the exit, filling any available slots. The fat businessman shuffled backwards, knocking Wing into the gweilo.

      "What's your problem?" shouted the gweilo, grabbing Wing and pushing him back into the fat man. It was like hitting a brick wall.

      "Get off me," shouted Wing. He slapped the gweilo's hands, trying to knock them off himself but the man's arms were rigid. Wing's blaze of indignity tuned very cold. Wing knew mek when he saw it.

      "Get off me," said Wing, quieter this time. He tried to move the gweilo's hands away again but the man had a vice-like grip.

      "How about you just get off?" said the gweilo with a smile. He jerked Wing towards the right hand railing.

      "What're you doing, man?" asked Wing. "Leave me alone." His bravado was gone. Fear ripped through him as he lurched another step closer to the railing. He struggled to loosen the man's grip, but the gweilo dug his fingers deeper into Wing's shoulders. His hip hit the side of the railing, and his chest swayed slightly over the edge. He pushed back with all his strength and, for a heartbeat, managed to get some space between himself and the edge but the gweilo just threw him forward again.

      Wing seized the rail with both hands. He locked his arms but inch by inch, his body leaned over the railing. He became aware of just how much open space surrounded them. He looked down at the neon sea below, saw himself falling like his cigarette earlier. Panic tore his mind apart. "Fuck! Get off me. Please. I've done nothing to you." He could feel his feet slipping off the ground.

      The exit for Level One Three Three moved towards them. If Wing could hold on until then, he'd be able to slip off the escalator there and get away. The gweilo saw the exit too, and with a grunt, he lifted Wing off the floor.

      Wing's fingers were the only things stopping him being flung to his death. "Help! Someone help me!" He looked up and down the escalator but the same, bored faces ignored him. His left hand slipped off the railing and he grabbed the gweilo's shirt. "I'll take you with me. I will!"

      "Like fuck you will," grunted the gweilo. Wing's other hand came free as the gweilo hauled him to a sitting position on the railing. Wing had both hands on the man's shirt, the cloth stretching between his fingers.

      "Don't," he pleaded. Tears ran down his face as the void called him. He looked down again and screamed. The gweilo pushed him once more. Wing's body was at ninety degrees as his legs swung up. He wrapped them around the gweilo's waist. Anything to delay that final moment.

      The exit drew nearer.

      Another jerk and Wing dropped a few more degrees lower. He reached for the railing again and flailed at empty space.

      "Die, you shit," said the gweilo.

      Wing didn't want to die. Not like that, not right there. He reached into his pocket, found the smooth metal, held it tight.

      "Aaaaargh!" Wing screamed and rammed his cigarette lighter into the westerner's face. The electric coil sizzled against skin. This time it was the gweilo who howled. He jumped back, trying to get away from the lighter and releasing Wing, allowing him to drop back onto the escalator. He dug the lighter as hard as he could into the gweilo's face once more as the man crumpled to the ground.

      Someone punched Wing in the back of the head. He thought his teeth were going to fly out of his mouth.

      He looked up just in time for the fat man to punch him again.

      Wing scrambled backwards, trying to push through the people behind him as the fat man lunged for him again.

      The exit was ten feet away. Four slots from Wing. He hauled himself to his feet using another stranger to climb up. The man shouted at him to let go but Wing was having none of it. He threw the stranger into the arms of the fat man and jumped over the railing.
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      Ziyi didn't know where she was. Last thing she remembered was being at a party with Xiao, at the ICBB, and it didn't take a genius to work out she wasn't there now. Judging by the heat, humidity and noise, she was outside. Sweat prickled her skin, as the hustle and bustle of Hong Kong buzzed around her.

      The pain came next. It hit everywhere hard, so much so that she thought she must be dying. Memories of the crash quickly followed and a small part of her brain thought crashing in a flyer at high speed was a good way of discovering the limits of her mek. She tried moving, slowly, carefully, expecting nothing to work, and was relieved to find herself in one piece.

      Something hot and sticky covered her eyes and it took her another moment to work out it was her blood. She wiped it away as best she could but the gash that ran across her forehead was deep.

      "Get the girl." It took her a moment to recognise the words were English and to translate what they meant. The voice had come from outside of the wrecked flyer. American.

      Terrorists.

      "Move it. We're on the clock here."

      She struggled to her feet, ignoring the ringing in her ears, aware that she was thinking too slowly, probably concussed. Her left leg gave way on her but she hauled herself back upright. She didn't have time to be injured.

      There wasn't much left of the flyer — the cockpit had been sheared off in the crash — and only the legs remained of the pilot in his seat, but the blast box was still intact. She stumbled over and pulled herself up to the window, expecting to find Xiao, petrified, staring back at her.

      The box was empty.

      Ziyi pulled the door but it was still locked. Nausea swamped over her as her brain tried to process Xiao's absence. It should have been impossible. Without her retina scan, only the security services had the codes. She clicked on the GPS tracker so she could locate him, but there was no signal. She couldn't even read his vitals.

      The lack of data terrified her more than anything. Was Xiao dead? She forced herself to be still, and not think that. The ramifications for the Empire were too immense. If he was just out of range of her scanner, it meant he'd been taken off world. If that were so, finding him again would be impossible. Her only hope was someone had disabled the tracker and Xiao was still alive but only a few people high up in the government knew about her mek. It wasn't the sort of knowledge the AFA would have. All bad options but some were worse than others.

      She struggled to control her rising panic while she clicked on the phone embedded in her ear. "Wing, this is Ziyi." Static filled her ear in response. "Wing, this is Ziyi. Come in."

      Strangely, the silence actually gave her some relief — perhaps her mek had been damaged in the crash and that caused her internal monitoring systems to malfunction. Perhaps even at that moment, Wing was trying to contact her to let her know help was on its way. The alternative was too horrific to contemplate.

      She spotted movement out the corner of her eye and spun around to find a man clambering over the lip of the flyer. She threw herself at him before he had a chance to bring his weapon to bear and slammed him to the ground. She followed through with a palm strike to the base of his nose, driving the bone deep into his brain, killing him instantly. Again he wasn't one of the terrorists identified by Control. How many people did the AFA have in Hong Kong? How'd they manage to get to the crash site ahead of the emergencies services? The scale and scope of their operation was beyond comprehension.

      She couldn't stay where she was though. Snatching up the terrorist’s machine pistol, Ziyi hauled herself out of the flyer. She came face-to-face with a blonde woman as she scrambled up the side of the flyer, but a quick burst from the pistol took the woman’s head off before she'd even realised Ziyi was there.

      She swung her legs over the edge and slipped down the nose of the flyer, chased all the way by rounds fired by a third man. She hit the ground hard and rolled into cover behind some smashed up concrete. The bullets, loud and angry, tried to hammer their way through to her. Ziyi did her best to ignore them, protected as she was, and scanned for any other terrorists.

      The flyer had made it to the harbour's edge. A long time ago, they called it the Fragrant Harbour, but now even the rats in Hong Kong avoided it. The air stunk of diesel, sewerage, and only a hint of ocean. A small armada of sampans bobbled away in the water in front of her and their owners watched her from the decks of their boats, no doubt waiting for an opportunity to come and salvage what they could from the crash site.

      A main road was twenty feet away to the West, leading from the harbour to Wan Chai, where another crowd had gathered, drawn from the shops, hawker stalls, flesh parlours and dive joints that made up every part of the Zeros, their signs blazing twenty-four seven. Ziyi couldn't expect any help from there — only more danger.

      Behind and above her was Central. The flyer's descent had left a clear trail of destruction in its wake, having blown its way through flyovers and lower levels alike on its way down. The Heavens only knew how many more innocents had been killed.

      The only good news was there were no signs of any other terrorists.

      She checked the machine pistol's magazine. Eight rounds remained. They'd have to be enough. As bullets continued to pound the ground around her, she waited for the American's weapon to run dry — knew it had to be soon.

      The moment the world went silent, she moved, pivoting around the left side of the concrete block. She spotted the terrorist ten yards away as he slammed in a fresh magazine into his assault rifle and she snapped off a three round burst, cursing as they went wide.

      Time slowed. He brought his weapon up, already firing, not caring where they went as he mowed a pathway towards her. Adrenaline ripped through her body, urging her to do the same, but she could hear her shifu's voice in her mind — control. She forced herself to be calm, aimed at the man's bald head and put another three round burst between his eyes.

      She crouched alone amidst the wreckage of the flyer, tensed, ready for more danger as the echoes of the gunfight lingered in her ears. One second passed. Two. Three. She allowed herself to breathe. Fours seconds. Five. She slowly uncoiled and moved her finger off the trigger. Still the thought of something kept her on edge. Something not right. Why couldn't she see it?

      She spun around at the sound of crunching metal from the East. Ziyi sighed with relief at the familiar shape of an Armoured Personnel Carrier, flashing blue and white lights from its roof, rumbled down a slip road from the lower levels of Admiralty. She had no idea why help had taken so long to get there but blame for the delay could wait though. She needed to get her systems back on line so she could track Xiao.

      The locals weren't so keen to see the armoured beast as it rolled over anything in its way, crushing vehicles and structures indiscriminately. The crowd watching from the Wan Chai side hurled abuse, offering to show those inside the dangers of the Chai if they were brave enough to venture out. A petrol bomb sailed down from one of the levels above and exploded harmlessly against the APC's shell. A machine gun, one of four outer weapons, swivelled around to trace the bomb's origin but fired no shots. Good job too for the fools who threw the bomb. Shells from those guns were capable of ripping a building apart in seconds.

      Leaving the machine pistol with the American dead, Ziyi stepped out into the middle of the street and waved to get the APC driver's attention. Five more minutes and she'd be cleaned up while Control worked out who was going to get a world of payback.

      The APC stopped twenty yards from where Ziyi stood. All four guns turned and locked on her. She hadn't been expecting that. Crowds were growing in every direction, watching the sideshow and getting ready for whatever was going to happen next. She could see people had recognised her. So why hadn't the APC?

      "Choi Ziyi. Place your hands on your head and drop to your knees, or we will fire on you. I repeat, we will fire on you," a voice called out over the loudspeaker. Fear spread through Ziyi. It was a sensation she wasn't used to and one she didn't like. Even her mek couldn't withstand a burst from just one of the APC's guns.

      "I'm a friendly," she called out.

      The tank stared back at her, the guns unwavering, leaving her no choice but to comply. Ziyi locked her fingers over her head and dropped to her knees.

      The concrete was cold against her skin and Ziyi felt very alone as she waited.

      The doors of the APC swung up and troops sprung out, dressed in full combat gear, visors down and weapons ready and quickly surrounded her.

      A boot caught her squarely in the middle of her back and knocked her to the ground. The trooped followed in with his knee, pinning her with all his weight as he wrenched first one hand, then the other, behind her. She didn't fight back as he snapped plexi-cuffs on and yanked them as tight as he could, cutting into her skin. The pain was nothing after all.

      "Target secure," radioed in the trooper as he returned to his position.

      A man, with steel grey hair and a gaunt face, stepped out of the carrier. The skin had a very subtle hint of plastic. Hiding mek. He wore a Police General's uniform but no ordinary police officer, no matter what the rank, could afford skull work. Only the military had that kind of cash. He smiled as he looked down on her, all trussed up, and Ziyi knew things were only going to get a whole lot worse.

      "Choi Ziyi, you are under arrest for the kidnapping of His Imperial Highness, Xiao Jia, son of Dai Yu." The General smiled as he spoke. "Any attempt to resist will be met with extreme force."

      "You fool. I'm his bodyguard," said Ziyi. "I didn't kidnap him — the Americans did."

      The General silenced her with a kick in the face. "Fucking traitor. Put her in the APC." He headed back towards the armoured carrier as one of his men hooked his arm through Ziyi's. Her mind struggled to come to terms with what was happening as she was hauled to her feet. Why were they doing this to her? Why weren't they chasing the real kidnappers? Why was Control allowing this to happen?

      She looked up in the sky for a drone, wanting to at least make eye contact with Wing — even if she couldn't hear his voice in her head — and get him to put a stop to this madness. It was only then that she realised what had been out of place earlier — there were no drones. The sky was empty. No one watched. Someone had arranged a dark zone so the troops could arrest her or kill her with total deniability. Someone with real power. She staggered under the implications, and for a heartbeat, the fight went out of her.

      The trooped holding her tightened his grip to stop her falling again, and she used the momentum of his action to launch herself into his him. She smashed her forehead into the trooper's visor, shattering the glass and breaking the man's nose, dropping him instantly. The General wasn't the only one with a mek-enhanced skull.

      As he crumpled to the ground, she yanked her arms apart, snapping the plexi-cuffs, and grabbed the trooper's assault rifle in one motion. She fired controlled bursts, aiming only at their body armour. She didn't want to kill anyone — after all the troops could be loyal to the Empire and only following orders — but she was getting out of there. Being a prisoner wasn't going to save Xiao.

      She kept her finger on the trigger, sweeping through all before her. At such close range, the bullets hit their armour with enough force to knock them off their feet, creating a gap, but wouldn’t kill anyone. She sprinted for the opening, hoping she wasn't going to get shot herself in return. Another burst from her gun spun a trooper three hundred and sixty degrees before he hit the dirt. She leaped over his body, and headed towards the watching crowds and Wan Chai. If she was quick enough, she could lose herself there.

      Bullets howled through the air a second later, chasing her every step. Ziyi slid behind a parked car, shredding her dress and tearing the skin from her leg as rounds rattled against the vehicle. Its windows exploded, showering her with glass. The car shook with each impact as the metal protested under the assault. People screamed and ran for cover, while others died because they didn't have the wits about them to move, but nothing stopped the hail of lead.

      She had to get off the main street fast. The car wasn't going to withstand much more punishment. Pumping a grenade into the launcher, she threw herself backwards onto the ground. She aimed up above where she guessed the APC to be, and pulled the trigger. The gun kicked as the grenade flew over the car. As it exploded into the side of a building, Ziyi popped up from behind the trunk and fired another burst at the police, adding to the chaos as concrete showered the vehicle.

      The explosion had taken a number of troopers down, but the APC was unmarked and Ziyi saw the gun turrets whirl into life, zeroing in on her. She threw herself away from the car as the guns roared into life. The blast from the exploding car hurled her further down the road. She managed to tuck herself into a roll as she hit the ground, but the impact rattled even her mek-skeleton. Without looking back, she jumped to her feet and ran as fast as she could. The APC continued to fire, pulverising neon, glass, concrete and steel. Debris sliced through the air in every direction. She ignored the stings to her back. Bits of glass and rock weren't going to kill her. Looking back or slowing down would.

      Just ahead was a flesh bar. Ziyi threw herself through its blacked out window. She rolled across the beer soaked floor as glass showered down around her. The customers and working girls ran to the far corners of the bar, their screams mingling with the thumbing bass pumping out over the sound system as she got to her feet. Even so, she could still hear the rumble of the APC in motion. Time to move.

      She headed towards the exit sign, glowing in the rear of the bar. Without breaking stride, she pushed down on the door's release bar, ducked under a dangling florescent tube, ran past the one hour rooms and up a set of metal stairs.

      She'd only gone three steps when the thump thump of APC rounds pulverised the bar behind her, ripping up fixtures, fittings and people alike. A few rounds made it into the corridor, ricocheting this way and that as Ziyi crashed through another door.

      Another thirty yards took her into another bar, where it was just another night in the Chai, as the dance music drowned out the cacophony of destruction behind her, leaving everyone unaware of the fast approaching danger. A bar girl saw her, bloodied and armed, and screamed but the rest of the place kept on dancing.

      Ziyi shouldered her way through the crowd, smacking one man in the face with the rifle butt when he didn't move quickly enough. A hand grabbed her shoulder and she spun around, assault rifle raised and ready to fire, but it was just another fool in the Zeros, so she let him live. They'd be enough bullets coming his way soon enough.

      A doorman put a hand up to stop her but once he saw her bloodied face and weapon, he quickly moved to one side. The neon-baked street outside was filled with people unbothered by the sounds of a war zone one block over. Lowering the rifle, she walked into the heart of the crowd, keeping her head down and letting her hair fall over her face. She fought the urge to keep running. Her best hope was to blend in with everyone around her and not give the cameras anything to pick up on. She headed east, unsure of where to go, just wanting to put distance between her and her pursuers.

      Shouts from up ahead told her things weren't going to be that easy. Drones zipped overhead, filling the sky. More and more of them by the second. Their scanners swept the crowds. Ziyi had no doubt they were looking for her. After she'd escaped, it made sense to put the drones back to work.

      "Attention! This is the Police. Remain where you are and prepare to be scanned. Repeat — prepare to be scanned." The voice came from the drones, amplified and distorted but the message was clear. She craned her head to peak over the top of the crowd and spotted two APCs blocking the end of the street, troops spilling out of both.

      The street erupted into chaos at the sight of the police. It was the Zeros after all. Everyone around her had either already broken a law or planned to do so — so cops weren't welcome. The crowd pushed forwards and backwards in equal measure as more APCs arrived to block off the other end of the road as well. Ziyi let herself be pushed along with everyone as she looked for a way out. At least the confusion would work in her favour.

      More surveillance drones launched from the APCs to scan the crowds. The small spheres zipped overhead, laser scanners running over everyone's faces, locking on their retinas and taking names. Ziyi kept her head down. As long as they didn't get a direct fix, she had a chance.

      As she moved to the edge of the crowd, she spotted a trooper arguing with a liqueur shop owner. She crossed over, spun him around by the shoulder and pressed the rifle against the trooper's chest. The man looked down at the barrel, and then back up at Ziyi. She couldn't tell if he recognised her behind his visor. But it didn't matter. She punched him in the throat. He went down gagging. I would be a long time before he could radio anyone for help. Her training told her that she should kill him just to be sure but her heart wouldn't allow it.

      "What are you..." Ziyi pushed past the store-owner before he could say anymore. She squeezed down the aisle of the narrow shop, heading towards the rear exit. There was shouting behind her and she turned, ready to shoot but it was just civilians, two men and a girl, intent on looting the shelves, already tussling with the store owner. A blood-covered woman with a gun meant nothing when there was shit to be stolen in the Zeros. She took no chances all the same, walking backwards, covering them, as she made her way to the rear exit. She felt sorry for the shop owner, but his wouldn't be the only business that'd get stripped that night.

      She exited into an alley. It was deserted apart from a mangy black cat guarding some trash cans. It hissed as Ziyi passed. "Don't worry, I'm not staying," she said.

      Endless rows of laundry hung from clotheslines above her head. A single shot cut one line, dropping the washing into her hands. Ziyi removed her blood-soaked dress and slipped on some black trousers, a grey t-shirt and a black hooded sweat top. The clothes were still damp but she was glad to be in something less conspicuous. She still needed to get cleaned up properly, but hopefully it would be enough for now.

      The sounds of rioting echoed off the buildings around her but at least the drones were still on the main streets and not in the alleyways. The police wouldn't stop until they found her, disguised or not. Her best bet was to just get as far away as possible, drop off the grid, and look out for herself. Others could find Xiao, and clear her name in the process. The odds weren't in her favour if she were to try and fight the authorities while she searched for Xiao. Even Control had turned against her.

      But what if Xiao was killed before the police tracked him down? What if the authorities were part of the plot to kidnap him in the first place? What if Ziyi was the only one who could save him? Running away wasn't the answer. She'd sworn an oath to protect him with her life, not abandon him the moment he really needed her. She been trained for this — had most of her body replaced so she could deal with situations like this. There was no running away.

      She pulled the magazine from the assault rifle and cursed when she saw the magazine was empty. She thought about going back for the last trooper's ammo, but dismissed the idea just as quickly. She dumped the weapon on the ground. There was no point holding onto the gun, and drawing any more attention to herself if she had no bullets.

      Barefoot, Ziyi jogged to the end of the alley and jumped over the fence. She pulled the hood over her head as she slipped in amongst the floods of people stampeding away from the main centres of trouble. Behind her, the police called for calm as they tried to wrestle back some sort of control. They might as well have tried turning night into day.

      The drones continued to zip overhead but as long as she didn't make eye contact, she wasn't too worried about them.

      The crowd funnelled down the narrow space between the buildings and the hawker stalls. Anything that wasn't bolted down was picked clean by the mob as it passed. Ziyi passed more smashed store windows, the insides full of empty shelves. She hoped to see a pair of boots or shoes to grab but the mob was leaving little in its wake.

      Shoes could wait though. Getting out of the Zeros and getting back up-level as fast as possible had to be the priority. She passed a Mass Transit Elevator station, where people were fighting in attempt to squeeze into the cramped tubes. Ziyi had no interest in joining the scrum as entry was controlled by retina scans like everything else. Any attempt to board an elevator would just bring the police down on her in seconds.

      Her chances of getting out on foot didn't look too good either as more police flooded the area. Cars and bikes blocked off the streets. Flashing blue lights and blaring sirens seemed to be everywhere, herding the crowds away from the centre of Hong Kong and back towards the water.

      She turned into Lockhart Road. A scuffle broke out amongst some bar girls and a punter who had tried to take advantage of the situation to avoid paying what he owed. A doorman beckoned to the inside of his club, promising it was business as usual inside. A car tried making its way down the road but quickly got swamped by bodies swarming over it. The driver's window got smashed and he was dragged, kicking and screaming, from the vehicle as the crowd stripped it in seconds.

      Ziyi spotted a gap between two buildings and headed for it.

      "Hey," said a man, all bleached hair and skin. A wannabe albino gang member. He grabbed her hood, pulling it off her face. "You're..."

      She head butted him before he could say another word. Not too hard that she'd cave his skull in, but hard enough to put him down for a count. Stepping over his unconscious body, she hurried along the road.

      A giant video screen covering one side of the building suddenly went black as she passed it. It was enough to stop most people in their tracks. When it came back to life, the perfume ad that previously filled it was gone and the face of Greg Anderson had replaced it, simultaneously appearing on other screens up and down Lockhart Road as well.

      "My name is Greg Anderson of the Free American Army. As of twenty-two hundred hours, we have Xiao Jia, son of Da Yu and the heir to the Chinese Empire, in our custody." The camera pulled back to show Xiao, bound and gagged behind him.

      Screams broke out from the crowd around Ziyi as they watched. Horror and fury clashed inside her, allowing little room for her relief at seeing Xiao alive.

      "In exchange for his safe return," Anderson continued, "we demand the full withdrawal of all Imperial troops and officials from the United States of America, the return of all land stolen by your settlers and the reinstitution of our independence. If our terms are not agreed upon within twenty-four hours, we will start returning His Imperial Highness back to the Empire piece by piece. God bless America."

      Anderson straight into the camera as it pulled back to reveal another prisoner. Ziyi was bound and gagged in a chair next to Xiao.
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      As Wing jumped, he was aware of everything — the fat man's grasping hands just behind him, the stunned faces of the people waiting in line at the exit ramp, the air in his lungs, the muscles in his legs propelling him, then the sudden pull of gravity as he dropped, but more than anything else, of death waiting in the sea of lights below. Time slowed. He had no time to think but all the time in the world to think it, as his body tipped forward and he thrust his own hands out to grasp safety.

      He landed on the exit's side railing, rattling as it absorbed the impact. He tucked his arm around it to secure himself, as his feet scrambled for purchase on the bottom ledge. The wind had been knocked out of his lungs but breathing wasn't his concern at that point. He only cared about not falling. His right foot slipped off and flailed in the air, but he held on, too scared to move or climb to safety.

      Wing looked at the shocked faces around him, all staring bug-eyed at seeing someone jump from a moving elevator. Just as he thought they were going to watch him fall, someone reached over and grabbed him by the arms, pulling him to safety. He landed in a heap on the floor, surrounded by legs. His stomach lurched as he realised what he had just done. He sucked in lungfuls of air as the shock hit him.

      "You all right?"

      The voice startled Wing. He looked up and saw concerned faces looking down at him. "Yeah... I'm good...I..." Wing replied, but he heard someone cry out near the escalator, and he didn't need telling twice that the fat man was coming for him again, pushing people out of the way on the escalator, forcing his own way to the exit. Wing pushed himself to his feet, locked eyes with the fat man, and propelled by fear, he scrambled backwards.

      "Watch it," someone complained but Wing didn't care about stepping on anyone's feet, he just didn't want to die. He waded through the waiting crowd to the main road, using elbows and hands to clear his way. He passed screens showing the mayhem in Kowloon and Central. It seemed like another lifetime when he'd been watching the same scenes from the Pod.

      The sidewalk was packed with people and the road jammed with cars. A few of the cabs had their lights on, showing they were accepting passengers, but he ignored them. Being trapped inside a car that wasn't moving didn't seem like a good option. He looked right, up the street, and then left, not recognising any landmarks. An old granny stared up at him from her lychee stall, eyes full of hope at a possible sale. Across the street, a couple argued over the price of durians.

      Where the fuck was he? Wing was frozen with indecision. He looked back and saw the fat man only a few yards away. That made his mind up. He ran left, zig-zagging through the crowds then cut across the street, squeezing through the barely moving cars. A driver honked as Wing skidded over the bonnet of his car, but he kept on going. His lungs burned as he ran. Forty a day and late nights on the slice hadn't left him in the best shape. Already it felt like he wasn't in control of his legs - he wasn't sure he could stop if even wanted to.

      He heard a thump and looked back. A car had hit the fat man and come off the worse for it, its bonnet crumpled around the man's legs — as if Wing needed anymore confirmation the assassin was meked up.

      Wing staggered as his leg nearly gave way on him, and he bounced off another car. He managed to run another few yards as he fought to stay upright, arms flailing wildly, but he soon went down hard on the ground, bashing his knees and grazing his hands on the tarmac. He clambered back to his feet, using the side of a car to help. His mouth was so dry even breathing seemed impossible.

      He spotted an elevator to his right, and stumbled towards it like a drunk after a long night's bender. He daren't look behind him, but at any moment, he expected to be lifted off his feet. The doors opened as he reached it. Three people got out and two waited to get in. Wing pushed past them all and fell into the tube.

      "What the fuck are you doing, man?" asked one of them, a Causeway Bay hipster, but all Wing could see was the fat man closing in. He hauled himself up, fixed his eye over the scanner while bashing the button to get the door to close. The couple managed to get in before the doors shut with a reassuring thud, stopping the fat man.

      Having a foot of plexi-glass between him and his would-be assassin gave Wing renewed confidence, and he blew the fat man a kiss as he pressed the button for his level. The man screamed in frustration then punched the elevator tube. His fist smashed through the glass and stopped a hair's breadth away from Wing's face. He jumped back, screaming, to avoid the fat man's grasping hand.

      The elevator hummed into life, and the fat man only just managed to get his hand free before it dropped down the tube to the lower levels. Wing sank to the floor, as he struggled to come to terms with what had happened.

      The hipster and his girlfriend stared at him in wide-eyed horror.

      "I stole his parking spot," said Wing in explanation. He ignored them for the rest of the journey down to One Thirteen. It took all of thirty seconds — not even long enough to get his breath back, but he managed to haul himself onto his feet. Moving was slow and painful though - he'd need a week or five in bed to get back to feeling normal. As it was, he'd happily settle for falling into bed with his door locked and bolted.

      Wing headed down Aberdeen Street and turned into Staunton Street, but didn't get any further than that. Police vehicles filled the far end of the road where it met Elgin Street, and more importantly, surrounded his apartment building. Drones zipped about overhead making Wing dip his head down. A cruel sick feeling in his gut told him the cops were there for him - and not to help.

      He lit an Ultra with shaking hands as he watched the police go in and out of his building. If they’d searched his apartment, then they would have found his drugs and he'd be facing a minimum five stretch. He walked closer, mesmerised by the flashing blue lights. He stopped outside the twenty-four hour convenience store where the main crowd of onlookers had gathered.

      "What's going on?" he asked an old man next to him.

      The onlooker didn't take his eyes off the events in the street. "Some sick bastard killed his work colleague today. Apparently his home's some sort of depraved sex and drug den. They're cleaning it up now. God knows what else they'll find — I always said you had to be fucked up to work for the government." The man spat on the ground. "And to think I lived near the fucking pervert."

      Wing didn't hang around to hear more. He dragged hard on his cigarette as he walked back the way he'd come. He snatched a pair of sunglasses off a street display as he passed, and slipped them on. Last thing he needed was to get nicked by a random retina scan. He hurled his phone into the gutter as well. A five-year-old could track it. His mind whirled with everything that had happened — the bombings, Ziyi, the attempt to kill him, and now the police after him for murder. The only thing he knew for sure was that he had to drop off the grid until the mess was sorted out. Go hide somewhere they'd never think of looking. Maybe score some slice and forget about the whole world until it forgot all about him.

      Except the murder charge bothered him in other ways too. They'd need a body for a murder rap, and the man had said it was a colleague he was supposed to have killed. He had to get in touch with Bao Yu and Song — make sure they were okay, and if they were, tell them he was innocent, even get their help.

      He slipped his drug phone out of his other pocket. At least no one knew about that one. He slipped down an alley and took shelter behind some trash cans. Ignoring the smell of rotting garbage and urine, he fumbled through his mind for Bao Yu's number, cursing his stupidity in just keeping his dealers' numbers stored on the phone, and missing the speed of thought that came when he was jacked in. Some master of the universe — squatting in an alley, fumbling around, but at least he was still alive.

      He smoked another Ultra in the time it took for Bao Yu's phone to ring out. He tried again, taking his time dialling the number, making sure he didn't make a mistake. He shook his head in disbelief. A wave of nausea hit him while he listened to an unanswered dial tone. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      He called Song next, telling himself it was a waste of time, that she was dead too.

      "Hello?" The sound of her voice shocked Wing into silence. "Hellooo," said Song again. "Anyone there?"

      "Yeah," replied Wing, covering his mouth with his other hand. "It's me."

      "Hey, Wing. What's up?" Her voice was playful and carefree. He'd never been so happy to hear someone's voice.

      "Where are you?"

      "I'm at my boyfriend's. Why? What's wrong?" A slight edge crept into her voice.

      "Some people tried to kill me on the way home, and now the police are at my place waiting to arrest me for murder. And I can't get hold of Bao Yu — I think she might be dead."

      "What? Stop fucking about Wing — it's not funny."

      "I’m not fucking with you. I'm hiding in an alley right now. The police are all over my building. I don't know what to do. It's got to be connected to Xiao and Ziyi."

      "Shit," replied Song. "And Bao Yu's dead?"

      "I don't know. I can't get hold of her and the police claim I killed someone I worked with. I'm just trying to connect the dots." Wing listened to silence fill the line as he waited for Song to say something else. The moment dragged, and for a gut-wrenching moment, he thought the line had been lost.

      "I've got to get out of here," she finally said. "Get off this phone. Who's number you calling from?"

      "It's my... spare phone. No one knows about it. It's clean."

      "I'll call you back in two minutes," she said and the line went dead.

      Wing hunkered down in the shadows, watching the street life walk past the alley's entrance, wondering just how his life had turned to shit.

      The phone rang, startling him once more. He didn't recognise the number. "Hello?"

      "Wing, it's me," said Song. She was out on the street somewhere, judging by the noise in the background. "Where can we meet?"

      "There's a bar in the Chai, down level — The Flying Pig. It's always busy," suggested Wing.

      "How far down level? I just saw on the news the police are swarming through the Zeros, all the way up to the Fifties. Looking for terrorists."

      Wing chewed his lip. Ziyi had better be okay. "The bar's on Ninety-Four. Lockhart Road. It's far enough away. We should be safe there." He wasn't sure if he believed it himself but he couldn't think of anywhere else to go.

      "Okay," said Song. "I'll see you there in about twenty. Call me on this number if you need me."

      "Be careful." Wing slipped the phone back in his pocket. He stood up, pulled his hat down low over his head and adjusted the sunglasses. His hands shook as he tried to summon the courage to step out into the world again. No easy task considering how petrified he was. He'd no idea how he'd stayed alive so far, and he was realistic enough to know luck only went so far.

      He pulled his cigarettes out and saw he only had the one left. He smiled. One was better than none. He thought about saving it till later, but not for long. Who knew if there was even going to be a later. He tried to make it last, savouring every lungful, delaying the moment before he had to go. He watched it burn, like it was the most precious thing in the world, blowing smoke over the embers. He threw it away only when he'd reached the filter. As he crushed it underfoot, he knew he couldn't delay any longer.

      He breathed in deeply and stepped back out into the street. He half-expected a hand on his shoulder, but there was no one waiting for him. He joined the queue waiting to get in the next tube at the MTE at the end of the street. It was only when the person in front of him was scanned did he realise how stupid he'd been. There was no way he'd pass a scan. Not now. He might as well just go up to the police and hand himself in.

      He shuffled out the queue, wondering how on earth he was going to get down-level. The escalator was definitely out. Even if he made it through tonight, he'd never step on that bloody thing again as long as he lived. There were some stairs three blocks away but twenty-five levels were a lot of steps to go down. He'd never meet Song in time.

      He reached for another cigarette before realising he had none. So much for being lucky.

      Two cops were stationed further down the street. One checked his wrist monitor. Maybe they'd made him. He looked up and down the street again, hoping for a way out of there. He hated the slow way his brain was thinking. Like trying to sieve thoughts through mud.

      A red cab approached and Wing stuck out a hand, hailing it. Once inside, he slunk down into the seat. "Lockhart Road. Ninety-Six," he told the driver. Two levels up from where he needed to be but he could handle that amount of stairs. The driver was old enough to be his grandfather and spent the journey complaining about the bombings, and how much money he was going to lose with all the delays. Wing let him babble on as he let the night's events fill his mind. The bombings. The attack on Xiao. Himself. Bao Yu maybe dead. Now the police were after him. The world couldn't get more screwed up than that.

      "Where do you want to get out?" asked the driver.

      "What?" replied Wing.

      "Lockhart Road. We're here." The driver gestured out the window.

      "Oh yeah," said Wing. "I was miles away." Outside was the usual array of restaurants and bars that filled the Chai on every level but they all looked pretty family friendly that high up. The depravity only came as you went down-level. He spotted stairs off to the left by dim sum stall. "Stop here, thanks."

      The driver pulled over. "Forty yuan. Cash or charge?" The old man, with his jade bracelet and worn out vest, looked over his shoulder at Wing expectantly.

      Wing could feel whatever courage he had mustered fading by the second. Who was he trying to kid after all? If he had the whole state against him, he had no hope of staying free. He might as well just hand himself in and spare himself the trouble.

      "Cash or charge?" The driver gave him a look, knowing something was wrong.

      Wing already had his hand on the door handle. "I'm really sorry about this, uncle." He popped the door open and ran for the stairs. He heard the driver's door open but he didn't look back.

      "Bastard!" screamed the old man. "Come back here."

      Wing hit the stairs, taking them two at a time. Behind him, horns blared, drowning the old man's protests, as other drivers demanded the cab to move on. He nearly took out a mother and child struggling up the stairs as he swung around the first corner. Her curses added to the guilt on his shoulders from skipping on the taxi fare, but Wing kept on running until he was on Ninety-Four.

      It felt good being amongst familiar surroundings again. Even the smell of sick and urine that perfumed the streets was welcome. Two in the morning and the street was still packed. No one gave a shit about terrorists or bombings here. He passed surly bouncers warning the drunks away, and hookers trying to entice the drunks in. A young girl sat on the kerbside with her head between her legs and a pool of vomit between her feet. Welcome to the Chai.

      The Flying Pig was half a block away. A surly transvestite guarded the entrance, but Wing knew better than to give her any lip. She could slice your throat open with one hand while reapplying her lipstick with the other.

      It was dark inside and Wing had no choice but to take his sunglasses off. He'd be stumbling around like a blind man otherwise. At least he didn't have to worry about a retina scan. They were playing the same dodgy dance crap as the last time he'd been there, but what did Wing know? It seemed to do the job for the clientele.

      He did a circuit of the bar but there was no sign of Song. Hopefully she hadn't met any trouble on her way down. He swiped a drink off someone's table and found a spot in the far corner to wait. A Chinese girl with long red hair and a harsh fringe wandered over. Wing looked down at his drink to discourage any conversation.

      "I saw you steal that drink," she said.

      "I didn't," said Wing, his head snapping up. A smile met his eyes.

      "Did I fool you?" said Song. "I think the hair suits me."

      Wing was lost for words. Song looked nothing like the girl he worked with. The bookish girl was gone, replaced by a beautiful club chick.

      "Let's sit down so we can talk." Song took his arm and led him over to an empty table. She ordered a soda from a passing waitress as they sat down. "You seen the news?"

      "No, I... What's happened?" Wing dreaded asking.

      "It was everywhere. The Americans have Xiao."

      "Fuck."

      "Anderson jammed every public and private screen in Hong Kong. He had Xiao trussed up and said we had twenty-four hours to get out of the US before they hurt Xiao."

      "What about Ziyi?"

      Song glanced away. "They’ve got her too."

      “No way. I don’t believe it. There’s no way they’d capture her. No way.”

      “I saw it with my own eyes. Everyone saw it.”

      Wing shook his head. “No fucking way.”

      Song placed her hand over Wing’s and squeezed it.

      The waitress arrived with Song's drink as Wing's mind reeled under all the new information. He just couldn't believe it. None of it made sense. The whole world had taken a crazy pill.

      "I think . . ." said Wing but stopped himself as a nearly bald, white head bounced towards them.

      "Wing!" said Jim, spreading his arms wide, inviting Wing for a hug. "How you doing, man?" The gweilo's mandarin was atrocious, and attracted enough attention on its own, but the state of Jim was enough to get every eye in the Pig looking at them. His orange tie-dye t-shirt looked like someone had died in it and barely covered his fat midriff.

      "Who's this?" asked Song.

      "Someone I know," mumbled Wing. He looked up at the dealer. "All right Jim. Bit busy right now. Catch you later, eh?"

      Jim put his arm around Song's shoulder and leaned in over the table. "Mate! She's a lovely lady, and I'm no third wheel, but surely you got time for a quick drink with good old Jim boy?"

      "I really haven't," replied Wing. "We're in the middle of something."

      Jim just laughed. "I don't think you're quite in the middle of it just yet." There was something in his eyes that Wing didn't like, mixed in there with the chemical madness.

      "Seriously, mate, this isn't the time," said Wing with as much authority in his voice as he could muster. "I'll call you later."

      Jim pulled a chair over and sat down, putting his arm around Song once more. She tried shifting her seat away from him but he jerked her back next to him. "I think this is the time."

      Wing didn't argue with him. He was too busy staring at the gun in Jim's hand.
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      Ziyi felt the strength leaving her as she watched the screen. Finally, there was confirmation that the Americans held Xiao prisoner, but who was the woman with him? Even Ziyi had trouble doubting it was really her on the screen. Where had the imposter come from? Was she part of the plot or a victim?

      Anderson's image flickered once, twice and then it was gone. Once more, a model smiling mindlessly took her rightful place on the screen. It was the cue for the crowd to surge back into life, fuelled by the terrorists' message, and the presence of the police. People pushed and shoved in every direction, eager to just get away from where they were.

      The crowd's momentum shook Ziyi out of her shock. Twenty-four hours. That was all she had to save Xiao and the future of the Empire. Freeing Xiao was her priority. Solving the mystery of her doppelganger was a problem for another time.

      She tried her internal monitoring systems again but they still weren’t working. At least Xiao was alive though. The video had told her that much. She had a chance as long as that remained the case.

      Ziyi fought her way through to the eastern side and found an alley to cut through to Jaffe Road. It was quieter there, with more side streets to choose from, and the police hadn't yet arrived in force. Her eyes scanned both sides of the street. On the left hand side of the road, she saw what she was searching for. An old building, well-worn with peeling paint and patches of mould, and walkways running along the outside on every level. There was more than a good chance its elevator wasn’t as up-to-date with its security as the MTE's.

      She increased her speed, not caring if anyone spotted her. She jumped onto the trunk of a car, bounced onto its roof and used it as a springboard to launch herself. The car rocked as she leaped. Snatching the iron support of an overhanging sign, she swung herself up, flipping in mid-air, and grasped the edge of the nearest walkway. She pulled herself up and over, landing on the other side, ready for any danger, finding none. One level up, hundreds more to go.

      She jogged along the walkway, past iron-gated doors and barred windows. Every home was a mini-fortress, designed to stop criminals and police alike from gaining entry. Most of the apartments were probably handed down from one generation to the next, grandparents, parents and children all living under one roof, making the most of their limited space as the city grew up around them, watching the money soar upwards but hardly ever trickling down.

      She followed the walkway around until she reached a side away from the main road that faced another building, almost close enough to touch. Washing lines mingled amongst the neon signs attached to the sides of both buildings. Ziyi hopped up on to the guardrail and climbed out into the blaze of light.

      She'd moved up another level when her foot slipped against some crumbling brickwork. She snatched at a sign for a noodle shop she'd never heard of. The rusted meal groaned under the extra weight, but held. She dangled for a moment, feet kicking against empty space while the ground stared back at her from three levels below, a bed of rotting garbage and long forgotten debris, but Ziyi had no intention of falling. With a calming breath, she hooked her feet back into position and resumed the climb.

      A wide-eyed child watched her from a dirty window. She waved but Ziyi ignored her, concentrating on the next hand and foothold. Glad to pass another level. Happy to be leaving the Zeros far behind.

      Ten feet later, a humming alerted her to an approaching drone. Ziyi froze. The metal sphere floated along the main street a couple of levels below, its scanner sweeping from one side of the road to the other. It stopped at the entrance to the alley. It hovered as its scanners searched for a new direction. Ziyi willed it to move on. Just move onto another sector and leave her be.

      Seconds ticked by. Long agonising seconds as she hung amongst the signage. Time that allowed Xiao's captors to get further away. Time wasted. Perhaps even the difference between finding him alive or dead.

      And then the drone began to rise, moving in among the neon and washing lines. Cursing, Ziyi scrambled upwards and hooked her fingers on the edge of the nearest balcony of the right hand building. She pulled herself over and slumped down behind the concrete wall. She held her breath while she listened to the drone rise up behind her. The red light danced along the wall above her head, flickering this way and that. It seemed to hover near her location far longer than it had elsewhere, and Ziyi tensed. It would be game over if it had thermal imaging added to its motion detectors and retina scanners. She had nowhere to run if the alarm sounded, and if the drone was armed it might not even need to wait for help. She was trapped.

      The scanner skimmed along the wall in front of her once more, mapping everything. It paused for a moment over a dirty sheet covering a broken chair. Ziyi held her breath, ready to move. The drone beeped one last time and switched off the scanner. It shot back towards the main road and took a sharp right towards the heart of Wan Chai.

      Ziyi breathed a sigh of relief, and slowly got to her feet. Climbing back out into the open no longer seemed a good idea. There'd be more drones.

      Thirty yards down the walkway, she found a corridor leading inside the building. She cut down it, hoping to find an internal staircase or an elevator she could jack. If she could get up to Level Forty-Two, she could use the connecting roads to get back to the Central District and start looking for Xiao.

      The corridor was full of too many people for her liking but she kept her head down. In a city bursting at the seams, no one wanted to make eye contact with anyone anyway. Ignoring your neighbours was the only way to maintain any sense of privacy. Ziyi used that to her advantage. Past arguing neighbours and flirting teens. Past the bored with nothing to do. She picked up snatches of conversations about riots and bomb attacks in Kowloon but Xiao was the main topic.

      Ziyi turned a corner and found two men playing mah-jong in the elevator lobby. They looked close to her father's age, hard years etched into their skin. The sound of the shuffling tiles reminded her of late nights pretending to sleep while her family played game after game in the room next door.

      "Go back to your apartments," she said and lifted her head enough so they could see the dried blood splattered across it and the cut across her forehea. The men didn't need any further prompting to pack up and leave.

      She ignored the retina scanner and concentrated on the steel doors themselves. She pried her fingers into the gap between them. The doors resisted at first. The titanium locks grumbled and groaned as she applied more pressure on them, but the Empire's finest built her arms. The top lock popped first. Ziyi strained, feeling that weird mix of muscle and mek at work. Five years since the operations and she still wasn't used to it.

      The second lock snapped open.

      "You the one who told my granddad to fuck off?" The voice was young and full of arrogance.

      She hadn't heard them come up behind her. Not a good sign. She must have been more exhausted than she thought. Turning slowly, Ziyi found herself facing a bunch of kids trying to look tough, wannabe hoodlums with a point to prove. She was lucky that they weren't the real deal. She saw the surprise ripple across their faces as they recognised her.

      "You're..." said a girl at the rear of the group.

      "I'm the one telling you to go home as well. You don't want to do this." Ziyi kept her face blank, as if this was the most pointless conversation she'd ever had. She didn't want to appear threatening nor did she want to look weak. She just didn't want to give them any more incentive to attack. There was going to be enough blood spilled this day without hurting a group of bored kids.

      The boy immediately in front of her laughed. A fake laugh to impress his friends that carried none of the bravado he wished everyone to believe he had. "I do want to do this. No one trespasses on our level and gets away with it." He pulled out an antique pistol and waved it in Ziyi's face.

      The girl next to him put her arm around the boy's shoulders. "Go on Ren. Shoot her," she urged. "Fucking rich bitch."

      What followed could hardly be called a fight. Ziyi snatched the ancient weapon from the boy's hand, bending the barrel in one movement and that was enough to make most of them run. She slapped the boy with just enough force to redden his skin and lifted the girl off her feet by her collar. "What size are your boots?" Ziyi whispered in her ear.

      Three minutes later, she’d climbed hand-over-hand up the elevator cable to level Forty-Two. The doors were easier to open from the inside than they had been from the outside. A flick of a switch was all it took. Fluorescent light flooded in, blinding her momentarily. Her eyes quickly adjusted but Ziyi still wished she'd allowed the surgeons to replace them with mek after all. Infrared and telescopic vision. Automatic targeting. She'd not say no to any of them now. At the time, after so many operations and so much of her replaced, it seemed important that she held on to that one small part of her — an anchor to her humanity. All just vanity. Her duty was to the Empire, and to be the best she could be to perform that duty. She should've given her eyes just as willingly as the rest of her. After all, the terrorists had no qualms relinquishing their eyes for their cause.

      She stepped out into the corridor, ignoring the looks of the residents. She heard her name whispered. If she hadn't been famous enough before, the sight of a blood-covered woman climbing out of an elevator shaft was always going to get attention. A few of them followed behind as she strode toward the street exit. She doubted any of them had eye cameras but, in the periphery of her vision, she could see handhelds being sneaked out to get shots of her. She had maybe five minutes before either the police or the press turned up.

      The heat hit her once more as she stepped out into the street. It was around two AM and yet the temperature still hadn't dropped. Traffic on the main highway hadn't dropped either. Cars and bikes raced in both directions across the island, and up and down level. The only place the traffic slowed was at the level crossings, preventing unauthorised traffic going where it shouldn't. Any vehicle trying to break its way through was just as likely to get machine gunned instead of a ticket for the violation. Air traffic was also heavy as drones buzzed this way and that while police flyers hovered at various quadrants. But she’d expected no less.

      "Hey Ziyi," called out a man, stepping forward. He tried to grab her arm but she caught his wrist, snapping it back, and forced him onto his knees. She punched him with her other hand, barely more than a slap, but enough to knock him out. Another man came at her, and she brought her knee up hard into his solar plexus. He landed on his friend in a clump at her feet. She glared at the other residents, daring them to approach her, but they'd got the message and retreated back to the safety of their building.

      Ziyi ran along the sidewalk but she was drawing more attention with every step. Two men moved to intercept her but she swerved around them. 

      "It's Ziyi!" one of them called out and that was enough to get every other head looking in her direction. They all surged towards her, hungry to be near her and taste the fame in the air. The only route still open was the highway.

      She jumped over the barrier, and immediately pressed herself back against it, as a car shot past at over a hundred miles an hour. Ziyi looked back at the mob waiting for her on the sidewalk and knew there was no going back. She counted the space between each car, regulated by their auto-pilots. Once she had the feeling for the speed of them all, she ran. She made it past one lane before stopping abruptly to avoid a truck hammering past. She tottered on her toes as she waited for the next gap before launching herself forward again. She almost reached the centre barrier when a car clipped her ankle, spinning her. Luck was with her once more as the force of the blow threw her onto the concrete divide instead of back into the traffic.

      She looked back at her pursuers. Three of them had skipped over the barrier onto the highway, following her. They watched the cars, waiting for an opening. A man stepped forward but a Mercedes smashed into him, sending body parts in every direction. It swerved on impact as the auto-pilot kicked in too late, taking out its neighbouring vehicle, flipping that too. Tires screeched as the autopilots of other cars performed emergency stops on both sides of the highway. The spinning car collided into car after car. Metal hit metal amid burning rubber. Ziyi jumped over the divide as a car crunched into the spot where she'd been standing seconds earlier. The concrete shuddered with the impact, but thankfully held firm.

      The cars on her side of the highway had been all stopped without incident by their auto-pilots. Scared drivers stared through their windscreens at the carnage on the other side of the highway, and at Ziyi huddled down in the centre of the road.

      The crashes brought the drones down, zipping down like angry wasps, quickly followed by some of the police flyers, abandoning their positions and accelerating towards her. In a few seconds, there would be no getting away. Ziyi spotted a motorbike rider stopped on the far side of the road. She pushed off against the barrier, sprinted up the front of a Volkswagen cruiser and onto its roof. A drone pinged her as she leapfrogged the remaining cars, and landed in front of the biker while alarms blared from the drone. Ziyi ignored it and swung a roundhouse kick into the side of the biker's helmet, knocking him from his seat, and caught the bike before it could fall with him. She straddled the slick black Ducati, clicking off the safety. It was time to go hard and fast and she didn't need any inhibitors stopping her.

      A glance up told her the police flyers were racing towards her. Why were they still chasing her though if they believed she was a captive of the Americans? None of it made any sense. All she knew was that it wasn’t wise to hang around to find out, She twisted the accelerator, felt the revs build. The back wheel squealed against the tarmac. A searchlight from a flyer illuminated her, followed by another. She dumped the clutch into first and pushed all her weight down over the front wheel to stop it kicking up. The bike screeched forward, climbing through the gears quickly. She hunched down over the engine, cutting the wind resistance.

      A flyer drew closer behind her but the road ahead was empty so Ziyi opened up the throttle. The speed shot up. Past a hundred miles an hour, one twenty, one fifty. An alarm went off on the bike, warning her she was passing safe and legal speeds. The bike hit one seventy as adrenaline coursed through her.

      The drones kept pace with her, buzzing around, attempting to cut across her. She had to catch up with the moving traffic, and get lost among other vehicles if she was to stand any chance of getting away.

      She swerved wildly, willing to lose some speed to avoid the flyers' tracking devices. If they got a weapons' lock on her, it was all over. The spotlights danced around her as they tried to keep her in their beams. Just as they closed in on her once more, Ziyi opened up and leaped ahead. She held onto the bike for dear life as the speedometer hit two hundred miles an hour. The bike's alarm and engine protested in unison.

      In the distance ahead, Ziyi saw the glow of car lights. Behind her, she heard a flyer's gun growl to life. A sign flashed past, telling her she was on level Sixty-Eight and rising as the highway climbed up to the upper levels, cutting across the front of Hong Kong towards Central and the Peak.

      She leaned down to her left, pulling the bike in that direction. The tarmac brushed past her knee. At that speed, Ziyi wasn't sure her mek would survive any mistakes. Her leg would more than likely be ripped from her hip on impact with the road.

      The machine gun spat bullets at her, tracing her path. 

      Just before she hit the road barrier, Ziyi threw the bike in the other direction. The bike skidded to the right as the bullets pulverised the barrier. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the flyer shoot past. It banked just before it collided with a starscraper, and the pilot brought it around for another attempt while The other flyer hung further back, staying out of the way of its partner.

      The traffic in front of Ziyi drew closer, while on the other side of the road had turned into a parking lot as cars and trucks waited for the crash site to be cleared. She raced along the divide's edge, past the drivers' frightened faces. 

      Any hope she had that the proximity of the civilians around her would stay the flyers' guns disappeared in another hail of bullets. Her bike was still too quick for them to get a lock, but the police didn't seem to care what damage they did in trying to catch her. The flyers' heavy calibre bullets shredded cars like paper. Their passengers disappeared in sprays of red. Her heart ached with very death but she reminded herself that Xiao was more important. She'd avenge them all when she caught the conspirators behind the night's events — hopefully that would appease their angry ghosts.

      A drone zipped down, trying to knock her from the bike so Ziyi slammed on the brakes. Her mek-strengthened arms stopped the bike from flipping as the tires fought to keep their grip on the road. Smoke filled the air around her as the tire rubber burned against tarmac. The drone smashed into the road, exploding in a fury of metal. Shrapnel shattered the bike's windshield, peppering Ziyi's face with shards of glass, but she ignored it, and accelerated once more, zipping past the debris.

      More bullets thundered into the road then Ziyi was amongst the ongoing traffic. She sped down the gap between lanes, the cars on either side mere inches from her legs. A Fiat roadster suddenly cut from one lane to another, forcing Ziyi to move along with it. She slipped into the hard shoulder, making the most of the gap to eat up more distance. 

      In her wing mirror, a flyer zoomed down. She saw the flash of the gun and jinxed right, nipping back amongst the cars. Sparks flew as the bullets tore into the vehicles behind her. A van exploded and she lost sight of the flyer momentarily. 

      The road curved around the Admiralty building, cutting up towards the Central district as Ziyi continued to weave in and out of the cars, looking for some way to shake the flyers and drones. 

      An off ramp appeared and she swerved towards it at the very last moment. She cut across the front of a BMW saloon, as she tried to make the exit. The front of the car clipped the edge of her rear wheel, and Ziyi fought to keep the back upright and on track. She stuck her right boot down, felt the rubber sole shred against the concrete as her leg steadied the bike, and then she pulled back on the accelerator and took the ramp. 

      The road twisted down, and under the highway, taking her back down several levels but she didn't care. She entered a tunnel and the noise of pursuit dropped off. She knew the pilots above would be desperately trying to reacquire her, shouting at Control to find out where the tunnel exit was.

      Two drones entered behind her. Ziyi slipped through the traffic, doing one ninety, shooting past car after car. Too fast for the drones to catch but they'd be relaying video back for all to see. She could imagine the flyers manoeuvring into position, ready to machine-gun her the moment she reappeared on the other side of the tunnel.

      The exit was twenty seconds away. Nineteen. Eighteen. Ziyi could make out the curve of the road, turning in front of Swire House. Fifteen seconds. Fourteen. A flyer dropped down, hovering on the other side of the barrier. Ten seconds. She accelerated once more. Six. Five. Four. The bike hit two hundred miles an hour. Two. One.

      She burst from the mouth of the tunnel, ignoring the bend. The machine gun whirled as she headed straight towards the flyer. Time slowed as it fired its first few bullets towards her.

      Ziyi lifted the front wheel as the bike hit the curve of the barrier, riding up it. The bike launched up into the air toward the flyer. She could see the shock on the pilot's face as she flew towards it.

      She leaped from the bike, kicking with all her mek to thrust herself higher still. She landed on the nose of the aircraft and hooked her fingers into the gap between the edge of the nose cone and the windscreen.

      Separated only by the plexi-glass, she could see the pilot screaming into his mic for help as he tried to shake her off, eyes fixed on hers, and saw only his death staring back. He jerked left, then right on the joystick, but he'd no hope. Too much government time and money had gone into her arms and hands to ensure an unbreakable grip.

      She let go with her right hand and punched the windscreen. The plexi-glass shattered easily. Little splinters of glass got sucked away into the night as she thrust her arm though the hole and grabbed the pilot. She yanked him through the window and threw him out into the night. He was wearing a standard flight suit so he should be able to glide to safety. Even so, she didn't bothering looking to check. If she'd killed him, she didn't really want to know.

      Pilotless, the flyer dipped down. With no time to waste, Ziyi slipped inside the flyer. She jumped into the pilot's seat, pulling up on the joystick to level the flyer as she did so. An alarm squealed to her right, announcing someone had a weapons lock on her, but she had to stop the craft from crashing before she could worry about that. She all but tore the joystick from the control panel as she hauled on it for all she was worth. For a moment, she thought she was too late as concrete and steel loomed in front of her, but then she felt a shift. The nose began to pull up. She screamed with the effort as the flyer climbed back up, the underside of the craft scraping the wall of a building with a heart-wrenching screech.

      She aimed for the stars, spinning the flyer as she did so, scanning the skies for the other flyer. The alarm's banshee wail filled the cockpit, telling her there was incoming. She fired the chaff as the alarm hit a crescendo. A heartbeat later, she saw the missile cutting through the defence measures. She spun the flyer around to meet death head-on.
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      "What the fuck you doing, man?" hissed Wing. Maybe he was tired, or freaked out by everything that had happened but his mind refused to cooperate. Why did his dealer have a gun on him?

      "You've been a very naughty boy, mate," replied Jim. The gun, a nasty snub-nosed looking thing that belonged in a museum, wavered slightly in his hand, but Wing had no doubt it would still make a sizeable mess at such short range, even if the man's aim wandered a little. "A lot people out there looking for you, offering a nice bit of cash to whoever finds you."

      "I thought we were friends," said Wing, but even to his own ears, the words sounded pathetic.

      "Fuck friends, man," said Jim. "You've only ever been easy money to me." He showed Wing a row of nicotine-stained teeth.

      Song rose from her seat. "I don't know what's going on but this has got nothing to do with me."

      Jim pulled her back down. "It does now, love. You picked the wrong man to go on a date with."

      Wing held up both hands in surrender. "Look, go easy on her. As she said, it's got nothing to do with her."

      "Never took you for the gallant type. Bit late now to find some morals." Jim sniffed and chewed on his mouth. "Now, we're going to sit here nice and friendly-like while I make a call to some people who want to see you very badly."

      "You don't have to do this," pleaded Wing.

      Jim took his arm off Song and reached into his pocket. He laughed. "I think I do. You're my bloody retirement plan."

      "You turn us in, they'll kill us." Wing watched him pull out a mobile, another piece of low-tech crap like his own, unregistered and untraceable. He searched the club hoping to find a hero among the drunks to come to their aid, but the rest of the clientele were wrapped up in their quests to get laid or get blitzed.

      "Not my problem, son." Jim took his eyes off Wing and started to type into his phone. "In life, there're winners and there're losers, and unfortunately, you're one of the losers." He looked up and gave Wing that smug smile of his.

      Wing clenched his fist. "You fucking piece of..."

      "Now, now. There's no need for language like that," said Jim, wagging his finger.

      "You're the only loser here," said Song. Her hand moved up in one fluid motion, gripping her glass. She smashed it against the table edge as she brought it up, and buried the jagged ends into Jim's throat.

      He was dead before Wing realised what had happened. Jim gagged as blood gurgled from his mouth. He made a futile attempt to pull the glass free but already his arms had lost all coordination. Surprise flickered across the gweilo's eyes before the light faded from them. Jim's head smashed against the already red stained table. Blood ran everywhere, dripping to the floor. The gun followed.

      Wing's mouth hung open. He started to rise from his seat when Song grabbed his hand. "Come on," she said. "We need to get out of here."

      "You k... k... killed him." Wing couldn't take his eyes off Jim, sprawled across the table. He was fucking dead.

      "Better him than us," replied Song. "Grab the gun and his mobile. Maybe we can see whom he was going to call. Put some faces to all this."

      Wing did as he was told, too shocked to argue. The gun, wet and clammy, felt heavy for such a small thing. He slipped it into his waistband and covered it with his shirt. He could feel Jim's blood on his skin.

      "Check him. See if he's got anything useful," said Song.

      Wing forced himself to touch the man, dreading his death could be contagious. He moved Jim carefully, seeing nothing but blood everywhere. How could a body hold so much of it? He patted the gweilo's pockets and felt the familiar shape of a pack of smokes, couldn't help a smile despite everything as he found them. At least they'd help his nerves. They went in his pocket.

      "Come on," said Song, grabbing his hand and yanking him into motion. She pushed her way through the crowds to the exit, dragging Wing behind. "How'd he find us?" she asked over her shoulder.

      "I used to meet him here... I...I've known him years." Wing stumbled as he looked back at the dead gweilo. He could've been any fool who'd had too much to drink, passed out on the table if Wing hadn't known better. If he couldn't see the blood all over the floor. Fuck, Song had just killed Jim. It was all too much for Wing. He could feel the edges of his sanity threaten to crumble.

      "Don't stop," commanded Song with another twist on his arm. The pain snapped his mind back into place, and he jogged after her. Any meekness she'd had was long gone. She was tougher than him — that was for sure.

      She dragged him though the door into the street. The sudden burst of artificial light made him blink after the darkness of the Pig. The street was packed with people and cars but no one looked their way. Best of all, there weren't any cops in sight. Song kept them moving all the same. He didn't ask where they were going, more than happy to just follow her lead. Every decision he'd made so far that night had nearly got him killed. She’d done a far better job of keeping them alive.

      "We need to jack in somewhere safe, and work out what's going on," said Song as they crossed over to the next block.

      "But where?" replied Wing. "We can hardly get the equipment we need in any hardware store or a net cafe, and we're not waltzing into Control."

      "I've got one at my place."

      "Fuck all good that is. The police will have that stitched up tight."

      Song glanced at him, a mischievous glint in her eye. Wing wasn't sure he liked the look of it. "What?"

      "They're waiting for me there, not looking for you," she said. "They'd never expect you to turn up."

      Wing shook his head. "You can't be serious. I'd be nicked in a second. No way."

      Song laughed. "Got any better ideas?" She waved at a cab, not waiting for an answer.

      "Killing me is not a good idea," he moaned, but he still climbed into the taxi after her. "You know we can't pay by retina don't you?"

      She showed him a handful of yuan. "I'm not stupid. Now trust me."

      Again Wing wondered how he could have been so wrong about Song. He'd thought her a naive young girl. He just hoped she was right about her ability to keep him alive.

      Wing sank back into the battered seat, and gazed out at the sea of neon flashing past. Half of Hong Kong had been blown up in the morning, the police were ripping the lower levels apart and still the streets were packed with people acting as if they didn't have a care in the world, while his own life had been turned upside down. Fuck, more than that. He'd nearly died twice in the last few hours. Fucking died.

      The tremor started in his hand. It was no more than a twitch at first but then it crawled up his arm until it took hold of his entire body, shaking him. His muscles jumped with tiny spasms. He sucked in small gasps of air, desperately trying to fill his lungs, and failing. Despite the confines of the cab, a jolt of vertigo hit him, taking him back to the escalator, then pulling his mind over the edge and down into the void.

      "Wing!" He jerked around to see Song watching him, her eyes full of concern. She slipped her arm around him, pulling him in close, pressing her body against his to absorb the shakes. "It's okay," she whispered into his ear. "Everything's going to be okay."

      Wing tried to reply but talking felt too much like suffocating. His gasped for air, like a fish out of water. No sound came out, no air went in. His arms flapped, grasping nothing. He squeezed his throat to try and help some air inside.

      "Relax. Concentrate on taking slow, deep breaths." She tried to smother his convulsions. "Everything's going to be okay."

      "What's wrong with your friend?" shouted the driver through the plexi-glass. "He sick? Get the fuck out my cab if he's sick."

      "Just shut up and drive," snarled Song. The venom in her voice startled Wing, like a slap across the face, breaking the panic attack. Oxygen filled his lungs at last. His heart hammered away in his chest, but it no longer felt like it was going to rupture. He nearly wept in relief, and drew strength from the concern he saw in Song.

      "I'm okay. Sorry about that. I... I don't know what came over me," he croaked with a half-hearted smile.

      "Don't worry. We'll be fine. We've got each other." Song's voice was so calm, so reassuring. He almost believed her too.

      His hands shook as he opened the pack of cigarettes. He stuffed one in his mouth and fumbled for his lighter.

      "No smoking," snapped the driver. Wing glared at him but put the cigarette back. It jarred against something in the packet. He looked inside.

      A stash of slice. His mouth went dry. He closed the packet and slipped it back inside his pocket, trying not to think about what he now had in his possession. How much was there? More than enough. Too much. He took deep breaths. Excitement washed away the lingering fear. He rubbed his face, as if that would wipe the stupidity of his thoughts from his mind. It wasn't the time to take some slice but, for the life of him, he couldn't think of anything he'd rather do right then.

      He could taste the hot smoke in the back of his mouth. The moment everything sorted itself out, he'd drop off the face of the earth. He'd deserve that at least. But, until then, he'd just keep it safe in his pocket.

      "When you get inside, my room's the first on the left."

      "What?" said Wing, dragging his mind back to Song. How long had she been talking? "Sorry. Still shaky."

      She smiled at him like he was five years old. "I said, my room is the first on the left once you're inside."

      "Sure. First left."

      "At the back of the wardrobe is a safe. Old-school combination lock."

      Wing nodded. "Wardrobe."

      She leaned in closer, her mouth almost touching his ear. "The code is 0104194073."

      "01 what?" He pulled away from her so he could see her face, uncomfortable in the intimacy.

      "0104194073."

      "0104194073. Right. Got it."

      "You'll remember it okay?"

      "I'm one of the most intelligent people on this planet," Wing reminded her. "I'll cope." Forgetting the code wasn't going to be a problem. Using it without getting nicked was another matter altogether. He stared at the back of the driver's head and muttered a curse. He needed that cigarette. He needed the slice.

      The cab turned into Fourth Street. "That's my building," said Song, pointing to a depressingly anonymous grey slab of concrete, probably built in the last century. The only good thing going for would've been the price. It screamed low rent. There wasn't any sign of police but there weren't that many people milling around either. Either the cops had been earlier and scared everyone off, or they were still there and were being given a wide berth by normal civilians.

      The cab passed a grey van parked on the other side of the street. It could easily belong to some poor norm who'd left it for the night or be home to a surveillance crew waiting for two stupid operators to turn up. Wing didn't know if he was being paranoid or just careful, but he wanted to throw his guts up all the same.

      Song rapped on the plexi-glass. "Stop here." She thrust some crumpled notes through to the driver before pushing Wing on the shoulder, indicating to get his arse out of the cab.

      Wing hesitated. "There's got to be a better way."

      Song ignored him, nodded at the street. With a sigh, he climbed out. He gazed at a recruitment poster in the window of a convenience store, urging people to sign up for a tour with the army in the Outer Colonies, as Song followed. Didn't seem a bad idea right then to get on a rocket ship and get out of town. Not that he'd be much use in the army. The events of the night had confirmed what he already knew - he wasn't any sort of a fighter.

      He lit a cigarette, aware of the extra weight inside the packet. He snuck a look before he returned the packet to his pocket. The lump of slice was three times bigger than anything he'd bought from Jim before. Its street value was ridiculous. He bet it was pure shit too.

      Forget about it, he told himself as he inhaled deeply. He was grateful for the nicotine but it wasn't the type of smoke he craved right then. Didn't burn his throat with promises of mind-numbing bliss. He shook the thought from his head. At least the nicotine settled his stomach. Two more puffs and he flicked the butt into the road.

      Song slipped her arm through his and snuggled up against him like an old lover. "Remember the code?" she asked.

      "0104194073," grumbled Wing.

      "Think positive. Everything's going to be fine." Song's teeth shone in the store's florescent glow as she smiled. She pressed a small card into his hand. "That's the key for the front door. I'll wait for you at the tea stall just around the corner."

      Wing shook his head again. He must be mad. It was a one-way trip to jail. They may as well measure him up for the coffin right there. He wanted to tell her he wasn't doing it but he didn't want Song to think any less of him either.

      He turned towards her apartment building, but she tugged his arm, stopping him before he could take another step.

      "What?"

      She smiled again and kissed him on the cheek. "For luck."

      "I'll need it," he grumbled and set off without another word, the memory of the kiss pressing on his cheek. He couldn't remember the last time a girl had kissed him, but it felt good. He glanced back when he reached the street corner but Song hadn't hung around. He was surprised by the disappointment he felt as he waited for the traffic lights to change to red. As the cars stopped, the thought crossed his mind that it might be better just to throw himself in front of the traffic and get it all over with.

      His heart hammered away as he reminded himself to be cool. Just be cool. Be cool. He repeated the words over and over, like a mantra, trying to drown the fear in his mind. He dropped his head down, offering any surveillance cameras a view of his hat and nothing else. Last thing he needed was to be picked up by a random retina scan.

      He pushed through the glass double doors into Song's building. It was far too cheap to have a doorman or security guard, and the lobby was empty of any other residents. The strip lighting buzzed angrily, throwing off an artificial light that made Wing wince in pain until his eyes adjusted. He ignored the elevator and took the stairs, not wanting to get trapped inside a metal box, waiting for someone to come along with the handcuffs. Luckily Song's apartment was only three floors up, but he still had to pause halfway up to catch his breath. It was stupid to be so out of shape at his age, but so much of his life was stupid. If he got out of this mess, he promised he'd start taking care of himself. Make the most of the second chance.

      He paused for a moment before he opened the doors to Song's floor. He could see in his mind's eye all the cops waiting for him, ready to blow his brains out. He looked back down the stairs. If he'd any sense, he'd be straight back the way he came. The only thing worse than being a fool was being a dead fool. But then Song would kill him for being a coward if he returned empty handed. He was damned if he did, damned if he didn't.

      With a deep breath, he opened the doors.
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      The missile raced towards Ziyi. She fired the flyer's machine guns in desperation and watched the tracer rounds arc towards it. Time slowed everything to a crawl except the oncoming missile. It was so close. She squeezed the trigger once more, holding her breath, fighting the urge to close her eyes.

      She hit the missile with ten yards to spare. Ziyi's flyer bucked as it rode the shock wave and the scorching heat roared through the broken windshield. She kept her finger down on the trigger, pumping more rounds through the smoke and flames just in case another missile followed in the first's wake.

      The other flyer responded in kind, its bullets zipping from left to right as it fired wildly. Ziyi took her craft up, removing it from danger. She spotted her target, and accelerated down. This time the alarms told her she had the weapons lock. Her finger hovered over the trigger but she couldn't bring herself to pull it. Only the Empire's enemies would die by her hand.

      She pulled the joystick to the left and hit the thrusters. The flyer shot down the Connaught Road Highway with as much speed as she dared. She only had a second or two before the other ship would be after her again and she needed to put as much distance as she could between them if she was to have any hope of losing it.

      A drone moved to cut across her but Ziyi cut it down with two quick bursts. She ripped out the flyer's location transmitter next and put the flyer into a vertical drop. She wasn't going to make it easy for them to follow her. Level after level flashed by before she maxed out the thrusters once more, slipping through a gap on Level Thirty-Five, and headed out over the Harbour. She dropped the craft again to twenty feet above the waves, killed all the lights, but kept moving, constantly checking the skies for pursuit.

      The South China Sea lay ahead of her and again the temptation to run whispered in her ear. She had enough fuel to reach any number of places in China. She could dump the flyer and disappear. Already Hong Kong was a spec in the distance. Xiao could be someone else's problem.

      But she also knew she couldn't leave him at the mercy of the terrorists, tied up, frightened. Her love for him was too great — as was her love for the Empire and its future. Running would make her whole life a lie — not just the role she played to the public. She'd never be able to face herself in a mirror if she fled.

      She slowed the flyer, dropping to just above sea level, checking her monitors and the sky for pursuit as she did so. Only the stars filled the night. Turning on the auto-pilot, Ziyi could feel the tension ease. She took the opportunity to raid the flyer for it's rations, painfully aware of how dehydrated she was after the adrenaline fuelled events of the night. She also armed herself with a side arm and a knife from the flyer’s weapon’s cache.

      Two hours had passed since Anderson's message and she had no idea where to start looking. Out of the original seven terrorists, she knew two were dead but their resources had also revealed themselves to be far greater than anyone had thought. There'd been two others with them at the ICBB, one of whom was seriously mek'ed up, so that still left at least eight, if not more targets to deal with. Added to their fake retinas, the terrorists had access to mek that rivalled her own, which had created by the finest minds in the Empire at untold expense. How had the AFA become so organised and funded without anyone in the security forces noticing?

      She wished she could talk it all through with Wing, use his resources to figure it all out. His voice in her ear was a crutch she'd become totally reliant on. All her mek and all her training were useless without a target to be aimed at.

      She slid back in the pilot's seat and closed her eyes, suddenly feeling so very tired. The only sound was the hum of the flyer's engines and the lapping of the waves. A warm, ocean-infused breeze found its way inside the cabin and Ziyi filled her lungs as she tried to bring some insight to her thoughts.

      "Agent Choi Ziyi." The man's voice startled her. At first she thought it'd come from the flyer's radio until she remembered she'd destroyed it.

      "Agent Choi Ziyi, this is Control." Her earpiece worked again. "Please respond."

      It wasn't Wing. Someone else. A stranger.

      "Ziyi, talk to me. We're worried about you. We know there's been a misunderstanding. We know you're not a captive of the Americans." His voice was warm, friendly, begging to be trusted. "Talk to me. We need you if we're going to save His Highness. We need you to come home."

      She went to reply but something stopped her.

      "Ziyi, my name is Heng Lu. Please tell me you're okay."

      The monitors were clear of any approaching aircraft but she still checked the skies for herself.

      "I've good news. We've found the terrorists. We've found Xiao."

      Her heart leapt at the news. Her fears vanished. "Is he safe?" she asked.

      "Ziyi - you had us worried for awhile. Are you injured?"

      "Is he safe?"

      "Soon. Soon. Our forces are on their way to retrieve him now." She could hear the smile in the man's voice. "It's so good to hear your voice. You had us worried for a while. Where are you? Come home so you can help with his rescue — he'll want to see you."

      "Where's Xiao? Where is he?" As she asked the question, she closed her eyes, turning on her internal monitors. Once more Xiao's vitals appeared, healthy and strong. His heart rate was higher than normal but that was only to be expected. She could imagine how scared he would be, tied up and a hostage. She switched to the GPS and again a reading appeared. Aberdeen.

      "I can't tell you over open comms. How soon can you return to Central?"

      A small bubble of doubt appeared again. "I'm already in Central."

      "Give me your exact location and we'll send someone to pick you up."

      Still her monitors showed no threat so why was she nervous? Why didn't she trust this man and his smooth voice in her ear? She started to rotate the flyer, checking the skies with more care.

      "Ziyi, give me your address. I can have a car with you in minutes."

      He was lying. If all her internal monitors were back on line then Control knew exactly where she was. They could track her movements as well as Xiao's. Her own GPS transponder was built into her earpiece.

      She powered up the flyer and hit the accelerator, shooting forwards. The engines screamed in protest but then the world disappeared. An explosion tore up the sea exactly where she’d been hovering a second earlier. The shock wave pummelled the rear of the flyer, almost flipping the aircraft.  Ziyi managed to wrestle it back under control and kept the throttle on full. She stuck as close to the surface of the sea as she could, skimming above the waves as fast as she dared. Sea spray slammed into her face through the shattered windscreen, expecting any second another missile to turn her into ash.

      "Tell me where you are Ziyi? Speak to me?"

      "You know." She spun the flyer about, searching for the missile's origin. She had no idea if they were staying out of her radar range or somehow they'd managed to jam her flyer's instruments. She could only trust her eyes but still she couldn't see anything except empty skies and the glow of Hong Kong in the distance.

      "I don't Ziyi. That's why I'm asking."

      "The missile says otherwise." Aberdeen was on the other side of the island so she headed east.

      "What missile? Are you okay?"

      "Don't lie to me."

      She saw a flash, knew it was another missile, and tilted the flyer up almost vertically. A wave nearly caught the wing as she executed the manoeuvre, and she thought she'd done Control's job for them for a moment, before the sea beneath her exploded. The blast threw the flyer up, battering her senses in the confines of the cockpit. The world turned over on itself once more but, as sky appeared at the edge of the windscreen, Ziyi hit the accelerator. The G-force threw her back in her seat as the flyer leaped forward.

      It was a race now to Aberdeen. Xiao's and her life were the stakes. She locked his GPS signal on her eye and headed for it. As long as she had that, she'd find him. Of course, Control couldn't lose her either. Not while they were tracking her own signal.

      The Western tip of Hong Kong loomed before her. Shanty homes hung off the edge of broken down buildings over the water, held upright by bamboo poles jutting into the sea. Laundry flew like flags from windows amongst a spider's web of electrical cables, and sampans nipped from one structure to another in the oil-slick waves. She banked right and followed the curve of the land, teeth gritted, tendons taut in her neck and straining against the joystick, fighting the G-force for all she was worth.

      Somewhere behind her, over the roar of the engines and the howl of the wind, she heard another missile explode. She'd no idea if it'd been a near miss or not, but she couldn't afford to look back.

      "Don't fight, Ziyi. Your fate is inevitable. You've nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide." The humour and warmth were gone from the man's voice. "We can’t let you live."

      She knew another missile was on its way and cursed the world as she tried to force more speed from the flyer. "Fuck you," she said, more to herself than Heng, hating his voice in her head. She had to stop them tracking her. She drew her pistol and placed the barrel against the side of her head.

      "The truth doesn't m..."

      Ziyi pulled the trigger.

      Pain, white-hot and furious, exploded in her head. She screamed for all she was worth and blackness swamped her. When she opened her eyes again, the flyer was diving towards the ocean. She pulled the joystick hard, felt the underside bounce on the surface once, twice, but then she found the sky once more and the flyer climbed back up. Blood, hot and wet, covered the side of her face and ran down her neck. She reached up, felt only a small stub remaining of her ear and tried not to worry about how much blood she’d lost. Her mek would deal with the bleeding. It just needed time.

      Cold hit her next, shaking her body. Ziyi knew it wasn't the wind coming in through the windscreen but shock. Her body was shutting down — maybe she'd done more damage to herself than she'd intended. A hurricane roar filled her mind, shunting her thoughts away. The blackness called her again but she couldn't listen. She concentrated on keeping the flyer level and breathing at the same time. How it could it be so difficult?

      She gritted her teeth to stop them chattering as the cold grew inside her, aided by the fear that she was dying. Her hand slipped off the joystick and it took all her concentration to resume her grip. The black pecked away the edges of her vision.

      Her neck felt loose, incapable of holding her head up, even though that was impossible. Even her heart had lost its fury and its beat faded inside her. Somewhere part of her laughed at the thought she'd killed herself.

      The catecholamine dump hit her in a rush, released by her mek, chased by an endorphin boost, clearing the black away in an instant. The world was no longer enveloped in a fog and every sense came alive, singing, along with the knowledge she'd done the right thing and the belief that she could save Xiao. Forget dying, forget defeat. Her heart raced, spreading the chemicals throughout her body, bringing life back. She didn't need to check her wound to know the mek had shut off the bleeding.

      She'd destroyed the GPS tracker and she was still alive. All she had to do now was lose her pursuers and reach Xiao. She revolved the flyer in a three sixty degree arc, but still couldn't spot any other flyers in the sky. No more missiles either. Maybe her luck had turned and they'd think the loss of her GPS meant they'd destroyed her with the last missile. She couldn't see any drones either but no doubt they'd be on their way soon enough.

      She hit the thrusters and headed inland, flying over the Western District shanties. She kept the craft low, weaving through the buildings as they changed from illegal structures into dilapidated concrete structures, following the curve of the land to Aberdeen, where grime replaced Central's gloss no matter how high up you went. Low-cost housing filled the lower levels, all blasted with grit and dirt from shuttles leaving the spaceport across the harbour on Lamma Island. The upper levels weren't much better. The inhabitants had more money than the people below them, but most had earned it on the blood and sweat of the less fortunate. Aberdeen didn't do respectability too well. A fitting place for the Americans to hide.

      Sampans dotted the water, little bobbing spots of light against the black sea, ferrying workers back and forth constantly to Lamma, dodging the tankers slugging their way around the world from port to port.

      To the right, the Floating City filled the old typhoon shelter. It was once home to fishing men and their families, but it now housed every illegal immigrant who had ever tried to get into Hong Kong. Nobody knew how many lived there, how many generations. It was fifty-odd levels of lawlessness that made the Zeros look like a fairground. The government and the elements had done their best to wash it away over the years, but it remained standing and defiant, behind barbed wire, cut off from the rest of the world. Arguments for either crushing it or legalising it held equal sway in the government so it carried on ignored in the mean time, protected by an old Empirical order.

      It was fitting that Xiao's GPS reading brought her to a building on the edge of the harbour, overlooking the Floating City. The lower levels were a mishmash of laundries, restaurants and retail establishments — all promising value where none was to be found. The higher levels were once destined to be office space but that ambition had long been abandoned judging by the darkness that filled those levels.

      Ziyi pulled back on the flyer's joystick as she aimed for the roof, no more than a speck below. A skylight filled most of the roof's surface leaving her little space to land but Xiao was in there somewhere. There was no turning back.

      Blinding light suddenly filled her cockpit. Two flyers were closing in on her fast from the East. The alarm screamed as one of them locked its weapons on her. Only seconds remained before her flyer would be nothing but dust in the air.

      Landing was no longer an option. Staying alive might not be either.

      She checked the rooftop one more time, and whispered a prayer to her ancestors. She set the autopilot and scrambled out of her seat. She smacked the door lock with the palm of her hand. A sudden gush of wind rocked her as the doors zipped open. Even over the wind, she heard the pop of missiles being launched a heartbeat before the flyer's alarms screamed their death cry, and she jumped.
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      Wing stepped out onto Song's floor. The lighting was even worse than it had been in the lobby. The few working ceiling light strips sparked and crackled, leaving most of the hallway in darkness, hiding the sweat stained walls for the most part, but there was no escaping the dampness in the air.

      Her apartment was easy enough to find. He swiped the door card, not expecting it to work, but the lock clunked open and the light turned green. He paused, once again imagining the armed troops waiting for him and the array of guns already pointing his direction. Would they give him a chance to give himself up or just shoot first?

      Don't be a fool, he told himself, you're just being paranoid — you’re safe. And somehow that gave him the strength to go inside.

      The small living room had an open kitchen area at the far end, separated from the main area by an island with a sink. There were a few pieces of well-worn furniture that looked like it had been passed down by at least two generations. A couple of photographs hung on the wall, with a small girl — obviously Song — and her parents in each of them. They looked happy. He couldn't remember when he'd last seen his own parents. He didn't even know where they were living — or if they were still alive.

      The rest of the apartment was sparsely decorated, but he had to admit, it was a damn site tidier than his own place. Everything was put away. There were no old clothes to step over, no empty bottles covering the counter tops, no dirty pots filling up the sink. No drugs scattered across the coffee table.

      At the thought of drugs, his hand touched the packet in his pocket. He jerked it away when he realised what he was doing. This wasn't the fucking time. He had that much self-control at least.

      The safe was easy to find in the back of her closet and he got the combination right on the first attempt. He scoffed at the thought of Song doubting he'd remember. There was nothing inside except the homemade jack kit, a curled up tangle of cables and junction boxes, liberated from a myriad of sources. It wouldn't give them the power and access they enjoyed at Control it’d be good enough to hack in all the same.

      He stuffed the kit into a sports bag, grateful that all his worry had been for nothing. Maybe things were turning his way after all. A smile spread across his cheeks, and he left the bedroom with a bounce in his step.

      With the fear gone, Wing realised he needed the toilet. God only knew when he'd get another chance to go, so he dropped the bag by the front door and headed to the bathroom. He had time.

      The room was as simple as the rest of the apartment. Wing wasn't sure why anyone would want an avocado green bathroom but there was no accounting for taste. He placed the gun and the pack of cigarettes beside the sink and sat down, staring at the two items. They summed up how mad his life had become. He reached over and picked the gun up. He didn't even know how to fire the bloody thing, or if it was even loaded. He pointed it at his reflection in the mirror and mimed shooting himself, before blowing imaginary smoke from the barrel. The gun lacked any type of elegance — purely functional. Knowing Jim, he'd got it cheap on the 'Bay.

      He found the safety catch, and flicked it off and back on again a few times with his thumb, as his finger lurked around the trigger. He pretended to draw the gun, turn off the safety and shoot an imaginary target. Easy. He'd show the next person who tried to fuck with him.

      He placed the gun back and picked up the smokes. He paused as he went to take a cigarette out. The lump of slice had hooked his eye. He shook it out into the palm of his hand. It was the size of a golf ball and pure rock by the looks of it. It certainly didn't look like Jim had messed with it either, diluting it with whatever shit he used to spread it out further. Wing licked a corner, shuddered as he always did at the bitter taste, and his smile grew. It was really good shit. Really good. Things were definitely turning his way.

      He stood up and flushed but his mind was on the slice. His tongue tingled with a beautiful numbness. Don't be a dumb idiot, he told himself, you've got self-control. Plus he didn't have his kit with him to smoke any of the slice, and he doubted Song would have anything he could use, so he put the gear back into the cigarette packet.

      He went to leave the bathroom but stopped, looking at the smooth counter top. Of course there was nothing stopping him chopping up a cheeky line and snorting it. It wouldn't even have that much effect on him. Song wouldn't even notice. In fact, it'd help them, give him an edge, enable him to see the bigger picture. Relax.

      He checked the time. Plenty.

      He used Song's key card to shave flecks off the rock onto the counter top. His mouth twitched as he watched the mound grow. He stopped when he had just enough, thought better of it, and added another couple of shavings. He marshalled it all into a straight line and stepped back, admiring his handiwork. Perfect.

      He put the rest of the slice back into the packet and returned it to his pocket, realising only then he had nothing to use to snort the line. The smile fell from his face. Fuck. There had to be something in Song's place that he could use.

      Wing wandered out from the bathroom into the main living room. He pulled open the odd drawer, equally disgusted and impressed at the tidiness of each one's contents. Song was a real neat freak. She'd die if she ever visited Wing's home.

      He was in the kitchen when he heard the door lock click open. He dropped down behind the kitchen island. All his confidence evaporated with the clunk of the lock and the fear came crashing back. How could he have been so stupid not to have hauled his arse out of there while he had the chance? He reached for the gun but his hand found nothing. He pictured it lying next to the line of slice in the bathroom.

      The door opened. Two sets of feet entered the room, slowly, carefully. Looking for something. Wing listened to his heart roar inside his chest and wondered how no one else could hear it. He held his breath as he pressed himself against a cabinet door and tucked his feet in. What were they doing?

      "You sure it was the male operator they saw?" asked a man's voice. Didn't sound young and with an edge to it that came from only a heavy smoker.

      "They were looking for the girl so they didn't get a good look. Just the back of his head but, yeah, they think so." The other was a woman. Younger, full of confidence. Police. Or worse.

      "Check the bedroom," said the man.

      Wing listened to the woman walk over before risking a peek around the edge of the cabinet. She wasn't in a police uniform but her posture said military. She led with her pistol, arms extended, covering every angle of the room. Clad in black, her hair was tied back. Wing couldn't see the man. He wasn't following her. Obviously didn't think Wing was much of a threat if he wasn't backing her up. He’s right too, thought Wing as he cowered in the kitchen. He was a bloody idiot who deserved to die. Leaving his weapon behind, forgetting the danger they were all in, just to do a line of slice. Only drug addicts were that stupid.

      "Zheng," called the girl. "Come here. Someone's definitely been here."

      Zheng stomped over. "What've you found?"

      "Someone's been in the wall safe."

      Wing peered around the edge of the island again. Saw the back of a bald head and a leather jacket disappear into the bedroom. He slowly climbed to his feet. The front door wasn't that far away. The jack kit was still next to it. Now was his chance to get the fuck out of there, probably the only chance he'd get.

      His legs didn't want to cooperate at first but he forced himself up and over to the door, expecting at any moment to be caught. He picked up the bag and opened the door as slowly as he could. He took one last look back at the bedroom, smiling at his luck holding out after all. They'd never even know how close they'd come to catching him. He stepped out into the hallway only to catch the kit bag against the door frame.

      "What's that?" the officer called from the bedroom.

      Without looking back, Wing sprinted for the elevator.

      "Stop! Police," cried the man behind him.

      Wing raced down the corridor. It was only thirty yards but his lungs burned with the effort. He skidded to a halt at the elevator, slammed his hand against the call button, half-expecting the doors to magically open. A glance up told him the car was four floors away and a glance back told him he didn't have time to wait as the brute walked towards him, gun raised and aimed at Wing. The stairs were another ten yards down the corridor so Wing gave up on the elevator and ran for his life towards them.

      He heard the gun shot just as he reached out for the door handle. He flinched as the round punched a hole in the frame. Splinters flew in every direction. One nicked his face, leaving a sharp pin-prick of pain but at least he was still alive. He didn't bother looking at his pursuer again. Wing reached for the door a second time and bundled through it. Another bullet slammed into the door. He slid down the first few steps, twisting his ankle in the process. He hauled himself upright with the bannister and took the remaining steps two at a time.

      He hurtled out of the exit door into the foyer, relieved to find it empty still. He slipped on the tiled floor, and went sprawling. The kit bag flew out of his hand into the far corner as he knocked the wind out of himself.

      A little voice in the back of his head told him to stay where he was, just give up and wait for the cops to come, but he ignored it as he pushed himself back on his feet once more. He'd never been one for listening to good advice anyway. He snatched the bag, crashed through the doors into the street, pausing for a moment to get some air back into his battered lungs, and then set off to find Song at the tea stall. He moved as quick as he could, but it was no more than a jog, and that required every last ounce of energy he had in him. He kept his eyes locked straight ahead, as if he could will the corner of the street closer, not caring about any police watching for him. Fuck them. There was nothing he'd be able to do about them anyway. He just had to find Song and get out of there.

      He made it to the corner, his jog now not even a brisk walk. His right ankle screamed in protest every time he put weight on it, as jagged shards of pain shot up his leg. He slipped through the gridlocked traffic without stopping. A taxi honked when he used its hood for support. Wing didn't even have the energy to scowl in return. He just had to make it to the tea shop.

      He stepped back onto the sidewalk, pushed passed a couple of drunk businessmen still looking for excuses not to go home. The corner was ten yards away. A couple, arms filled with shopping bags, bumped him as they went their merry way. They looked so happy. A pang of jealousy swept through Wing for a moment until the next jolt of pain from his ankle focused his mind on reaching Song.

      He turned the corner, saw the tea shop, and a heartbeat later spotted Song. They locked eyes on each other, smiles of relief appeared on both their faces and Wing lifted the bag for her to see. Song rose from her seat but hesitated before she was halfway up. The smile dropped as quickly as it appeared and the excitement vanished from her eyes.

      Someone stepped in front of Wing before he could work out what had bothered her. The man was so close Wing had to step back just to even focus on who it was. He saw a broad chest first and a very familiar looking black leather jacket. Something jabbed him in the ribs, and an electric charge ripped through him. He tried to scream but his jaw was locked tight. His teeth crunched together as his body began to jerk around of its own accord. He hit the floor, the electric shock overriding any pain from the impact with the concrete. His body curled up like a baby's before shooting straight as a board as another shock ripped through him. Foam dribbled between his teeth, and a part of him registered that he had wet himself. The man leaned in one more and jabbed the taser against Wing's neck. The fucker smiled as he pressed the trigger again.

      Blinding light exploded in every part of Wing's consciousness followed quickly by a wave of blissful darkness.

      Somewhere far away, he heard a gun shot, and waited for the pain to tell him he'd been hit. A second shot, closer, echoed through his mind, but no pain came.

      Hands grabbed him, dragged him along the street. "Get up," said a girl's voice. Song. "I can't carry you. Get up."

      His vision swirled with neon lights as the world somersaulted around him when he opened his eyes. He vomited down himself as he tried to stand, falling back down without making a step. Nothing worked.

      He could feel Song's breath hot in his ear as she hauled him along, grateful that she wasn't giving up. He tried to get his arms to push himself upright, his legs to get him back on his feet, anything to help get them the fuck out of there.

      Then Song was firing the pistol and Wing was on his arse on the ground again. He was aware of screaming from all around him. People ran in every direction. A body lay in the street. Dead.

      Song shoved her face in his. "Get up!" She manhandled him up again and this time his legs worked. With her arm around his waist, they ran along the street, forcing their way through the crowds.

      A drone skimmed across the top of people's heads heading straight for them. Song stopped, raised her right arm and fired once more. The bullet struck the centre of the drone, sending it spiralling off, smashing into a shop window.

      "Where'd you get that?" Wing stared at the gun in Song's hand. It made Jim's old relic look like a toy.

      "Later. We've got to get away," shouted Song. Sirens came from every direction and echoed off the buildings. People screamed in fear around them, but the gun in Song's hand helped clear a path and they stumbled on. "Head for the bridge."

      The road dipped down, connecting to Third Street by a flyover. Open space loomed on either side. On the other side of the bridge, Wing could see the flashing blue and white lights of an APC blocking off the road. Troops spilled out in every direction, assuming firing positions. He stopped but Song yanked him forward again.

      As they reached the bridge, Wing's old friend vertigo returned with a vengeance, despite the sidewalk being wide enough for a dozen people to walk side by side and barriers that came up to his chest. He dropped his head, concentrating on just looking at his feet, doing his best to ignore the voice inside him urging to stop.

      "Get down! Get down!" The police screamed and bodies hit the deck like dominoes around them. Song wouldn't let him stop though, dragging him by the hand to side of the bridge. They stepped over the fallen bodies, more exposed by the second. Open space yawned all around them but nowhere more so than on the other side of the bridge's safety barrier. He certainly didn't want to go any nearer to that. The police suddenly seemed a much better option.

      "This is the police," a voice called out from behind them, distorted through amplification. "You are surrounded. Stop and you will not be harmed." A look back showed APCs had cut off their rear as well. It looked like every policeman in Hong Kong had their rifles trained on them. "Take one more step and you'll be shot."

      "We didn't do anything," shouted Song, still moving, gripping Wing's hand tightly. "We're innocent."

      "Stay where you are, drop the gun, and we can talk about it," said the voice.

      "You'll just shoot us if I do that," replied Song. They were four steps away from the barrier. A westbound monorail moved towards them, across the chasm of space.

      "Put down the gun and you've my word you'll not be harmed."

      "I don't believe you," shouted Song.

      "What are you doing?" asked Wing. "It's over. We've got nowhere to go." They were two steps from the barrier. The monorail was close enough for Wing to see the driver's face as the flashing lights on the barrier caught his eye.

      "This is your last warning," commanded the police.

      Song smiled at Wing. "There's always somewhere to go." She gestured towards the monorail off to her left as it began to pass underneath the bridge.

      "No fucking way," said Wing, horror flooding through him. "I'd rather get fucking shot."

      Song ignored him and clambered to the top of the barrier. "Come on. Trust me."

      He looked from her to the police and back again. Took a step towards the barrier. Stopped. Then a red dot appeared on his chest. Followed by another. And another. Matching red lens flares sparkled amongst the troops as more and more of them locked their sights on Wing and Song.

      "Trust me," said Song once more and held out her hand. He took it without thinking and didn't fight as she pulled him up. He let his feet climb up and shut his eyes to avoid seeing what was before them. The rumble of the monorail passing nearly drowned out the first gunshot, but Song pulled him once more, and falling stopped him from worrying about bullets.
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      The forward throw from the plane propelled Ziyi towards the rooftop. She spread-eagled herself against the wind to slow her descent as much as possible. Three hundred feet was a hell of a distance to jump without a parachute, more than she had ever attempted before, and she couldn't afford to reach terminal velocity if she were to have any hope of walking away from the landing. She had no idea if the mek in her legs would survive even if she did everything right.

      The stolen flyer exploded behind her. Broken metal and flames showered down around her as the roar of destruction burnt the sky. She prayed the pilots wouldn't spot her descent and add bullets to the mix.

      The wind pushed her slightly to the East so Ziyi twisted her body to keep on course. She counted down the seconds, marking the distance as the air pounded her chest, making it hard to breathe.

      The roof rushed towards her. She twisted her body so her legs were the first to touch the ground.

      The impact was hard, harder than she'd liked. Every joint felt like it had popped on impact. She immediately went into a forward roll, ignoring the pain screaming through her and the fear that everything was broken. The momentum carried her across the roof as the world spun around. The tarmac battered her body and smacked her head, and only colliding with the end wall stopped her from flying off the edge of the roof. Ziyi staggered to her feet like a Friday night drunk, using the wall to haul herself upright. The remains of her flyer burned on surrounding rooftops but she couldn't see any guards or sentries to worry about.

      Above her, the two flyers hovered overhead, searchlights sweeping the skies as drones buzzed beneath them. She didn't have much time before they'd spot her. She staggered towards the roof exit, relieved that her movement grew easier with each step — her body seemed unscathed from the fall. The mek had done its job.

      The padlock on the roof door gave way with a simple twist of her hand. The door groaned on rusted hinges as she pushed it far enough to one side so she could squeeze through. Inside, the air stunk of damp and decay. Somewhere, a broken pipe dripped a steady beat of water. A worn out staircase climbed down around a central atrium, illuminated by the neon array leaking through the skylight above.

      Two days earlier, Ziyi would’ve had all the intel she'd need on the interior from blueprints and spy cams, with Wing talking to her through her earpiece and a full squad of assault troops at her beck and call, ready to go in hard and heavy, and sweep away the terrorists. Instead she was alone and about to go in blind.

      Ziyi slipped the pistol from its holster, and flicked off the safety catch. Gripping it two-handed, and keeping her breathing soft and steady, she proceeded into the stairway. Four long abandoned office spaces led off from the atrium, filled with desks still scattered with paper. Piles of garbage lay here and there and most of the walls were tagged in a multitude of colours, proclaiming the property for one gang or another. Gaps appeared here and there in the ceiling where tiles either hung half in or had fallen completely. Cables dangled from the spaces like spider webs and gang tags covered every inch of wall. The terrorists had certainly found a lovely place to hide.

      Sweeping the gun from one corner to the next, she checked as much of the space as she could before stepping into an actual room to confirm there were no hostile targets to worry about. Once she was sure it was clear, she moved onto the next room. Only a fool gets shot in the back, so it was important to know there was no danger behind her before she moved down to the next level.

      Four more rooms. Sweep, clear. Sweep, clear. Finger ready by the trigger. Down to the next floor. There was no sense of time, just the need to be precise, leaving no space unchecked. At the academy, she'd first been taught close quarter battle craft at the age of eight. The children used to treat it like a game at first but the shifus soon beat that from them. By the time the children turned ten, the techniques were ingrained into their very beings. They practised alone and in teams, occasionally leading troops and then being led. A special kill house had been built on the grounds where they could practise with live rounds and eventually live hostages.

      Xiao's signal was strong, but still several floors away. The urge to rush was incredible, but she forced herself to take her time, continuing on with her sweep and clear of each room as she came to it.

      She paused on the stairs two floors further down at the sound of voices arguing in English.

      "I say we get the fuck out now." A man, maybe mid-western US judging by his accent.

      "It's not safe. Every man and his dog are out there looking for us." The second voice was calmer, trying to be reassuring. Failing.

      "Didn't you hear that fucking explosion two minutes ago? They're coming for us. We've got to do something," said the first.

      "And do what? We're deep in enemy territory here. We can't exactly just jump on a plane."

      Ziyi continued down the stairs, placing each foot with care. Silence and surprise were her best allies.

      "What about the chief? What does he say?"

      "He says keep your shit together. We're doing good. Just hold your nerve, man."

      "I wish he'd just shoot that imperial bastard. I fucking hate babysitting him like this. They'll never do what we want anyway."

      "The woman says they will."

      "And you believe her?"

      "We have to," said the second man as Ziyi stepped onto their floor. "We get this right, we could change the whole course of the war, change everything. It's worth the risk."

      “She’s just a fucking traitor. If she’ll sell her own people out, she won’t give a shit about sending us down the river.”

      Ziyi watched from the shadows one of them light a cigarette with shaking hands. He wasn't anyone she recognised but the man with him was Murray. Both had automatic rifles slung across their backs. Despite the concerns voiced, neither was expecting to deal with any trouble, too busy arguing to notice her. Who was the woman — the traitor — that had helped them? Was it her double? Then why did they show her a prisoner on the video? If they were going to frame Ziyi, why not show her a willing participant?

      The man took a long drag of his cigarette. “We’ve got to trust Anderson. He’s done all right by us so far, man. He’ll get us home.”

      “Yeah? You sure? Tell that to the fuckers who’ve gone out with bombs strapped to their chests,” said Murray.

      “We all knew that could happen. We signed up for this. Better to die free than live a slave. Let’s just make sure we kill enough of the fuckers when the time comes.”

      The two men bumped fists. “Amen, brother. God bless America.”

      Ziyi didn’t wait for the other man to reply. Holstering her gun, she quickly closed the gap between them. Hooking an arm around the smoker's neck, she grasped the side of his head with her other hand and twisted. The bone snapped, too loud in the darkness. She pivoted around the body in her arms and lashed out with a roundhouse kick at Murray. Her foot slammed into his temple before he'd even realised what was happening. The light went from his eyes instantly. She dropped to her knee and smashed his throat with her fist. There was no point leaving anyone alive who could pose a threat to her later.

      As she looked down on their corpses, Ziyi knew she’d done the right thing. The Americans were responsible for so much death and suffering — killing them would not haunt her later. They were the enemy.

      Arming herself with one of their rifles and three magazines of spare ammunition, Ziyi continued her sweep of the rooms on that floor.

      She found the rest of the AFA two floors further down. A single guard stood watch on the stairs and he died as easily as his friends. The others were gathered in the main office space. Cowie, the hulk from the ICBB, Conway, plus eight others. All armed with assault rifles and the Heavens only knew what mek. Their mood was agitated, spooked by the explosion. Eleven hostiles minimum. Probably two or three more guarding the lower levels. How had so many of them gathered in Hong Kong without anyone noticing? She searched for Anderson without luck but Xiao's signal showed he was close. She could only presume the AFA leader was with him — hopefully not with any more men.

      She retreated back to the stairs. Taking on the AFA without securing Xiao would only put him at risk. Even with surprise on her side, the odds weren't in her favour. Maybe she could find a way in to where they were keeping Xiao either through the floor or a window. There had to be a way she could swing things to her advantage.

      Leaving the main floor, she headed down towards the next level, searching for another way in.

      "Hey!" The voice came from behind her before she made it half way.

      Ziyi pivoted, saw a man's silhouette on the top of the stairs, assault rifle in his hands. She fired two shots into his chest without hesitation. The sound shattered the silence of the building. There was no time to waste — only speed and aggression could save Xiao now. She raced back up the stairs as he fell and fired another round into the man’s head as she passed him.

      As her eye line cleared the top of the stairs, bullets ripped up the floor in front of her. The AFA were just as quick to react to react and were ready for her. She lifted her rifle up, firing blindly, hoping to force them at the very least to keep their own heads down, and then she was running as fast as she could.

      Ziyi grunted as a bullet nicked her shoulder, but she ignored the pain, kept moving and fired controlled bursts, not wanting to burn through her ammunition. Bullets nipped at the ground around her and chipped splinters off the bannister as she took the steps two at a time.

      As she reached a corner pillar, a man popped up out of cover and took aim. He got three rounds in his chest for his trouble.

      She let the column take a pounding from the defenders while she slammed another fresh clip into her assault rifle. She marked everyone's positions in her mind as she filled her lungs with oxygen again. She checked on Xiao's position again — he was still to the far right of the main room. Just a room of AFA between him and her. She shook her head. Could be easier.

      Shards of stone flew in every direction as round after round smashed into the column. Ziyi listened to the cacophony of gunfire, working out who was firing when, waiting for the right moment to attack again.

      Three of the Americans were positioned directly in front of her, behind a small table, and she heard the sound drop from their direction as they too reloaded. She didn't wait for a better invitation. She spun around the column, firing as she moved. The first rounds pierced the wood and one man jumped up in pain as he was hit. A double tap to his chest dropped him back down immediately. She ran forward, firing another burst into the table and a woman slid sideways with half her face missing. Bullets screamed through the air around her but Ziyi kept her concentration. She slid across the last few feet, coming in behind the table and face-to-face with the remaining terrorist. Her bullets tore lumps out of his lungs.

      A shadow fell over her, and Ziyi looked up just as a woman crashed into her. Her rifle went flying from her hands. The woman, hair flying and full of fury, slashed at Ziyi with her hands, ripping chunks of skin with her fingernails. Ziyi grabbed the woman's hands before she could strike again. Fingernails made with mek blades glistened in the light.

      Ziyi drew her knife and stabbed a hole through the woman's wrist and piercing her cheek. The woman howled in pain of her own but she didn't stop her assault on Ziyi. She pressed down, desperate to dig her nails into Ziyi's face. Spit flew from her mouth as they tussled on the ground, elbows and knees striking the other as they tried to bring their blades to bear.

      The woman slipped her hand free and raked her nails from one side of Ziyi's face to the other. Ziyi ignored the blood and the pain and tried to stab the woman once more, only to have her elbow blocked, so she slammed her knee into the woman's kidney. She followed it with an uppercut to the woman's jaw, cracking bone and teeth. It was enough to throw the woman off, giving Ziyi the chance to scramble to her feet. She drew her pistol as the woman lunged at her again, and fired. The round stopped the woman in mid-flight, and she crashed to the ground.

      Ziyi spun around, gulping air and wiped the blood from her eyes, trying to get her bearings on the remaining Americans.

      A shadow loomed over her just before what felt like a truck hit her square in the head.

      "Try your luck with me, bitch." It was the hulk from the ICBB. He ripped his shirt from his back and threw it on the floor. His skin shimmered beneath tattoos of roaring dragons as he stormed towards her, mek transforming him with every step. Within four strides, full body armour covered him from the neck down. Bullets had bounced off him earlier at the ICBB and now Ziyi knew why.

      Fear rippled through her as the hulk swung his fist like a hammer. Ziyi threw herself to her left. The floor shattered where she had been standing a heartbeat before, and she rolled to her feet as the fear grew inside her.

      The hulk punched at her again, and she only just managed to duck out of the way. Where the hell had the Americans got their mek? Not even the military had that level of tech.

      She snapped her foot out and caught her attacker's knee. She expected it to collapse, but it was like kicking stone. He caught her in return with a backhand across the face, and sent her flying across the room. Only her own mek that had kept her head on her shoulders.

      He came at her once more and Ziyi retreated, wary of his massive arms. One blow from them had been enough to confirm she didn't want to be hit by him again.

      They stared at each other, watching for the slightest opening that would allow one to destroy the other. Ziyi studied his mek for any weak points but the work was outstanding. It rivalled her own in terms of quality — it certainly wasn't the work of some underground surgeon. She shifted her body, turning sideways and raised her fists. The hulk bared his chest, daring her to strike, but still Ziyi waited, listening to the fear in her stomach. Her shifu had taught her about its value. Only the dead or the stupid were unafraid, he'd said. He'd shown her how to use it to sharpen her senses and her reflexes. Everything could be turned to your advantage.

      "Come. Time to die." The hulk lunged, his arms sweeping in like a pincer, and scooped Ziyi up, crushing her in his embrace. Her arms were pined by her side as he squeezed the life from her. Her own mek complaining under the pressure and Death whispered in her ear, eager to claim her.

      But somewhere in the blackness, another voice spoke up. It told her failure was not acceptable. Xiao needed her. The Empire needed her. Choi Ziyi hadn't been trained to give up. She forced her eyes open, saw the hulk leering down at her. She screamed in his face, and as he laughed at her, she bit into his lower lip. Blood filled her mouth, warm and salty. She pulled back with all her strength as he tried to snatch his mouth away. Skin stretched and tore. The hulk screamed, shrill like a little girl, blood pouring from the jagged mess that had been his mouth. He dropped Ziyi as he staggered back and Ziyi gulped oxygen back into her lungs.

      The hulk wiped the blood from his chin, hatred filling his eyes. He swung both fists down in a hammer blow. She forced her body into a backwards flip, leaving the hulk only empty floor to smash. Back on her feet, she concentrated on staying out of the hulk's reach as she assessed how badly hurt she was. Every movement caused her pain, but Ziyi prayed to the Heavens nothing was permanently damaged.

      She had to finish the fight, had to get to Xiao. She unsheathed her knife and hoped it would be enough. The hulk threw another punch at her and she weaved out of its way, slashing back with her blade, ignoring the man's armour to concentrate on his face. The knife nicked the skin just below the eye, and Ziyi was relieved to see a blood-red scratch appear. Another reminder that the man she faced was human still, and she'd learned at the academy that all men could be killed.

      She leaped onto the hulk, wrapped her legs around him and hacked down with the knife. The hulk grabbed her wrist, stopping the blade inches from his eye, while his other hand squeezed her throat. Ziyi accepted the pain and ignored it. She focused all her strength into pushing her knife into the hulk’s eye. The blade moved another centimetre closer to the hulk's iris. The pressure on her neck intensified. Both were in a battle to see who's mek was better.

      With a scream, Ziyi rabbit punched the hulk in the face with her free hand, destroying his nose. She hit him again and again. He released her neck to seize her other wrist so she head butted him. Again and again she struck. She didn’t stop. Blood covered her face as she pounded her forehead into his face. She could feel his strength falter.

      Her blade hovered in front of his eye. The hulk's eyes widened, finally full of fear, and she thrust the knife into his brain.

      Ziyi used the hulk's falling body to launch herself across the room as the remaining terrorists opened fire once more. She hit the ground hard and rolled behind a knocked over desk as bullets zipped through the air. She scrambled deeper into the room, wishing to the heavens she had a rifle in her hands. She may have dropped six terrorists but there were still another five quite capable of killing her.

      "I got her! I think I got her!" A young voice shouted as the gunfire died down. "Anyone else see if I got her?"

      "Fuck man," said another, voice quaking with fear and adrenaline. "She's killed over half of us. Ain't seen no one move like that."

      "Shut up Charlie. Can't hear anything over your yammering." The third voice was older, confident, with a New York twang. "Anyone got eyes on her?"

      Ziyi kept crawling, hugging the shadows, aware of time running away from her. In her mind she used the voices of the AFA to pinpoint their positions.

      "There she is," Charlie called out and he let rip another long burst from his assault rifle. Floor tiles, desks and paper shredded under the barrage — all a good twenty feet from where Ziyi actually was.

      "Cease fire! Cease fire!" screamed New York. "No one shoot until I say so. Charlie, John — make your way around. Harry, Bob — you take the other side. Keep your eyes fucking open and only fire if you see her. Wasting bullets on empty space ain't gonna help any of us. Got it?"

      "Roger that."

      "On it, boss."

      Ziyi's stomach clenched. Five against one and everyone had a weapon except her. She moved into a crouch, ready to spring, and filled her lungs with air. Footsteps approached to her left. Closer, closer, closer. The top of a man's head appeared out of the darkness.

      Ziyi screamed for all she was worth and threw herself at the American. He tried to bring an assault rifle to bear on her but she was on him in an instant. She smashed the palm of her hand into her opponent's larynx. She didn't check to see if he was dead, just spun her leg around to swipe his companion’s legs from under him. She grabbed the barrel of his rifle as he fell, ignoring the bullets still pouring out of it and her skin burning on the hot metal. Somewhere, elsewhere, men and women were shouting as she shoved its barrel under the man's chin. It only took a single bullet to punch his brains out the side of his skull.

      Two more down, three left but she had a weapon now. She stood up, rifle in hand. Two Americans were by the far wall, eyes wide in shock and in the centre of the room, gripping a pistol two-handed, was New York. The two dropped down behind some turned over desks so she gave New York a burst from her rifle as he brought his own weapon up. He jerked from side to side as the bullets tore his guts out and punctured his heart and lungs.

      Gun smoke clogged the air as she moved fast, heading over to the last two terrorists, firing as she ran. She didn't expect to do any real damage except force them to keep their heads down until she could close the distance.

      One of the men attempted to get a shot off at her, but Ziyi clipped him with a bullet in the shoulder before he could pull his trigger, then raked another three rounds across his torso. He was still in his death throes when Ziyi reached his friend. He was no more than a kid, all blonde hair and blue eyes, as all-American as you could get. How'd he'd gotten involved with the AFA, the Heavens only knew. He dropped his weapon and raised his hands up in surrender, tears staining his cheeks, clothes soaked in the blood of his fallen comrades, screaming for mercy.

      Ziyi double-tapped him — one in the heart, one in the brain. Mercy was for the innocent.

      She stood, surrounded by the dead, weapon-ready, and scanned the room for any other hostile. Satisfied none were left alive, she headed towards the area her locator showed Xiao.

      A door leading to a second room hid amongst the debris covering the far wall. Outside, neon danced with moonlight on the oil slick waters of Aberdeen Harbour. Further in the darkness, the spaceport on Lamma Island glowed like a lone star.

      Ziyi replaced her rifle's magazine with a full clip, hoping it would be enough for whatever waited for her on the other side. With a deep breath, she kicked the door open.
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      Wing hit the roof of the monorail hard. His bad ankle took most of the impact, smashing more pain through his leg, before he went down onto his arm and shoulder, adding to the battering his body was taking. He rolled to the left and screamed, expecting to tumble off the side of the monorail at any second. Then Song's body was on top of his, covering him. He pressed himself as tight as possible against the cold metal surface, feeling the monorail vibrate through him, with his eyes shut, still convinced he was going to die.

      The police agreed and opened fire en masse from the bridge, and all Wing could do was squeeze his eyes tighter still, praying that none of the bullets would hit them. He felt every impact on the metal, flinched at every ricochet. The sound of breaking windows mixed with the screams of struck passengers, but at least the monorail didn't stop.

      Wing only realised he was still screaming when Song told him he could stop. He praised his eyes open to see the bridge growing smaller in the distance. Wind whipped through his hair as Song lifted herself off him.

      "Told you to trust me," said Song with a smile. "Second time tonight I've saved your life."

      "You're mad," said Wing. He crawled over to the central pillar connecting the car to the overhead rails, and hooked his arms around it, securing himself as tightly as possible. Only then could he bring himself to look at Song. "Fucking insane."

      "You're not dead yet. If we'd stayed up there, we would've been."

      "It was all for nothing though. I lost the jack kit," replied Wing.

      Song's grin grew wider. "No, you didn't." She swung around to show the bag hanging from her back. "Snatched that before I picked you up. Got priorities."

      "I don't believe it. I don't believe you. You're like some super secret agent."

      "Just keeping my wits about me. Nothing more than that."

      "Yeah?" Wing stared at her, trying to see the shy girl he used to work with. "What about the gun? Where'd you get that? Where'd you learn to shoot like that?"

      "My dad taught me to use a gun, ever since I was a little girl. We've always had them around the house. And considering so many people seem intent on killing us, I thought it best to bring one with me." She dropped the smile and gave Wing a look of her own. "You should be thanking me — not interrogating me."

      "I know, I know. It's just... just... the whole world's turned upside down in the last twelve hours."

      Song gently touched his face. "We'll get through this. We just need to find out who's behind it."

      Wing wasn't so confident but he wasn't going to argue the point there and then. He leaned back against the central pillar to catch his breath.

      An hour later, they stood in the darkness of an alleyway, watching the front of the building on level Ninety-Eight, where Wan Chai met Happy Valley. Not as dangerous as being in the heart of the Chai, but a man could still get his throat cut for the change in his pocket if he wasn't careful. Somewhere overhead, the early morning sun chased away the night sky, and a soft golden glow crept along the edge of the starscrapers.

      Wing stifled a yawn and rubbed at the weight gathering under his eyes. "You sure this is the place?"

      "Best love hotel in Hong Kong," replied Song.

      Wing didn't ask how she knew. Didn't want to know how she knew. There was nothing about Song that surprised him anymore - she just wasn't the girl he thought she was. The word Eden sparkled in neon above the door with a naked man and woman entwined next to it. They were characters from a fairy tale or something similar but Wing couldn't place exactly where. It didn't really matter. Only staying free mattered. "We'll be able to jack in there?"

      "They've got a thing called a mind meld room for couples who want to share their thoughts while they have sex. Crazy intimate shit. We can use that to join our minds together while one of us jacks into the system using my kit. It's not perfect but we should be able to start digging around."

      "And we'll have privacy?"

      "You've never been to a love hotel before?"

      Wing didn't bother answering. He was feeling inadequate as it was, without adding further to his shame. There was no need to tell her that he couldn't remember the last time he got laid. It was bad enough his trousers were still damp from earlier. He kept his eyes on the hotel.

      "The room door stays locked for as long as we've got credit. These places don't care who's doing what to whom in there as long as they're getting paid. And they definitely won't ask for any names."

      A granny pushed a cart of durian past the front of the hotel, with a mangy stray dog yapping at her heels. They waited for her to disappear from sight and the street had settled down into silence once more.

      "Let's go," said Song. "And remember to act like you want to have sex with me."

      Wing stood up and slipped his arm around her shoulder, forced a grin to his face. A few hours ago he wouldn't have had to pretend, but the truth was Song scared the crap out of him now. He'd fancied her when she'd been a jack-in nerd like him. Now she was a gun-totting, kung fu assassin, he wasn't sure if he liked her more or less. He just knew if he put a foot wrong, she could easily break his neck.

      His ankle screamed in protest with every step, making his impression of being loved up even harder to maintain. The fall on to the monorail had done some serious damage to it. He hoped it wasn't broken.

      The inside of the hotel was everything Wing expected and more — it had been a long time since the floor had seen a mop and bucket of water and the Heavens only knew what was growing on the various surfaces, an ancient movie poster hung onto one of the walls for dear life and a whisky brand promised a life worth living next to it, and the air stunk of cigarette smoke despite the prominent no-smoking sign. The man behind the reception desk ignored them as they entered, his eyes fixed on a crackly holo-screen playing across the right hand wall, full of the Tsim Sha Tsui bombing. Wing's heart skipped a beat, expecting his own face to appear at any moment.

      "Five hundred yuan for the basic room," said the man without looking at them. "Buys you two hours. A hundred more if you want clean sheets. The management accepts no responsibility for anything that may or may not happen on the premises. Cash only."

      "We want the mind meld room," said Song.

      That got a reaction from the man. Enough to make him look up and cast an eye over the two of them. Wing managed an embarrassed smile in return, no acting required. "That's two thousand. You burn your brains out, that's your fault. You die, we won't notify next of kin — just chuck your bodies out with the trash. Okay?"

      Song nodded. "We know the risks. We've done this before." She placed a wad of used notes on the desk without counting it. In a world of retina banking, Wing hadn't seen that much real money in a long time.

      The man snatched it up, counted it between thumb and forefinger. Satisfied it was all there, it disappeared under the counter and he threw a swipe card down in its place. "End of the corridor, last room on the right. Two hours. You want more, you pay more." His attention drifted back to the bombing. The news station had gotten hold of footage taken from eye cams, replaying the death and destruction from every possible angle. Wing had only watched the events through security camera footage and that had been bad enough. The eye cams took things to a whole new level of horror.

      Song tugged Wing's hand, and gestured down the corridor. He hobbled after her.

      At least the room was cleaner than the rest of the hotel, and the sheets on the bed looked fresh. Wing just had to ignore the smell of stale sweat ingrained into the walls. The space wasn't much bigger than the bed, with a holo-screen on one wall and a curtained off window in the other. A small bathroom was tucked away in a corner, and two head units dangled over the bed. Wing pulled one over and checked the wiring. "This is a real amateur job. No wonder they've been burning people's brains out."

      "Don't worry. I know how to fix them, make them safe." Song delved into her handbag and pulled out a small tool kit.

      "What else have you got in there?" asked Wing. "So far I've seen a gun, cash and a dozen screwdrivers. It's as if you were already prepared for this."

      "Why don't you get showered while I sort these out? Get yourself cleaned up, eh?" She glanced down at his trousers, but enough was said.

      "Yeah, well, right," mumbled Wing as he shambled to the bathroom. He closed the door behind him and slumped down on the toilet seat. He shook his head at his stupidity the last time he'd been in a bathroom, racking up the slice. Madness wanting to get high when his life was in danger. Fucking madness, but he wished he still had some with him. Maybe help make it all easier to deal with. He wouldn't be surprised if the guy at the front desk had some he'd be willing to sell. After all, people who came to love hotels were probably after all sorts of shit. Good job he had no money — and he certainly wasn't going to ask Song for any.

      He peeled off his shirt, threw it in the sink, and looked himself in the mirror. "Fucking idiot," he told his reflection. His skin was every shade of black and blue and he could see burn marks where he'd been tasered. Now wasn't the time to be thinking about getting high.

      His boots took forever to get off, especially manoeuvring the one off his damaged foot little by little. He whimpered each time he jarred the ankle, tears filling his eyes, and he was glad Song was on the other side of the closed door and couldn’t see him being a child. The jeans came off next and joined the shirt in the sink.

      His ankle was a swollen mess of vicious colour — red, purple, black — far worse than any of his other bruises. The lightest touch sent hot knives of pain through him. He hoped it wasn't broken — he didn't need any more problems.

      Taking his clothes with him, he hobbled into the shower, balancing on his good foot and turned on the jets. The warm water blasted the stench of piss and vomit away, along with the dirt and grime of the night's events. He scrubbed the shirt and jeans, washing them as best he could. It'd take them awhile to dry but at least the stink would be gone.

      He almost felt human again when the hot water ran out and intense cold battered the good feelings from him. He quickly turned the jets off and stood shivering in the shower cubicle. He couldn't help but smile at his reflection in the mirror. It just about summed up the way his life was going - the moment he got comfortable, something smacked him in the face.

      The towel was worn and frayed, but did the job of drying him off. Wrapping it around his waist, he opened the door and rejoined Song.

      "I would say you're looking good," she said, "but I think 'cleaner' is nearer the mark."

      "Think I broke my ankle," Wing told her.

      "Come here, let me have a look." Song let the head kits dangle off the bed and made room for Wing to sit down. Her touch was gentle as she probed the injury. "No more basketball for you this season."

      "No shit."

      She ripped a bed sheet into strips and bandaged Wing's ankle as tightly as she could. "Best I can do for now. I know a doctor who'll fix you off the books once we're done here though."

      "And I won't ask how you found him," said Wing. "You got the kit ready?"

      "We won't have any power surges to worry about. Once we link our minds, one of us can jack into the Stream, and we both should be able to ride the current. Start finding out who's behind this madness."

      The head kits didn't look much safer after Song's tampering but Wing had no choice but to trust her. He shifted along to the far side of the bed and took one of the kits in his hand. A short cable separated it from its twin.

      "They're meant to be worn during sex. No real need for more distance than that," said Song, enjoying his discomfort. "I'll try to control myself while we're connected."

      "How much of our minds will we be sharing?"

      "Depends. Just where ever our thoughts take us. Keep your mind on what we need to do, then no more than that. Start thinking about what that bad man did to you when you were four, and I'll know that too."

      "How many times have you done this?"

      "Once or twice. I like sex. Sue me."

      Wing concentrated on the kit in his hands while his heart raced. He liked sex too, but the last time he'd done it was a distant memory, and then nothing kinky. Would Song find that out? Or the drugs, or his obsession with Ziyi? Shit, he'd even masturbated thinking about Song a few times. And now he had to let her into his brain. He'd never be able to look her in the face again. He should've let the cops shoot him after all.

      Song slid next to him. "What you waiting for?"

      "There are things about me. Things I'd rather you didn't know."

      "Then don't think about them. But now's not the time to get shy, whatever's happening out there is more important than me finding out what a freak you really are." She settled her kit over her head, pulling Wing closer. She plugged in the neural points, gave him that look again that dared him not to be a pussy. "Let's do it."

      "Fine," replied Wing. He slipped the kit over his head as he tried to clear his mind of sex, drugs and every other depraved thing he normally thought about. "Who's getting plugged in?"

      "First timer's privilege," said Song. "Lie back, I'll be gentle."

      "Get on with it," sighed Wing. He shut his eyes. Felt the scrape of the plug against the port at the rear of his head. Tried not to flinch when it slipped into place, like an itch deep within his brain. The left temple was connected next, followed by the right. "Tell me when you're going to switch it..."

      Data rushed at him from every direction, threatening to overwhelm his mind, but Wing knew where he was. He fought the initial panic that always came with being plugged in. This was something he was used to. He rode the rush, breathing deeply, controlling it, enjoying it. The data flowed through him, restoring and rebuilding him by the second. The pain from the real world left him, leaving only his virtual self — pure, strong.

      He belonged in the Stream. This was his world. The fear left him for the first time that night.

      He felt a hand slip into his. Song stood beside him. She too glowed with strength and confidence, like a beautiful angel.

      "No one's ever called me an angel before," chuckled Song.

      "What? How?" His thoughts. She could read them. Shit.

      "Don't worry. I'm flattered."

      Her teeth shone as she smiled. Thoughts of sex stirred within Wing.  He needed to think of something quickly. "Where have we hacked into?"

      Song gazed at the streams drifting past. "We're in the public data flows at the moment. We'll not find anything useful. We need to hack into Control's systems first."

      "That'll be impossible. We might as well try and walk to the moon."

      "Everywhere has a back door."

      "A door? Control doesn't..." But, before he could finish the sentence, he saw the faint edges of a doorframe appear. They were just slight variations of the white, easily missed. As he looked at it, the definition became stronger and stronger. The glow of data hummed behind it. "Wow."

      "That's not the only one," said Song, indicating all around them. Doors appeared everywhere. Millions of them. "We can go wherever we need to."

      "Which one should we take?"

      "It doesn't matter. They all lead into Control for now, if that's where you want to go. Once we're in the system, we can swim where ever we need to go."

      "Let's do this," said Wing, wishing he felt braver. He reached for the door handle and then stopped. "Promise me one thing."

      "If I can," replied Song.

      "Get me out of here alive."

      She glanced at the floor again, and did that half-smile thing of hers that always came before a lie, before looking back at him. "We can do this, Wing."

      As scared as ever, Wing opened the door and stepped through.

      The data hit them in another rush, a thousand times more powerful than before. It battered his senses and his mind bulged. Get it together, he told himself. He was in charge of the data, not the other way around.

      Song struggled too, feeding on his own discomfort as well as her own. He pulled her tight, concentrated on her face, and she his, while the storm around them settled.

      "You good?" he asked.

      Song stepped back. "Intense." The flush left her cheeks quickly and she was all business again. Unstoppable. Like Ziyi in many ways.

      She stopped that thought with just a raised eyebrow. "You don't want to go there."

      "Where do we start?"

      She pulled a stream towards her. "Anderson's video demand." It was shot in an anonymous room. At first it was just Anderson and Xiao. The heir was petrified; his eyes bulged and you could see him trying to scream behind the gag in his mouth. He zoomed in, adjusting the lightness and contrast to pick out the details.

      It was only at the end when the camera man pulled back when Ziyi appeared in frame, bound and gagged as well. Wing's heart jumped into his throat. "I can't believe it's her - she'd never let herself be captured. They've faked it somehow." Wing delved into the film, pulling it apart and analysing every detail. "Not CGI either. The film's not been manipulated in any way. That's a real person."

      "You sure it's not her?" asked Song.

      He stared at Ziyi, surrounded by the terrorists. Could it be her? The bio-scans said it was. Everything about her looked right, except something wasn't. "I know her Song — better than anyone. She’s too good to get captured."

      "That's serious surgery if it's not her. Face-changing mek," replied Song.

      Wing stared at her. It was the only option he found believable. "Like the Americans fooling the retina scans." He checked every inch of her, looking for something out of place. Even amongst all the madness that was going, she could take his breath away. If he didn't know better, he'd swear it was her. It was amazing work. "It’s not Ziyi."

      "Who's paying for this? Who's got the skills?" asked Song.

      "They'd need access to her personnel files. That's serious security clearance in itself." Wing manipulated the data stream, pulling more information to him like a fisherman pulls in his nets. "There's no sign of any external breach so there's at least one person on the inside, helping them. I'm pulling up her files. See who's been looking at them."

      He skimmed through her early life, through the start of her career, until he reached the last year. Seven names remained next to her file. Three of those were registered in the last twelve hours, so Wing struck them off.

      He was left with an odd list. Deng, Bao Yu, Chien Hwang - who was the head of Imperial Human Resources, and Rex Rui of all people. What the fuck was he doing looking at her files?

      "Rui. Nasty piece of work," said Song.

      Wing pulled Rui's picture and information up. "He's Xiao best friend - they've been together since they were both children. There's no one more loyal. He'd never betray Xiao."

      "You can say that after tonight?" asked Song.

      Wing watched her absorb all the agent's data. "Can we be sure about anyone?"

      "Then what about Bao Yu? Why's she checking Ziyi out? Why didn't she ask you to look up whatever she needed if it was legit? You were her handler."

      "She's dead. I think she's safe to cross off as a suspect," replied Wing.

      "Did you see a body?"

      "No... but it was all over the news... They killed her when they tried to kill us..."

      Song raised an eyebrow.  She didn't have to question Wing's naivety anymore. He felt stupid enough.

      "Fuck," he said, turning back to the list. "What about Deng?"

      "It could be any of them. All of them."

      "What motive would they have to work with the Americans?"

      "Deng? He's as hard line as they come. Rui? I wouldn't be surprised if he did it for the fun. Maybe they paid Bao Yu? It's not like they pay us enough. They could've..." Song choked back a sob. "Wing. You need to see this."

      "You've found something?"

      "Nothing I was looking for." Song's eyes were filled with tears. "But I was monitoring the news feeds in the background and I saw this." She brought up images from a multitude of news stations. "A nuclear bomb has gone off in Washington. Most of the city's gone. The White House's been wiped from existence. The Governor's dead. The Imperial Government."

      "Shit."

      "We're running out of time, Wing."

      "That's the understatement of the fucking year."
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      Ziyi hit the door with all the strength of her mek, ripping from its hinges and shattering the lock. She threw herself into the room before it had the chance to hit the floor.

      The first thing she saw was Anderson's dead body. The second was Rui standing over the corpse. Xiao nor her double were anywhere to be seen.

      "Hello little sister. You took your time getting here." He grinned, his scar catching a glint of neon. "And look at the state of you. What on earth happened to your ear?"

      "Where's Xiao?" asked Ziyi, fighting a touch of panic. Her locator said he was in the room with her despite the physical evidence to the contrary. "Where is he?"

      "Safe. No thanks to this man." Rui stepped over Anderson's corpse to stand by Ziyi's side. "And, of course, no thanks to you."

      "What?" said Ziyi as the world went black. She toppled to the floor, unable to move to break her fall in any way. Her face smashed into the ground and she lay there on her side, unable to even blink.

      Rui bent down into her line of sight and held a small device in front of her face.

      "This little beauty shuts down all that wonderful mek inside you, turns you into nothing more a glorified paperweight. Another zap would knock you unconscious, but I want you awake for what's next." He leaned in and kissed her lips. "I want you to experience everything. Years of planning are coming to fruition tonight." With Ziyi's assault rifle in his hands, he wandered over to the window and gazed out over the harbour. "Of course, it would have been so much easier if you'd just died earlier in when the flyer crashed or let yourself be arrested. Then we could've let my friends here live a little while longer. Their little distractions would've been useful but I suppose they've already done enough."

      Ziyi struggled, desperate to move, desperate to get back on her feet and attack Rui. The bastard was behind Xiao's kidnapping. And a plan years in the making? How far did the conspiracy go?

      Rui fired a burst through the window, shattering it. Glass fell into the darkness as a wind off the ocean raced in, pulling the heat of the night in with it. He threw the weapon out into the harbour and brushed non-existent dirt from his hands.

      "Little sister, you look so angry," said Rui, moving behind her. "Why, I could fry an egg on your head right now. You really need to learn to relax." He slipped his hands beneath her armpits and hauled her onto her feet. She nearly toppled back down but Rui steadied her. He manoeuvred her from side to side until she tottered on the edge of the window. The wind twisted around her, reminding her of the emptiness waiting outside. A space ship took off on Lamma, the roar of its engines drowning the city until it left the atmosphere.

      Rui stared deep into her eyes, his face only an inch from hers. "I just want you to know I always hated you. So virtuous in everything you did. Always acting like you better than everyone else while you stared all puppy-dog eyed at Xiao. I'm just sorry I can't make you suffer more but, before I let you go, know that Xiao will soon be dead." He leaned closer, until their cheeks touched. His lips brushed her ear. "Goodbye, Ziyi. We have Empires to seize."

      He kissed her on the cheek, and let go. She fell backwards, a dead weight. Her head dropped, and the world tipped upside down. The trash-filled, oil-dark waters churned hungrily below, bashing up against the side of the building.

      She strained every part of herself, begging her body to respond. Faster and faster she dropped with her arms locked to her side. So this is how it ends, she thought, just as she hit the water hard.

      It smashed the air out of her lungs and the sense out of her head. Debris battered her as she went down, the weight of her mek dragging her straight to the bottom, settling amongst the centuries of trash that covered the sea floor. A rusted wire basket, full of empty tins of long forgotten brands, scratched her face. A few bubbles of oxygen drifted from her mouth upwards. As her air left her behind, she wondered how long her mek would remain rusting down in the depths after her flesh had rotted away. Such a dishonourable death. She'd failed Xiao, her family and her empire.

      She closed her mouth to save whatever air she had left, realising only then that she'd moved. She closed her eyes, finding another gem of hope in that small victory.

      It blossomed deep inside as she resumed the battle with her body's paralysis. She concentrated on her extremities — her fingers and toes, seeking any victory, praying with all her heart to her ancestors for help. Frustration mixed with anger and fear as her body refused to cooperate. The edge of her vision crumbled as another bubble of precious oxygen slipped past her lips.

      The pressure in her lungs threatened to burst through her chest. Move, she screamed in her mind. Panic was the only sensation that seemed to exist. She was going to die. More air burst from her lips and she watched them escape to the surface, so far away.

      Rui's face appeared in her mind. Laughing, and so proud of his treachery.  How could they not have seen his real intentions? He'd been Xiao's closest friend and protector since they were children. Now he was going to destroy the glorious Empire. He had to pay.

      Xiao. I'm sorry.

      Darkness beckoned. So comfortable. Time to end the struggle.

      No.

      Ziyi took the reins of her panic, riding it like a wild stallion needing to be tamed. Whatever happened, she'd face it like a true servant of the Emperor, not a frightened schoolgirl. Her fate had been decided long before she'd even been born, and it wasn't to die amongst the trash in the ocean. And, with that thought, her hand moved. First, it was just her index finger. Then her thumb. Finally she moved her whole hand. She could feel sensation in her extremities - something where there'd been nothing. Both hands were back under her control. Her feet.

      She released some more oxygen from her lips to ease the pressure in her chest, wondering with how much life she lost with each fleeing bubble. Ziyi had no idea how long she'd been under water, how much longer she'd left on the clock. She forced her knee upright, turned over on to her front, and pushed herself up off the floor. She crawled like a four hundred pound baby towards the harbour wall, clambering through the garbage. Her fingers curled into the silt as she dragged herself forward another inch.

      Moving didn't get any easier as her body burned whatever air she had left. As more control returned to her body, her energy decreased in equal measure. The water pressed down on her, but she ignored that small, persuasive voice suggesting she stop and give in. It came down to just how much she wanted to live. And by all who'd come before her, Ziyi wanted to live.

      Visibility was non-existent. Two feet at most. The trash around her was her only real guide, growing as she got nearer the harbour's edge. When she could no longer force her way through it, she clambered up over it.

      The pressure in her lungs was beyond anything she'd ever endured. She wanted to scream, releasing all the air she had left — just do anything to ease the pain – but she knew that was death talking, and she concentrated on making one more yard, then another.

      She reached the wall without realising it. Dug her fingers into the concrete to pull herself upright. If not for the mek, she'd have just swum up to the surface but the technology was an anchor holding down. The irony was not lost that the very thing designed to save her life could end up killing her.

      She felt her way along the wall, groping for something she could use to climb out of the water, but she could feel herself beginning to not care. There was a sense of detachment from what was happening, as if she were a casual observer watching a fool stumble along. Give up. Keep going, she told herself in equal measure.

      Her hand hit something. She had to concentrate to work out what it was — a ladder — and even longer to force herself to take hold of it and climb. She'd never been so aware of how difficult it was to think. The murky waters had swamped her brain. Her hand hooked itself around the iron rung, and she pulled herself up so she could do the same to the next one.

      She looked up and saw lights dancing overhead, swaying this way and that with the water. The temptation crossed her mind to just let go and sink back into the comfort of the blackness behind her. It would be so easy to just give up. Release the pressure ripping her lungs apart. Rest.

      The darkness pulled her, so soft and comforting. Rui had won. What was the point? What would she do? The Empire was dead.

      She'd failed. She let go. Drifted back. Time to sleep.

      Time to stop running. Time to stop.

      She felt movement. A tug. A pull. An embrace. Drifting.

      Her head broke through the surface of the water, and Ziyi reeled with shock as the outside world assaulted all her senses. The lights, the sounds, the smells, were all too much for her after the smothered world she'd left below. She gulped air back into her lungs as quickly as she could. In and out, in and out. An arm was wrapped around her, holding her above the water. She had to stop herself from lashing out in a bid to be free. Somewhere she understood they were trying to help her.

      "Take it easy," said a man's voice. "We're nearly safe."

      Ziyi spat water from her mouth and sucked in more air as he pulled her gently to the harbour wall, not sure how she was still alive. She watched the sun creep out over the horizon, chasing the night away. Blood-red streaks danced across the oil slick water as sampans skipped towards the spaceport. Only twelve hours ago, she'd been getting ready to go to the party at the ICBB, dreading another boring function and the unwanted attention that came with it. It seemed like someone else's life.

      "Can you climb?" She saw the man for the first time — African, in his mid-twenties, with a beautiful smile. He looked like an angel. "Can you climb?" He asked again pointing to the ladder next to him.

      "Yes," she replied but if she was honest, she wasn't sure. She'd been too close to death too many times that night and her reserves of strength were all but gone.

      Climbing the three rungs was the hardest thing she'd ever done. Each one a mountain. She felt the man pushing her up, but even with his help, it was too much. He climbed past her eventually and hauled her out of the water like a sack of potatoes.

      Grateful to be on dry land again, she lay on the ground, exhausted. The early morning sun warmed her through her wet clothes, but did little to take away all her aches and pains. The cuts across her body and face, not to mention the gaping wound where her ear had once been, stung with a ferocity that at least told her she was still alive.

      In the distance, another shuttle took off from Lamma. It cut through the sky like a silver bullet, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. The fury of its engines arrived seconds later, a physical force that shook Ziyi to her gut and rattled the windows around her. She envied the people on-board, escaping to the stars. They were enjoying a freedom she'd never experience — the ability to choose one's own destiny. Her life had been mapped out for her almost since before she was born. And she'd failed in that destiny. Failed Xiao.

      She couldn't stop the tears from coming. Great sobs shook her body as she tried to think of a world with him. She didn't care that she was shaming herself in front of the man. It was nothing after what she'd allowed to happen.

      High up from the other side of the harbour, the sound of sirens broke through her thoughts. It took a moment to spot the police flyers darting towards the American's layer. Smoke billowed out from the building above, providing an easy target for them to find. There were only two for now, but Ziyi could hear others in the distance. And the flyers meant ground troops were sure to follow.

      The man sensed it too. "Come on — time to move. I'll take you somewhere safe." He slipped his hands under her arms and pulled her to her feet. Ziyi staggered with the effort, but stayed on her feet with his help. He led her down the pier, their pace no more than a shuffle but at least they were moving.

      Above, the flyers slipped into a holding pattern over the harbour. It wouldn't be long before ground troops arrived.

      "Who are you?"

      "My name is Robert. I saw you fall."

      "Where are we..." said Ziyi but even talking was hard.  "The police..."

      "Not far. Just ahead."

      Ziyi looked up and saw the typhoon shelter and the Floating City. "Not there. Not safe."

      The man smiled. "Safer than here. Safer than the police I think."

      Ziyi was too weak to argue. And what better place to lose oneself than amongst the forgotten refugees of Hong Kong?

      A fence, topped with sprawls of razor wire, cut off any approach from the docks and continued into the water, blocking the entrance from the harbour. Judging from the general decay, no one had been near the wire in decades. Even so, a rusted sign warned that any unauthorised personnel would be shot on sight. Robert was undeterred and punched a code into a very new padlock which secured a gate. It opened with a thunk and he pulled her through before relocking it.

      "This is my home," he explained.

      Fifty levels high, the Floating City swayed and groaned in the water. One illegal construction pilled on another, built out of anything that came to hand. The inner homes swallowed by everything that came after them, sentenced to perpetual darkness by desperate people looking for cheap living on the edge of the world's most expensive real estate.

      It had become a focus for illegal immigrants some seventy years ago. People fleeing the conquered lands, hoping that some of the Empire's wealth would eventually fall into their pockets, headed to the Floating City. Death, disease and crime came with them. By the time the Government reacted, the City was a rabbit warren too hard to invade. The first troops who went in never came out. Nor the second or third.

      Despite that the Emperor, Di Xin, the father of Dao Yu, gave the order on his deathbed that the inhabitants were not to be killed, or the City destroyed, as an act of mercy. The fence went up instead, cutting the City off from the rest of Hong Kong, and any new would-be citizens were stopped from joining with extreme prejudice. Soon the bodies of the dead were piled high enough to stop any other refugee from seeking out the Floating City. Opinion inside the Government was that eventually, cut off from all resources including food and water, the City would die of its own accord, thus not counteracting the Emperor's last command but dealing with the problem all the same. It was to everyone's consternation that the City continued to survive and, though this was never publicly acknowledged, thrive.

      The dock surrounded three sides of the typhoon shelter, but dotted along at various intervals were gangplanks leading into the City. The water itself was filled with every type of refuse; almost to the point the gangplanks seemed unnecessary.

      The gentle hum of generators filled the air and electrical cables dangled everywhere like spider's webs. Ziyi wrinkled her nose as the stench of decay and human waste grew stronger with every step they took.

      The man took her down the first gangplank. The wood was slick with oil and grime, and bent and swayed under their weight, but they made the open doorway. The interior was pitch black, and her eyes took a moment to adjust to the lack of light but Robert didn't wait. He pulled her along with a growing urgency.

      The corridor was barely wide enough for two people but the man kept them moving deeper and deeper into the City. The ceiling brushed Ziyi's head as she advanced down it, passing locked gates protecting closed doors. Spy holes peeked from each one but she didn't get the feeling she was being watched. Every sense told her they were alone.

      They came to a fork and turned left. A crackling light overhead did little except attract flies and mosquitoes, and illuminate the damp staining the walls. The generators created a blanket of white noise all around her as she went deeper and deeper, occasionally interrupted only by the creaks and groans of the City itself as it rolled with the current.

      Ziyi stumbled as exhaustion threatened to overwhelm her. How far would they go before she could curl up and giver her body a chance to recover? She used the wall for support, wondering all the while if it would have been better to face the police outside.

      It took three more turns down the corridor before she saw light in the distance. It was no more than a dirty orange hue that clawed away at the edges of the darkness but light all the same.

      Three more steps further, she saw the cage. "You've got to be kidding," said Ziyi, stopping. She checked behind her, expecting a trap — and finding only an empty corridor.

      "It's just an elevator to the lower levels."

      She allowed Robert to lead her on. He opened the gate and they both climbed inside. It was as basic as it could get — the man pulled a lever and chains stirred to life. The cage dropped with a lurch and slowly moved down level.

      They passed more corridors, all looking more or the less the same — minimal lighting and pipes and wires going in every direction. The sound of air conditioning joined the generator's hum and a faint chill pushed back the humidity from above. The only person Ziyi saw was a little girl, clutching a one-armed bear, who watched the elevator pass for two heart beats before running off into the darkness behind her.

      They were six floors below sea level before they stopped. Ziyi blinked at the sudden brightness from a multitude of lights strung down the corridor. Instead of the dirt and chaos of the other floors, everything was organised and almost clean.

      Robert opened the cage and stepped out into another corridor. A steel door waited for them three turns later. He entered a nineteen-digit code into a combination lock, too quickly for Ziyi to remember the numbers. The door, thick enough to stop a tank blast, swung open, revealing a balcony overlooking a massive chamber.

      The man stepped aside to let Ziyi past, and this time she didn't hesitate. She stared at the room beneath, full of people from every nation, and alleyways of stalls. A cacophony of voices mingled with the rustle of mah-jong tiles and the hiss of kitchen stoves. Dim Sum, Kimchee and Roast Duck filled the air with mouth-watering fragrances, reminding her of how long it had been since she had eaten or drunk anything.

      The cavern spread as far as the eye could see, stretching far from the borders of the Floating City and under Aberdeen itself. She was shocked how it could exist without everyone knowing about it. She couldn't even guess at how many people there were.

      Robert led her down some stairs into the heart of the room. People stopped talking as they approached, dropping their eyes just enough so they could follow the party with their peripheral vision, and once Ziyi and the man had passed by the whispered buzz of excited gossip sparked up behind them. She had no idea if it was because they recognised her or if it was because she looked like death warmed up. At that point she didn't really care.

      Everything seemed to be on sale at the stalls. Crates of chickens squawked away at the feet of a butcher quartering the carcass of a pig. A variety of fish swam around in enormous tanks while crabs sat in boxes of ice. A woman haggled over the price of some children's clothes while next to her a man sold antique clocks. Ziyi couldn't help but stare at everything around her. It could have been any market in the provinces of Empire. So very different from the world she inhabited.

      Holoscreens were spread throughout the hall, with huge crowds surrounding each one. She saw the carnage caused by the bombs across Hong Kong, and also reports from riots in the Zeros caused by her escape earlier. Then the pictures changed. More destruction followed but this time it was overseas. America. A nuclear blast had destroyed the White House and half of Washington. To Ziyi's left, a Western couple cried in each other's arms, wailing about lost family. Seeing their pain so close made it hard to think of them as enemies. They were no different from the victims in TST. Waves of guilt swept over her. In the hours since Xiao had gone missing, chaos had overwhelmed the Empire. Somehow, it felt like it was all her fault.

      Exhaustion rushed over her and she would've fallen if not for Robert's supporting arm. "How much further?" she asked. She needed rest.

      Ten armed men surrounded them before the man could answer.
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      The irony was not lost on Wing that he used to spend his days in the Pod clock-watching, and now time slipped through his fingers far too fast.

      He wanted to scream in frustration as he siphoned through the data stream. There had to be some clues to find. No one was a ghost.

      The news reports mixed into their feeds, adding extra impetus to their work. Beijing was gathering troops to be flown into the States within the next twenty-four hours, and the curfew in the U.S. had been extended from the major cities to cover every urban settlement. Thousands of drones had been launched into the skies to add extra eyes to the CCTV network already in operation, but all they revealed were a frightened population who knew there was worst to come.

      Every now and then, he'd catch sight of another operator trawling the networks, but they all seemed to be searching for the obvious - scanning terrorist channels, and analysing possible targets. A couple of times, he was struck by the absolute certainty that they were searching for him, a reminder if he needed one that he was still wanted in the real world and they'd kill him on sight. His only hope was to discover who was behind the conspiracy.

      Bao Yu was the easiest to cross off the list. Her body was in the morgue. A bullet in her brain. DNA confirmed. Even if she'd been involved, her murder meant at best she'd only have been a lackey — he needed the masterminds.

      They moved onto Rui, flashing through his records quickly, hoping for something to stand out.

      Rui had been born in Harbin, in Heilongjian province, in the same year as Xiao. His father, unnamed, had been a casualty in the Kazakhstan border wars, so Rui had been sent to the Imperial Protection scheme at the age of five. The boy was introduced to Xiao three years later, and the two became the best of friends. The only time they have really been apart was while Rui had his mek inserted. The operations lasted two years. Two years of pain and misery. Wing's own enhancements had taken a mere six months and that had almost been more than he could bear.

      Wing pulled up Ziyi's file and ran a side-by-side comparison of the two agents' enhancements. "Both were operated on simultaneously in a series of matching surgeries. Rui, due to sheer body mass, is stronger and faster than Ziyi. Wait a minute… Rui had one further surgery after Ziyi had completed all hers, but I can’t find any record of what was done," he told Song.

      "Why the secrecy? He's definitely been weaponised," she replied.

      "The surgical team was led by Doctor Win Li. He, and all his staff, were executed a month after the final operations. The death notice was signed by his Imperial Highness, Dao Yu, himself. All were awarded the status of Heroes Of The Empire Eternal."

      Not that would bring them much comfort in the afterlife. He was amazed that they'd all gone willingly to their deaths. Wing had always thought himself a loyal and dutiful servant to the Empire, but he wouldn't have made the sacrifice.

      "I would," said Song. "I'd die for the Emperor."

      Wing wanted to ask if she was joking but he knew through their link she wasn't. Her loyalty shone like a diamond within her. "You're better than me then."

      "I'm not so sure," replied Song. "You don't give yourself enough credit."

      Uncomfortable, Wing turned back to the data. "So much skill and knowledge was lost with Win Li. Mek's still stuck in the dark ages compared to what had been accomplished with Ziyi and Rui. Only the Americans' retina forgeries are of a similar standard to his work."

      "Let's find the mek then."

      "Another needle in a haystack," replied Wing, trying not to let the scale of the task overwhelm him.

      "There are millions of mek centres all over the Empire, mainly doing cosmetic surgeries for the very wealthy. Then there's the back alley operators, the criminal labs - the list's endless," said Song. "But if any of them could do accurate retina forgeries and face swapping, we'd have heard about it by now. Surgery that complicated and cutting edge can't be kept secret."

      Wing shook his head. "But it has. Someone out there is doing it."

      "They'd have to be of Win Li's standard or even better."

      "Maybe someone who trained under him?" Wing pulled up the lists of everyone who'd worked or studied under Win Li as he asked the question. He scanned the names, looking for a possible protégé or colleague who could've carried on the doctor's work. He compared the list against those who'd been executed, only to find there'd been no survivors.

      "There has to be someone still alive," said Song over his shoulder. "What if there's someone listed as dead who wasn't actually executed?"

      "They filmed the executions," replied Wing. "Easy enough to check." He pulled up the footage, watched one after another of the scientists walk into a chamber of poison gas. Not one of them hesitated or had to be coerced. All good citizens of the Empire. There was a face to match every name.

      Win Li was the last. Tears of pride shone in his eyes. "He looks pretty happy for a man who is about to die," said Song.

      "I'd be losing my shit right about then. They'd be dragging me in there..." said Wing as they watched the man step into the chamber. "This is hopeless. We're fucking doomed."

      "We'll be okay," reassured Song. "We crack this and prove our innocence."

      "What if we can't? What if..." he didn't want to finish the thought. They could be holding a gun to his head at that very moment in the love hotel and he'd not know anything about it.

      "Concentrate on what we have to do. What we can do."

      "I know. It's just... I'm no hero. I wish I was brave but I'm not." He watched Win Li take deep breaths of the toxic fumes on the screen. A smile flicked across his face for a second before he collapsed to the ground. "I couldn't die with dignity like that."

      Song rewound the film, peering closer as the event played out again. "No one could. Unless they were drugged perhaps." She replayed it two more times. "Or they knew they weren't really going to die."

      "What?"

      "Why were they gassed? Executions are normally carried out by firing squad."

      "I don't know. It's more humane? Painless? It's not like they were criminals. They were obeying the Emperor's command."

      "But you said it yourself — what a waste of knowledge. There's no one who's even close to Win Li's skills." Song pulled up the footage of the team's burials at a government cemetery near Guangzhou. All closed coffins. "Anyone could be in those. Hell, they could even be empty."

      Wing stared at the procession of coffins walking past an Imperial Honour Guard on a rain-soaked day. "Is this to fool the Emperor or on his orders?"

      Song shook her head. "Everything that's happening is destabilising the Empire. His Majesty can't be behind it."

      "Then who? "

      "It's someone with power.”

      In the film, the Honour Guard fired a salute as the coffins were lowered into the ground. "Shame we can't just dig up the coffins and look inside," said Wing. "But we're a long way from Guangzhou."

      "Odd place for them to be buried."

      "The Mek Centre was there. That's where Ziyi and Rui were operated on. I even had my implants inserted there. Scared the shit out of me when I was younger." Wing caught Song raising an eyebrow. "I told you I'm not a hero."

      "They sent me to Beijing last year to get mine done. I was only nineteen," said Song. "I know how bad it is. Getting your brain cut open isn't like going for a walk in the park." She dragged up the data on the Guangzhou facility. Schematics of the building mixed with video of the exterior and interior, plus satellite feeds crossed with staffing information and even power readings.

      The facility sprawled over twelve acres just to the North of the city. Only four levels were above ground, with the majority of the operation happening below, just in case someone decided to drop a bomb on it. The main levels were so deep that, even if the Arabs hit it with their best nukes, they'd only succeed in rattling the walls in the important areas.

      "Doesn't look like they shut it down after the Win Li executions. Three thousand people work there and still sucking enough energy to power a small city," said Song.

      "But what are they doing now?" asked Wing, almost talking to himself. They worked their way around the facility using the map as a guide, checking out each room and corridor through the CCTV. "A lot of troops guarding something but what?" He panned through several barracks, administration offices, gymnasiums, training grounds, a motor pool and even to the Doctor's old labs, which looked like they hadn't been used in a long time.

      "What's that?" asked Song, pointing to a spot at the heart of the facility.

      Wing zoomed in. "It's just a dead area. They haven't even installed cameras or power to it."

      "A dead area in the middle of the complex?"

      "Doesn't sound right, eh? Why build it if they're not going to use it?" He peered closer at the plans. "Maybe if I..." The data swirled around him, as he quickly checked, and then discarded the information he was uncovering. He was looking for the original construction plans — the only way to uncover a secret was to go back before it had become a secret.

      He dove down streams, pulling at strands, hoping to unravel what was hidden. Song moved in unison with him, swimming by his side, fighting through the current. For a few moments, the real world faded, and Wing felt like a god again with his soul mate next to him. Omnipresent. A master of the world.

      When they found the truth, it was if he'd always known it. The labs, the living quarters, the operating rooms. They found the patients, the experiments, the failures and the successes. The personnel who worked there came next; pictures, profiles, records. They filled in details one by one until the last piece fell into place — Win Li resurrected back into the world, casting aside all aliases and disguises.

      "We have him," whispered Song.

      "We do," confirmed Wing. He watched images on Win Li flick across the screens. Only a few lines around his eyes showed any sign of ageing. "Now to build a timeline. Work out where he's been, and who with," he told the images.

      "And who's behind him," added Song.

      Win Li's whole team were off the books so, to trace their movements all the official people had to be accounted for first and eliminated from the process. The discrepancy of what was left became the trail to follow. Win Li himself barely left the compound but there were plenty of comings and goings from his team, often bringing patients back. Song started another trail of those Win Li had operated on, trying to spread the net wider.

      It wasn't until December of the previous year that Wing hit pay dirt. A familiar face appeared in Guangzhou. Rui. "Like a bad penny."

      "What's he doing there?" asked Song.

      "I wish there was a way of finding out what goes on in Win Li's section but it's impossible." They skimmed through the next few days' data, but there was no sign of Rui.

      "Are they operating on him again? Upgrading his mek?"

      A cold hand squeezed Wing's heart at the thought. "He was already nearly indestructible. If they made him better... shit."

      Seven days passed before Rui reappeared. This time he had Win Li and a small team in tow, accompanied by crates of equipment. They boarded a military flyer and left the facility.

      "Switching to satellite," said Song. They watched the flyer zip across the countryside. "No official flight details logged."

      "Where are they going?"

      The flyer hugged the coastline, moving north. For a moment, Wing thought they were going to head to Taiwan, but the craft didn't deviate from its trajectory. Then it dipped as it approached a mass of light.

      "Shanghai. Figures," said Song as she clicked in closer to avoid losing the flyer amongst all the other air traffic. "If ever there was a place that looked down on the rest of the Empire. They think the universe revolves around them." She nearly lost the small craft a couple of times, but she controlled the feeds like a conductor with an orchestra. She bounced from one feed to another as the flyer darted into the city, keeping with it until it landed at the International Airport. Song and Wing watched the flyer settle just to the edge of one hanger's camera scope. The occupants quickly disembarked with their equipment. They watched Rui and Win Li have one final conversation, shake hands and then go their separate ways. The doctor and his team were driven to a transcontinental plane while Rui was taken off into the Shanghai night. Song tried to follow him but he was quickly swallowed up in the traffic going into the city.

      Win Li's flight proved far easier to follow. It landed in New York's Xi Jinping Airport four hours later.

      "So we've got Rui and the Doctor linked. And Win Li in America," said Wing. "Perfect timing to operate on the terrorists. Can we track them in New York?"

      "I'm trying but most of the city is a wasteland. Only Downtown has decent CCTV coverage. I've got them entering Manhattan but nothing more than that. Just checking hotels and the Government buildings in case they pop up there, but I'm not holding my breath."

      Wing returned his attention to the Guangzhou facility, sifting through the data to see if the Doctor had returned at any point. "Come on, come on," he said to himself, feeling his frustration grow as Win Li failed to reappear. "We're so close. They've got to be somewhere."

      "Rui was back with Xiao two days later," said Song. "Stays on the grid right up until today."

      "And disappears as the world goes to shit." The data continued to swirl around them but Wing could feel the connections drifting away. He grasped at the tendrils of information, but everything was slipping through his fingers.

      He just needed to find Rui. His gut told him he was the key. Hong Kong may have more surveillance cameras than anywhere else in the Empire, apart from Beijing itself, but finding one person amongst fifty-eight million was easier said than done.

      "Anything?" asked Song.

      Wing glanced up. "Nothing. Rui's gone off-grid. I can't trace him anywhere."

      "Think he's dead?"

      "Rui?" Wing shook his head. "Not that guy... He's a survivor, if ever there was one. You'd need an army to stop him or Ziyi, and even then there'd a be a trail of dead bodies to follow."

      "So we find Rui before the world ends." Song pulled more data towards them.

      Somewhere, far away, an alarm sounded.
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      The crowd slunk back as the rag-tag soldiers pointed an array of weapons at Ziyi and her rescuer. Adrenaline surged once more through Ziyi, pushing back some of the tiredness, as she prepared to fight once more. She adjusted her feet, twisting her body into the Welcome Crane position. She scanned the faces of the men around her and saw only hardened killers. Some of their weapons may have belonged in a museum but she had no doubt they knew how to use them.

      "What’re you doing?" shouted Robert. "She's with me. I brought her here."

      "You had no right," replied a woman from behind the men. Two stepped aside to allow a silver-haired lady through. She looked like anyone's grandparent until Ziyi caught the steel in her eyes. "You've endangered us all by doing so."

      "Madame Wu!" Robert dropped to his knees and bowed. "No one knows she's here. No one saw us."

      "Enough. You know the rules. You know the penalties for bringing outsiders here — especially one as famous as the People's Princess."

      "I'm not a princess," replied Ziyi.

      Wu nodded. "Then may I call you Ziyi?"

      "And you are?" asked Ziyi.

      "My name is Madame Wu. I'm responsible for the welfare of all of the City's inhabitants. Please relax — you look like you're in no condition to fight."

      "I..." Before she could say another word, the world turned on its side and slid into darkness.

      Ziyi opened her eyes but immediately closed them again as a bright light shone in her face.

      "Sorry," said Robert and moved a lamp to one side, allowing her to see again.

      Ziyi lay on a bed in small room filled with medical equipment that looked scrounged, stolen or scavenged from around Hong Kong. Some of the apparatus looked like it'd been pulled out of the history books. Her clothes had been removed and replaced with a hospital gown.

      Robert stood beside her, wearing well-worn scrubs, and a mask around his neck. "I'm glad you're awake — you had me worried for a moment."

      "You're a doctor?"

      He gave a slight bow. "I’m indeed. I was on my way back from visiting a patient when I saw you fall from the window."

      Ziyi pushed herself upright and immediately regretted it.

      "Whoa. Take it easy. I've been patching up all your wounds with artificial skin filler but they still need time to set." He held up the tube for her to see. "The repairs aren't what you're used to but they'll do until you can see your own doctors."

      "That may not be possible," said Ziyi, averting her eyes as she lay back down. "My old life is gone now."

      "Can you tell me what happened?" Robert's voice was warm and full of empathy.

      Ziyi sighed. "Terrorists kidnapped Xiao earlier."

      "I know — I saw their demand on TV," replied Robert. “You were their prisoner too.”

      "That wasn’t me on film. I don’t know who it was but it sure wasn’t me."

      “Not you? But how…”

      “I don’t know. I’ve just been trying to free Xiao.”

      "But why you? I mean no disrespect but you're his girlfriend, not the police."

      "The police have been trying to kill or capture me ever since it happened. They're either a part of the conspiracy or they believe I am."

      "Is that how you ended up falling out of a window into the harbour?"

      Ziyi took a deep breath. "I found the terrorists who'd kidnapped Xiao and thought I could free him. I was wrong."

      "Was His Highness there?"

      "No. I found only a traitor helping the terrorists."

      There was no more to be said. Ziyi let sleep claim her once more.

      Robert was reading a book in the corner of the room when she woke again. "How long have I been asleep?"

      He looked up at her hearing her voice, and smiled. "Six hours in total. You should be good to sit up now."

      Ziyi did as instructed and was relieved to feel only a sharp pinch from her stomach wound.

      "Feeling better?" asked Robert.

      "Almost as good as new."

      Robert smiled and nodded at some clothes next to her bed. "For you. We had to cut off what clothes weren't already ruined off you so I could operate. It's just jeans and a black top — nothing fancy I'm afraid."

      "Thank you." Ziyi slipped out of the bed, took the clothes and disappeared behind a curtain to change. "Where are you from originally?" she asked as she dressed.

      "I'm from here, third generation born in the City, but my family's from Rwanda back in the day. Left just before the African War went nuclear. Took them three months to get here. They were throwing the bodies of the dead over the side of the boat every day, by the end."

      "How many died on the journey?" Ziyi returned to the bed and sat down while she put her boots back on. At least they'd survived.

      "My grandparents said three hundred people got on that boat. Less than seventy made it to Hong Kong. Even fewer avoided the camps to reach the City."

      "Was it worth it? For your family to come here?"

      Robert laughed. "If they stayed, they'd have been burnt to a crisp in the nuclear fire storms anyway, so yeah, just to still be alive made it worth it. But they loved living here too, once they got used to it. They got to have kids and grandkids. Everyone always had enough to eat and there was a roof over their heads. Hell, I'm glad they did for sure — otherwise I'd not be around."

      "I'm glad too. Has there been any news about Xiao?"

      "Nothing yet. The situation in America is getting worse. The casualty list from last night's bombings is growing and the terrorists' deadline is still on countdown. And there's a lot of police outside, searching the harbour. They've not come near the City yet but it can only be a matter of time."

      The door opened and Madame Wu entered. "Robert, could you leave us for a moment?" she asked.

      Once they were alone, she pulled a chair to the side of Ziyi's bed. "I see Robert's patched you up."

      "He's been most kind," replied Ziyi.

      "We could hardly let the most famous woman in the world die on us, could we? Especially if what you've told Robert is true."

      Ziyi dropped her eyes. "I believe it is."

      "Then dark days lie ahead for all of us. Especially for us — if the police realise they should be looking for you here."

      "I'm sorry I have brought danger to you."

      Wu waved her hand. "I may crumble but we couldn’t have turned you away. After all, we're only jdoing our duty."

      "Your duty? You've no obligation to the Empire."

      "Why do you assume that? Because I live in a different way to you? Because I don't say an oath of loyalty every day?" Wu stared at Ziyi, daring her to retort. Colour raced to her cheeks. "My people chose to live here in Hong Kong. Their families endured terrible hardships travelling here, so they could have Hong Kong be their home. Surely, if one could measure such a thing, their love is greater than someone who lives here simply down to a by-product of birth?" She pointed at Ziyi. "Or sent here because their job demanded it. We are the Empire as much as anyone else."

      Ziyi bowed her head. "My apologies. I meant no insult. And I'm very grateful for your help."

      "Do you know how many of my people died in the bombings earlier? They didn't touch the rich living in their glorious starscrapers in the clouds. They struck at the poor and the workers instead. They killed them in transport stations while they were on their way home, and in shopping malls while they bought their dinners or clothes for their children. People died who are just statistics to the government. Yes, the attacks provoke outrage and shock, but once the images disappear from their holoscreens will they remember the mother of three killed on the way to her third job? Or the window cleaner who'll never see his son grow up?" Madame Wu paused for a moment so she could calm down.

      "They barely notice us while we are alive. Even less so when we are dead." Wu brushed a speck of dirt from her sleeve. "I'm helping you so you can help and protect my people. After all, the Empire was created to better serve the people, not for the people to serve the Empire. Most seem to have forgotten that distinction today."

      "The Empire has brought peace and prosperity to the world. Everyone has benefitted from its protection and guidance," replied Ziyi, but she couldn't deny the truth of Madame Wu's words. Who at the ICBB cared for anyone other than themselves? Xiao himself lived as far as possible from the citizens who made up the Empire. His home was, after all, at the top of the highest building in the city.

      Madame Wu smiled. "Come now. We've hardly experienced peace. Just because we don't battle over great tracks of land anymore doesn't mean we live in an age of tranquillity. Events of the past twenty-four hours have proved that. Just because we starve India instead of bombing them doesn't mean we are at peace. We've even taken 'our peace' to the stars. The Heavens must be so proud of us that we fight the Arabs even there."

      "How many people live here?" asked Ziyi.

      "About two hundred thousand. It's hard to be precise, as you can imagine," said Madame Wu. "Very few live up-level in the City itself. The structure is as dangerous as it looks. It provides a necessary deception but most live down here, under the harbour where it's safer."

      "The Empire has no idea," replied Ziyi.

      "Oh, it probably does, if it thought enough about it. All those immigrants have to find a home somewhere — whether they are smuggled across the borders or slipped in by boat or even just fail to return from a holiday here. Officially Hong Kong doesn't have any way of supporting them with housing or medical care, food or clothing. It certainly doesn't have jobs for them. We can provide all that."

      "So they find their way here?"

      "Or I find them. Give them a safe place to sleep. A job if they want it."

      Ziyi raised an eye at that and Wu shook her head. "Often the only law broken is the fact they are working without the necessary permits. The truth of the matter is my people keep Hong Kong running. They do the jobs that most of its legal inhabitants don't want to do and wouldn't do. What Chinese person will do manual labour, especially for less than minimum wage? But someone has to cook the food and clean the dishes and mop the floors."

      "So how did you come to be here? In charge? You're Chinese yourself," asked Ziyi. "Surely there's no need for you to live down here."

      "I was born here, as was my mother before me. Her father was one of the first police officers sent in to infiltrate the City."

      Ziyi couldn't stop the surprise showing on her face.

      Wu nodded. "Yes, he didn't die like the outside world thought. He was sent in to arrest a load of foreign barbarians but found people just in search of a better life. He stayed and helped build a home for the people here. This is my home, and one I'm very proud of."

      "And you can get into Aberdeen easily without going through the wire?"

      "Not just Aberdeen. My people work all over Hong Kong and Kowloon, so we need to access everywhere. A steady stream of people coming and going through the fence would hardly go unnoticed, so as we grew down here we've tapped into the MTR network to get around."

      The information stunned Ziyi. "How do you move between levels? Don't the retina scans block off access?"

      "You don't understand. We work everywhere, including the homes of some of the Empire's most wealthy families, in the government and even Police Stations. There are back doors open to us everywhere, where retina scans don't matter."

      "You can go anywhere?"

      Madame Wu nodded. "And I have people everywhere. People who are ignored by nearly everyone around them, seeing everything and reporting back to me."

      "Pardon my intrusion," said Robert as he entered the room. "But there is something you both need to see." He hurried over to a television screen and switched it on, switching to a news channel.

      Xiao's face filled the screen. "... It's been quite the ordeal but I'd like to thank the extraordinary efforts of the police who rescued me just in time. Once again proof we have the very best people in service to the Empire." Camera flashes bathed the Heir as he posed for the cameras.

      Relief flooded Ziyi. "He's alive."

      "Your Highness," called out a reporter. "Will the Empire take action against the American terrorists?"

      The smile faded from Xiao's lips. "What has become apparent is a much firmer hand is needed. Especially with the cowardly nuclear attack in Washington as well. I fully support all actions taken to restore order so far and rest assured - no mercy will be shown to any of those involved either directly or indirectly."

      An aide stepped in front of the cameras but not someone Ziyi recognised. "That is all for now. As you can imagine His Highness needs his rest. Please respect his desire for privacy as he takes time to recover from treatment by the American terrorists. Thank you."

      Xiao placed a hand on his aide’s shoulder. The man stepped aside and Xiao took his place in front of the cameras. “I would like to leave with some good news for everyone. During my ordeal, I had only one regret — that I had not asked my true love to marry me. I want to rectify that now.” He beckoned off-camera.

      All the joy in Ziyi vanished in an instant as she watched him take the hand of a woman who had previously been out of frame. A woman who looked exactly like Ziyi.

      Xiao dropped to one knee. “Choi Ziyi, will you do the honour of becoming my wife — and my future Empress?”

      “I do, your Highness,” replied Ziyi’s double.

      Ziyi stared at the screen as her mind struggled to take in what she was seeing.

      "The one thing I'm sure of," said Robert, "is that wasn't you on the screen."

      She closed her eyes and checked Xiao's GPS locator. It registered him as being in Central but moving. She checked the TV screen again, saw Xiao and the impostor getting into a car, and recognised the street as Queen's Road. "It's the real Xiao though."

      "What's going on?" asked Wu.

      Ziyi sighed, long and deep. She wanted to trust Wu and Robert but they were strangers — not even civilians. She'd broken a million regulations just being there already. She couldn't break any more. But the truth was everyone she normally trusted had turned on her — from Rui to the police — or she'd no way of contacting them — like Wing. The only thing she knew for certain was the conspiracy was far bigger than just a group of terrorists trying to strike a misguided blow for their freedom. She needed help.

      "I'm not Xiao's girlfriend — I'm his bodyguard." Ziyi told them everything over the next twenty minutes, from the initial attacks to Xiao's kidnapping to her relentless pursuit of the terrorists while being attacked herself to Rui's betrayal.

      "But Xiao's safe now — we saw on the news," said Wu. "The plot's failed."

      Ziyi shook her head. "I don't think so. I've got a feeling it's only just begun. Think about it — his best friend, and other bodyguard, is definitely involved. They've replaced me with a perfect replica. The police are involved. The Americans were provided with incredible levels of mek."

      "Perhaps the Americans were never meant to succeed — just pawns to be sacrificed," added Robert. “So they could replace you with someone else — help control him or spy on him.”

      "That would make sense," replied Ziyi. "Xiao is — was — a reformist. He supported self-rule and independence in the Colonies. Attacking him has only harmed the American  cause."

      "But helped the hardliners within the Empire," said Wu. "And now they can keep a closer eye on him going forward."

      "There must be more to it than that — something that I've not seen. Another agenda," said Ziyi.

      "Can't you go to the Residence and confront the impostor?" asked Robert.

      "Not if there's still a kill order out on her," replied Wu. “The real her that is.”

      "Rui thinks he killed her." The doctor looked at Ziyi, seeking confirmation.

      "They want a body — that's why they're still searching the harbour," replied Ziyi.

      "At least they won't dare look here," said Wu. "You can stay here and get your strength back — and plan your next move."

      "I already know what I have to do," said Ziyi. "I must see the First Minister — he's the only one with enough power to help me and save Xiao."

      "How do you know he's not involved?" asked Robert.

      Ziyi shifted in the bed. "He's already the third most powerful man in the Empire — what motive would he have?"

      Wu sighed. "In my experience, men can never have enough power."

      Alarms went off before anyone could say another word.
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      Wing and Song pulled off the headset and fell once more into the real world. The alarm came from somewhere in the building, muffled through the soundproofed walls, but still loud enough to scare the shit out of them.

      "What's going on?" asked Wing. Fear surged within him once more.

      Song pulled her pistol free from her purse. "Wait here," she ordered. She opened the door a crack and peered into the corridor.

      Wing followed. "Is anyone..."

      Bullets ripped apart the doorframe, and Song threw herself back into the room, as she slammed the door shut with her foot. The locks engaged as more rounds pounded into it. "Cops. A lot of cops."

      "What do we do?"

      "Help me block the door with the bed. Maybe we can get out the window in the bathroom."

      "Shit. Shit. Shit." The gunfire had stopped, which wasn't a good sign. Probably meant the police would be setting up charges on the other side of the door to blow their way into the room.

      It wasn't easy moving the bed with his ankle, and Song ended up doing most of the work, but they got it done. It seemed so futile. At any moment Wing expected the door to blow off its hinges. No bed was going to stop a tactical squad intent on entry - he'd seen enough of the bastards at work - but he kept the thought to himself. Once it was in place, he hobbled into the bathroom after Song. He locked that door too - for all the good it would do them. It was only about an inch thick and made of the cheapest wood.

      "Fucking window won't budge," snarled Song through gritted teeth as she tried to force it open.

      Wing stood with his back to the door, heart pounding and panting for breath. "They're going to kill us if we don't get out."

      "No shit." Song stepped back and fired a shot through the glass. Wing flinched at the noise and covered his ears with his hands far too late to stop the ringing. She smashed the rest of the glass out of the frame with the butt of the pistol. "It's clear," she said after a quick glance out of it. "I'll go first. Once I say it okay, you follow. It's a short drop down to the alley."

      "Okay, got it," said Wing, desperately trying not to throw up again. How the fuck was he going to jump anywhere with his ankle?

      Song climbed up onto the sink and pulled herself out onto the window ledge. "We're good. Don't worry we're going to be..."

      The force of the explosion threw her from the window. Wing was hurled into the wall, smacking his head against the tiles. The world spun around him. Blood dribbled from his mouth. He barely noticed the bathroom door dangling from its hinges as smoke filled the room. He choked on the fumes and his eyes stung. Black-clad troopers rush in, safe behind their helmets from the tear gas.

      A boot cracked into his jaw. Another thundered into his stomach. He looked up as a rifle butt came crashing down. Blinding light exploded in every part of Wing's consciousness followed quickly by a wave of blissful darkness.

      Wing was barely aware of something being pulled over his head, a coarse fabric that smothered his face, ensuring the darkness stayed. Arms lifted him up and carried him back through the love hotel, and then out into the street. He was aware of flashing blue and white lights all around him despite the hood.

      Doors opened and he was flung onto a metal floor. His head smacked against the hard surface but he didn't have the strength to try and sit up. A boot kicked him just in case he had any stupid ideas, but he barely noticed. Voices spoke around him but they had no meaning. It was all just noise. His arms were yanked behind him and plexi-cuffs snapped on, biting hard into his skin.

      He sensed movement of some sort. Engine noise. His shattered mind managed to process that information into a realisation he was being driven somewhere. No doubt off to some dark corner to be dealt with out of sight. All the running had been for nothing. He should have let that gweilo throw him off the escalator and saved everyone, especially himself, a lot of pain and trouble. Hopefully someone would just pop a bullet in his brain and end it quickly. But he wasn't going to be that lucky — that much Wing knew. He was fucked. Why had he listened to Song?

      Song. He hoped she'd got away. He may be an idiot who deserved all he got, but not Song. Not Song.

      The vehicle bumped over something in the road, vibrating through his ankle and he groaned in pain.

      "Keep quiet," a voice grunted and emphasised the point with another kick to Wing's gut.

      He had no idea how much time passed, lying on the cold floor, listening to the rumble of the engine. The men didn't speak and their silence only served to unnerve Wing more. Little specks of light crept through the hood and he strained his eyes trying to focus on what the outside world looked like, but to no avail.

      Eventually the vehicle stopped. The guards lifted him by his arms off the floor and bundled him out into a sudden blast of air-conditioning. He shivered as the cold sweat on his body reacted to the change in temperature. They dragged Wing along a silent corridor, his feet occasionally bumping against the ground, sending shards of pain shooting through his ankle each time. Fear gripped him. He tried to fight the building anxiety, stifle the urge to cry and find some reservoir of courage, but he could feel his resistance ebb away as he was taken deeper into the abyss. He was conscious of each breath, greedily sucking in as much air as he could, aware he had only a limited number left. His heart raced and the tang of adrenaline stung his mouth.

      They paused for a moment until the hiss of doors opening beckoned them on. They passed through three more sets of doors until they finally stopped. There was something final in the way door locks engaged.

      The arms holding Wing up suddenly released him and he crashed to the floor. His knees took the full force of the impact against the metal surface and, without use of his arms, his face quickly followed.

      The plexi-cuffs popped open, but before Wing could manoeuvre himself upright, the guards attacked him from every direction with fists and boots. He curled up into the foetal position, covering his head and as much of his body as he could, begging for mercy.

      A foot crunched down on his ankle and Wing screamed for all he was worth. He could feel the bone splintering under the rubber sole. Another boot battered his jaw, silencing his howls. Tears ran down his cheeks, mixed with the blood and spit dribbling from his mouth and soaked into the black cloth that covered his face.

      "Enough," said a voice and the fists stopped raining down on him and the boots stepped back. Wing shivered as he waited for whatever was going to happen next.

      It may have been thirty seconds later or an hour — Wing had no idea — when they hauled him back onto his feet. He nearly collapsed again when he put weight on his shattered ankle, but the arms held him tight. He flinched as a blade popped open. Someone cut this underwear away, leaving him naked.

      The air conditioning added to Wing's woes, cruel in the way it passed over his skin. He tried to cover his modesty but the grip on his arms was unrelenting. A chair scraped across the floor behind him and knocked into the back of his legs as a hand pushed him down. The metal seat sucked even more heat from his skin. The guards strapped his wrists to the side of the chair and clamped his ankles to the legs. His broken ankle protested yet again as the shackle secured it.

      Blind and broken, exposed to everyone, Wing sobbed for mercy. No one responded. Instead, the men stepped away. He heard the door open and close again and the silence smothered him.

      His cries were all that remained in the room, along with the only certainty of death would be coming to call. The only question left was how long he had left to wait.

      Wing prayed to whatever God was out there to come and save him. He didn't deserve to die trussed up and alone in the depths of some government pit. Deleted out of existence without even a body for his parents to mourn. He'd been a good and loyal servant, giving his all in the service of the Emperor. Someone must know he was innocent. It was all some gargantuan mistake. It had to be. He rattled the arm cuffs and screamed in frustration and fear. It wasn't how he wanted to die.

      Eventually the tears dried up and his breathing returned to normal. As each minute passed, the fear subsided a little, leaving him with just the pain as company. His ankle splintered more with the slightest of movements. Blood filled his mouth from loose and broken teeth. His body shivered under the cold air that blasted over him and he could feel the bruises blooming across his skin.

      The doors hissed open and Wing jerked his head towards the sound. "Who's there?"

      Someone walked towards him but said nothing.

      "Please. Is someone there?" said Wing. "Please help me. There's been some sort of dreadful mistake. I haven't done anything. Please."

      The footsteps walked around him in a complete circle before stopping in front of him. Wing flinched, expecting another a fist to his face or a boot in his balls, but his ankle reminded him of how stupid movement of any kind was.

      "I'm just a government employee. I'm loyal. I don't know what anyone thinks I've done but I didn't do it. I'm innocent. Please." Wing's voice cracked with panic as he searched for some magic word that would get him out of there. "Honestly. Whatever it is, I can explain. There's just been a mistake." Silence answered him. The tears came once more. "Please," he sobbed. "I'm a good person."

      Someone whipped the hood off Wing's head and he closed his eyes against the sudden brightness. He hesitated as he opened them again, scared at what might be waiting for him, aware of how naked he was before them. Guards, dressed in the uniform of the Chinese Imperial Army, with their faces covered by black helmets, were stationed in each corner. They were the embodiment of death. Anonymous. Lethal.

      Song was trussed up in the chair next to him, equally naked, with a gag stuffed in her mouth. Her head hung down on her chest with her eyes closed. Blood dripped slowly onto the floor from a wound Wing couldn't see. At least she'd not witnessed his shameful lack of courage.

      Technicians busied themselves with the monitors that covered every wall. They all must have been in the room with him the whole time, silently observing Wing's pitiful display, probably laughing to themselves at his pathetic naked body. Shame stirred inside Wing, fuelling just a little bit of anger but not enough to stoke up any flames of bravery.

      " I...I am innocent... I've done nothing," he protested.

      A hand pushed Wing's head forward and inserted a jack into his brain. It was worse than being electrocuted as his mind splintered into a million little pieces. But no data flooded in for Wing's consciousness to swim in, just white space, smothering him, drowning him, pulling the strands of his mind apart. Nothing but white.

      White.

      And then the world switched itself back on and Wing gasped in relief as coherent thought returned. Normally being jacked in made him feel like a master of the universe but they'd had showed him what it was like to be a slug beneath their heel.

      "Do I have your attention?" whispered a man's voice in his ear.

      Wing wanted to answer but he couldn't find the words. It was if his synapses had been disconnected and nothing was firing. He understood they were watching him and expected an answer, he knew he wanted to agree on some sort of instinctive level but where were the words? He searched the emptiness in his mind. Found something and tried to speak. Drool ran from the corner of his mouth as he moved his lips. "Grrrr....urrgh...yuuugh....Y-yus. Yes." The word snuck out with a feeling of immense relief.

      "You've led us a merry chase tonight, you and your little friend here, but did you think we'd give up? Just let you go?" asked the voice from behind him. Who was it? Wing was too scared to think.

      "I...I..." Again the words wouldn't come. The vocabulary seemed lost in the recesses of his mind. A chill down Wing's spine.

      "Finding it hard to talk?" The voice leaned in closer. "The data stream works both ways. We can either feed in data or we can pull every little bit of information and knowledge from out. It is easier, of course, if you simply tell us what we want to know as it's not a delicate process. Much gets lost as we wade through your brain, hacking and slashing until we find what we want, causing irreversible damage. You'll be a vegetable at the end of it. If you are lucky."

      His words struck home through the fog in Wing's brain. Panic flared up once more and he rattled and pulled against his restraints. He had to get out of there. The plexi-cuffs said otherwise, tightening as he struggled, biting into his skin and crushing the broken bones in his ankle. The fight left him as quickly as it arrived, leaving him panting and sobbing in the chair. His head dropped against his chest.

      A hand lifted Wing's head. "Now we talk. Lie to me and I'll hurt you. Try and play games with me and I'll hurt you. Tell me the truth... well, if you want to survive this with at least some of your brain cells intact, the truth is the only hope you've got."

      A shadow passed his shoulder. A hulk of a man, a man mountain. Wing let out a squeak of shock as he recognised the man. Only hours before, he'd tried to throw Wing off the escalator. He knew then he was going to die without a shadow of a doubt.

      "You've met my associate, Mr Lok, before," said the voice. There was something about it that was familiar. It belonged to someone he knew.

      Lok slapped Wing across the face, splitting his lip, rattling his teeth and breaking his thoughts. A second later, a backhanded blow followed from the other side.

      "Where's Ziyi?" asked the voice.

      "Wha... Where? Ziyi? I... I don't know..." Lok punched Wing's arm before he could say anymore. It was like being hit by a steel club and Wing couldn't stop himself screaming.

      "Is she alive?"

      "I...I...don't..." began Wing. Lok pounded down on his knee.

      "When did you last speak to her?"

      Lok didn't even wait for Wing to attempt an answer before he buried his fist in his stomach.

      "Why are you doing this to me?" screamed Wing.

      "Tell me what I need to know and we'll end your pain," said the voice.

      "I don't know anything. I swear."

      Laughter came from behind him, cold as death. "You thought we wouldn't notice someone hacking into our mainframe?"

      "Please," sobbed Wing. "We were trying to save the Empire!"

      The voice whispered in his ear. "Save it? From what?"

      Tears ran down Wing's face. Snot dribbled from his nose. "Please let me go. I understand what's going on." Lok's eyes were cold and lifeless in front of him but the voice scared him more.

      "Who else is helping you?"

      "Please. No one... I..." replied Wing.

      Lok stepped forward and punched Wing in the face.

      "I don't know anything." He tried looking behind him to see who the voice belonged to, hoping to find some mercy. "Please."

      "Plug him back in," commanded the voice instead.

      Wing screamed. He thrashed around, jerking his head from one side to the other to stop the jack being inserted. Lok punched Wing in the nose. The bone shattered, spraying blood all over his chest and groin, stopping him dead. The jack slipped in with the all-too familiar chunk and Wing tensed, waiting for the white to flood into his brain. Nothing came though, leaving him only with the physical pain of his beaten body.

      "Please, you have to believe me," begged Wing. "I'm innocent. I can explain..."

      The white rushed into his brain, filling every part. His body went into convulsions as he fought to keep hold of his consciousness. And failed. The white chased after every thought, crushing them into nothingness. He may have screamed again, but he had no way of knowing. There was only the white. The colour of death.
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      Ziyi and Robert raced down the tunnel, joining the terrified citizens of the City fleeing before it was too late.

      The police had come in hard. Four assault teams had attacked in four different locations. They blew the doors at each of their entry points, threw in flash-bangs to create even more chaos and then flooded in at speed with maximum aggression, unaware that the top levels were uninhabited. The troops weaved their way through the maze of corridors with infrared goggles attached and lazer scopes.

      Outside flyers swarmed, bathing the Floating City in searchlights, pumping out even more drones in their wake as even more troops had gathered in preparation for a second wave. APCs loitered on the harbour side. Nothing was left to chance.

      Ziyi watched everything happen on a multitude of screens set up in the City's own version of Control — a claustrophobic room with five operators working with ancient monitors, rigged together with a mishmash of wires and cables. Over-worked air-conditioning struggled to keep the temperature on the right side of bearable but the air in the room had long ago passed its best. Wu had brought Ziyi and Robert straight there after the alarms had gone off.

      "They were searching the harbour for a while," said one of the operators, sweat dripping off his brow. "Then they turned their attention on us."

      "They're looking for me," said Ziyi.

      "Looking or tracking?" asked Wu.

      Ziyi's hand drifted towards her lost ear. "I removed their tracker earlier."

      Robert's mouth dropped. "It was in your ear? Shit. You did that to yourself?"

      "I had no choice," replied Ziyi. "Can they reach the lower levels?"

      Wu shook her head. "You saw the blast doors leading to the main hall. It would take more firepower than those troops would normally carry to gain entry. If they even find their way down here."

      Ziyi watched the troops advance, weapons ready to open fire on any hostile target. "Assume they will. Assume they'll do anything to achieve their aims."

      "They're hardly going to call down a missile strike on us," scoffed Wu, but the look on Ziyi's face brought home the reality of the situation. Her hand went to her mouth. "They wouldn't dare."

      "Do you have evacuation protocols? You said there was a way to get out without going through the wire."

      "Two hundred thousand people live here. We can't just abandon our homes."

      "Are you willing to die for them?"

      "Need you ask?"

      "The police are splitting up," said one of the operators, a fresh faced kid who looked like he should still be in school. "Half of them are moving into the upper levels. The rest are heading to the elevator shaft."

      "Another wave's coming in as well," said a second.

      Wu clicked on a microphone. "Attention. Attention. This is Madame Wu. The City is under attack from police forces. We have reason to believe extreme measures will be used against us. Anyone who wishes to evacuate, should do so immediately through the tunnel link. Take only what you can carry. Anyone else who wishes to stay should either report to the armoury or find somewhere safe to wait until things are resolved. May the Heavens watch over us all." She turned off the microphone and took a deep breath. "Robert, you brought Ziyi here, you can get her out. Take whatever she needs from the weapons store and then be off."

      Robert bowed. "I'm sorry. If I'd known..."

      "Hindsight is a luxury none of us have." She turned to Ziyi. "Do whatever you have to save our Empire. Do not let all these lives be lost for nothing."

      "I won't," replied Ziyi. "I pray we can meet again under much happier circumstances."

      Wu smiled. "As do I."

      "Come on." Robert took Ziyi's hand and led her back into the corridor, already filling with panicking people. They had to push against a tide of bodies on their way to the armoury, often jostled back two steps for every one forward. Ziyi didn't think they were going to make it through the press of bodies and was about to suggest abandoning their attempt to just go with the flow and get out of the City with everyone else, when Robert yanked her to one side, down a smaller tunnel.

      More people loitered, filling the cramped space but they weren't frightened evacuees. Instead Ziyi was amongst eager militia, made up of men and women of every nationality, waiting to receive weapons. Some were veteran soldiers, calm and confident in their approach, others were appeared to be new recruits, nervous and scared. All were determined.

      Ziyi and Robert drew plenty of attention as they made their way to the front of the queue but no one said a word of protest.

      A Caucasian man, well over six foot with a thatch of blonde hair swept back into a warrior's knot and with animated tattoos crawling up the muscles of his arms, stood in the doorway. He nodded at Robert as he approached. "Don't normally see you down here, doctor. You come to fight?"

      Robert laughed. "Sorry Nils. I'm definitely not a fighter. Got someone with me who is."

      Nils did a double take when he saw Ziyi and then gave her a mock bow. "Heard you were with us, Princess. Normally I'd think this was even less your thing than it is the good doctor's, but by the look of you, you've already been in the wars plenty."

      "No one wants to fight. But I find it best to be prepared," replied Ziyi.

      The man nodded. "You got that right, Princess. Help yourself to whatever you need inside."

      Before they could step into the armoury, the whole structure shook, quickly followed by a muffled boom of an explosion. Screams broke out amongst the evacuees in the main tunnel as a telephone rang in the weapons room.

      Nils picked up the phone and listened to what could only be bad news. "Roger that. I'll get as many troops up there as quick as I can."

      "What's happened?" asked Robert as Nils put down the phone.

      "Police are trying to blow the main doors to the hall. They're holding for now but the guys aren't confident of them lasting much longer," replied Nils. He clapped his hands. "Come on, move it! Haul some arse. I need two squads to the Hall right now."

      Assault rifles were slapped into waiting hands and troops dashed back out to face whatever came their way.

      Ziyi concentrated on her own needs. There was nothing she could do to help the City's inhabitants except do her best to stay alive and foil Rui's plans. She slipped a Heckler and Koch P127 into a shoulder holster and four spare clips went into its pouches. She strapped a knife onto her wrist, sheathed another along the small of her back and slipped a third into her right boot. Once she had her jacket back on, all the weapons were nicely concealed.

      Another explosion rocked the walls. Dirt and dust fell from the ceiling. "Better get out of here as quick as you can," said Nils. "See you on the other side."

      Robert grasped his hand. "See you on the other side."

      Nils was out the door before another word could be said. His troops followed in his wake. All eager to fight to protect what they believed in.

      It took Ziyi and Robert another five minutes to reach the exit, an old sewerage tunnel, thankfully no longer in use despite the lingering smell, wide enough for five people to travel abreast. The sound of small arms fire echoed along the walls from behind them, punctuated only by the occasional explosion.

      Fear lurked in everyone, young and old alike, illuminated by old florescent lights dotted along the ceiling. Parents reassured their children, encouraging them to keep moving, promising everything would be all right, neither believing the words being said. Men and women shambled along clutching what few possessions they could carry. Some openly cried while others tried to put a braver face on things.

      Ziyi and Robert joined the procession, slipping between as many people as they could to get to the front of the line.

      "I'm sorry to bring this to your people and your home," said Ziyi.

      Robert glanced over at her, smiled. "Not the best idea I've ever had. But no regrets."

      "Thank you."

      A girl in front of them stumbled but Ziyi had her back on her feet before she was trampled underfoot.  "How much further?"

      "Maybe another half mile," replied Robert. "The tunnel comes up in the old fish market — near an old warehouse building. From there, we can easily get back to Central — or further if you prefer."

      An explosion shook the walls. More dirt and dust fell from the ceiling as people all around them screamed. The lights swung back and forth, flickering under the strain but thankfully kept working as they settled once more.

      "I have my duty," replied Ziyi.

      "You're a good person. You don't have to do any of this, you know. You can just run away. Disappear. We'll help you."

      Ziyi looked him in the eyes and could tell he meant every word. "That's not my destiny."

      "Who knows what your destiny is, Ziyi? Just because you were put on a certain path when you were a child doesn't mean you haven't got a say in what happens to you now. You're at a crossroads. You can do whatever you want."

      "Please believe me, I know. I've dreamed of escaping — of being my own person — for most of my life, but to do so would deny my duty, and I couldn't live with that. Xiao needs me. The Empire needs me. Your own people need me. I'll not fail them."

      Robert shook his head. "It's madness but that's why you'll probably succeed."

      Ziyi almost laughed. After everything that had happened, she'd barely managed to stay alive. Success seemed so far away. "Your faith means a lot."

      "You probably would've been better off with the squad of soldiers Madame Wu offered to send with you instead of just me."

      "She needed every man if she's to have any hope of holding the City. She gave me your help — that is enough. Everything else, I must do alone. As I said, it is my destiny."

      "I understand but that doesn't mean I like it."

      The crowd ahead of them had slowed to a snail's pace as the size of the exit had created a bottle neck. Behind them, the sound of gunfire grew more intense, sending more ripples of fear through everyone.

      While Ziyi and Robert waited their turn to climb out of the tunnel, she looked at the scared faces around her. It was hard not to suppress her guilt at bringing it all upon them. She had to remind herself it was Rui and the Americans who were actually responsible — and anyone else who was orchestrating it behind the scenes.

      Another explosion shattered every thought in her mind. A shock wave washed over all of them. Somewhere a light blew up in a shower of sparks and glass, leaving half the tunnel in darkness. Everyone held their breath as they tried to listen to the silence over the ringing in their ears.

      "They're in the tunnels."

      Ziyi thought she'd misheard the cry at first, coming as it did from so far behind them, but there was no mistake as it was taken up all along the line. The packed tunnel surged forward, turning a press of bodies into a crush. Gunfire, no longer muffled, filled whatever space was left, quickly followed by the screams of the injured and dying.

      "We've got to help them," said Ziyi as she drew a pistol and pushed against the oncoming sea of bodies. She might as well have pushed against a wall for all the good it did her, but she had to do something.

      "What're you doing?" shouted Robert in her ear, tugging her back.

      "We've got to help fight," she screamed back at him as they were buffeted back by the panicking refugees.

      "We will help by fighting," replied Robert, gripping her with both hands. "Fighting them outside, not here in the tunnels. Not by dying."

      "Too many have died because of me." The words caught in her throat as the crowd carried them further away from the fighting. Twenty yards, people scrambled up the ladder leading out of the tunnels, all sense of order long since forgotten. Tears welled in Ziyi's eyes. The gun was a deadweight in her hand. "I have to do something."

      "You are, Ziyi. You are."

      "Shit." She couldn't deny he was right. They were playing her still. She holstered the weapon, squashed the guilt and the anger deep within and headed for the ladder.

      The screams and the gunfire grew closer as they climbed and tears fell down Ziyi's cheeks. She swore under all the Heavens the dead would be avenged. She wouldn't forget any of them.

      The ladder came out behind a warehouse in Chengtu Street, a block or two from the harbour. Flyers and drones zipped in and out of the smoke-filled sky above. The sound of roaring flames told them that the City burned. APCS rumbled down the harbour road, sirens wailing, but still the chatter of occasional gunfire could be heard indicating the battle for the City still carried on.

      Once out in the open, it's inhabitants sprinted in every possible direction, eager to put as much distance as they could between their home and the police. Ziyi followed Robert down the side of the warehouse, past scurrying rats and rotten garbage. The darkness of the alleyway provided some security from the eyes above but they both knew they had little time before the drones picked up on the running bodies.

      APCs blocked up the entrance to the Foo Lum Fisherman's Wharf, splashing every surface with blue and white light, so they cut further in until they found a staircase leading up-Level once more. They ran hand-in-hand up the steps, away from the madness.

      They only stopped when they were eight levels up and ten blocks east. Ziyi waited as Robert held onto a wall, fighting for breath, his shirt soaked with sweat.

      "Been a long time since I've run like that," he managed to say. "Happy not to have to do it again if that's okay."

      "I can always leave you here," replied Ziyi, waiting a moment to smile so he knew she was joking.

      "So what's the plan?"

      Ziyi gazed out over the harbour. The City burned with only the Heavens knew how many dead beneath the water. Rui had created Hell on Earth. "We stop this."

    

  




    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            Wing

          

        

      

    

    
      Wing didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. The thought ran through the splinters of his mind as he desperately tried to hold his consciousness together. Swimming through data streams used to make him feel like a god, but now he was no more than an ant underfoot. If only there was something to hold onto, something he could anchor himself. But there was nothing. Nothing.

      With each passing heartbeat, he could feel himself dissolving. Parts of him floated away in the white, lost in the limbo, forgotten. He screamed in desperation - or at least he thought he did, for he had no voice, no mouth. A thought without a body.

      If only he knew what they were looking for. He'd tell them everything, anything, even though he'd done nothing. Perhaps he had but that knowledge had been lost. He didn't even know what he knew anymore. He just didn't want to die.

      Thoughts and memories flashed past him as he fought against the current like a fool trying to stop the ocean. Things long forgotten, mixed with moments that still burned fresh in his mind, sped past. Dissolving into white. Dying lost and alone.

      Wing didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. Didn't want to die. White. Pain. Nothing. Like dust in the wind, his life drifted from him. He'd scream if knew the words to cry out. Stop. He felt the pull and had nothing to fight the tide. Scream. Lost in the white. Just the pressure filling his mind with nothing.

      White.

      The world switched back on. After the white, the room threatened to overwhelm his senses as his mind buckled with the information feeding back into it.

      The interrogation room. Lok with that evil smile of his. The guards with faces hidden behind the black visors -- soulless death.

      "Wh...wh...wh...urgh." He dribbled as he tried to speak.

      A technician walked over to talk to the man behind him. "We have what we need."

      "And?" replied the voice.

      "They discovered Guangzhou and Win Li and Rui's involvement. No more. And there's been no contact with anyone else. We reached them in time."

      "Good. Good. All manageable. Shut down the research station and dispose of both of them."

      "What?" spluttered Wing. "But I don't know anything. Won't say anything." He looked over at Song.

      "Your death hasn't got anything to do with your innocence. It's about containment. Damage control."

      A guard stepped forward, raising his rifle. All Wing's concerns disappeared as he saw his helplessness reflected in the man's black visor. He closed his eyes, tensing, and waited for the shot. He heard a clock tick somewhere. Someone laughed, then hands grabbed him. The neural connector jacks were pulled free. He heard the handcuffs and ankle shackles snap undone before he found the courage to open his eyes again.

      Lok watched at him with a mix of bemusement and disdain. "We're not going to do it here, you fool. The mess you've already made is bad enough. We already have your shit over the floor. We don't need your blood and brains to clean up as well."

      Guards hauled Wing to his feet. His ankle screamed in pain, and Wing screamed with it. With one guard leading the way, they dragged both Song and Wing from the room, leaving the voice and Lok behind.

      Wing shivered in their arms as they marched down the corridor. He didn't care that he was naked and covered in his own faeces when they passed anyone. He didn't care that he sobbed freely in front of everyone. He was a dead man, and any shame would die with him.

      "For fuck's sake," said the guard holding his left arm. "Will you just shut up? Have some balls."

      "He came into the world mewling — might as well leave it the same way," said the guard to Wing's right. "Every coward's right."

      "Leave him alone, boys." The guard in front lifted his visor to let the door lock scan his retina. "He doesn't need you two giving him a hard time before you put a bullet in his brain." The doors popped open and they dragged Song and Wing into an elevator. The guard pressed the button for sub-basement 12 as the others pressed in closely behind.

      "At least I don't have to listen to him much longer. Much less smell him. Haven't seen someone shit themselves like that since that kid last year," said the one of Song's guards. "At least mine's unconscious. Makes it easier."

      "She's a looker too. Maybe we wake her up first and have some fun before we kill her. Send her off with a smile on her face," said another.

      "Thought your style was to fuck 'em only once they were dead," said the lead guard, getting laughs from the rest.

      "You leave her alone," spat Wing.

      "Bit too late to grow some balls, boy," said the guard to his left. "You just worry about yourself."

      As Wing dropped his head again, he noticed the holstered sidearm. The conversation continued above his head. One voice merged into another's. He didn't know who spoke — didn't care.

      "Try not to enjoy yourself too much, eh. We're here to do a job."

      Wing brushed his fingers against the holster. No one noticed.

      "They're both fucking traitors. Don't deserve any sympathy from me. I get told to shoot them, I shoot them."

      "'As the Emperor commands and all that, eh?"

      The elevator shuddered to a halt, the doors opened and the guards resumed their march. They took Wing and Song deeper and deeper into the facility through long, silent corridors. Wing dreaded to think what lay behind the locked doors they passed or which one waited for him.

      He looked at the pistol again. So close. If only he had the courage.

      They stopped at a set of double doors. They hissed open with the sound of a dying gasp. Warmth hit Wing's skin but it didn't bring any comfort. He stuck out his feet in an attempt to halt their entry, but his broken ankle screamed in protest and the guards barely broke stride.

      The room was dark and stunk of burnt flesh. A furnace sat in the far wall, a small flame licking behind a charred grill.

      "No! No! No!" Wing thrashed in the guard's arms, but couldn't break their grip.

      "Don't worry, it's nearly over," said the lead guard as he walked over to the furnace. He pressed a button, and the flames leapt to life as they raised the grill.

      "Please, I'm innocent. Please let me go." Wing slumped forward, and the two guards had to move closer to keep him from falling to the floor.

      "Die like a fucking man," snapped the guard to his left. His pistol brushed Wing's hand as they manhandled him. He stretched out his fingers, wrapped them around the pistol handle.

      "Bring him here," ordered the lead guard.

      As the others stepped forward, Wing yanked his arm free and snatched the pistol from the holster. He tumbled forward, twisting his body as he did so, and pulled the trigger. At such close range, the bullet tore through the guard's stomach. The boom of the gun pounded Wing's ears, but he kept pulling the trigger. He hit the floor hard and swung the gun towards the right-hand guard, pumping bullets all the way. The guard's head snapped back as a bullet took him through the chin.

      Wing rolled over to aim at the lead guard as the soldier raised his rifle. Wing's first shots went wide, ricocheting off the wall and furnace, but he got lucky with the third.

      The other guards had dropped Song and were reaching for their own weapons. Wing had no idea how he managed to get the first shot off. A bullet caught a guard in the chest, dropping him to the floor. The other guard though was faster, and centred his rifle on Wing's forehead.

      Wing shut his eyes, and just squeezed the trigger of his pistol. Again and again. He jerked with each boom of the gun, the noise terrifying. It was only when he heard the click of the hammer hitting an empty chamber, he found the courage to open his eyes again.

      The bullet-riddled corpse of the guard stared back at him. Gun smoke drifted across the room. Blood was everywhere. The roar of the furnace fought to be heard over the ringing in his ears and the pumping of his heart. The rest of the guards lay scattered around. Dead. The fuckers were dead. And he was alive. Holy mother of the Heavens, he was alive.

      Then a guard, slumped against the wall, moved. One hand was pressed against a hole in his chest as he struggled to bring his rifle to bear on Wing with the other.

      Wing screamed in terror, pulled the trigger once, twice, three more times before his mind accepted he was out of bullets. Panic fuelled him as he crawled towards the guard. He had to stop him. Kill him.

      The guard's rifle wobbled towards him as he grasped the man's leg, and crawled up his body, all the while praying that the guard wouldn't fire. He clambered up the guard until he stared at his own reflection in the black glass of the man's visor. He could see his own eyes bulging out, veins popping on his neck. He screamed again, and then smashed his empty pistol into his reflection.

      Screaming obscenities, he pounded the glass, venting all his fear and fury. Spit and blood flew from his mouth as he struck again and again for all his was worth, and only when that was spent, he stopped. He panted for air as dead eyes, surrounded by pulverised flesh, stared back at him through the shattered helmet.

      "I think he's dead," said Song, her voice no more than a whisper.

      "Fuck." He looked at the dead man in his hands, then at Song. "Shit."

      "Didn't know you had it in you," she said, pushing herself upright. Little spots of red freckled her cheek.

      "Neither did I." He sucked air into his lungs, shocked at what he'd done. Shocked that he was still alive. He looked from one corpse to another. Not as shocked as the fucking guards though. Those bastards never saw it coming.

      There was so much blood everywhere. On the floors, on the walls, on him. Virtually every inch of his skin was covered, but for once, none of it was his. His ears rang from the gunfire and cordite burned his nostrils, but he was still alive.

      He sat up and his stomach lurched. He sucked in more air as the room spun around him, and then vomited over the dead man in front of him.

      "Some fucking hero," he said, as he wiped the sick from his mouth.

      "Hey, you did good," said Song. "We're still alive and that's all that counts. Where the hell are we? Last thing I remember is being tasered outside the love hotel."

      "We got picked up by government troops. Hauled in front of someone. I never saw his face. He... they extracted everything from my mind. I thought I was going to end up a vegetable. It was so horrible." His hand strayed to the port at the back of his head but he was too afraid to touch it.

      "What did they want to know?"

      "Wanted to know where Ziyi was. If she was alive. Wanted to know what we'd found out when we hacked in. Who'd we'd told." Wing took a deep breath, still not sure if he could voice what had happened. He looked Song in the eye. "He's behind it. The voice. All of it."

      "And you didn't see who it was?"

      "No. The only one I saw was a man — Lok — who'd tried throwing me off the escalator earlier." Wing shivered at the memory. "But they knew everything already. Rui, the facility at Guangzhou, our innocence." He pulled a water bottle from the dead guard's belt and took a slug from it to wash away the taste of vomit from his mouth. "But it was someone high up. Who else has the power to fake Win Li's death? Keep Guangzhou operating off the books? Get Rui to do all the dirty work?"

      "Shit."

      "What do we do?" Wing stared at Song, surrounded by the dead as the hopelessness of the situation weighed down on him.

      "First things first, we get out of here. Simple as that." Song stood up, wavered on her feet for a moment before she got her balance. Her hand went to her side and came away red with blood. "After I bandage this hole, that is."

      "I didn't do that, did I?" asked Wing.

      "I think we can blame our friends for that." She rummaged through one of the guard's belt kits, found a basic first aid kit, and removed a small tube of skin filler and some bandages.

      Wing watched her patch herself up with a skilled hand. "Do you know what to do with a broken ankle?" he asked.

      "Not much we can do except wrap it tight to limit the movement. Normally I'd tell you to keep your weight off your foot but that's not an option. We need you to walk out of here as normally as possible." She delved into the pouch once more. "Luckily enough we've got this." She held a small vial, with a needle at one end. "Metamorphine Contraine. MTC. The Soldier's Friend. One shot of this and you'll be able to run a marathon with two broken ankles."

      "I'm not going to say no to that." He had to stop himself from grabbing the needle from her hand. He couldn't think of a more perfect time to get high.

      Luckily he didn't have to wait long. Song slammed the needle in his thigh. He squeaked in pain, but the drugs hit his system and suddenly he didn't give a shit. The pain deserted him, chasing away the fear at the same time. A warm glow spread through his body and he could feel all his strength returning. He tried not to watch Song as she dressed his ankle. Flames from the furnace coloured her skin. More endorphins hit his brain as he wondered if he could ever love anyone more.

      "It's the drugs," said Song looking up with a smile.

      "What?"

      "You don't love me. It's just the MTC working. Gives you all these feelings so you will carry on helping your unit, despite your injuries."

      "What?" How'd she know what he was thinking?

      "You're talking out loud. Don't worry. It's the drugs. You'll calm down in a minute."

      "Oh." He'd feel embarrassed again if he didn't feel so damn good.

      "Don't worry about it. But let's get dressed just in case you get any other ideas." Song left him to strip one of the guards of his uniform.

      Wing wobbled over to another corpse and stripped that too. He used another water bottle to wash away the vomit and urine off himself first. It wouldn't matter how good his disguise was, he'd never fool anyone if he stunk of piss.

      Once he was as clean as he was going to get, he quickly dressed. It was good to wear clothes again. Safer. Almost human again. He was still alive. For now. And, as long as Song was with him, he had a chance to stay that way. He fastened up the guard's gun belt around his waist and checked the pouches for more ammunition, or so he told himself. He was happy to see there was a first aid kit on it too, with another vial of MTC. He left it where it was and concentrated on reloading his pistol with a fresh magazine but deep down he knew he was happier having that than the weapon in his hand.

      Song stood before him in her stolen guard's uniform. She gave him a look as if she knew what'd he'd been thinking but she said nothing.

      "What do we do with the bodies?" said Wing.

      "Burn them. It's what they were going to do with us."

      Wing looked at the furnace, shivered despite the heat as he imagined his own body being dropped in there. Could so easily have happened.

      Song dragged the first body over to the opening and he helped her haul it over the edge. The flames took hold of it immediately, almost snatching it from their grasp.

      By the time the third body had gone in, Wing seated with exertion, but the MTC was certainly doing its job well. He felt no pain while his energy levels grew by the second. It was amazing stuff, whatever it was.

      "Hold on a minute," said Song when they reached the last guard. She pulled out a knife and straddled the body.

      "What are you doing?"

      "Retina scan. We won't get ten yards without a secure eye to use." Song removed the man's helmet, revealing an ordinary the man's face, like a million others Wing would pass on the streets. Couldn't have been more than twenty-five. Probably had a wife or a girlfriend who loved him. Parents who were proud of him. Certainly not the face of a monster.

      "Sorry," whispered Wing to the dead man, as Song dug out his right eyeball with the knife. Despite the drugs coursing through his body, Wing nearly threw up again as she pulled it free.

      "Don't wimp out now," said Song as she dropped the eye into a clear plastic bag. Together they picked up the body and dropped it into the flames.

      "I'm not going to. It's just... shit. I'm not trained for this. This spy stuff isn't me."

      "This isn't about training, Wing. You weren't trained when you took out those guards. That was instinct — your sense of survival overriding everything. We do what we must."

      A light went off in Wing's brain. "Why didn't you tell me you were part of the same programme as Ziyi and Rui?"

      At least Song had the decency to look embarrassed.  "Did you find out while we were connected?"

      "No — it was just obvious when I thought about it. You could've told me."

      "How?" she laughed. "Just drop into conversation over coffee one day? 'Pass me the sugar, and by the way, I'm a spy for the Empire.' You were under surveillance as much as the next person."

      "I thought the programme stopped with Ziyi and Rui."

      She gave him that look again that said he was being stupid. "It never stopped. We had to have replacements ready in case either Ziyi or Rui died or were too injured to carry on. But even so, the programme didn't exist just to protect Xiao. A good percentage of the people that work directly with the Emperor, from his chef to the cleaning staff to his driver, are graduates from the programme."

      "Why didn't I know any of this?"

      "You, of all people, should know knowledge is power. Our anonymity is our greatest weapon, and our absolute loyalty to the Emperor is our greatest strength."

      Wing took a deep breath, felt another kick from the MTC and grinned along with it. Whatever was going to happen, he was ready for it. "Let's get the fuck out of here then." All they had to do was walk out one of the most heavily guarded facilities in the Empire.
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      Ziyi watched the sun rise over Hong Kong. Streaks of magenta washed over burnt orange as the sun crept up over the starscrapers. From the Upper Levels, the city looked as beautiful as ever — there was no sign of the mayhem she'd left behind in Aberdeen or the carnage in the Zeros. Sitting in a soft leather chair, surrounded by great works of art, it was almost possible to pretend her life was still as it had been forty-eight hours earlier. If only it were so.

      She'd left Robert two hours earlier at a friend's home in Tin Hau. However, it was better he was elsewhere for whatever happened next. He was a good man but no fighter.

      Her pistol lay on the armrest, her hand on the grip. Still hidden from the morning light, she listened to her heartbeat in the empty room while she waited. She resisted the urge to switch on the news. As much as she wanted to know what happened elsewhere, she didn't want any noise to betray her position.

      The sun had climbed above the starscrapers when she heard the elevator doors open in the corridor outside.

      "Yes, your eminence, your son is safe and well and returned to us." Deng's voice was unmistakable. "The people who took him are all dead. Justice has been done."

      "And you're sure the Americans weren't acting alone?" Dao Yu's voice sounded tired and old over the link.

      "I'm afraid so. The conspiracy has spread deep inside the Government. I was shocked at who we discovered was involved," replied Deng as he entered the room. "My men, however, move in the next few hours against the last of the conspirators. You've my utmost assurances the stain of their treachery will be washed away by sunrise tomorrow." His back was to Ziyi. "We are, of course, keeping an eye on things but at this moment, it would appear the threat is over."

      ""Good. Good. I have complete faith in you, my friend." The Emperor's voice came from Deng's phone. "How is Xiao?"

      "Remarkably well, all things considered. I'm seeing him later and will pass on your best wishes."

      "Until then, my friend."

      "Good night, your eminence," said Deng. He turned as he disconnected the call, a smile on his face.

      "Sir, forgive my intrusion," said Ziyi, stepping out of the shadows.

      Deng jumped with surprise, his smile gone. He clutched his hand to his heart. "Ziyi? What are you doing here? How did you get in here?"

      "I'm sorry if I shocked you. I came in through the side entrance. My retina gave me access."

      "Why aren't you with Xiao? What's wrong?"

      Ziyi bowed her head. "I'm sorry, sir, but I had no idea who else to turn to. Or who I could trust."

      Deng walked over to her, grabbed her by the arm. "What are you talking about? What's happened?"

      "Xiao is still in danger."

      "But I just left you with him. He's safe in the Imperial Palace. I don't understand?"

      "The woman with Xiao isn't me. The woman he’s asked to marry him isn’t me."

      The words knocked Deng back two steps. A sea of emotions played out across his face. "Then who...?"

      "I don't know. I've spent the last twenty-four hours pursuing the Americans while being chased by the police, and when I found them, Rui was with them."

      Deng sat down in Ziyi's chair, looking every bit a frail old man instead of the second most powerful man in the Empire. "Rui?"

      "He confessed to being involved just before he tried to kill me. He thought he'd succeeded."

      "By the Heavens." Deng rubbed his face, trying to bring some colour back to his cheeks. "I thought we'd identified everyone who was involved... I had no idea Rui was one of the traitors. Have you told anyone else?"

      "No sir. I came straight here. You were the only person I knew I could trust."

      Deng straightened in the chair as his former confidence came back. "You did the right thing, Ziyi." He picked up her pistol from the arm rest. "The right thing for me, that is."

      Ziyi flinched as the gun went off and white pain erupted across her stomach. She dropped to one knee, her strength gone. She grasped her stomach as warm blood leaked from her. Even so, she still couldn't believe it when her hand came away stained red. "What?"

      Deng stood up, and dialled a number on his phone. "She's here. Come up."

      "You too?" She stared at Deng, willing the truth not to be so as she applied pressure to her wound.

      " Do you really think anything happens in the Empire without my permission?"

      "But Xiao..."

      "I'm not going to let Xiao's naive views of reform and democracy jeopardise everything I've worked so hard to build. Steps had to be taken."

      Ziyi shook her head. She couldn't believe what she was hearing. "How could you?"

      "Why? For the only reason. For the Empire," said Deng. "Just, unfortunately, not for the Emperor. After tonight, I'll have removed all opposition from the Government, leaving the Emperor isolated from any other influence. Even his son will do what I ask. I have performed a coup in plain sight without anyone the wiser."

      "But how many have died... "

      "How many people?" said Deng. "I don't know. They're just ants to me. Why should I care if some get squashed under foot? None of them matter. I could kill a billion of them, and another billion would scurry along to clear the bodies away, eager take their places. A million died building a wall across China just so it could be seen from the Heavens. Do you think anyone worried about their lives? The foundations of our Empire were built with flesh and bone and blood, and we'll conquer the stars in the same way. As the proverb says: tens of thousands will become ashes when one general achieves his fame."

      "Every life matters," snarled Ziyi. "They are the Empire. They are who we serve."

      "Foolish girl."

      Footsteps entered the room behind her. Deng greeted the newcomer with a smile. "Ah good. You're here. Can I leave our friend here in your capable hands? I'd better return to Xiao's side."

      "Of course, sir. It will be a pleasure." A woman's voice, so familiar.

      "Goodbye, Ziyi," said Deng as he walked past her.

      Ziyi controlled her breathing as she pressed her hand into her wound. The mek would stop the bleeding. She just needed time. Still on her knees, she turned to face the newcomer.

      The air caught in her throat. Shock rippled through her as her own face started back at her. Or rather her face before that night, unscarred and unblemished, hair still long in the perfect Princess cut. It was the woman from the newscast. The doppelganger.

      "Who are you?" she asked her twin.
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      One thing was for sure, the drugs worked. A part of Wing's brain knew his ankle was broken but he as sure as hell didn't care. Song's strapping was holding up, and apart from the occasional wobble he walked normally. The guard's eyeball had opened up the elevator without a problem, and as they climbed up the levels, he couldn't help but believe they were going to make it out alive.

      It hadn't taken too long for them to work out where they were either. They'd stopped the elevator at level One as it seemed as good a place as any to start trying to find their bearings, and the moment the doors opened, Wing recognised Control. They were back where it had all started, in the heart of the Peak. He stepped back, pressing against the wall of the elevator while the MTC dealt with the fear trying to nibble away in his gut.

      Without saying a word, Song pressed the button for level One Eight Eight.

      When the doors closed again, Wing realised he'd been holding his breath. "Shit. We're only in the most heavily guarded place in Hong Kong. We're fucked."

      "We're not," said Song. "We stick to the plan. We're going to walk out of here. Get some help and deal with Deng."

      "Fuck. Fuck. Fuck." They could do it, Wing told himself. Song was right. Nothing had changed. Their disguise was good. He watched the floors zip by on the indicator above the door. The drug surged inside him, reassuring him. "Let's do it."

      The elevator dinged as it arrived on One Eight Eight. They stepped out into the corridor. To the left led to the Pod. To the right was the street. People rushed in every direction, urgency written on all their faces. Buggies zipped past, overloaded with troops and technicians. It looked like the world was preparing for war.

      "Come on." Song marched off towards the street exit, and Wing quickly fell into step behind her, hoping that no one noticed his limp.

      "Captain Raun, please contact Central Command Immediately. Captain Raun contact Central Command," said a woman's voice over the public address system.

      "Think that's one of our guys?" said Wing.

      "Who knows. All we can do is keep moving," replied Song.

      A squad of troopers ran towards them at the double, with rifles clutched tightly to their chests. Wing's hand went to his pistol as his footsteps slowed. He had no idea how they'd found them so quickly but there was no way he'd let them take him alive. Not after the white. He'd rather blow his own brains out than be erased a memory at a time. The Heavens only knew what he'd lost already.

      He watched the troops come closer and closer. The squad leader pointed at Wing. "You there, get out the way."

      He stuttered a step, unsure of what he'd just heard. Song pushed him to the side and they both watched the troops run past.

      "Fuck, Wing. When I saw you go for your gun, I thought you were going to start shooting," said Song.

      "I'm not going to taken alive. Not after what just happened. Fuck that." He started walking again, and this time Song had to follow. He marched down the corridor, ignoring the crunch in his ankle. He was getting out of that place. Let Song worry about Deng. He'd done his part and nearly got killed. It was time for him to disappear, become a ghost. If a fool like Jim could live off the grid, he damn well could too. Maybe head down to Australia or someplace in Europe. Definitely low key. Sit on a beach. Get fit. Get well. Give up the drugs. Eat healthy. Might even quit the cigarettes too. Whatever. He was just getting the fuck out of Hong Kong. Staying alive. That's all that mattered.

      More calls for Captain Raun rang out overhead. No one paid them any heed but Wing picked up the pace. He stumbled as he put too much weight on his broken ankle, but Song had a hand on his elbow to steady him before he fell.

      They passed the changing rooms and Wing could see the doors leading out to the foyer. The street exit lay beyond them. They were nearly home. Just a retina scan stood between them and freedom.

      They stopped by the scanner, and Song flipped her visor up. Wing watched two guards nearby chatting together. His mouth went dry as Song lifted the stolen eyeball up to the scanner and leaned in, pretending to let her own retina be examined. Raun's details came up on the monitor. Wing tried to swallow, and failed. He needed a drink. The doors slid open.

      They were free.

      "Hey," called one of the guards as Song and Wing stepped through the doorway. "Stop."

      They turned to face him as he ran over. Song slipped the visor in place and Wing positioned himself in front of her to allow her to hide the eye.

      "You Captain Raun?" he asked.

      Song nodded but didn't speak.

      "You not hear them paging you all over Control?" asked the guard. "Every couple of minutes they're dinging your name out."

      "We've both got ears. We're not deaf. We have orders to fulfil first," answered Wing, stepping forward. "For the First Minister."

      "But it must be urgent," said the guard. "Perhaps your orders have changed."

      "Do you understand what's going on?" said Wing. "The threat that faces the Empire? We haven't got time to waste on talking to you. Lives depend on us." The MTC raged through him. He could break the guard in half if he had to. He wanted to, in fact. About time he returned some of the hurt inflicted on him.

      The guard stepped back, bowed. "Apologies. I didn't mean to offend or hinder you." He slapped his fist against his chest. "For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      Wing returned the salute. "For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      "He'll call it in," said Song as they exited the building. It was dark outside — they'd lost a whole day captive.

      "Yeah," said Wing, resisting the urge to look back. "We haven't got much time. At least we're outside now. Gives us a chance." They headed west, passing the spot where Wing would normally have his first cigarette after his shift. He could practically taste the nicotine. To say he could do with a smoke was an understatement. Still, they were out. First things first - stay alive.

      "Let's get you to a doctor and get your ankle fixed. I can call in help from there," said Song. "Work out how to deal with Rui — and whoever’s behind it all."

      "I wish we could get in touch with Ziyi. See how she's doing and tell what we know."

      "We'd have heard if they'd caught her. Hopefully she's having more luck than us."

      "Where's your doctor?" Judging by how confident Wing felt, the MTC was still working but his ankle grew more uncomfortable with each step. Pretty soon he'd be immobilised again. He still had another dose of the drug tucked away, but he wanted to keep that safe in case things went to hell again.

      "The other side of the Chai. In Tin Hau. Level One Three Six."

      "We can't walk there. I certainly can't walk there." He looked back down the road at Control, just before it disappeared around a corner. A lot of troops were gathering outside. They had to be looking for the two of them.

      "Don't worry," said Song and stepped out into the road and the on-coming traffic. She held out her hand to an approaching car, her other hand very clearly resting on the grip of her pistol.

      The car stopped. Song walked to the driver's window and tapped on the glass. The woman behind the wheel looked to be in her mid-thirties and already nervous. A child's safety seat was set up in the rear.

      "This your vehicle, ma'am?" asked Song.

      "Yes," replied the driver. "Yes, it is. Have I done something wrong?"

      Song pretended to look at something on her wrist monitor. "I need you to step out of the vehicle."

      "But why?" said the woman. "I don't understand..."

      Song stepped back and pulled her pistol halfway from its holster. "Get out of the vehicle now."

      "Okay." The woman stuck her hands up as she exited the car. Behind her, other drivers hit their horns in frustration at the delay.

      Further down the road, Wing could see a small group of troopers heading their way. At least there weren't any drones looking for them yet. "Song... we don't have much time."

      Song walked the driver over to a signpost. "You're vehicle has been reported stolen. I'm going to cuff you here until a meat wagon can come and pick you up. We're taking your car to the Impound."

      "But... it's not stolen. It's mine," protested the woman as Song cuffed her.

      "So says every thief I've ever arrested. If it's a mistake, headquarters will clean it up." The woman stared open-mouthed as Song slipped behind the wheel. Wing jumped in beside her.

      "Can't believe you did that," said Wing as they drove off. "But they'll be over us like a rash all the same."

      "We're not keeping the car. Just need some distance." She swerved onto the highway, slotting comfortably between two autopilot cars. They moved down level, towards Admiralty. Warning signs reported closed roads ahead due to an undisclosed traffic accident so Song took the next exit and moved through the back streets through Wan Chai. She stopped on Star Street. Even though they were still on the Mid-Levels, the neighbourhood wasn't going to win any awards for cleanliness. "Perfect."

      "What's perfect?" asked Wing.

      "We'll leave car here with the engine still running. It'll be boosted the moment we turn our backs. Some poor kid can joyride it until the cops pick him up."

      "How're we going to get to Tin Hau then? Not sure if I can walk much further."

      "Same way we got this ride." She tapped her helmet. "We're the law. We can do whatever we want."

      "Fuck yeah," said Wing. He flung his door open and stepped out into the street. "I kinda like this." He followed Song down Ship Street to where it met Lockhart Road. It was quieter than it normally was, but after everything that had happened Wing wasn't surprised. At least two cops in full armour wouldn't stick out like a sore thumb. They even got a few grateful nods as they made their way Westward. For a city that hated the police, it was amazing how a few bombs had changed opinion.

      Stealing another car was just as easy the second time. They were in Tin Hau forty minutes after breaking out of Control. They dumped the vehicle overlooking the harbour front and cut three blocks in. Song took them to an old apartment building above an even older cinema. It made her own home look like a millionaire's mansion.

      "Your doctor lives here?" said Wing.

      "What? Not good enough for you?" replied Song. "She doesn't ask any questions. That's all that matters." She pressed the button for an apartment on the eighth floor, removing her helmet for the benefit of the security camera.

      The door was buzzed open and they stepped inside. Wing wasn't sure what he'd been expecting but this wasn't it. He wasn't even sure the elevator would make the eight floors it needed to travel, judging by the creaks and groans and the rust-ridden floor and sides.

      The apartment door was open when they arrived on the right floor and the inside couldn't have contrasted more with the exterior. He'd almost been expecting to meet a man with a saw in his hands and dust all over the floor. Instead a woman with flowing white hair hugged Song in greeting while a tall African man loitered in the background. The surgery was as high tech as anything Wing had seen elsewhere.

      "Wing — this is Lori. Best doctor this side of Beijing. I did a placement with her while I was at the academy. She'll get you up and running in no time," said Song.

      Wing shook the proffered hand, immediately feeling comfortable in the older woman's company. She seemed to glow with positivity. "Pleased to meet you."

      "This is a another student of mine," said Lori, indicating the other man. "He's a doctor too, of a kind. You can trust him implicitly. His name's Robert."

      Wing didn't take Robert's offered hand too readily. He looked at Song, who nodded her okay, before shaking it too. "No offence but I'm not in the most trusting of moods at the moment."

      "Hey. None taken," said Robert. "It's a crazy world out there."

      "Wing's got a busted ankle," said Song. "We need you to reset it ASAP. And I need to use your phone to rustle up some help."

      "The ankle I can fix, but I'm not sure if calling anyone is the best thing for you," replied Lori. "Word's out that you and the boy here have gone rogue. They're offering serious money to anyone who reports you. I know that's not true but I'm not sure you'll get that much trust from anyone else. With Xiao missing, everyone's pretty paranoid."

      "Fuck that shit," shouted Wing. "Do you know what we've fucking been through the last twenty-four hours? Do you? Me, Song and Ziyi are the only innocent people in this fucking Empire as far as I'm concerned. It's every other bastard out there that's guilty from what we've found out."

      "Ziyi? Choi Ziyi?" asked Robert.

      "Yeah. Choi Ziyi. You a fan or something?" said Wing. "Well, the fucking People's Princess is the people's only hope right now."

      "I left her ninety minutes ago on Queen’s Road," replied Robert.

      That shut Wing up. His temper disappeared as quickly as it had flared up. "What? How? She okay?"

      "She was doing all right when I left her. She'd been hurt pretty badly but I fixed her up and got her on her feet. She was going to deal with the Americans when I left her."

      Wing turned to Song. "We've got to go and help her."

      "You're not going anywhere until we get your ankle fixed," she replied. "And ninety minutes? Whatever she found, she's already dealt with it or she'd dead. Rushing over there isn't going to help anyone."

      "We've got to do something," said Wing. "She's our best hope right now."

      "I can help with that," said Robert with a smile. "She's got a phone of mine with her."
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      Blood seeped through Ziyi's fingers as she gritted her teeth against the pain. Gut wounds were always the worst for some reason. The mek will deal with it, she reminded herself. She concentrated instead on the woman in front of her — her identical twin. "Who are you?"

      The other Ziyi gave a nod of her head in greeting. "Rui said you were dead but Deng knew better better. Turns out he was right again."

      "Who the fuck are you?" demand Ziyi. She couldn't find any fault in the other's face that said she was an impostor. Only the voice sounded slightly off.

      The woman chuckled, enjoying Ziyi's discomfort. "Surely you recognise me? I'm you." Her pistol was aimed straight at Ziyi's forehead. "Of course, I'm also the one who's stolen your life and the one who's going to kill you."

      Ziyi smiled to herself. The pain from her wound was no more than a dull ache as her mek dumped catecholamine into her system. Energy flooded through her as her body prepared to fight or flee. "Who are you?" She stood up slowly, keeping her eyes on her opponent. She kept her hand on her wound even though the bleeding had stopped, close to her other pistol still in its holster.

      "I'm upset you haven't worked it out, Ziyi." The woman's voice changed once more, losing Ziyi's inflections. A trace of the Southern provinces took their place. "I know it's been a while but still."

      It was a voice Ziyi knew, of that there was no doubt, but from where?

      The woman tapped her cheek. "Can't get past the face, eh? I don't blame you. It's good — not that I like seeing it in the mirror much. Thankfully it's not permanent. I can be the real me whenever I want." The woman's face — Ziyi's face — twitched. Moved. Under the skin was mek. The nose thinned. Cheekbones raised. Even her eyes grew wider. And a face joined the voice in returning from Ziyi's memories.

      The shock was like being shot again. Older than when she'd last seen her at the academy, all angry after losing the bout, but it was definitely her old friend. "Xi Lin."

      "Glad to see I'm not totally forgotten."

      "Why have you done this? To get revenge against me?"

      Xi Lin laughed at her discomfort. "None of this is about you — putting you through hell and destroying your life was just an added bonus." She circled to Ziyi's left. "Losing to you — losing my eye — just put me on the path that led me here, but it's not why I'm here. Give me some credit."

      "Give credit to a traitor? I don't think so."

      "When this is all over, I won't be a traitor. I'll be one of the greatest heroes the Empire has ever known. I'll be the instrument of the Heavens." Xi Lin stopped, three foot away, almost close enough to touch. Close enough for a head shot to be fatal.

      "By destroying the Empire?" Ziyi's fingers brushed the grip of the pistol still in its shoulder holster.

      "I'm saving the Empire, you fool." Xi Lin snapped. "That fool Xiao was going to destroy everything that his father — and all those who'd gone before — had built."

      "You're insane if you think taking my place will turn Xiao away from his reform policies." Ziyi slipped her hand over the grip, grasped it.

      "We'll see. Now, if you'll turn around and get on your knees, I'll make it quick for you."

      "Fuck you." Ziyi dived to the right, drawing her pistol as she did so, as Xi Lin fired. A bullet flew past, followed by a second as Ziyi snapped a shot back, firing without aiming as she hit the ground and rolled, trying to find cover. A sharp pain slashed across her calf and she knew a bullet had clipped her. She ignored it, kept moving, kept firing. Her mek would only protect her so much — if she got hit by enough bullets, she was as mortal as the next person.

      She took refuge behind a sofa, listened to it absorbed three more rounds, wondering how many more were left in Xi Lin's clip, and how many were left in her own.

      Her ear rang from the gunfire. Where was Xi Lin? Two quick breaths and Ziyi popped up from cover, already firing as she scanned the room for her target.

      She caught movement out of the corner of her eye. There was just enough time to turn before a lamp crashed into her hand, sending her weapon flying. Xi Lin stormed towards her, weapon raised. Ziyi threw herself onto her hands and flipped over towards Xi Lin, lashing out with a kick. Her right boot caught Xi Lin's gun hand just as she pulled the trigger, sending the shot wide. Ziyi pivoted, struck with a rigid hand snake strike to Xi Lin's wrist, and sent the pistol flying. Xi Lin hit back with a lion's claw swipe at Ziyi's face and a knee into her kidney. The two women's traded blows from foot, leg, elbow and fist in a flurry of movement.

      Xi Lin fought at a frightening speed, and judging by the force of each blow, her mek was as extensive as Ziyi's own. It took all the skill she had just to block Xi Lin's attacks.

      Ziyi tried a side kick, only for Xi LIn to catch her foot, and slam her open palm into Ziyi's sternum. The force of the blow threw her halfway across the room. Her lungs refused to work while she struggled to her feet. Xi Lin flew at her, giving her no time to recover. A fist smashed into Ziyi's mouth, a knee struck her hip. She went down hard again as Xi Lin swept her feet from under her, but Ziyi managed to roll clear before her nemesis could drive a knee into her face.

      Back on her feet, Ziyi manoeuvred out of Xi Lin's reach. "You won't find me that easy to kill, Xi Lin."

      "I'm counting on that," smiled Xi Lin. She clenched both fists, and short blades appeared from each of her knuckles. Ziyi'd heard stories of weaponised mek being developed but she'd never seen any until that moment. She didn't want to find out how sharp the knives were.

      Ziyi continued her retreat, scanning the room for her discarded weapon with her periphery vision while keeping her main attention focussed on Xi Lin.

      Xi Lin circled left. She feinted a jab to Ziyi's face, followed through with an uppercut to her ribs. The blades punctured Ziyi's flesh but her mek stopped any further damage. She staggered back but Xi Lin threw herself at Ziyi, slashing again and again with her claws.

      Sweat covered Ziyi's forehead as she struggled to stop Xi Lin's attacks. The woman was a better fighter without her mek blades giving her even more of an advantage.

      Xi Lin got a punch past Ziyi's defence, slicing through the skin on her shoulder. Ziyi threw herself backwards under another slashing swipe and cartwheeled out of the way. Spotting the exit, she dashed for it, barely breaking stride to snatch up her pistol. She didn't stop once she was in the hallway.

      Ziyi sprinted for the stairs at the end of the corridor. She threw herself down the first steps, bouncing down the stairs before she regained her feet and continued on at a sprint into the darkness of the floor below. She needed to seize back the advantage somehow. Find another way to beat Xi Lin.

      Gunshots ripped up the stairs behind her. "Run, Ziyi. Run all you want. You're only delaying the inevitable," shouted Xi Lin from above. "You can die quick. You can die slow. It's up to you."

      Ziyi kept running.

      "Hiding in the dark won't help," Xi Lin called out. "Unlike you, I'd no qualms about giving up my eyes. Not after what you did to me. They didn't just give me your retina — but lots of other goodies too. Motion detectors. Automatic targeting. Eye cameras. And, best of all, infrared. I can see you glowing like a star." To emphasis the point, Xi Lin fired more rounds at Ziyi.

      Ziyi flung herself to the ground at the bark of the gun and skidded down the stairs on her front. The bullets pulverised the wall where her head had once been. She half-fell, half rolled down more stairs, cursing her luck. So much for the shadows giving her some respite.

      Ziyi carried on into one of the main rooms — a conference room of some sort. She raced past the long desk, looking for a place to hide and catch her breath.

      "Hey Ziyi," said Xi Lin. "Gotta ask you something before I kill you. It's about Xiao."

      Ziyi burst through another door to find sunlight streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling windows, almost blinding her. A ledge rang along the side of the building, a foot or so wide. For a moment she considered climbing out and using it as an escape route, but discarded it almost as quickly. Even if it wasn't a hundred and fifty levels above the ground, it'd leave her too exposed and an easy target for Xi Lin to pick off. But that didn't mean it wasn't a good idea to have Xi Lin think she'd gone that way. She smashed her fist through the glass and watched the shards disappear below. She made the hole big enough for her to climb through before retreating into the deep shadows off to the side of the room.

      "So, Ziyi. Here's the question. Was it worth it? Worth all that sacrifice? All the hardship? The loneliness? Because I've seen you on the vids, and I've got to say you never looked happy," said Xi Lin. Her voice drew closer, but the woman, in her confidence, saw no need to rush her pursuit. After all there was nowhere for Ziyi to go.

      With her back against the wall, Ziyi checked her gun. A full mag, thank the Heavens.

      To her left, she heard Xi Lin enter the room, heard her footsteps on the floor. Holding her breath, Ziyi held the HK two-handed. She traced Xi Lin's footsteps in her mind, pinpointing her position on the other side of the wall while wondering how long the thickness of the concrete would hide her own heat signature.

      "And Xiao," continued Xi Lin. "Did you really believe in all that self-righteous nonsense he spouted?"

      Ziyi clenched the pistol grip, fighting the urge to start shooting at Xi Lin. She knew the woman was trying to bait her into doing something foolish, but it didn't make it any easier to listen to.

      "You listening, Ziyi?" Xi Lin approached the window, pistol in hand, ready to fire. "The one thing in his favour though is he's a great fuck. My god, he's the best. He was quite surprised when I approached him. You should have taken your chance, and not gotten all righteous about 'doing your duty'. At least you'd have had some fun in your life." Xi Lin was at the window as she checked the ledge, her back to Ziyi, and Ziyi wasn't going to waste the opportunity.

      "Time to die, bitch." She stepped out of cover, raised the HK pistol and fired. The first bullet hit Xi Lin's left cheek. It wasn't her eye, but a hit was a hit. A spray of blood confirmed the impact. The second and third were both body shots, tightly grouped. One struck under the collarbone, the other just lower on the edge of the right breast. The bullets tore through skin and with enough force to knock XI Lin off her feet.

      Ziyi closed the gap between them, firing as she did do. She was under no illusion the bullets would puncture through the woman's mek but they'd do enough damage to keep her from fighting back. Time enough for Ziyi to get close enough to do the job properly.

      Even with blood poured from multiple entry points, Xi Lin tried to climb back on her feet. She was on her hands and knees when Ziyi kicked her in the head with all the might of her own mek. The woman's head snapped back, flipping her over onto her back and Ziyi straddled her, full of anger and fear, eager to put an end to her enemy's life.

      Xi Lin wasn't going to die easy. She managed to slip past Ziyi's guard and sink a right hook into her side, cutting deep with the knuckle blades. Ziyi took the pain, ignoring it, concentrated on bringing the pistol to bear on Xi Lin's only true weak spot. Her eyes.

      Xi Lin's face morphed as she bucked under Ziyi. Suddenly she found herself staring at her own face once more.

      "We loved the idea of setting you up," Xi Lin snarled, hate burning. "Laughed our arses off he did. Now fucking do it. Do it and prove you've got some balls."

      Ziyi pulled the trigger. It was the easiest thing she'd ever done. The blast from the gun barrel scorched Xi Lin's face — Ziyi's face — and the bullet punched through her right eye. Blood and brain splattered across the floor. There was one last twitch and then Xi Lin was still.

      Ziyi pushed herself off the body. Her heart raced and she gulped lungfuls of air as her mind struggled to accept that she'd won. She looked down at Xi Lin and could only see herself lying there. The famous Ziyi with a bullet through the eye. It could so easily have been really her, lying there. She staggered back. Had to get away. Her stomach churned and spasmed. She made three more steps before she threw up. Her whole body quaked with shock, relief, fear, anger and every other emotion in between.

      Breath by breath, she steadied herself. She still had a job to do. Blood poured from the injuries in her sides and stomach. She bandaged the wounds and sat on the floor while she waited for her mek to do its work. The sun sparkled over Hong Kong and the ocean beyond.

      Anger filled her while she waited. How dare Deng dismiss the lives of the Empire's citizen? Money and status didn't make one worth more than someone without either. She'd witnessed more nobility in the Floating City than she had in all her time with Xiao. Every life was precious.

      Two hours passed before she felt ready to move again. She reloaded the HK, slipped it back into her shoulder holster and got back onto her feet, careful not to reopen her wounds. With one last look at Xi Lin, she headed for the elevator back to the street.

      Ziyi exited the building with a pervading sadness around her. The Heavens only knew what horrors still faced the Empire and what lives would be lost in the process. She stood in the street, and gazed up at the starscrapers overhead, full of their own self-importance and so detached from those that lived below. Highest of all the buildings, the Imperial Residence stood like a modern-day Olympus. Ziyi shivered despite the morning heat.

      "I will save you, Xiao," she promised, a tear running down her cheek.

      Robert's phone vibrated in her jacket pocket.

    

  




    
      
        
          
            28

          

          

      

    

    







            Wing

          

        

      

    

    
      Wing sat in the back of Lori's car, wondering once more what he fuck he was doing. Ziyi, with her one ear and vicious scars across her face, sat in the passenger seat while Song had the wheel. Lori and the other doctor — Robert, or whatever his name was — had stayed behind. It wasn't their battle after all. The stupid thing was Ziyi and Song both given Wing the opportunity to drop out. His ankle might have been fixed but that didn't make him any more of an asset in the coming fight. But he had insisted he came with them, the Heavens only knew why because he sure didn't. Maybe it had been the last of the MTC giving him the courage, but that had long worn off. Now he was just doing his best not to shit his pants.

      At least Ziyi was with them. From his spot in the back of the car, he watched her out of the corner of his eye, amazed at being with her in person. She'd joined them at the Tin Hau safe house, battered and bruised; but that no different from the rest of them. The news about Deng shocked all of them. Had he been the voice behind Wing during his interrogation?

      The debate about what to do was equally fierce. Ziyi was all for just walking into the Imperial Residence.

      "We'll be shot before we get within a hundred yards of the place," Wing had protested.

      "I can get us in," replied Ziyi.

      "What? Just walk in through the front door?" said Wing, not believing what he was hearing.

      "No. There's a hidden entrance on Level Two Ten. It'll open on my retina scan," said Ziyi. "We used to use it to get in and out of the Residence without the press watching and waiting."

      "They'll have shut off any access from that," said Song.

      "Not if they're expecting Xi Lin to return. She had my eyes after all," said Ziyi.

      Song smiled. "Something in our favour at last. Let's do it."

      "Wait. Hold on a minute. We can't just walk in," said Wing. "The place will be crawling with troops — and not just cops — there's going to be some serious meked up, crazy motherfuckers in there. I thought we were just going to save Xiao. Not commit suicide."

      "We have to stop Deng," replied Song.

      "Then let's get a sniper rifle and shoot him from a nice safe distance," he said. "Or let's copy the Americans and just bomb the bastard."

      In the end, Wing had been outvoted two to one — if they'd even put it to the vote. Lori had given them the keys to her car and the three of them had set off for the Residence.

      Ziyi inched forward in her seat as the car turned on to a side street on level Two Ten. "There. You see the red door?" She pointed to a spot half way down the street.

      The door was there all right, squashed between buildings. So were two guards. Wing's mouth went dry and his breathing raced in time with his heart. He couldn't afford another panic attack — he'd shamed himself enough in the last twenty-four hours — but there was a good chance he was in the last minutes of his life.

      "Pull up on the right," said Ziyi. How she was so calm he had no idea.

      Wing held the extra vial of MTC he'd taken from the dead trooper earlier. He wasn't even aware he'd taken it out of his pocket, but there it was all the same. All the courage he needed. As Song parked the car, he stabbed the vial into his thigh. The rush hit him immediately. He gritted his teeth as he tried to ride the wave and stop it from overpowering him. With no injuries to mask, Wing could feel the drugs strengthening every part of him, making him almost bulletproof. He felt sorry for who ever they were going to find in the Residence. They were going to get torn apart when he got his hands on them. They shouldn't have fucked with him.

      He dropped the empty vial into the gutter as he stepped out into the street. Ziyi was already out and headed over to the guards as if she didn't have a care in the world. They recognised her immediately, snapping to attention as they did so. Ziyi returned their salutes by knocking them both to the ground in the time it took to blink. The woman was like a machine in the way she worked.

      Wing and Song ran over and helped dragged the bodies back to the car.

      "They dead?" asked Wing as they loaded them in to the trunk.

      "No," replied Ziyi. "I will not kill anyone if they are only guilty of following orders."

      "Doubt we'll have that luxury inside," replied Song. "Showing mercy could get us killed."

      Wing tried not to laugh. He knew it was the MTC that had him all jacked up but considering all of them wore holsters on their hips and Lori had supplied enough ammunition to make even Song happy, he found talk of mercy just a little bit funny. It'd not stopped either of the women from taking a sword as well. The Heavens only knew what else they'd packed away. "I just want to go on record and say I really don't want to die in there."

      A scowl crossed Ziyi's face. "I'm aware of what we need to do — stopping Deng and saving Xiao is all that matters. I'll do what is necessary."

      "Hey, Wing," said Song. "You can stay with the car if you want. There's no shame in staying behind. We've been trained for this — you haven't."

      Wing marched to the door, ignoring Song, pissed off that she even suggested he drop out. Especially after everything they'd been through. "I've already told you I'm coming with you."

      Ziyi placed her eye over the scanner. The locks disengaged and the door opened. They were about to step inside the elevator when Ziyi suddenly stopped.

      "What's wrong?" asked Wing.

      "I've got strong reading on Xiao's life stats. And his GPS locator," said Ziyi, her eyelids closed, but fluttering.

      "And?" said Song.

      "He's in the Residence, Eastern wing," replied Ziyi. "Life signs are strong... but slightly different from before. His heart rate is slower than normal but healthy."

      "Come on then," said Wing. "They're both here. Let's sort this shit out." He charged into the elevator without waiting for the others. Song exchanged a look with Ziyi and then followed him in. Ziyi was the last to enter.

      "We take Xiao and Deng alive. Anyone else is acceptable collateral damage." Ziyi pressed the button for the top floor. "We move quickly and quietly. Song, you and I will take the lead. Wing, keep back."

      "Why?" asked Wing, bouncing on his toes. "I can..."

      Ziyi held up a hand to silence him. "We need you to be our back up when things go noisy. There'll be a guard on either side of the elevator door. Once we've dealt with them, take one of their assault rifles — and just be ready. Clear?"

      Song drew her sword. ""For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      "For the Emperor. For the Empire," said Ziyi, her blade light in her hand.

      "For the Emperor. For the Empire," said Wing with a sigh.

      The elevator announced its arrival in the Residence with a ping. The doors slid open and Song went left and Ziyi moved to the right. Two bodies slumped to the floor before Wing had exited the elevator. The guards' blood blossomed out from under them like black flowers across the white marble floor. Wing tried not to look as he took a rifle for his own.

      The interior of the Residence was softly lit, giving the impression of a building asleep. Even still, there was no hiding the magnificence of the old colonial building, built when Hong Kong was first lost to an old world power in 1851. He could feel the history seeping from its walls with each step he took.

      Song and Ziyi took off like the Goddesses of Death and War, slipping from shadow to shadow. They slit throats and punctured lungs, pierced hearts and sliced guts. There was nothing for Wing to do except follow the trail of corpses left in their wake.

      As they approached the East wing of the building, the sound of a voice broke the silence. The voice. It stopped him dead in his tracks. It took a second for the drugs to overwhelm the fear. It came from the old study if Wing remembered right.

      "Prepare statements for the press in the morning — with the confessions."

      "Yes, your eminence," said a second voice. Probably Lok. It took all Wing's control not to push past Ziyi and go barging in straight away. The fuckers deserved some payback after what they did to him — what they put him through. He hooked his finger around the trigger of the assault rifle. Couldn't believe how much he wanted to go in shooting.

      Song gave him a look as if she could read his mind "Alive," she whispered.

      Ziyi peered through a crack in the door. She indicated there were two people inside the room with the fingers of her right hand. She sheathed her sword and drew her pistol. Song did likewise. Wing gripped the assault rifle tighter and checked the safety was off.

      Ziyi kicked the door open and they entered with maximum speed and aggression.

      "Put your hands above your heads," ordered Ziyi.

      The First Minister was with Lok, and despite the drugs, Wing felt another tug of fear at seeing the man behind the voice, who so happily tortured and all but killed him earlier. "Don't fucking move! So much as twitch and I'll shoot you, you mother-fuckers," he screamed, pumping himself up.

      Lok merely looked amused. "Do I not move or put my hands in the air?"

      "Don't get fucking wise," said Song, closing in on Lok. She held her pistol in a rock-steady, two-handed grip. The woman had nerves of steel compared to the jitters running through Wing. He just wanted to start shooting and put the bastard down. It was the least the fucker deserved.

      Deng already had his hands up. "Still not dead Agent Choi? I seem to keep underestimating you."

      "Where's Xiao?" demanded Ziyi.

      Deng glanced up. "In his room. Asleep. Safe. Under my control."

      "Fucking bastard," said Wing, taking his eyes off Lok. "It was all your doing in the first place."

      "Ah. Well, yes. That I have to agree with," said Deng. "Just three loose ends to tie up." The First Minister gave the barest of nods to Lok.

      Wing turned his head in time to see Lok lower his hands. The bodyguard clenched his fists, jerked his wrists up and began firing from imbedded guns in his arms. Song went down in the hail of bullets. Her sword flew from her hand as she fell, spinning through the air and clattering into the far corner of the room. Lok pivoted towards Wing, pumping bullets as he moved. Wing pulled his trigger in return, but his shots bounced off the bodyguard's torso, like rain on steel. Still he kept firing, his mind a cocktail of MTC and fear. One of his bullets would put the bastard down.

      Suddenly his legs went from under him. He hit the ground hard, tangling up with Ziyi. She'd slid into the back of him, knocking him to the floor, and behind the cover of a sofa, as rounds zipped past overhead.

      "Keep them busy," said Ziyi. "I'm going to get Xiao."

      "Me? How?" said Wing but she was off and running, through the door and back into the darkness of the Residence, chased every step of the way by Lok's bullets.

      Wing hugged his rifle tight to his chest. He tried to see where Song lay without any luck. But after the way she'd gone down, he knew he couldn't count on her for help this time.

      He should've stayed in the fucking car.

      Lok's guns suddenly went silent.

      "Make sure the boy's dead, then go after Ziyi. No mistakes this time," ordered Deng.

      Wing screwed his eyes shut, cursed himself for not having the sense to run away when he could. He then counted to three, and popped up out of cover, screaming for all his worth as he fired.
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      Ziyi raced up the stairs to Xiao's bedroom. Gunfire roared behind her but her mind was focused on what lay ahead. What had Deng done to Xiao? Drugs? Mek? Whatever it was, she'd deal with it. She just had to get him out of the Residence and out of Deng's hands.

      As she turned into the corridor leading to his bedroom, she saw Xiao appear, half naked, at the door.

      "Ziyi? What's happening?" he shouted.

      "Get inside, your Highness. I've come to rescue you," said Ziyi.

      Xiao stepped back. "Rescue me? I've just been rescued. Where's Deng?"

      Ziyi pushed back into his room and locked the door. "Sir, Deng's behind everything — with Rui. They're staging a coup."

      "What the hell are you talking about?" Xiao staggered back. Shock and horror flashed across his face. "And what the hell happened to you?" He reached out to touch her face. "Those scars. You look dreadful."

      "There's not time now, Sir. You need to get dressed. We've got to get out of here. My friends are covering for us at the moment but I don't know how long they'll last." She could barely hear the gunfight downstairs through the bedroom door but she didn't have too much faith in poor Wing, even if he was jacked up on MTC.

      Xiao turned from her and walked over to the window. He gazed out over the city, glowing against the night sky. Somewhere in the distance, storm clouds gathered. "I love this city," said Xiao.

      "Sir, I'm not sure you understand — your life is in danger if we stay here."

      "Did you know Hong Kong was once the heart of the old Empire? Emperor Huaizong in the Song Dynasty ruled from here in 1276." He pointed over the harbour, as if he had not a care in the world. "He had his court over in Kowloon. Then the British saw this place as their foothold from which to conquer Asia. There's power in this city."

      "Sir, we have to..."

      "Come here, Ziyi. I wanted to show you something," said Xiao, cutting her off.

      She walked over, scared at what Deng had done to the heir. He didn't seem right. She was also painfully aware of the silence falling over the Residence. Someone had won the battle downstairs. She doubted it was Wing. Time was running out.

      Xiao slipped his arm around her shoulder, pulled her close to the window. "Ziyi, you've got to stop calling me 'Sir' or 'Your Highness'. The Heavens know I don't deserve it."

      "We don't have time..." began Ziyi but Xiao smashed her head against the glass. Her legs nearly went from under her, more from shock than pain. Blood poured from her nose and lip as he pummelled her head again into the window. She staggered under the assault. He grabbed her by her hair and flung her across the room.

      She rolled to her feet, ready to protect herself, but with no idea what else to do. What had they done to him? His strength was like pure mek, but Xiao had never had any enhancements.

      "I must admit I didn't think I was going to get this opportunity, little sister," said Xiao.

      "Little sister?" repeated Ziyi. Only one person called her that. Suddenly everything made sense. "Rui."

      The man who looked like Xiao laughed. "Bingo, little sister. Bingo." His face twitched. Bones moved as his features changed, and Xiao became Rui. Even his scar was back.

      "Where's Xiao?" She had to ask, even though the answer was obvious.

      "The real one? Dead. Incinerated. Dust in the wind. Not that the world will ever know. Instead, they'll see me as him, ready to take over from the Emperor — an old man, who won't live forever."

      Rui's words wounded her very soul. She'd failed. Tears threatened but she couldn't give into the despair growing within.

      He laughed, enjoying her discomfort. "Turns out it was rather easy. It was what I was born to do. A gift from my real father."

      "Who...? Deng?"

      He gave her a small bow in acknowledgement. "Tonight has been a long time in the making, little sister," said Rui, adopting a Praying Mantis position. "Since before I was even a glint in his eye. This is my destiny."

      "Not while I'm alive," replied Ziyi. She unsheathed her sword and flowed into Flying Crane, ready for the fight that was to come.

      "Let's fix that," he replied. A blade zipped out from his wrist with the slightest of flicks. "I've always wanted to fight you."

      So Rui had weaponised mek as well as Xi Lin. Ziyi tried not to think about what other enhancements he might have as she stepped back into the centre of the room, away from the furniture. "You'll find I'm not some cheap whore who'll just scratch your face."

      He touched the scar on his cheek and smiled. "We'll see, little sister." Rui raised his sword arm into an overhead Viper strike position.

      Ziyi slipped her left foot back, turning sideways to limit his target opportunity. She brought her own blade up parallel to her face. Filled her lungs with oxygen. Let the adrenaline flood her body. She watched Rui's eyes for the first sign he'd attack.

      There was a slight twitch, a flare of a nostril then Rui leapt forward, screaming in rage. The blade arced down, a streak of silver. Ziyi stepped into the attack, brought her own blade up and steel rang against steel. Rui chopped down three times in quick succession, stepping forward with each blow, but Ziyi blocked the first two, but the last one gashed her arm. She struck next, aiming to slice his stomach from spleen to kidney, only to find Rui's blade in the way.

      They danced across the room, trading blows. She kicked out, trying to swipe his legs from under him but Rui skipped over the move, slashing back as he did so. Ziyi, overextended, cried out as the blade sliced across her back. She spun back around, ignoring the hot wet sensation creeping down her spine, and circled once more, watching Rui.

      "Does that smart, little sister?" said Rui, grinning like a wolf. "Come let's end this charade once and for all. Let me put you out of your misery." He attacked low, cutting her stomach before she could leap out of the way. It was deep, right down to the mek, and more blood flowed.

      "Three points to me," said Rui.

      Ziyi let her blade reply for her, darting in and nicking Rui's thigh before he could move way. She smiled as he smeared blood over his trouser leg checking the wound.

      "Just another whore's claw," he said. He ran at her, face contorted in anger and launched into a flying crane strike. Ziyi swatted his blade to one side as he passed, and kicked out, knocking him into a mahogany side table, shattering a ten thousand year old vase in the process.

      He was back on his feet in an instant.

      After another flurry of strikes, Rui stepped back, breathing heavily, and pulled out a small, square device from his pocket. "Wasn't going to use Win Li's gift, but you've not got the sense to die quickly."

      Ziyi felt a shiver run down her spine. She hadn't forgotten the paralysis Rui had inflicted on her in Aberdeen. All it had taken was one touch. Rui smiled, as if he were reading her mind.

      Her shifu had told her that you could discover everything there was to know about a person in the way they fight. Ziyi's weakness had always been her fear of failure driving her commitment to perfection. Xi Lin had been all fury, her desire to destroy overriding everything else. Rui's weakness was his confidence. He believed everyone else was beneath him. He didn't dedicate hours a day to training like Ziyi did, because he didn't think he had too. He'd won every fight he'd ever had quickly, with precise brutality. But, with every second the fight went on, with every blow blocked and with each failed hit, Ziyi could see that confidence crumble. His need of the device was merely proof of that.

      However, Ziyi was different too. There was no longer any fear of failing Xiao or letting down the Empire. Rui had freed her of that. Her reluctance to take lives was gone. Justice demanded she kill him -- her own survival no longer mattered.

      He attacked again, first with the blade, and followed in with the device. She blocked high with her forearm, jabbed back with her elbow. She stamped down on his foot, and struck two rapid blows to his stomach. Mek hit mek, neither showing any weakness.

      They locked blades, sliding together until their fists touched and their noses brushed against each other. The blades strained against each other's just below their chins. She could feel his breath on her cheek.

      She held the wrist of his other hand as he tried to press the device against her skin. "All over, little sister," he grunted as the device neared her neck.

      Ziyi dropped her sword. The sudden lack of resistance threw Rui off balance. His blade sliced into her neck but she pulled the device away from her skin. With her free hand, she plunged her finger deep into Rui's eye.

      He had time for one gasp of surprise before he died.

      "For the Emperor. For the Empire." Ziyi staggered back, clutching the cut on her neck. It was too deep for her mek to handle. Blood poured through her fingers as she applied pressure to the wound. Her other hand fumbled at the pouches on her belt. She needed the filler. She gulped air, already feeling weak. She found ammo clips in the first pouch, dropped those. She sank to one knee as she opened the next pouch.

      The tube was in the third one. Her fingers fumbled with the lid as more precious blood ran down her neck. Rui's corpse watched her with its one eye, watched her drop the tube. She wheezed as air failed to fill her lungs.

      She fell backwards. Blackness filled her vision. At least she'd avenged Xiao and ruined Deng's plans. There was still Xiao's sister to take his place. The Empire would endure. She could hear A Swallow's Dream play somewhere in the distance. It seemed apt music to die to. Almost a good death. Her eyes fluttered. Almost.
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      The Norinco Standard Assault Rifle fired ninety rounds a second. Its magazine contained one hundred and fifty rounds in a dual-chambered clip. A lot of bullets will kill a man very quickly when the weapon is fired in full automatic mode. Wing found out though it wasn't enough.

      It didn't help that he didn't aim the weapon when he fired. He just sprayed the room as he came out of cover, screaming his drug-induced rage. Five rounds hit Lok across his upper torso but all were surface wounds. A lot of blood and some discomfort, but none of the rounds pierced his mek.

      Wing shredded furniture and destroyed ornaments as he switched targets from Lok to Deng. One bullet clipped the First Minister's shoulder, spinning him around, before Wing herd the sickening sound of the hammer falling on an empty chamber. In his mind's eye, he saw the extra mags still on the dead guard's belt, lying by the elevator door. You fucking idiot, he chided himself as Lok raced towards him. The bodyguard swatted the rifle from his hands without breaking stride, grabbed Wing by the throat and threw Wing into a mirror hanging on the far wall.

      Wing crumpled to the floor with his hands covering his head as shards of glass rained down with him. Feeling no pain, he jumped back onto his feet, fuelled by MTC, just in time for Lok to ram a fist into his gut. Doubling over, he puked over Lok's boots. Another blow to the back of his head sent him sprawling.

      The bastard wasn't going to get the better of him again. Wing flipped over onto his back and aimed a kick at Lok's crotch. The bodyguard twisted his leg to block it easily before dropping his knee into Wing's chest. He screamed in rage. He wrapped his arms around Lok's leg and buried his teeth into the calf. The tang of blood filled his mouth, but at least for once, it wasn't his blood. Lok hollered and shook his leg, trying to dislodge Wing, but he held on like a rabid dog. Another punch to the back of his head knocked him loose and Lok smashed a fist into his chest for good measure. Bones shattered but Wing didn't fucking care. He'd taken enough shit off the bastard already.

      He ignored the punches raining down on him, ignored the sound that told him that Lok had twisted his arm out of its socket. Let the fucker have it. With his good hand, he went for the pistol on his hip.

      Lok lifted him off the floor once more, screaming pain and death into his face. Wing just laughed. Laughed with the sheer bloody madness of it all. He rammed the pistol into Lok's groin and pulled the trigger. The man might be all fucking mek everywhere else, but Wing was willing to bet his life he’d left that untouched.

      Lok dropped him, hands clamped to his groin, desperately failing to stop the blood pumping out. It was the funniest thing Wing had ever seen. He wobbled to his feet, left arm dangling, crippled and broken, leaking enough blood of his own to be a concern on any other day but then. "Ha ha, you fucker. Think you're so fucking special. Well I got you. I got you good and fucking proper. Should have killed me when you had the chance." He spat blood and phlegm over Lok, enjoying the burning hatred on the man's face even through the pain. He gave him a kick for good measure. Why the hell not? The bastard deserved everything he got.

      He rammed the pistol into Lok's mouth, blew him a kiss and then blew him away. "Goodbye, you motherfucker."

      Wing pivoted around, checking the room. Deng sat slumped against one wall, bleeding a little of his own, not going anywhere. Wing didn't care about him though. Song was all that mattered. She lay behind one of the sofas, her shirt full of blossoming flowers of blood. He cradled her head in his lap, and stroked her face.

      "Hey," said Song.

      "Hey you," said Wing. "How you feeling?"

      "Hopefully not as bad as you look," she replied. She coughed and more red stained her skin. She tried a smile. "I think I'm dying."

      "No, you're not. You'll be okay."

      "Liar. Just tell me we got them. Tell me."

      "Lok's dead. Deng's down, but I've not seen Ziyi yet. Nor Xiao."

      "Go find her. Help her." She shivered as the life leaked out of her.

      "I'm not leaving you," said Wing, his heart breaking. "You never left me."

      Her eyelids fluttered. "Big mistake that was." She coughed again, and for a moment Wing thought he'd lost her. When she opened her eyes again, their focus was lost. Her breath rasped in her chest. "I'm scared, Wing."

      He kissed her forehead, skin already cold like marble. "Don't be. You'll be okay. Ziyi'll be here soon. She'll know what to do." He looked up in hope, over to the door, but only darkness waited. He hugged her tighter; trying to keep what life was left in her. "I love you, Song. I love you so much. So very much." It felt good to say the words.

      It was a shame Song was too dead to hear them. At least she couldn't see his tears either. He lay her head gently down on the carpet and brushed her eyes closed.

      He looked up, found Deng watching him, felt the rage build once more. He staggered over, gun in hand. "Why'd you have to ruin my fucking life?"

      Deng coughed. Some blood stained his lips. "You were just in the way. Ziyi was the only one who could've foiled my plans so we needed her gone her. And we needed to remove anyone who could have helped her. It was as simple as that."

      "Don't you care about all the deaths you've caused? How many died to feed your ambition?"

      Deng smiled blood-stained teeth. "No."

      Wing aimed his pistol at Deng. The barrel wavered as the MTC struggled to cope with all his injuries. As cauldron of emotion boiled away inside him, he marvelled at Deng's apparent lack of any. "Song and Ziyi are all worth a hundred of you. A thousand of you. You... you're barely human."

      Deng's mouth twitched. "I think you'll find I'm so much more. Life has given you a unique opportunity right now. Help me now -- stop Ziyi, get me to a doctor -- and you'll walk away from all this a hero of the Empire. With more money than you knew what to do with. Fame. Women. Drugs. Whatever you desire will be yours." Deng looked Wing in the eye and held out his hand for Wing to lift him off the floor. "Discover the joys of power and all it can give you."

      "Can you bring Song back to me?" asked Wing.

      "Help me and you'll barely remember your life from before. Don't be an ant. Be a god."

      "Maybe I like being an ant," said Wing and pulled the trigger.

      He slumped down on one of the sofas, sinking into its soft embrace. He gazed down over Hong Kong, from higher than he'd ever been before and yet vertigo-free. After all Death no longer had any sway over him. It had visited enough that night for Wing to know it wasn't his time just yet if he didn't want it to be.

      The city looked so beautiful, still beating with life even after the madness of the last few days, unaware of the chaos being weaved above it. It had outlasted several empires over the centuries and he'd no doubt it'd outlast many more.

      The warm gun rested on his leg. If he closed his eyes, it was easy to imagine he was at home with a ready slice gun, full of magic smoke to take all his problems away. Exhaustion overwhelmed him and pain nibbled away at the edges of his MTC high. Dislocated shoulder, broken ribs and enough bruises to cover ninety per cent of his body should hurt after all. He could just do without it all.

      Wing placed the barrel of the gun in his mouth, tasting the hot metal on his lips, burning the flesh. His finger hooked around the trigger. Make it all go away in an instant. Blissful oblivion. The ultimate high. Just pull the trigger, baby.

      By the Heavens, he wanted to. Just end it all. Let Ziyi clear up the mess.

      Ziyi. He had to see if she was still alive and had Xiao. It couldn't have all been for nothing. Fuck. Gun in hand, he staggered off the sofa, his body screaming at him to stop, and headed upstairs. Pain accompanied him with every step; the MTC unable to cope with the punishment he'd received.

      The door to the bedroom was ajar but there was only silence within. He entered, gun raised but wavering in his good hand. Rui was sprawled on the floor, missing an eye. Ziyi was next to him, blood leaking everywhere, not moving. Both looked equally dead. There was no sign of Xiao.

      "Shit."
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      Her hair was dyed blood red, a hacked up bob far from the perfect cut her old life had required. Scars covered her from head to foot. A particularly savage one stretched from one side of her neck to the other. She didn't complain though — they made her unrecognisable.

      The room was ten foot by five foot. Enough for a bag, a bed and herself. Mould covered the walls. There was no window. It was too deep within the Zeros to be able to have that luxury.

      Propped up in bed, she hit replay on her tablet. She didn't know how many times she'd watched it. Too many. But not enough.

      Lin Bai of Channel News Asia looked as grim as the news demanded. The list of the dead rolled behind him. He wasn't talking about the bombings though, either in Hong Kong or America. Instead, all his shock and outrage was focused on the death of Xiao.

      "I must warn you that what I'm about to show you is of a very disturbing nature, and anyone of a sensitive nature should turn away," said Lin. "The following footage was released earlier today by the Ministry of Information."

      The screen switched to CCTV footage.

      Ziyi and Xiao are in bed together. It is clear they've just had sex. She reaches under the pillow and produces a handgun. Xiao laughs until he realises it isn't a joke. His head jerks back as the bullet exits the back of his skull.

      The screen returned to Lin. "We are now going live to First Minister Puyi in Beijing for an update."

      "I'm pleased to confirm that, acting on information received, our security forces stormed a building in Kowloon earlier today. They found the bodies of the traitor, Choi Ziyi, and her American collaborators. The exact cause of their deaths is still unknown but investigations are on going. Nothing can erase the horrors of the last few days but at least we can be assured that the perpetrators will not escape the justice of the Heavens. We will continue our search for His Imperial Highness' body and will not rest until he is given a fitting burial. Thank you. Remain strong. We will endure. Always for the Emperor. For the Empire."

      Lin reappeared. "We will bring you more information as soon as we receive it. For the Emperor. For the Empire."

      She turned off the screen and closed her eyes. The images of Xiao's murder played over and over in her mind. Of course it was the impostor, Xi Lin, who'd killed Xiao. It was more than likely the Government knew the truth, but that fact would never be made public. Especially now they had a dead body. However, once DNA tests showed the corpse in Nathan Road wasn't really hers she'd no doubt the hunt for her would resume.

      The Empire was reeling from the events of the last few days but no time had been wasted in appointing Puyi as Deng's successor. He'd assumed the role as if he'd been preparing for the role for the whole of his life. She'd no doubt he probably had.

      Xiao's sister, Xoichi, was named the Heir but there was speculation the Emperor would try and father another son, despite his age.

      Part of her wished that Wing hadn't saved her by sealing her wound with filler. Her failure haunted her. In so many ways, it would've been better if she'd died after she'd killed Rui. The world believed her to be a traitor and a murderer, and that was a stain on her honour she'd never be able to expunge.

      However, freed from her duty, her destiny was finally hers to decide, despite how limited her options were. Madame Wu had made Ziyi feel welcome while she recovered from her injuries, but her hospitality wouldn't last forever. Ironically, she was still the most wanted woman on the planet but for very different reasons.

      Someone knocked on her door, breaking her from her thoughts.

      "Come in," she said, hoping it was Robert. He'd barely left her side since Wing had contacted him after he'd found Ziyi near death in the Residence. Even still, her hand gripped a small knife, hidden under the sheets.

      "Hey, it's me." Wing popped his head around the door. His face was still black and blue, and his arm was in a sling.

      She smiled. "Hi. It's good to see you, my friend."

      She saw his eyes drift to her tablet, disappointed. He hated her watching Xiao's murder. "You still watching that crap?"

      "Did you have any luck?" she asked ignoring the question.

      "Uh, kinda mixed. Haven't come up with any way to beat the eye tests. Even if we could find someone capable of doing effective retina replacements, we haven't got the money to pay for it, and the bounty on us is so high I wouldn't trust anyone to not give us up the moment they put us under. I tried hacking the database to swap our identities with two normals, but all I managed to do was set off every kind of alarm in the Empire. Nearly got my arse busted by the cops."

      "You got away though? No one followed?"

      "Yeah, I'm clean. But hacking's out of the question."

      "Is there any good news?"

      "I've found a way for us to get away."

      "And?"

      "Fancy going to America?
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      I hope you enjoyed the first adventures of Ziyi and Wing. I’d love to hear your thoughts either by leaving a review on Amazon or on Goodreads. Reviews really help every author.

      Visit my website www.mikemorrisauthor.com to find out more about about my books and see behind the scenes. You can also sign up for my mailing list and you’ll be the first to know what’s happening next.

      Plus you can follow me on Twitter or Facebook — look for @scifimikemorris.

      The list of people who’ve helped me is endless but I’d like to especially thank Mark Stay and Mark Delvaux from The Bestseller Experiment podcast for encouraging me to go put this book out into the world.

      Finally to T who will always be Zee.
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