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Part One: Happy Days
New Millennium City, MD, 4th November, 2014.
‘They really made a mess up here, didn’t they?’ Rosanne Mellor raised her camera and snapped off several frames of the destruction below.
Cygnus, whose arms Rosanne was cradled in as they flew over the northern end of Churchton, looked down and nodded. ‘Yes, but it could have been a lot worse. This end is badly damaged, but further south we managed to save a lot.’
‘Thanks to you and Dom.’
‘Thanks to me and Dom, and Fire Bug, and a lot of dedicated normals who kept going through a really tough night.’
‘Yeah… Though the way Dom tells it, half the firemen were just in it to see you in a soaking-wet camisole.’
There was humour in the photographer’s voice and Cygnus laughed. ‘That may have bolstered spirits a little, but I was willing to put up with it under the circumstances.’
‘Huh. And you patrol out here every night?’
‘We don’t come out every night. And Churchton is more Twilight’s domain.’
‘Uh-huh,’ Rosanne said, nodding. ‘I hope the weather stays good. I want to come out and do some moonlit costume shots of Twilight here. Thursday would be best.’
‘Full moon, yeah. You think this is good? It’s freezing. You’re in so many thermal layers, I’m amazed you can move.’
Rosanne just giggled. ‘So what’s your secret? You’re carrying me and you’re just about naked. I refuse to believe that plastic has any thermal value.’
‘It doesn’t. My secret? Incredible cosmic power.’ Cygnus frowned, though Rosanne could not see it. ‘Oh, hold on. That doesn’t look good…’
‘What?’
‘You’ll see.’ Cygnus banked left and swept down toward some of the more intact buildings. ‘Just promise you’ll stay out of the way. I know you won’t listen to me if I ask you to stay hidden.’
‘Dom told you about what I get up to with a camera?’
‘Dom told me a number of things about your antics with a camera. Many of them I did not need to know, but the Mexican drug cartel stuff leads me to believe you won’t be persuaded.’
As they dropped lower, Rosanne began to see what was concerning the transcendently beautiful guardian of New Millennium City, and she had to agree: she was not going to be persuaded to stay out of sight. Down on the ground, a group of people dressed all in black wielding various makeshift weapons were doing battle with what looked like a street gang. Well, it was the early stages of battle: the facing off and slinging insults stage, most likely. It was a moonlit war: no street lights functioned in this part of town. Maybe ten people to each side, though the ninja-wannabes were slightly outnumbered: eight against twelve, perhaps.
Cygnus dropped Rosanne off behind the wreck of an old town car and then took off again, heading straight up so that she could drop into the middle of the conflict from above. Dramatic entries were the stock-in-trade of the major Ultrahumans, but Cygnus had an additional feature which made it even more impressive. By the time her heeled boots hit the cracked tarmac, she seemed to be glowing: an angel with white hair, clad in a silver bodysuit. Even Rosanne, who had not flinched in the face of an Ultrahuman drug lord, found herself standing there briefly with her mouth hanging open. About half of the combatants fell to their knees, beatific smiles on their faces, while a couple fainted on the spot. Only three, including the two leaders, managed to remain unfazed.
‘What the Hell do you lot think you’re doing?’ Cygnus snapped. ‘Didn’t we have enough of this kind of thing in August?’
The ninja leader brandished his hockey stick. ‘We’re standing up for our rights as citizens!’ The effect was rather diminished by the muffling effect of the black, woolly scarf he was wearing over his nose and mouth, but he was trying for outraged and empowered. ‘These… assholes have been terrorising the streets for the last two weeks.’
Cygnus turned her head to stare at him with blue eyes that seemed to be glowing with inner fire. ‘And you are?’
‘I’m… We are the Churchton Vigilance Committee. Sworn to uphold the law in–’
‘So you’ve registered under the Special Policing Act?’
‘What? No, we’re not Ultras, so–’
‘That’s what N-class is for. So you’re upholding the law by breaking it?’ Citizen Ninja did not seem to have an answer for that one, so Cygnus turned to the gang leader. ‘And you? What’s your excuse?’
Rosanne decided that this young man, resplendent in purple hair and a number of facial piercings, had the survival instincts of a depressed lemming. He leered at Cygnus. ‘Don’t need an excuse. Churchton belongs to us. We’re the Churchton Choirboys.’
Cygnus almost lost it at that point. ‘That’s the best you could come up with? Did you fall out of a time hole from the seventies or something?’
‘No, he didn’t.’ The voice came from somewhere behind the gang, out of the darkness which seemed to be spreading from an alley, out into the street, swallowing teenage thugs as it went. ‘His name is Dicky Frenton and he either has a very short memory or a very selective one.’
Frenton’s eyes were widening. He said, ‘Oh shit!’ and then he was swallowed by the darkness. There were two horrified wails from inside the shadows, and then the darkness slid away and Twilight walked nonchalantly out of it to stand beside Cygnus.
Rosanne’s camera clicked away on auto. They were night and day, light and darkness, the two women who watched over the city. Where Cygnus brought awe, Twilight brought terror. Frenton was still wide-eyed after the shadows relinquished him, but the only other gang member who had survived unscathed from Cygnus’s aura was now huddled on the ground whimpering.
‘I told him I’d run him in if I caught him fucking about out here again,’ Twilight said. ‘Actually, I told him I’d put the fear of Twilight into him, and then run him in.’ She waved an absent hand at the ninja. ‘This lot are new.’
‘W-what gives you two the right to do something and n-not us?’ Citizen Ninja stammered. Apparently, Twilight was quite scary enough even without her shadows.
Twilight regarded him with her jet-black eyes for a second and then looked at her partner. ‘Do you want to do this? You’re better at speeches.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Okay, well… My powers were forged by an ancient, alien race to act as the guardians of law and justice. Twilight is the embodiment of forces which have existed since man first gathered about campfires on the African plains. She’s invulnerable in darkness and can scare the shit out of you before disembowelling you with her flaming sword. I’m bulletproof and I can punch you hard enough to put you in orbit. And you… You are wearing track pants and a sweatshirt, and waving a hockey stick around. It doesn’t give us any rights, though see my earlier comments about registration, but it does mean that we won’t have to spend six weeks in traction after we get into a fight.’
‘Oh,’ the ninja said.
‘I was more or less normal when I started this,’ Twilight said, ‘but I trained. I knew what I was doing, and I wore a bullet-resistant suit. Even the cops have training and body armour. If you want to do something for this place, then you need training and a plan.’
‘You need to organise,’ Cygnus went on. ‘Leave the crime fighting to the professionals, but come up with a way of reporting problems quickly to us. Hell, maybe we could even support something like that. This… stupidity is just going to lead to another riot. It’s almost one in the morning. Go home. Go to bed.’
‘Uh… right,’ Citizen Ninja said. ‘I guess… Let’s leave these thugs to the Ultras, men.’
As the vigilance committee ninjas wandered away, Twilight walked over to Frenton, who was still a little wide-eyed. ‘That’s actually kind of creepy,’ Andrea commented from the back of Twilight’s mind.
‘He looks like an adoring puppy who’s just puddled on the kitchen floor,’ Twilight replied silently. Aloud she said, ‘Dicky, Dicky, Dicky… What am I going to do with you?’
Frenton just whimpered.
‘Hit him on the nose with a rolled-up newspaper,’ Andrea suggested.
‘As my partner pointed out,’ Twilight went on, ‘it’s almost one a.m. and if I do take you in, I won’t get to bed before three, and I have work in the morning… So here’s what we’ll do. You get one more chance. However, since I can’t just let this go without my reputation taking a hit, we’ll have to up the stakes. If I see you boys on the streets causing trouble again, I’ll feed the lot of you to my demons. Understood?’ Frenton just nodded. ‘Good. Start a chess club or something. Now get lost.’
When Twilight turned around, Rosanne had joined Cygnus. ‘That was kind of anticlimactic,’ the photographer commented. ‘Also sort of cool, but…’
‘You photograph a lot of combat zones,’ Twilight said. ‘I get it. This way’s better.’
‘Not actually arguing. You, um, wouldn’t really feed them to demons, would you? I mean… you have demons?’
‘I have demons. You don’t want to see them. As to feeding the Choirboys to them… Well, they don’t actually eat, so I can’t really feed them people.’
‘But they’ll probably wish they had been eaten after meeting one,’ Cygnus said.
‘Sounds awesome,’ Rosanne said, beaming. ‘Are you sure I can’t meet one?’
Cygnus and Twilight looked at each other. ‘At least she probably won’t be afraid of Ever’s alligators,’ Twilight said.
~~~
Radium Comics was not the busiest of establishments. That suited those who worked there just fine. Things tended to get a little busier in the late afternoon when the kids got out of school and turned up for the latest issues, but the ones who came to Radium tended to be the more serious fans and were not too much trouble. Roger Peters, who owned the place, kept talking about opening on a Saturday morning, or having a late-evening opening, but had never quite managed to get around to it. Except for special occasions anyway…
‘June and Dom are suggesting the nineteenth of December,’ Andrea said. ‘June’s ready to put out a release if it works for you. It’s a Friday.’
‘And we’d open late,’ Roger said, ‘and run on into the evening. That’s the plan.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Two until eight. You’ll have me and Cygnus, but we’ve also got Red Huntress and Skadi coming, and Dom will be here, and June is going to make sure she’s free for the day. June’s not an Ultra, but–’
‘But she’s going to be in the calendar and she’s charismatic.’
‘Is that code for “has big boobs?”’ Zoe asked. Zoe was the other shop assistant, and since she would be spending a day on crowd control for the big calendar-signing day, she had some say in things.
‘No,’ Roger replied, ‘but, as it happens, she does. Any objections to the date, Zoe?’
‘Any day’s as good as another for me,’ Zoe replied. ‘I’m going to get to meet more Ultras in one day than most people do in a lifetime!’
Andrea frowned. ‘That’s actually a good point. We should consider security. I’ll talk to the Union about it. They might have someone they can lend us to keep an eye out for threats.’
‘I’d have thought the biggest threat would come from fainting geeks,’ Zoe countered. ‘We should have paramedics on standby.’
‘I’ll get June on it. So… The nineteenth is a go?’
Roger nodded. ‘I’ll put a notice up to say the opening hours will be different that day. Uh, one thing I thought of… If you could get a few copies of the calendar signed by all the models, we could give one away in a lottery of some sort, auction some of the others. A complete set in limited numbers could sell for thousands.’
‘That’ll take some organising… But Cygnus can fly really fast when she wants to.’
‘Really fast?’ Zoe asked.
‘She was clocked at Mach nine point five, though I think she’s got a bit faster since then.’
‘That is really fast…’
‘Yeah… And I’ll talk to June about it tonight.’
‘You’re not here tomorrow, right?’
Andrea sagged visibly. ‘Yeah. Through the afternoon anyway. They’re doing Twilight’s studio session.’
Zoe smirked and Roger managed to keep most of the smile off his face. ‘I’m quite sure it’ll be fine,’ Roger said. ‘I certainly can’t wait to see the results.’
~~~
‘It’s all going pretty well so far,’ June said as Andrea got herself ready to head out for her evening patrol. ‘We got some really good shots of Red, and Skadi, and Red and Skadi. I think we’ll use one of the couple shots. There’s a really awesome one that we maybe can’t use with them back to back, each holding their bows drawn… We’ll see.’
‘Why can’t you use it?’ Andrea asked.
‘It was the last setup Rosanne did so she had them basically naked, oiled, and lit with spots so their faces are in shadow. It’s really dramatic and it hides Skadi’s face well, but… maybe a little too risqué for the market.’
‘Collector’s edition. What do you think of Roger’s auction idea?’
June pursed her lips, though the thoughtful expression did not seem to be about Andrea’s question, because she said, ‘Well, that one’s going to be up to our courier. What do you think, love? Feel like doing some coast-to-coast runs to get signatures?’
Cygnus, also getting ready to go out, shrugged. ‘I’ll have, um, four days? Between the production release date and the event at Radium. So… fly down to the Everglades to get Ever’s signature, then it’ll be across to San Francisco and L.A.’
‘You’d need to do Boston too. One of the normal models is from Boston.’
‘It’s doable. Might stay over in San Francisco one night. Bianca would probably put me up.’
‘Okay, I’ll discuss it with Dom tomorrow. She’ll be there to see Twilight’s set and she’s shooting in the morning.’
‘I still don’t know how you talked me into doing this,’ Andrea said morosely.
‘We didn’t. We talked Twilight into it, and it didn’t take much effort. She’ll do fine and you can just hide in the back of her head until it’s over. Don’t worry about it.’
‘Easy for you to say. This is what you do for a living.’
‘Exactly, so I have more right to stress over it. You can go back to facing off against killers with megablasts right after.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said. ‘Give me a megablast over a camera any day of the week.’
5th November.
‘We’re still getting a little too much crotch.’
Trying to keep the smirk off her face, Twilight looked down her body and thickened the shadows around her legs. Then she looked back at Rosanne, crouched a few yards away with her camera. ‘How’s that?’
‘Beautiful.’ The camera emitted artificial shutter sounds. ‘This is a new experience for me. I’ve never directed shadows before.’
‘I’ve never been so embarrassed before,’ Andrea said.
‘Hush,’ Twilight replied silently, ‘I’m trying to keep a straight face.’ They were having to pull a balancing act, in several ways, for the shot Rosanne wanted. The physical one was easy enough, though Twilight was thankful she was flexible since Rosanne had her balanced on one hip with her upper body held up on outstretched arms and fingertips. The light was another matter: there was just one spot side-lighting Twilight from the right and a dim filler giving some visibility on the other side. Too much light and the shadows would fade, too little and the subject would be invisible. Then the shadows themselves had to be carefully controlled since Twilight was stripped down to her boots and mask. The only thing preserving any modesty was the insubstantial darkness.
Andrea was starting to wonder whether her alter ego actually had any modesty to preserve.
‘This looks incredible,’ Dominika Zuyev, Svetilo, said from behind Rosanne. ‘If this one comes out well, it will sell the calendar on its own.’
‘I think some of the “action” poses we did earlier are pretty good,’ Rosanne replied, ‘but… yeah. Can you hold that pose another minute or two, Twilight?’
‘Sure,’ Twilight said. ‘Take your time.’
Rosanne got up to walk over to a laptop she had set up nearby. She would transfer the images to that and check them on the larger screen. ‘I have to admit,’ Andrea said, ‘the process is sort of interesting.’
‘Yeah…’ Twilight said. ‘I have enough of our geek in me to think it’s kind of cool. And we’re finally going to have some pictures to sign for fans. I hope that one we did with the sword burning comes out well. That would be perfect.’
‘Okay, those are good,’ Rosanne said.
‘Those are excellent!’ Dom corrected.
Rosanne grinned. ‘You can put your suit back on.’
‘No, you can’t!’
‘Dom…’
‘Oh, all right, da, you can put your suit back on, Twilight. Cygnus will be here soon so we can get the couple shots.’
Twilight let the shadows fall away from her and got to her feet, stretching to get the kinks out from holding the twisted position. Dom did not make any secret of watching her, and continued watching as Twilight walked over to look at the laptop screen. ‘It does look pretty good,’ Twilight said. ‘Will it print out as well for the calendar?’
‘This monitor may be a little off,’ Rosanne said, ‘but I’ll go over the images to make sure the colours are matched properly. Um… you should really put your suit on before Dom starts drooling.’
Twilight smirked at the Russian heroine and then turned to head off to the dressing room. ‘Like my suit covers much.’
Dom watched Twilight walking away. ‘She is right, da? The new costume may be sexier than nude.’
‘Dom,’ Rosanne said, ‘you’re incorrigible.’
‘You are saying I am wrong?’
‘No. But you are incorrigible.’
~~~
‘And Twilight flirting with Dom did not help,’ Andrea grumbled. ‘She says she was just teasing…’
Jacob chuckled, even if it sounded a little forced. ‘Yeah, well, that’s Twilight for you. I promise I’ll chastise her later.’
‘Huh. Is that strained sound in your humour because she was flirting with someone else, or because it was Svetilo?’
‘I’m not overly fond of Zuyev,’ Jacob admitted. He shifted slightly in his chair, rebalancing Andrea in his lap. ‘She courts the cameras a little too much for my tastes.’
‘Observer bias.’
‘Sorry?’
‘You were at that fire way back when Cygnus first started. There was Svetilo, ruining a perfectly good dress, and did you see her giving interviews?’
‘Well…’
‘And the bank job Diamond pulled. And the riots.’
‘Yes, but…’
‘Dom’s career is modelling, so she appears on camera a fair bit, but the good stuff she does, she doesn’t really publicise. I don’t hear you complaining about June “courting publicity.”’
Jacob knew he was on the back foot, but he really didn’t like publicity-seeking Ultras. ‘Well, that’s–’
‘Different? No, it’s not. Anyway, observer bias because what you see is what Dom lets people see. The magazine covers, the TV appearances, the red carpet stuff at glitzy parties and award shows. You don’t see all the work she does saving lives, because she doesn’t publicise that, so you think of her as a glory hound. Actually, the stuff she deserves the glory for is the stuff she doesn’t seek the glory for.’
‘Okay!’ Jacob said quickly. ‘I get it. But I’ve had my prejudice for years. I can’t just turn it off.’
Andrea smiled. ‘I know, but I can chip it away a bit at a time. Hell, without the publicity me and Cygnus “courted,” I probably wouldn’t be sitting in your lap. The UID would have us both banned and they’d have probably made sure you and I broke up.’
Jacob gave a grunt in response. ‘Probably true.’
‘Still got you and Heather on desk duty?’
‘Uh-huh. Have you managed to get anywhere with that serial killer?’
Twilight shrugged. ‘I got the police reports from the NMCPD. The UID are being… uncooperative. Few clues, no leads. I’ve asked a few local contacts to look into the victims, but there’s no connection anyone’s been able to find. I hate to say it, but we have to wait for him to strike again and hope we can get more off the next victim.’
6th November.
Cygnus had to admit that, despite not having done more modelling since that last calendar, she felt a lot more confident in front of the camera this time. It was partially down to the changes she had gone through in the last year. She was more powerful than ever, certainly, but she had also learned where those powers had come from and that more than anything had made her more comfortable in her alternate skin.
The other factor, she realised, was that June was watching her from behind Rosanne’s shoulder and, this year, Cygnus could be quite open about her affection and desire for her friend. The part of her that was still essentially Penny Worthington was still a tiny bit confused about how it had happened. After the years of denying any attraction, even that Penny component of her mind could not imagine what the problem had been. That was the weird part: Penny the confirmed heterosexual was in a same-sex relationship and not worried about it. Whatever, having June to look at was having the right effect, apparently.
‘Could you dial back the smoulder a little, Cygnus?’ Rosanne asked. ‘This is a new lens and I don’t want it melting.’
‘Can you get June to stop being so sexy?’ Cygnus asked in reply.
‘Uh… no.’
‘It’s a curse,’ June said.
‘Oh, I’m sure,’ Rosanne said. ‘Let’s get you in there with her, then she won’t be able to look at you.’
Grinning, June slipped her robe off her shoulders and strutted across to Cygnus. ‘I’m not sure this is going to work as well as the stuff we did last year,’ she said.
‘And I’m not sure how you think June in nothing but make-up is going to change the look in my eyes,’ Cygnus added.
‘It… probably won’t,’ Rosanne conceded. ‘And I suspect we’ll get more out of next week, June, but we can get more sultry lighting in the studio. You suit sultry.’
‘Thank you,’ June replied. ‘I am feeling kind of sultry.’
‘It looks it. Are you coming out with us tonight?’
‘Tonight? I… I hadn’t thought about it. I could, I guess. Dom will be there to carry you, right?’
‘Uh-huh. You got a long, red dress you can wear?’
‘Um… yes, I think so.’
‘Great! We can do some “damsel in distress” shots.’
Cygnus looked at June, naked aside from a red-glossed smile. ‘As opposed to the “damsel in no dress” shots?’
‘Yeah,’ Rosanne said, setting herself up to shoot. ‘Sometimes, more is more.’
~~~
‘Okay, so it’s a good dress and maybe I should wear it more often… but it’s not built for this weather.’ June was huddled against Cygnus who had adopted what she called her ‘Air Cargo’ power configuration for the evening. This was designed to let her carry one or two people at very high speed, through space if necessary, without her passengers expiring, so she projected a force field which, among other things, allowed them to survive cold temperatures, even when standing on a rooftop.
‘I will not complain if it means you cling to me like that,’ Cygnus replied.
‘And it works for the pictures,’ Rosanne added. ‘Actually, I might huddle in there myself in a bit.’
June wrapped her arms around Cygnus’s waist. ‘Mine.’
‘I’m not poaching. Just… borrowing.’
‘No idea what you’re complaining about,’ Twilight commented. She was busy doing ‘brooding, dark heroine’ poses on the corner of a ruined apartment building. Unsurprisingly, she was fairly good at it.
‘You don’t even notice the cold in Antarctica,’ June pointed out. ‘Heart of darkest space and all that.’
‘I don’t feel the cold either,’ Svetilo said. ‘This is a warm summer evening in Moscow.’
‘I happen to know that Moscow has quite warm
summer evenings,’ Rosanne said. ‘They just have very cold winters. Compared to here anyway.’
‘Do not question the hardiness of Muscovites! Besides, I did military training in Siberia. This is climate so cold the SOP issues bras with iron plate inserts to stop nipples punching through the fabric.’
‘They do not,’ June said. ‘Do they?’
‘Even for the men. Da. It is well-known fact. Being super-strong, mine was titanium-laminate. Proof against armour-piercing shells. I wore through six in basic training.’
‘Are you saying you have armour-piercing nipples?’
Svetilo thrust her, very substantial, chest out. ‘You have doubt?’
‘Shut up, Dom,’ Twilight said as June started giggling. ‘Some of us are trying to maintain a brooding demeanour here.’
‘I am keeping the spirits up. June of the very thin red gown has forgotten she is cold.’
‘Huh.’ Pause. ‘I don’t believe you about the bra.’
‘You think I am lying?’
‘Oh yeah. Soviet structural engineering isn’t up to building anything that could hold your boobs in. No way that story’s true.’
The Russian shrugged. ‘Okay, you got me. They tried, but having them driven around on tank proved impractical.’
‘Less funny, more brooding,’ Rosanne ordered. ‘This is going to be the last set. Promise.’
‘You said that three locations ago,’ Twilight replied.
And then Svetilo’s phone rang. She plucked the device from her bodice, checked the caller ID, frowned, and answered it. ‘Andy? There is problem? … Da, Cygnus is here with me. We can– Da, we make best time.’ She cut the connection and looked around. ‘There is fire in apartment block in Friendship. Many people trapped. Andy suspects arson.’ Her gaze shifted to Rosanne. ‘I could suggest dropping you off on the way…’
‘And you know what my answer will be,’ Rosanne replied.
‘Well,’ Twilight said. ‘I won’t be much use there. I’ll take a turn around Churchton and then follow you down. Get moving. No time to waste.’
~~~
The building on fire was one of the larger ones in Friendship, which was generally a fairly low-rise section of the city. It was pretty obvious which one they were dealing with, even at night, because of the plume of smoke rising from it, dark against the city lights. Then the flames, emergency response vehicles, and people became obvious as Cygnus and Svetilo dropped down toward the scene with their two passengers. Andy Hatch, Fire Bug, stood out among the other firefighters, mainly for the slightly archaic outfit he was dressed in, and they headed straight for him.
‘Svetilo,’ he said as they landed, ‘Cygnus, Glad to see you both. It’s a bad one. You ready with the plan we worked out, Cygnus?’
‘I’m ready,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Can I get a blanket for June? She’s going to freeze out here.’
‘Not if that fire gets worse,’ June muttered. You could, in fact, feel something of the heat from the building even though they were outside the immediate threat area.
Fire Bug glanced at a nearby fire officer who nodded and rushed off. ‘We’ll get that organised. Who’s your friend, Dom?’
‘Rosanne Mellor,’ Rosanne said before Svetilo could answer. ‘Pleased to meet you, Fire Bug. Or do you prefer Mister Hatch?’
Fire Bug’s eyes narrowed a little. ‘Photojournalist, right? I’ve seen some of your work.’
‘She’s doing the calendar photoshoots,’ Svetilo said. ‘That’s where we were when you called.’
‘That probably explains Miss Summerfield’s dress. And it’s Andy to you, Miss Mellor. Shall we get moving?’
‘I’m ready,’ Cygnus said. The three of them had got together to discuss how to handle situations like this after the riot in Churchton. Cygnus had demonstrated that she was the sort of omnitool of Ultrahumans, able to do something like what almost anyone else did, but she had her limitations. She could not do everything at once, so they had decided to go with Fire Bug assisting the fire department in stopping the fire while Cygnus and Svetilo handled the extraction of trapped people. Cygnus could keep the fire back, and find and protect the victims, and have enough power left over to handle airlifts. Svetilo was the force multiplier, providing the strength needed to breach doors and shift fallen masonry. They thought the plan would work, but it had never been tested.
‘There’s rooftop access,’ Fire Bug said. ‘I suggest going in there and moving down as far as you can. We know there are people on the third floor and they probably don’t have much time.’
‘We are on it,’ Svetilo said, and took off, heading for the roof of the ten-storey building.
Cygnus looked around at June and Rosanne. ‘Hang around here and prepare to receive casualties,’ she said, and then she was rising into the air after the Russian.
‘Door is warm, but not hot,’ Svetilo said as Cygnus landed beside her.
‘Radar sense isn’t showing anything special behind the wall,’ Cygnus replied. What she was calling her ‘radar sense’ did not use radio waves, but it let her see, after a fashion, through smoke and a few inches of solid obstructions. It was the ‘search’ part in search and rescue. ‘Open it.’
Svetilo opened the door, via the expedient of ramming her fist through the locking mechanism. There was no immediate rush of flames, but there was some heat. ‘Fire is in stairwell below.’
‘Then we should hurry.’
The flames on the third floor landing died away as Cygnus’s power suppressed them, but the smoke rising up through the stairwell was thick. Svetilo had needed a filter mask by the fifth floor and was letting Cygnus guide her down the stairs by the fourth.
‘This is not going to work,’ the Russian said. ‘Anyone we try to get out this way is going to be dead from smoke before they make it.’
It was true that the plan had been for Cygnus to hold the fire out of the stairwell so that people could use the normal emergency exit at the bottom, and that did not seem like it would work. The heat coming up from below was possibly too intense as well. ‘Does it seem like this fire is a bit too hot to you?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Andy did say he suspected arson.’
‘Yeah… Okay, we have to take them out off the roof, right? I’ll hold the fire here. Wet cloth filters and you get everyone out of their apartments and up to the roof.’
‘And then we airlift from there. Da. Now tell me where door is.’
It was while Cygnus was waiting for the first of the residents to come out that she noticed the sprinkler heads in the ceiling. Someone had clearly been quite fire-conscious when they had built the place. She had no idea whether the apartments were fitted with sprinklers, but the stairwells and the corridors were. Either they had failed to go off or they had had no effect. It could have been poor maintenance, but the building looked like it was taken care of quite well.
The first of the scared occupants of the third floor appeared on Cygnus’s radar and she turned to guide them up through the smoke. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, reaching out to move them through the doorway. ‘It gets easier to see as you go up. Just follow the wall and head for the roof.’
A woman’s voice came out of the smoke, muffled by a cloth mask. ‘I don’t understand how this could happen.’
‘Never mind that now. We need to get you out.’ But Cygnus was minding it; it seemed like Fire Bug had called it right: this was arson.
7th November.
‘Four dead,’ Fire Bug said, ‘another five severely burned. They were all in the emergency stairwell when it went up.’
‘From the people I talked to,’ Twilight said, ‘that was about five minutes after the alarms went off. And the way they described it, it sounded like an explosion.’ She had turned up, as promised, while Cygnus and Svetilo were clearing the building.
‘Yeah, and the fire had not reached that part of the building at that point.’
‘Are we talking about an Ultra?’ Cygnus asked. ‘Someone like Thermite?’
‘Not an Ultra,’ Fire Bug replied. ‘Not necessarily an Ultra anyway. This is much worse. A chemist. I think he used a pyrophoric, maybe triethylaluminium. The stuff is unpleasant to say the least, but I think he combined it with a solvent, maybe toluene. Couple of reports of a smell like paint thinner.’
Twilight nodded. ‘I got that too. So we’ve got an arsonist who wanted to make sure he killed some people. That secondary blast was meant to kill immediately as well as trap people in the building. He didn’t count on you three being so effective at the evacuation. If he tries again–’
‘He’ll use more fuel. And he probably will strike again. This sounds like a pyromaniac.’
Twilight shook her head. ‘So we’ve got a fire freak and someone who freezes people to death running around now.’
‘That serial case you’re looking into?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Uh-huh. Victims show symptoms of exposure to extreme cold. Unfortunately, all the leads are suffering from the same problem. Hopefully, Andy, you can have more luck with your arsonist.’
Fire Bug turned his head to look back at the blackened building. ‘I doubt it. Fires that hot tend to do a really good job of erasing trace evidence, but we’ll look. Oh yes, we’ll look.’
~~~
There was no alert from the outdoor sensors but the doorbell sounded and June happened to be closest. When she opened the door to find Viviane standing there, she was more than a little surprised.
For one thing, the raven-haired sorceress was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. June had hardly ever seen her out of the barely decent costume-dress that was Viviane’s trademark: a red, tabard-like garment which left little to the imagination. And then there was the fact that she was using the door…
‘Viviane,’ June said, failing to stop the surprise registering in her voice. ‘You… Don’t usually ring the bell. And Andrea’s at work.’
‘That is not a problem,’ Viviane said, ‘since I came to see you. And that is why I thought I would use the door rather than appearing in your lounge.’ She coughed. ‘And I understand that were I to do so without warning, I might discover you engaged in some form of activity with Cygnus I might not wish to disturb. Andrea… mentioned it.’
June smirked. ‘Penny’s in, but we’re busy with the calendar. So… No activities. Um… You want to talk to me?’
‘Yes. Might I come in?’
‘Oh! Of course. Come through to the lounge. Would you like tea?’
‘Please.’
Viviane had been almost scandalised to discover that, while Americans had no idea how to make tea naturally, they could be educated. Still, she watched June carefully as the tea was prepared using pot, kettle, and properly boiled water, much to Penny’s amusement.
‘You know, Viviane, a watched June doesn’t make the tea any faster,’ Penny said, grinning.
‘I find the process fascinating,’ Viviane replied. ‘I really cannot believe Americans can do this. None of the ones in the Union seem capable.’
‘None of them are from New Millennium City. We’re just superior like that.’
‘What did you want to talk about?’ June asked. She was watching the kettle too, so it was never going to boil.
‘I am… thinking of updating my image,’ Viviane replied.
‘Oh? I kind of like your dress. It’s classically simple. It fits your sorceress-seductress idea rather well and the red suits you.’
‘Yes, but I have been wearing that outfit for a number of years. In fact, I wore it before I joined the Union of Ultrahumans so…’ She sighed. ‘I’ve taken on an apprentice recently and I believe it’s time to be a little more serious.’ She lifted a hand, finger and thumb held an inch or so apart. ‘Just a little more serious. You designed both of Cygnus’s costumes and Twilight’s new one. I should like you to design one for me.’
June’s eyes widened. ‘Really? Well, obviously, otherwise you wouldn’t have asked. I’d love to. Uh… The only thing is that I know Cygnus and Twilight pretty well. It was easy to decide what I wanted for their look.’
Viviane nodded thoughtfully. ‘You would wish to get to know me a little better to decide on my new look? Commendable. My confidence in this decision grows stronger with every minute. Perhaps you could come over to England for a few days. We can talk, you can observe, and we could discuss possible styles.’
June turned as the kettle began to boil and set about making the tea. ‘I guess I could do that. We’ve got the shoot in Florida next week, uh, some admin to do after that…’
‘Perhaps the first week in December,’ Viviane suggested. ‘The Union can arrange transport and handle the paperwork.’
‘I’ll be in San Francisco that week anyway,’ Penny said. ‘Cygnus is testifying in Professor Blutadler’s trial. Twilight too.’
‘Okay. Sounds like it’s a date,’ June said. ‘Think the tea’s ready?’
‘Give it another minute,’ Viviane suggested. ‘Earl Grey takes time.’
San Francisco, CA.
The woman in the red dress looked out of the window at the view of the bay and nodded. ‘It’s just perfect, Rex, darling. As usual, you know exactly what I’ll like.’
‘The rent’s acceptable,’ Rex replied, ‘and there’s room to set up operations. I figured you’d like the view, Diamond.’
‘I do!’ Diamond smiled and turned on the spot, a giddy, blonde schoolgirl settling into her own room for the first time. ‘Now, let’s get everyone settled in. We take the weekend to get organised here and then, on Monday, we begin getting ready.’
Rex nodded, but he looked a little uncertain. ‘Diamond, is this city the right place for us? Cygnus and Twilight were here not long ago, and you did say we shouldn’t go back to New Millennium and try to start from scratch.’
‘We won’t be starting from scratch here, Rex. The police have done a fine job of shuffling the Nine Kings up, but they can be set straight. We just need to learn the new deck. It’ll take a little time, but we can do it. As for the other thing, I don’t think that’ll be a problem, and I already have a plan to deal with the local hero squad.’
‘You do?’
‘Oh yes. But we’re gonna need an ace in the hole to do it. Finding him is going to be your job for the next few days.’ Diamond smiled and walked over to Rex, reaching up to stroke the big man’s cheek. ‘Don’t you worry none, Rex, honey. It’ll take a little time, but the best things always do.’
Miami, FL, 9th November.
‘There she is,’ June said, pointing up and to the north.
‘I see her,’ Svetilo said. ‘Suka. We spend hours on check-in and flights, and she does entire thing in fifteen minutes.’
‘She hates flying on airplanes. And she’s faster than anything that isn’t headed for orbit.’
‘Da, she has an excuse.’
The white dot that they had spotted was resolving into a more recognisable shape as it got closer at considerable speed. The white hair was most visible, gleaming in the late-afternoon sunlight. Cygnus’s flight plan had been fairly simple: head due south until she hit the ocean and then follow the coast down to Miami. They were back in the same hotel as the year before, so she knew fairly well where she was going. A minute or so later, Cygnus circled once over the hotel and then dropped down to land beside the pool.
‘Good flight?’ June asked, stepping forward.
‘Not bad,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I didn’t push it too much.’ She caught June around the waist and pulled her into a kiss.
‘Bozhe moi, you saw her a couple of hours ago!’ Svetilo was grinning at the display.
Cygnus broke the kiss and grinned back. ‘Yeah, but you two have been on one of those flying tombs.’
‘Huh. I bet I don’t get a kiss.’
‘Only if you’re a very good girl. Where’s our room, love? I could use a shower and a change of clothes.’
‘Come on then,’ June said, turning to lead the way. ‘I think you depressed Dom.’
‘I did?’
‘Da,’ Svetilo replied. ‘I am never a very good girl.’
~~~
‘Almost everyone is here,’ Svetilo said from where she was perched on the edge of the bed beside June. ‘We have just the engineer from San Francisco–’
‘Jennifer,’ June supplied.
‘Da, Jennifer Pulli. She will not be here until Tuesday, but we plan to have everything ready for a shoot with her and Ever on Wednesday,’
‘And we’re going out to meet Ever tonight,’ Cygnus called out from the bathroom.
‘Da. At the visitor centre. I have not seen it yet. It will be nice to see where some of the money from last year went.’
‘It’s nice,’ June said. ‘And they’ve probably repaired the bullet hole by now.’
‘I heard about that. A sniper?’
‘Yes. Not exactly a good memory of the place, but if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t have met Bianca Fullerton and she’s a good friend to have.’
‘I like her,’ Cygnus said, wandering out of the bathroom.
‘Bozhe moi!’ Svetilo exclaimed. ‘Are you doing this on purpose?’
‘All my clothes are in the bag June brought down on the plane,’ Cygnus said, lifting said bag, opening it, and removing a thong. ‘And it’s not like you haven’t seen it all before.’
‘Last time, I was allowed to touch. I don’t poach from other girls. Share, but not poach.’
‘Well, you’ll just have to be content with looking.’ Cygnus pulled on her panties, settling them carefully, perhaps a little too carefully, into place. ‘Until I get dressed anyway.’
‘Did I, perhaps, kick your favourite puppy in a past life?’
Cygnus raised a pensive finger to her lips. ‘Don’t know. I only do alien past-life memories.’
‘I’ll buy you a new puppy anyway, just in case.’
‘No thanks. I’m perfectly happy with the pet I’ve got.’ Cygnus grinned at June.
And June said, ‘Meow.’
The Everglades.
A sound like rushing water announced the arrival of the Avatar of the Everglades, and the little group waiting for her turned to the balcony to see her emerging from her swamp. The limber, stunningly attractive woman vaulted the railing, water glistening on her green skin, and smiled.
‘Welcome, all of you,’ Ever said. ‘It’s nice to see you again, Dominika. See what your work has achieved already?’ She raised her arms to indicate the building they were in: a building which had not been there when they had done the first calendar the year before.
‘I am impressed,’ Svetilo said. ‘You have done much with your money.’
‘And a few other things. With the money from the calendar, I was able to secure grants from the state and federal governments. Something of a compromise since they require so much justification of goals and assurances of outcome. This year, I intend to make use of the money for more personal targets without the need for external aid.’
‘It is still impressive, and it helps others appreciate the Everglades as you do, da?’
Ever laughed. ‘Perhaps quite not as I do, but appreciate my lands more, certainly.’
‘We’ll be looking for grants for what we want to do,’ Cygnus said. ‘You heard about the riot in New Millennium City?’
Ever nodded to the make-up and costume girl, Susan Brace, who had done a lot of the organisation work in Miami. ‘Susan told me your aims and I took a little time to access what I could on the riot. There seemed to be a lot of film of you soaked to the skin in a rather flimsy top.’
Cygnus blushed. ‘Yes, well, it kept spirits up among the emergency crews and I didn’t want to be in costume at the time. There are a lot of buildings out there which need work. Churchton could really do with being redeveloped and we’re hoping to get that started. It could take years, but it could have a big effect on the city. Not very nature-oriented, sorry.’
‘On the contrary. Brownfield development is something I promote in this region. Redeveloping land which has already been damaged stops people trying to develop on natural land. Obviously, I would prefer to wipe out the insufferable meatsacks and their monstrous, unnatural structures, but we can’t have everything, can we?’
‘You do know it’s hard to tell when you’re joking, right?’
Ever smiled. ‘So I’ve been told. Is someone going to introduce me to the one person I don’t know?’
‘Ah!’ Svetilo slapped her forehead. ‘Sorry. There is actually one other you have not met, but neither have I and she won’t be here until Tuesday. This is our photographer, Rosanne Mellor.’
Rosanne stepped forward, holding out her hand. Her eyes were a little wide, as though she were about to shake hands with a goddess. ‘Uh, hi,’ she said.
Ever took the offered hand. ‘Welcome, Miss Mellor.’
‘Oh, you can call me Rosanne… Or anything else you like really…’
Svetilo rolled her eyes. ‘Down, girl. Tomorrow morning we go check out the sites you think we should shoot in, Ever, da? Our schedule is more relaxed this year. We did much work in the studio in New Millennium. Here we focus on us and Miss Pulli in the natural settings.’
Ever nodded. ‘I’ve a list of locations. You can pick the best.’ She flicked a glance at June. ‘I found a very interesting mud pool for our threesome shot this year.’
‘Mud?’ June asked.
‘I thought it could be strategically smeared.’
‘Mud doesn’t stick to you. Me and Cygnus will be hours getting it out of all the cracks.’
Ever pouted a little. ‘Not a good idea then?’
‘I’ll think about it. Don’t think that pout is going to influence… Okay, so the pout is working, but I’ll still want to think about it.’
Miami, FL, 10th November.
‘Stop… torturing me,’ June gasped.
‘Okay,’ Penny said, grinning up at her girlfriend, and she moved the lipstick vibrator she was using off June’s clitoris.
‘I didn’t mean– ohh...’ June trailed off as Penny’s tongue moved in to take over while the vibrator moved down between June’s labia. It kept sliding down… ‘What are you… up to with that… No! Not there! Please not there!’ The vibrator reached its new target and Penny pressed it in. ‘Pleasenotthereyouknowitdrivesmeeeee…’ June’s back arched and her hands clutched frantically at the sheets. It took seconds before her climax enveloped her entirely.
Ten minutes later, when they were in the shower, June asked, ‘What is it about hotel sex that makes it seem so kinky?’
‘Thin walls. Doing it somewhere that’s kind of public. Maybe,’ Penny replied. ‘Personally though, I think it’s down to the fact that someone else has to wash the sheets.’
June giggled. ‘You don’t get that little niggling worry about getting the stains out. Could be. Thank you for changing.’
Penny shrugged. ‘It’s not like last year. I can be Cygnus-shaped in a second now. Mind you, I’m not doing that to you again in this shape. Your thighs are way too strong.’
There was another giggle. ‘Sorry. I have a sensitive ass. When you do that, I go a little nuts. To be honest, it still surprises me that you do do that. I mean, my little Penny doing something that kinky?’
‘It’s always the quiet ones you have to watch.’ Penny turned her head. ‘Was that someone knocking on the door?’
‘Damn! I was hoping for one more round in the shower.’ June opened the screen and stepped out, grabbing a towel. ‘I’ll get it. You get changed before you come out.’
When Cygnus walked out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, it was to find Susan and a suitcase. ‘It’s good you’re not dressed,’ Susan said. ‘I’ve got stuff to try on. Uh, couple of bikinis, some swimsuits–’
‘Swimsuits?’ Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘That sounds covering.’
‘You haven’t seen them. Couple of bodysuits, again, don’t expect them to hide much, and there’s this strappy deal Dom found that she thinks you’d look good in. It’s silver.’
‘Doesn’t sound much,’ June commented.
‘I’ve got a costume for Miss Pulli, but that has to wait. To be honest, the nudes last year worked so well, and we got more costumed shots in New Millennium, and we figured we’d minimise the outfits down here. We’re not shooting in the city so we can be pretty sure of privacy.’
‘Yeah, Ever’s security force is pretty good. You know, with the scales and the teeth.’
‘True. I wouldn’t try getting past them.’ Susan unzipped the case and rummaged through the contents. ‘Right. Uh…’ She pulled out a white, string bikini. ‘Cygnus. Let’s just check this doesn’t fit the right way.’
Cygnus giggled and let her towel slip. ‘Hand it over.’
Susan paused, looking at the naked heroine. Then she shook her head. ‘Damn, girl, you could give a supermodel body-image problems.’
‘I thought they all had them naturally.’
‘Does that mean I have to start worrying about my weight to really make it?’ June asked.
‘You don’t already?’ Susan grumbled. ‘I hate you both.’
The Everglades.
Fascinated by the human habit of wearing bits of cloth to cover specific body parts, Ever watched the shooting of a session around a pond in the Big Cypress with an amused expression on her face.
Given that June and Cygnus were wearing so little that the garments might as well not have been there, perhaps the avatar had a point. June’s bikini was two sizes too small, a common trick designed to make the model’s breasts look larger, while Cygnus was wearing three small patches of white cloth wired together with thin cord.
‘Sometimes,’ Svetilo explained to Ever when asked, ‘something hidden is more interesting than something seen. The imagination fills in the blanks. And there is another factor, da? Society wants us dressed. We are not supposed to see these things. The cloth reminds us of that, but we can see more than we “should,” so we feel the little, naughty thrill. It is psychology.’
Ever frowned. ‘That may explain why some of the men I talk to seem more distracted when I fashion a dress for myself than when I’m naked.’
‘I’ve seen the kind of thing you make,’ June said. ‘Leaves and vines twisted together. It looks great, but the men are all probably spending more than half their attention trying to see nipple.’
‘And if they could just see them,’ Svetilo added, ‘then they don’t have to keep looking.’
‘Many of them still do,’ Ever pointed out. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I understand mating urges. I was just a little perplexed at what a few leaves, or patches of cloth, do to make them stronger.’
‘You wouldn’t like these patches of cloth,’ Cygnus said. ‘Synthetic.’
‘I know. I can feel it from here. Just a tiny disturbance, but it’s there. You are not uncomfortable? The insects are keeping away, I think.’
‘Nothing’s biting. To be honest, I feel great. I wish I could do this every day.’
‘You could,’ June said. ‘But you’d have to give up the crime fighting and we both know that’s not going to happen.’
‘No. It’s not. It’s kind of an imperative for me. But I could stand doing a bit more of this. It makes a nice change. Happy days.’
‘You could probably do a few gigs, once in a while,’ Svetilo suggested. ‘Supplement your income, take a few days out of usual schedule…’
‘We could call them “Cygnus’s Happy Days,”’ June added.
‘Though they might not be so happy on a more conventional shoot.’
‘That’s true. Some photographers can be real bitches. And that’s not a comment on gender.’
‘Da. The men can be worse than the women. We are lucky to have good photographers.’
‘And an easy schedule,’ Rosanne said. ‘If we had tighter timescales, I’d be cracking the whip more. As it is… Let’s do a costume change and restage before the light goes.’
‘And we can practise the whip-cracking later,’ Svetilo said with a slightly malicious grin.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘So, what do you think?’ Andrea sounded pensive, which was not entirely without precedent: Twilight was the ultra-confident one.
Jacob was going through a book of prints which Andrea had carefully put together from the shots Rosanne had taken of her the week before. It was a modelling portfolio for a woman who had no intention of doing modelling, but it had been an experience and she had felt like commemorating it with something. Jacob considered himself prejudiced, but he agreed.
‘I think,’ Jacob said, ‘that you look fantastic and, after going through these, I feel the need to demonstrate how fantastic you look in a physical and intimate manner. Which probably means I should be uncomfortable with anyone else seeing these, but–’
‘But it’s for a good cause.’
‘Yeah. That. I’ll try to remember that when a few dozen of these start appearing around the office.’
‘Just remember, they can look, but only you get to touch. Anyway, won’t they ban them at the UID? Cygnus and I aren’t exactly flavour of the month.’
‘Huh.’ Jacob kept flicking through the pages as he talked. ‘And if it got out that they’d banned agents from buying a calendar which is raising money to redevelop an area torn up in a riot, how would that go down in the media? They’re already in trouble over blocking us from helping at the time. The local press are particularly adamant about not letting that rest. You know, I have to admit that Cygnus looks pretty good in these shots with you.’
‘Cygnus looks good in all her shots,’ Andrea replied, grinning. ‘Compared to her, I’m a sack of potatoes.’
‘No you–’
‘Jacob, she’s stunning. She’s a fantasy image made flesh. I do not have a problem with not looking as good as Cygnus because I know why she looks so good, and because I’m not insecure about my body. I have a damn good body.’
‘Damn right.’ Jacob paused in his flicking. ‘Damn right, and I didn’t think this calendar was going to be showing off quite this much of it.’
Andrea’s cheeks coloured. ‘Oh, there are a couple in there that aren’t for the calendar. I was naked anyway, except for the boots, and me and Twi figured we might as well get a few snaps done… for you.’
‘For me? You’re not wearing your mask in this one.’
‘Twi talked me into it. She said you’d think it was hot and… I was naked anyway. We thought you could pick one and then I’d get it framed for you. You know, signed, with little kisses after the signature.’
‘Uh, I could probably accept such a gift, yeah.’
‘Cool. And, obviously, if we break up and it ends up on the internet… Well, I know where you live.’
Miami, FL, 11th November.
Waiting in the arrivals area as Cygnus was, she reflected, a somewhat surreal experience. Penny often did this job, usually waiting to ferry June home, but Penny attracted no attention from anyone. Penny tended to fade into the crowd and would have needed a flag to wave to get the attention of the person she was waiting for, except that June had never treated her as a background feature and always spotted her immediately.
Cygnus was pretty sure no one was going to have trouble spotting her. She was almost six-foot tall for one thing. The long, white hair which fell to the small of her back in soft waves was kind of noticeable. Her figure, slim and fit with unnaturally firm, large breasts, tended to make her stand out. Mostly, however, she figured she would be noticed because just about everyone was looking at her and not the arrival gates.
What they were going to think when the woman she was meeting got there was anyone’s guess.
Jennifer Pulli was actually six foot in flats with clear, blue eyes and long, platinum-blonde hair wound up into a bun for travelling. She was dressed in grey slacks and a white blouse, neither of which managed to disguise long legs and a very substantial bust. She was pulling a small, wheeled case behind her and looking nervous. She was out of her element here, because her element was engineering; she had worked on the Guardian spaceship Fullerton Technologies had analysed in San Francisco, which was how she had come to the attention of June and Cygnus.
She did, indeed, spot Cygnus almost immediately. ‘Hi,’ she said, stopping in front of the heroine. ‘Well, I didn’t chicken out yet.’
‘Apparently not. Do I call you Jennifer, or Jenny, or Miss Pulli?’
‘Jennifer, please. I hate when people shorten it.’ Jennifer looked around. ‘Is everyone staring at us?’
‘I’d have thought you were used to that. Come on, I’ve a car waiting.’ Cygnus turned and started for the exit to the car park.
‘Uh, great. So… Um, what’s the plan?’ Jennifer fell into step, easily keeping up.
‘Engineer. Right. Got to have everything planned.’
‘Nervous engineer wants to know what she’s got herself into, more like.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Fair enough. We’re going to the hotel where Susan, our make-up and costume supervisor, and also general Miami agent, will be making sure the costume she’s arranged for you actually fits properly. Then I’ll fly you out to meet Ever. She’s watching over June and Svetilo’s shoot at the moment. We figured you’d like to meet her before the actual event tomorrow. And Rosanne, our photographer, obviously.’
‘I guess it’d be nice.’
‘Tomorrow, you do the shoot. We’re using a set we used last year. It’s a hut in the swamp that Ever used to use for meeting people before the visitor centre was built. I think Rosanne wants to have you on the jetty with Ever rising out of the water beside you, or some such. I think you’re flying back on Thursday?’
‘That’s right.’
‘In that case, I figure you’ll have most of a day you can spend relaxing by the pool or something, but we wanted to make sure we had time for problems.’
Jennifer frowned. ‘Problems?’
‘Not expecting any, but… I don’t know. If you don’t add contingency, something’s bound to go wrong.’
‘Oh, well, yeah. I can get behind that.’
~~~
‘I think we have a problem,’ Jennifer said, peering down at her chest while she tried to reposition the cups of a pale-blue bikini bra.
‘What?’ Susan asked.
‘Well, I don’t usually wear bikinis, but aren’t they supposed to cover more than this? I think it’s the wrong size.’
‘I said more or less the same thing,’ Cygnus replied. ‘It’s supposed to look like that. Makes your breasts seem larger.’
‘You don’t think they’re big enough?’
‘I think,’ Susan said, ‘that you have a fine pair of breasts and this shows them off well. Now, these shorts are another matter.’ She held up a pair of denim shorts, carefully frayed and stressed to look designer-worn. ‘These need to be snug, but if they’re too small we get unsightly bulges. Put them on over the bikini. Rosanne will probably want pictures with and without, but the strings showing from under the denim is always a popular look.’
‘Right… This costume gig is more complicated than I thought. You know, for a girly calendar thing.’
‘That’s why they pay me the big bucks.’
‘They do?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Well, no. That’s where the analogy fails. And I’m doing this basically at cost. Living expenses. But that’s why they should be paying me the big bucks. Are you comfortable in heels, Jennifer?’
‘Not really. I mean, low ones, more or less. I usually wear flats because men tend to prefer women they can look in the eyes…’
Cygnus and Susan shared an exchange of looks, but neither gave the obvious reply. ‘We’ll go with barefoot then. That should work fine with your height.’
‘Just try to push up on the balls of your feet a little,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Extends the legs, makes them look longer.’
‘Oh. Okay. This whole thing is more complicated than I thought it would be.’
‘I felt the same way last year. Do you have a boyfriend?’
Jennifer glanced at the heroine, a little flustered. ‘Not currently. I’m told I’m intimidating.’
‘Taller and brighter than most men,’ Susan said. ‘They can be so insecure. I know where Cygnus was going with that question. It’s just a trick to get the right look if you do straight-to-camera shots. It’ll work with a favourite actor or someone. Rosanne or Dom can coach you on that if it’s needed.’
‘Dom?’ Jennifer asked. ‘Oh, Svetilo. Her real name is Dominika, right?’
‘Dominika Zuyev, but it’s an appropriate nickname.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said. ‘And if she invites you to a meeting in a hot tub, just politely decline.’
~~~
Susan had found a chainmail bikini for Svetilo to wear, and a prop sword from an old sword and sorcery movie which looked pretty good, so when Cygnus flew in with Jennifer in her arms, it was to see the Russian playing at being a barbarian warrior goddess with June, stark naked, more or less draped up one leg. The professional quality of the shoot went rapidly downhill as Cygnus could not stop giggling.
‘I had more or less the same reaction,’ Ever confided.
‘It looks great, and Dom’s built for it,’ Cygnus said, ‘it’s just kind of silly. Camp. Uh, Ever, this is Jennifer Pulli.’
‘Miss or Doctor?’ Ever asked.
‘Oh, it’s just miss,’ Jennifer replied. ‘I have degrees in engineering and metallurgy, but I never felt like a doctorate was worth it. And anyway, Jennifer is fine.’
‘Jennifer then. I’m Ever. I understand you didn’t actually work on the project here?’
‘Not directly, no. Elaine told me some of my materials work went into the design of the nanomachines, but I didn’t even know about it until after Cygnus asked me to come here for this. I wrote the paper up… two years ago or something.’
‘You had a hand, or a brain, in it so I welcome you to my swamp all the more warmly.’ The green-skinned goddess smiled and Jennifer’s shoulders relaxed almost imperceptibly.
‘Could we go out to that area?’ Rosanne asked. ‘I’d like to get a few shots of it, mainly for my own interest, but we might be able to use them in some publicity stuff.’
‘We can, if you wish. The area is regrowing, but it still shows some of the devastation the contamination caused. You can certainly contrast it against the lusher vegetation here.’
‘Sounds perfect. Now, Jennifer, I suggest you watch how this all works. It’ll prepare you for tomorrow. I want a couple more shots of these two and then, Cygnus, there’s a deer-hide dress and sandals in the case which will… barely fit you. You should be busting out all over the place. Put that on and we can have a few shots with the two of you fighting over June.’
‘If I win,’ Svetilo said, ‘do I get to keep her?’
‘Don’t make me dropkick you into the Gulf, Dom,’ Cygnus replied.
~~~
It was not, perhaps, one of the more attractive sections of the Big Cypress, but it had to have looked a lot better when the stand of palms and cypress trees had been alive. Set on the southern side of US-41 a few miles east of Carnestown, the area affected by the chemical spill was irregular but obvious.
‘The tanker was driving west,’ Ever explained as the group stood beside the road and looked out over the devastation. ‘The road was wet and when the car in front of it braked suddenly, the driver lost control and it fishtailed across both lanes, ending up smashing into the trees on the south side. Four people died, including the driver of the truck and the occupants of the car it crushed on the way. A small family. Mother, father, and a six-year-old girl. Tragic from the start, and the damage it did to the land just compounded the insult.’
‘One tanker did all that?’ Cygnus asked. The area of dead trees seemed huge, spreading from the road several hundred yards out into the swamp in an irregular pattern almost like a fern leaf.
‘The chemical flowed out along the water channels and then sank into the soil. It was apparently designed as a highly concentrated agent for setting plastics, but it worked exceptionally well at turning the soil into concrete. The trees died quite quickly, unable to gather any moisture through clogged roots. The entire area was becoming stagnant, poisoning what remained.’
Rosanne was on one knee, her camera pointed out across the swamp. ‘But it’s regrowing, like you said. I can see green shoots. There’s life out there.’
‘Sometimes with a little encouragement, life tends to find a way to return. No matter what horrors mankind perpetrates, even accidentally, life prevails. The nanomachines you helped to make, Jennifer, cleared out the soil. I cleared the water channels and pressed the plants to put in a little more effort. Next summer, when the rains come, things will really get going. It will likely take a couple of seasons to make this place whole again, but it will happen.’
‘You know,’ the photographer said, ‘there’s a lot of parallels here with Churchton. I mean, they couldn’t be more different at a superficial level, but from our point of view… Ever’s promoting the regeneration of her swamp here, and Cygnus is trying to regenerate Churchton. They’ve both been damaged, but they both have life in them. It just needs… coaxing.’
‘Da,’ Svetilo said. ‘We need a couple of extra pages in calendar. Pictures of swamp and city. A little bit of text with each. Could you write something short to say what you want to do here, Ever? A little “message from Ever” in the calendar might actually help sales.’
‘Hmm,’ Ever replied. ‘Not one of my greatest skills, but I can get help from some of the rangers.’
‘I suppose you’ll want something from me?’ Cygnus asked.
‘From you and Twilight,’ Svetilo replied. ‘Between the two of you, you should be able to come up with something.’
‘Oh, she’ll love that.’
New Millennium City, MD.
The night air was cool against Twilight’s skin, and she loved it. It was a crisp night, the sky was clear, and the stars were shining down. Reports from Florida suggested that the shoot was going well. Twilight had got to scare a mugger half to death earlier. All was right with the world.
When she started hearing reports of a fire in Uptown over the police band, she initially ignored them. ‘Cygnus and Svetilo are in Florida,’ Andrea reminded her.
‘We’re not exactly set up to help in a fire,’ Twilight replied.
‘Probably not, but we might be able to help. Worst case is we decide we need Cygnus back here in a hurry.’
‘Okay. Fair enough. We can go look.’
One quick step sideways and Twilight was up on the top of the Americas Trade Center, a frequent meeting place during her early career with Cygnus. The fire became obvious quite quickly: to the north, a column of smoke was rising and, even from the tower, flashing lights in blue and red were visible. Twilight reached out and found a patch of shadow close by, stepped through it, and then it was just a case of finding Fire Bug.
‘It’s not a good one,’ the fireman said, ‘but we don’t think there are any people trapped.’ The building was tall, as was common in Uptown. Twenty-plus storeys, all in darkness except for the glow of flames on the lower floors. ‘The security guards on the ground floor got out before the fire took properly. They say the cleaning staff should all be out, but they’re not sure. They don’t think anyone was working late–’
‘But they’re not sure,’ Twilight finished for him. ‘I get it. Anyone in there is stuck?’
‘All the emergency stairs are burning. Phone lines were taken out by the initial explosion. Oh, and someone has set a fire in the local cell tower too. Cell reception is notoriously bad around here as it is. All the tall buildings. If there’s anyone in there, they can’t get out, and they can’t tell us they’re in there. And Cygnus and Svetilo are in Florida this week.’
‘Yeah. I can have them back here in thirty minutes.’ Fire Bug gave Twilight a look of surprise. ‘Cygnus can really motor when she needs to, and she can carry Svetilo. However, do you need them for the fire or searching the building?’
‘The latter, primarily. I wouldn’t mind the help, but we can manage the flames.’
‘Could you get a helicopter to the roof to take survivors off?’
‘Yes. Until the fire gets up that high anyway. And I think we’ll have it under control by then.’
‘Right. I’ll handle the search and get anyone I find up to the roof. We can lift them out from there. This is that same arsonist?’
‘Seems likely at this point. The superficial signature is the same. You’re going to search a twenty-storey building? On your own?’
Twilight smiled. ‘Nope. I’ll have help.’
~~~
Twenty pairs of feral, glowing red eyes looked up at Twilight with a weirdly adoring look about them. The shadow imps were not exactly pretty creatures. Actually, they usually looked like they wanted to tear out someone’s throat at the next opportunity, but they were all ears for their shadowy mistress.
‘Okay,’ Twilight said. ‘Spread out and see if you can find anyone above the levels that are on fire. I’m not expecting you to roast to do the job, but try your best. If you locate anyone who is breathing, come back to me with the info. I’m going to go up to the roof access and make sure it’s open. Questions?’ There was some gibbering. There was always some gibbering. No one, of course, had any questions since, so far as Twilight could tell, the imps read her intentions as much as they did her instructions. ‘Right then, off you go and do Mummy proud.’
There were a few more gibbers, which sounded sort of amused, and the imps scattered. Twilight turned and headed for the stairwell. Hopping to the roof had been easy, and then she had made an educated guess about the layout below, arriving in a small lobby below where the door to the roof was. All good so far.
The stairwell was pretty warm. Down at the bottom, the fire was burning pretty intensely and the heat from that was rising. If there were people below, they would have to move fairly fast to get out, but they could probably make it. The imps would be finding it uncomfortable, but hardly unbearable.
Twilight climbed up two flights, and then came to a stop. There was the door out onto the roof, and right in front of it was a metal canister, probably an old paint tin, wrapped in some sort of jacket. Wires connected the jacket to the door and frame. It looked like some sort of improvised explosive device and it also looked like it was rigged to go off when the door was opened.
‘Oh, swell,’ Andrea commented.
‘Yeah,’ Twilight replied, moving closer. ‘I’m thinking that looks like thermite paste around the can. Pyrotechnic initiator. I can probably just take that out and it’ll be safe.’
Andrea was silent for a second. ‘Yes, agreed. It’s a very simple device. Clever, but simple. It wasn’t meant for us.’
‘Cygnus and Svetilo. They’d have come up to the roof, kicked the door in.’
‘And I’m guessing they’d have been covered in what amounts to napalm. This fire is as much a trap for them as it is an act of arson.’
‘The arsonist doesn’t know they’re out of town then.’
‘No. Let’s get this thing disarmed. We can worry about the details later.’
~~~
‘Five people saved and a bomb defused,’ Fire Bug said, grinning. ‘You can come to more fires.’
‘Oh… Thank you for your generous offer,’ Twilight replied.
‘It wasn’t bad work,’ Andrea commented. ‘Take the compliment.’
‘I guess it did work pretty well,’ Twilight said aloud. ‘And Cygnus and Dom would have had that thing go off in their face…’ They were both watching as two men wrapped in enough padding to stop a rocket put the paint tin and its thermite wrapper into a bomb safe.
‘Yes. Worrying. He clearly was not pleased that his last attempt was less destructive than it might have been.’
‘Yeah, but then why did he set this one up in an almost empty building? Not going to kill many people that way. Anyway, he’s decided to make this personal, whether he thought he was doing that or not. If you feed us what you’ve got on the arsonist, we’ll do some digging.’
‘There isn’t much. He’s careful and the fires remove a lot of trace we might find. It’s too dangerous to check that tin, but I suspect he wiped it pretty carefully before planting it.’
‘Probably wore gloves to make it. Thermite isn’t skin cream. I’ll call Cygnus tomorrow and let her know what happened, but I don’t think there’s much point in them coming back early. Do you?’
Fire Bug shrugged. ‘If they can be here in half an hour if we need them, no.’
Miami, FL, 12th November.
‘You’re saying he set up that secondary device just to catch me and Dom in the flames?’ Cygnus asked, aiming her voice at the speaker on the room’s phone.
‘You can think of someone else who might be trying to get in via the roof?’ Andrea’s voice replied.
‘We have kept our absence from the city out of the news,’ Svetilo said. ‘Someone may have noticed me leaving, but Cygnus flew down under her own power.’
‘After doing a quick patrol and being nice and visible,’ Cygnus added. ‘To be honest, I think my radar sense thing would have spotted it before we opened the door, but I’m not absolutely sure. Be careful, he might try coming after you next, Andrea.’
‘Good luck to him on that,’ Andrea replied. ‘These fires must take quite some time to set up. I think you’ll be back before he sets another one. I don’t usually attend fires except as a bystander.’
‘Ah, but you have demonstrated your utility,’ Svetilo said. ‘You used the imps to find the trapped victims?’
‘Yeah. They could cover the ground pretty quickly.’ There was a muffled sigh. ‘I guess in large buildings there might be a case for me going in and using them again. As long as the power’s out anyway. My imps don’t like bright light.’
‘It seems odd that he picked an office building. So few potential victims at night.’
‘I did a little checking before I went to bed and one thing popped up. There’s an insurance company in that building which insured a lot of property in Churchton. They were in the news recently because they’ve apparently been invoking a clause in the agreements which precludes payment for riots. So someone could have a beef with them, but there’s also a couple of small law firms in there and someone could easily dislike a lawyer or two. And it doesn’t explain the switch from housing to business.’
‘You’ll keep digging?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Of course. The serial killer thing is a dead end right now. Anyway, I need to get to work.’
‘And we need to get out into the swamp. It’s Jennifer’s big day today. I can’t wait to see how she gets on.’
The Everglades.
‘You seem nervous, Jennifer.’ Ever was perched on the little jetty beside her hut, feet absently playing in the water. Jennifer was sitting beside her, with her legs crossed. This was partially because a trio of foot-long alligator juveniles were playing around Ever’s feet, and their mother was lying, mostly submerged in the water, a few yards away.
‘Well… yes, I suppose I am,’ Jennifer replied, watching the alligators. She appeared fascinated, if a little wary. They were taking a break; the shoot was going well enough, but both Rosanne and Svetilo thought something was missing and were trying to work out what.
‘Why?’
The question was so direct that Jennifer’s eyes widened. ‘Oh! Uh… Well, I’m not used to being dressed like this, or having so much attention paid to me, or–’
‘I find it somewhat difficult to believe that you do not receive attention. Especially from men.’
‘I… don’t encourage them. I wanted a career and men are a distraction. Especially the kind of men who are confident enough to come on to me.’
‘So you don’t flaunt your body.’
‘Certainly not like you do.’
‘I do?’ Ever seemed genuinely perplexed.
‘You never wear clothes!’
‘Ah. I’ve never understood why humans cover themselves up. Well, for protection, yes, but I’ve no need for that. I don’t flaunt, however. I simply am. You find my nudity discomforting?’
‘No. Yes, a little. I find my near-nudity more discomforting.’
‘Why?’
‘You like direct questions, don’t you?’
Ever smiled. ‘I find they tend to cut to the core of the matter. I’m an avatar of nature. Humans tend to circle around the truth a lot to save embarrassment and keep up appearances, and I have little time for it. Nature does not care for appearances, only results.’
‘Okay… I suppose I’m just not used to it. This isn’t how I normally behave.’
‘So?’
‘Sorry?’
‘No one is asking you to wander around naked at work or on the streets. Why did you agree to do this calendar?’
Jennifer frowned. ‘Well… It’s for a good cause, or causes. I suppose I was a little flattered to be asked. I mean, June is beautiful and Cygnus is… She’s got the same goddess-like quality you do. That they thought I could be in this is quite a compliment.’
‘Yes, I suppose it is. So, you have two beautiful women suggesting you should appear, and you believe in the causes, and no one is suggesting a change of lifestyle or career. You just need to step out of yourself a little. Hmm, you’re an engineer, perhaps a more practical view… Consider your body as a tool. You have good-quality equipment; it just needs to be used to best effect. Then, with the job done, you can put it away in the toolbox to be brought out again if needed.’
‘Uh… I… hadn’t thought of it like that. But what’s the best effect?’
Ever smiled. ‘Well, I had an idea about that…’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘And you expect me to pick one of these for the publicity material?’ Roger asked, his eyes on the screen of Andrea’s laptop.
‘Well, a couple would be better,’ Andrea replied. ‘Dom wanted your input on them since, you know, we’re putting a poster up in your shop.’
‘Well, yes, but it’s like being in a candy shop.’
‘I was never big on candy shops.’
‘You know what I mean. Picking just a few of these is practically impossible.’
‘That one,’ Zoe said, pointing at the screen. ‘For the shop anyway. That one’s perfect for here. Maybe not nationally, but here that’s perfect.’ The image showed Cygnus and Twilight in costume. One of Cygnus’s arms was around Twilight’s shoulders and Twilight had an arm around Cygnus’s waist. They were blowing kisses to the camera.
‘Okay,’ Roger conceded. ‘Yes, that one is perfect for the signing event.’
Andrea nodded, peered at the image number, and noted it down. ‘I thought it looked a bit posed, but I suppose… Yeah.’
‘You look really natural, actually,’ Zoe countered. ‘You can tell the two of you are friends. Friends wearing costumes that don’t really cover anything.’ She giggled. ‘But it’s not too risqué, which is probably important.’ Zoe pulled at the collar of her black T-shirt. ‘I mean, some of these are making me hot, and I’m strictly hetero.’
‘Huh. I know the feeling. Okay, we have one perfect one. Come on, we can do this. Just a couple more.’
The Everglades.
‘It’s perfect,’ Rosanne said, peering at the screen of her laptop.
‘It’s… not bad, I guess,’ Jennifer said.
‘Don’t be modest,’ Svetilo replied. ‘This is good work. You too, Ever.’
The image they had ended up with, after Ever had coaxed Jennifer through a few iterations, had Jennifer topless with one arm clutched over her breasts and the other outstretched toward Ever. Ever was in the water, with a couple of strategic inches of behind visible above the waterline, and had apparently stolen Jennifer’s bra. One of Ever’s hands, the one not swinging the bra away, was raised with a wagging index finger, as if to say, ‘Oh no, you don’t need this and you can’t have it.’ To get the angle, Svetilo had had to hover over the water with Rosanne in her arms. The look of shocked outrage on Jennifer’s face was not entirely faked, but ten minutes after they had finished shooting, she was still topless.
‘Well, I guess it works,’ Jennifer conceded, ‘and it’s not actually that embarrassing if it ends up on walls in the office.’
‘I believe,’ Ever said, ‘that the picture has comic effect as well as the necessary erotic quality.’ She gave Jennifer a little smirk. ‘Your co-workers will be looking at you with new eyes.’
‘As long as they don’t forget I’m an engineer, I guess that’s okay.’ Jennifer looked around, appearing a little regretful. ‘So, that’s it? All done here?’
‘Unless you want to come and get naked in a mud hole,’ Cygnus said.
Jennifer raised an eyebrow. ‘Seriously? That’s your next shoot?’
‘Uh-huh. Last year it was me, June, and Ever in that pool back there behind the hut. This year, Ever’s found a mud hole so we can do more frontal work with mud to hide the naughty bits.’
‘Mud-coated nudity? What the Hell. Sure, why not?’
~~~
‘Okay, so that may have got a little out of hand,’ June said.
‘You think?’ Rosanne asked as she tried to rinse mud out of her hair.
‘I think it was fun,’ Susan countered, also trying to rinse mud out of her hair.
‘June started it,’ Cygnus put in. Her hair was not quite the bright white it had been since discovering the true nature of her powers.
‘I just threw it at you,’ June said. ‘You were the one who threw it at Dom, and she wasn’t even in the picture.’
‘Not then anyway. At least Ever had a pool without the mud to wash off in.’
‘I think of these things,’ Ever said. She was the only one not trying to get mud out of her hair; mud, it seemed, did not stick to Ever unless she wanted it to.
‘It was fun,’ Svetilo said. ‘We are not going to be able to use half the photographs, but it was fun.’
‘We are never going to be able to use the naked can-can line,’ Rosanne agreed. ‘Which is a shame, because it’s got everyone in.’
‘Da. Even you.’
‘That’s why we can’t use it. The framing sucks. I checked and you can’t see too much of anything. Censorship via legs, or mud, or muddy legs.’
‘Good thing the camera didn’t get muddy,’ Jennifer said. ‘That was fun, even if I’ll be washing the Everglades out of my hair for the next decade. I’m glad I did this. Thank you for the chance to.’
‘I’m glad you’re not going away unhappy,’ Cygnus said. ‘You know, since I was the one suggested you do it. Me and June anyway.’
‘Yeah,’ June agreed. ‘It would’ve sucked if you’d hated it.’
‘I didn’t,’ Jennifer replied, smiling. ‘I might even buy a skirt when I get home.’
‘You don’t have one skirt?!’
‘Nope. Jeans and a lot of slacks.’
‘Buy hose. It’s possible your legs could rebel if they’re not used to the exposure, and the last thing you need is rebellious legs.’
‘I don’t think you can have rebellious legs.’
June shrugged. ‘They used to say that about people flying…’
13th November.
‘Okay, here we are in the middle of nowhere. Why?’ Twilight looked around at the little clearing they had landed in with its long-rooted trees and sandy soil leading down into slowly moving water. ‘This is a mangrove swamp, right? I’m not exactly a Girl Scout, Cygnus.’
‘But you do recognise mangrove trees all the same,’ Ever said, emerging through a gap in the trees behind them.
‘One reason,’ Cygnus said, grinning, ‘is so you can meet Ever.’
‘Right,’ Twilight said, reaching up to remove her mask. ‘Hello, Ever. I’m Andrea Morgan, or Twilight.’
Ever took the offered hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet a fellow avatar, Andrea. Shadows, you know, are hardly an urban feature.’
‘I know, but I’m kind of a city girl. I’ve got the castle in Italy. Not much city there since it’s in the mountains, but I’m mostly urban. And the trees? I have good information retention and we watched a nature documentary about the Everglades. Mangroves are kind of distinctive. I doubt I’d recognise a cypress tree.’
‘Still, I’m impressed. Come, we’re set up a little way north of here.’
‘Set up for what?’
‘Beach shoot by moonlight,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Rosanne thought it would be cool to get all of us in it and I figured I could get you down here fast enough–’
‘Yeah, fast enough… Have you any idea how scary that is? What speed were we doing anyway?’
‘No idea.’
‘Okay, how high were we?’
‘About sixty-five thousand feet, according to my radar. Can’t break the sound barrier at low altitude.’
Andrea gave a shudder. ‘Like I said, scary. That’s coming from someone who makes a habit of scaring people.’ They walked out of the trees again, emerging onto a sandier stretch of open ground. ‘Is this Florida Bay?’
‘The open water is part of the Bay, yes,’ Ever replied. ‘And this is where we’re doing it.’
A little way up the beach, a small fire was burning in the middle of a few fallen logs which seemed to have been artfully placed by someone very strong. It was the dry season, but even so, it must have taken a while to find dry enough wood for the fire. People were visible there, illuminated by the low half-moon and the firelight. Even without it, Andrea would have recognised June, Svetilo, Susan, and Rosanne. June and Svetilo were naked, and Andrea got the impression she knew what the idea for the shoot was.
‘Not much for me to do here,’ Susan said as they approached. ‘You’re providing the make-up, Andrea.’
‘I am?’
‘Yes,’ Rosanne said. ‘One of the reasons I wanted you here is to control the way the shadows fall. You can make sure nothing’s too visible.’
‘And nothing is too hidden,’ Svetilo added.
Andrea glanced around to see Cygnus stripping out of her dress. ‘Okay,’ Andrea sighed. ‘I assume you want me out of this suit?’
Svetilo grinned. ‘Da. Always.’
14th November.
Andrea took a slug of wine from the bottle currently making the rounds and passed it on to Rosanne. It was the last night of the shoot and Svetilo had brought a few wine bottles with her; even if Ever was immune to the stuff and was only drinking to be sociable, they could celebrate the completion of another shooting schedule. The night was not cold and the fire was still burning to keep things comfortable. Above them, the stars were bright in the sky.
‘For someone who seems reluctant to take her clothes off for the camera,’ Rosanne said, ‘you seem really comfortable there.’
Andrea gave a non-committal shrug. ‘I live in a house full of women. And June is not exactly modest so if I was embarrassed about girl bits, I’d have moved by now. And there isn’t a camera pointed at me. You think you’ll actually use any of the shots from tonight?’
‘For December,’ Svetilo said. ‘We find the best of them and put it in for December page. It is like… saying goodbye to this year’s calendar.’
‘A wrap party,’ June suggested.
‘Da. Exactly. It is relaxed too. It is soft image for last month of year. Is my accent slipping?’
‘Just a bit,’ Susan replied, grinning. ‘Are you really thinking of making this an annual event?’
‘Da. June?’
‘What?’ June asked, blinking. ‘Oh, da. I mean, yes. Now she’s got me doing it.’
‘There is a little Russian in June, I think.’
‘You just wish. I think we could make this work annually. Maybe we should make the call after we see how this one sells.’
‘Well,’ Susan said, ‘I’m in, but make the decision sooner rather than later, yeah? Maybe I could have some real time to get things ready next year. We could even shoot in summer, though…’
‘Rain,’ Ever said, ‘might be a problem. I can keep it off to some extent, but upsetting the natural order is not something I like doing for trivial reasons. I would be happy to participate again. There are always places where money can be used here.’
‘And I guess the same is true of New Millennium,’ Andrea said. ‘But maybe we should look into some other projects. If we have the two big ones, plus a “guest” project.’
‘Last year we had Moon Coyote’s youth projects,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘I mean, that was where she was spending her fee, but it was kind of linked. We put it on the info page at the back. If we could figure out something to get Mink to do it…’
June giggled. ‘You can see Mink doing a nude calendar?’
‘For the right cause…’
‘You’ve met her, da?’ Svetilo asked. ‘I have only seen a couple of pictures. Not good pictures.’
‘She’s certainly… pneumatic enough for this kind of thing,’ Andrea said. ‘Very attractive woman and her costume doesn’t exactly cover her major assets. If there’s a cause in San Francisco she’s interested in, I think she could be persuaded. And it would be a huge draw for the calendar. Like you said, no one gets good pictures of Mink.’
‘I’ll do some research,’ June said. ‘See what she might do it for. Though I think it’d put Lament’s nose out of joint, which might be enough to get Mink to do it just for that.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘Maybe. You heard the Stars got a new member? The Fox. She’s a sort of female Zorro, but she can project energy from her sword.’
‘That team is decidedly female-heavy. Fuego and Bonehead are going to get a complex.’
‘Well, a lot of teams are pretty male-dominated. So, we’re kind of done here? No more shooting?’
‘Da,’ Svetilo replied a little sadly. ‘We come out tomorrow to say proper goodbyes for another year. Then hard work begins.’
‘Production,’ June said, ‘marketing, all the boring stuff I don’t usually have to worry about.’
‘Just don’t forget Hugh and Elaine will be arriving on Monday,’ Cygnus said.
‘Oh, the computer thing.’
‘Computer thing?’ Svetilo asked.
‘We’re having an alien computer transplanted into the house,’ Cygnus explained. ‘I still don’t know how, but Hugh says he’s got it all planned out. They’re going to, somehow, get it under the house. Then they’ll connect it into power and data lines, and we’ll have a pretty awesome computer system.’
‘I was thinking,’ Andrea said, ‘maybe we could set things up a little like San Francisco. Using the new computer, I mean, and a bit less formal. If we could get everyone else signed up, we could have a proper, city-wide network for New Millennium’s Ultras to use.’
‘I bet we could get the police and fire departments on side.’ Cygnus was looking quite keen on the idea.
‘If you wear camisole top to more fires,’ Svetilo said, ‘then you can get fire department to do anything, but I think Andy would agree to it.’ The Russian sighed. ‘I could spend more evenings like this. Is good times.’
‘Happy days,’ Cygnus agreed, looking up at the sky.
‘Da. Happy days.’
 



Interlude: Seven Princes
Washington, DC, 16th November, 2014.
From the outside, it appeared to be nothing more than seven wealthy men meeting for a somewhat eccentric Sunday lunch. They sat at a large, round table so that no one appeared to have seniority over anyone else, though one of them was, technically, their leader, and one of them had more space on either side of him than the others which gave him an appearance of seniority.
They were an eclectic bunch. Most of them were at least moderately attractive, some quite handsome, but the one who sat on his own was obese with a squashed nose and sallow skin, and the reason for the space around him was his general lack of personal hygiene. All of them possessed power, but for some it was projected in the form of charm, others gave off an air of menace, and for some it was simply physical presence.
Perhaps the most eccentric feature of the dinner was the serving staff. They were all female, all quite beautiful, and all dressed in tiny red skirts, push-up bras, and high heels. They all had little red horns on hairbands, and curved, pointed Devil-tails attached to their backs. Every last one of them went about their tasks with the blank looks of mind-controlled zombies.
‘We’re agreed then? We make a move to consolidate control of New Millennium City.’ The speaker was a tall, blonde-haired man who considered himself the leader of the group. He was their best strategist, and he liked to chair meetings.
‘I believe we are, Lucifer. I’ve been wanting to open another club for a while and New Millennium is begging for it.’ This one was Lucifer’s polar opposite, the dark to his light.
‘Your club will act as our spearhead then, Asmodeus,’ Lucifer said, nodding. ‘However, Belphegor has been running drugs into the city for a while… Belphegor?’
The fat man appeared reluctant to stop stuffing his face long enough to speak, but he said, ‘The loss of the cocaine plant here put back that operation, but I’m just about back up to speed. If we can put distribution centres into New Millennium… Makes life easier.’
‘Which does bring us to the major problem with that city. Beelzebub? Where are we with political neutralisation of the problem?’
An attractive, mid-height man who had been pecking at his meal wiped his mouth on a napkin before speaking. ‘We had to pull back from pressing the UID investigation. We were drawing too much attention. If they come after us here, I can cause problems for them without too much difficulty, but there’s nothing much to be done outside DC.’
‘Leave them to me,’ Asmodeus said, a malicious smile on his lips. ‘I believe I can handle a couple of attractive Ultrahuman girls without too much difficulty. In fact, I think I’ll rather enjoy it.’
 



Part Two: Frozen Death
New Millennium City, MD, 17th November, 2014.
Doctor Ultimate was chattering away as he emerged from the wormhole. ‘…excavation done, we can… cabling shouldn’t be an… setting compound will need to be…’
His wife, Alice by birth but known to the Union of Ultrahumans as Patience, emerged a second later with an indulgent smile on her face and said, ‘Hugh, you’re just going to have to say it all again. In order this time.’
Ultimate stopped and turned around. ‘Oh. We went through. Ah. Yes. I’ll wait. And hello, Cygnus. Good morning, June.’ Cygnus and June, standing outside their house with grins on their faces, returned the greeting and then the third member of the team stepped out of the wormhole before it collapsed. ‘Elaine will be joining us later,’ Ultimate said, ‘but this is our geology and excavation expert, Cottontail.’
‘Hello,’ Cygnus said, knowing she was staring at the girl. ‘Welcome to Maryland.’
‘Thanks,’ Cottontail said, her voice a little muffled by the band of waxed cloth fixed over her mouth. It was attached to a huge, trapper-style hat and the rest of the outfit was just as eclectic: green breast band and short shorts, gloves which were short and fingerless on the right hand and elbow-length on the left, work boots with what looked like wool stockings, the right one around her ankles, but then her right knee had a pad on it as did her elbows, and there was a leather apron of sorts over the breast band. Under the clothes was a mid-height, very slim girl with a fit, lightly built body, but about all you could see of her face were large, brown eyes. Cottontail apparently kept her identity secret. ‘Uh, the Union guys call me Bugs,’ Cottontail added. ‘You can if you like.’
‘Do you like?’ June asked.
‘Well, it’s shorter than Cottontail. I don’t mind.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘Shall we go inside. I figure you want to see the basement so you can work out how you’re doing this. Also, coffee.’
‘Or tea,’ June added. ‘We learned tea.’
‘I heard,’ Alice said. ‘Viviane is agog. Hugh and I will take tea, if you would be so kind.’
‘Coffee,’ Cottontail said. ‘The blacker the better.’
‘I think we can manage both,’ Cygnus said, starting for the door. ‘You know Andrea’s at work, right?’
‘Indeed,’ Ultimate said. ‘A comic store, isn’t it? Appropriate. Perhaps I’ll get time to visit. Haven’t been in one in years. Student habit.’
‘That was when you were six or something? And doing your first doctorate?’
Ultimate laughed. ‘I was not quite that precocious. My early teens.’
‘And doing two degrees,’ Alice added. ‘He was almost that precocious.’ The redhead’s gaze swept around the hall with its open ceiling. ‘This is quite an interesting house.’
‘Well, Bobby designed it,’ Cygnus supplied. She pointed up. ‘That leads up to the dojo and then you can go up again to the master bedroom. We don’t use that, but I spar with Twilight in the dojo, and practise my aerobatics.’ They walked through into the large, more or less circular, living space. ‘And in here we have the lounge, kitchen area, and the doors off lead to the bedrooms. They used to be the guest rooms, but now June and I use one and Andrea has another. Uh, we allocated one for you, Hugh and Alice, and I’m not sure what we’re going to do with everyone else.’
‘Oh, I’m not staying,’ Cottontail said. She glanced around, noting the closed blinds on the windows, and then reached up to unsnap her mask and then pull off her hat. Beneath was a mop of auburn hair and a cute face. She looked quite young with hollowed cheeks, a pert nose, and very full lips. ‘I should be done with all the digging by the end of today. Well, hopefully. Worst comes to worst, I can sleep on the floor.’
‘I’m sure we could arrange–’ June began, but Cottontail held up a hand.
‘I’m kind of used to it. I spend a lot of time out in the desert. Arizona. I’m from Arizona.’
‘Oh. So it’s Desert Cottontail?’
The girl grinned. ‘My favourite animal. I have rabbit powers. And just to be absolutely clear, because I get this a lot, that doesn’t mean I go like a power drill.’
‘Though, in fact, you do,’ Ultimate said. ‘Just not that way.’
‘Well, yeah. Desert cottontails don’t actually dig their own burrows. They use rodent burrows instead. And my digging technique is more Tasmanian Devil than Bugs Bunny. You’ll see.’
‘Okay…’ Cygnus said. ‘Well, how about we look downstairs while June makes the drinks?’
‘Please proceed,’ Ultimate said.
‘I’ll help June,’ Alice said, smiling. ‘You’ve picked up pushing Hugh back on track quite well, Cygnus.’
‘Adaptable, that’s me.’ Cygnus stepped to the side of the main kitchen counter and then reached under it to press a concealed button. A section of the nearby floor dropped a couple of inches and then slid back. Lights came on to reveal a staircase. 
‘Interesting,’ Ultimate commented.
‘Bobby had the wine cellar and his collection of martial arts manuscripts put in down here. The collection is fairly valuable, so it’s in a locked, temperature-controlled vault. Plus, you have to know where it is.’
‘Very interesting.’
At the bottom of the stairs was a small room with an arched doorway, minus the door, off to the left and a fairly solid-looking metal door on the right. Racks of wine were visible through the arch. Cygnus went right and tapped out a six-digit code on a pad beside the door, which then opened on motors. Beyond was a room lined with shelves with a reading table in the middle of it. The shelves contained books, scrolls, and various other methods of recording writing.
Ultimate walked into the vault and frowned. ‘Quite a collection,’ he said, ‘but sadly there are no walls we could punch through. I was hoping to simply beef up the security on that vault door a little.’
‘We could go down,’ Cottontail suggested, pointing at the floor. ‘Or up. All that stuff you’re talking about can’t come through the house. I could cut an access in from outside, under the house, and you can backfill once you’ve got everything in. Then I cut an access in here from below. The soil around here isn’t exactly great for tunnelling, so the deeper the better. More compacted.’
‘As long as we don’t disturb the air conditioning, that should be fine,’ Cygnus said.
‘And it would make setting the antennas easier,’ Ultimate said, nodding.
‘Antennas?’
‘Yes…’ It did not look like he was going to explain and his next words confirmed that. ‘I’ll take some measurements and come up for tea. We’ll organise things from there.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, a little bemused. ‘You’re the expert.’
~~~
The house was surrounded by trees and Cottontail and Doctor Ultimate spent a good thirty minutes deciding on the exact spot within the circle to start digging. They wanted a spot where access to get the heavier equipment in would not be a problem, but it had to be far enough from the house itself to avoid disturbing the foundations and give a workable slope into what would be the new, lower basement.
‘Here?’ Cottontail asked, her voice once again muffled by her headgear.
‘I believe so,’ Ultimate replied. ‘You can go straight down for… two or three metres. Cygnus can handle the weight in flight, I believe.’
‘Probably,’ Cygnus agreed.
‘Then we’ll slope down at twenty degrees… You’ll need to cut a double width.’
‘Got it,’ Cottontail said, nodding. ‘You’d better stand back.’
Ultimate immediately did. Figuring that he had seen Cottontail at work before, Cygnus joined him and watched, fascinated, as the woman in the post-apocalypse survivalist outfit got ready. Twisting, Cottontail seemed about to go into some sort of pirouette dance move, and then she unwound it… Suddenly, Cygnus found herself looking at a tiny, whirling tornado in green, brown, and flesh tones which was cutting into the soil, throwing dirt out as she went down.
‘Wow,’ Cygnus said. ‘That’s…’
‘I managed to run some portable scanners on her once,’ Ultimate said. ‘She’s shrouded in cosmic energy. For want of a better description, she turns herself into a cosmic drill bit. It’s a little tiring, but she can keep it up for about fifteen minutes without too much strain and she’s become quite adept at building a secure tunnel as she goes.’
Cottontail was not simply going down: she was circling, widening her excavation as she went. After a few seconds, she had a hole maybe three yards across and a yard deep, and she just kept going.
‘This is not going to take very long at all, is it?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Assuming the ground is stable enough, I would say she will have completed her task by this afternoon. I’d like to get the chamber sealed this evening, if possible, but Elaine says she can handle that with a little help. Elaine also has some cable-laying robots which can handle the tunnelling for the antenna, power, and data cables… Yes, we should be ready to bring in the actual equipment by Wednesday. Then it’s just a matter of getting it all working.’
‘Uh-huh… You mentioned antennas before. Why does it need antennas?’
‘Ah! I didn’t explain, did I? No, of course. And “antennas” is perhaps the wrong term. We decided… Well, I decided really that there were a couple of other components which would be both useful and appropriate, so we are not just moving the computer in. We’re putting in the whole communications and sensor system, but those are fairly integral so, perhaps, not a surprise. In addition, we’re going to put the force field generator in. It’s quite capable of protecting your whole property and it needs force transducers.’
‘The force screens? Wow, that’s… That would be great.’
‘It isn’t like they are teaching us anything new. A number of Ultras can project protective fields. You can do it.’
‘Well, yeah, true. Doesn’t the screen need–’
‘A cosmic power source, yes. Which is why we’re putting the working reactor in to power the generator, computer, and your house. You’ll be entirely off the local network.’
‘Uh… Thanks. Surely you can learn things from the reactor though?’
‘Which is why I’ve organised an entire suite of monitoring equipment to go around and in it. I’ll get far more from seeing it in normal operation anyway and I hope you won’t mind me dropping in once in a while to run the odd test.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘Honestly, Hugh, I can think of a lot worse people to have visit than you. Just call before you drop in.’
‘Of course. Unlike Viviane, I tend to ring the doorbell.’
‘She did last time, but she came to talk to June about a new costume.’
Doctor Ultimate raised an eyebrow. ‘Viviane wants a new costume? I’m not entirely sure I can cope. She’s worn that dress since I’ve known her.’
‘She said something about taking on an apprentice and wanting to be more serious.’
‘Ah, yes. Cassandra. Quite a fascinating case. Something of a troubled young woman and Viviane has worked wonders with her. Our wayward sorceress has demonstrated how far she has come since her days of villainy.’
‘She’s always been– Well, she’s never been that nasty to Andrea, even if I think they both still worry about the really dark side of Twilight.’
Ultimate nodded. ‘They possibly have a right to be concerned. Andrea’s last EEG showed three distinct thought patterns instead of two. Her dark persona is more active now than it was, even if it remains fairly quiet.’ He flashed Cygnus a grin. ‘She’s hardly the only member of the Union with a dark side. You’ve never seen Brightstar when she’s really annoyed about something.’
‘Huh. Somehow I don’t think it’s quite the same. What Andrea’s dark side did at the castle…’ Cygnus shuddered. ‘A lot of people died.’
‘Quite. Thankfully, Brightstar does not get properly angry too often.’
~~~
‘So… Rabbit powers?’ June asked.
Cottontail was taking a break having used up a lot of energy, and it was lunchtime anyway so she was eating salad. She was, strangely enough, a vegetarian. ‘Yeah… You know what mutant powers are like. You kind of get what your subconscious thinks you should get and I do love cottontails.’
‘Like? I mean, there’s the tunnelling thing…’
‘Case in point. Even rabbits that burrow don’t burrow like that. But… enhanced hearing and reflexes, reduced water consumption and other adaptations to desert living. Oh, and I can talk to most mammals.’
‘Do rabbits have much to say?’
Cottontail grinned. ‘Depends whether it’s mating season or not. Mostly they just talk about grass, leaves, water… To be honest, they’re not the brightest creatures in creation.’
‘We think Twilight has some cat powers. Under all the darkness stuff, but she’s still got them.’
‘Oh, now cats… I don’t talk to cats much. You get the odd nice one, but mostly it’s all just me, me, me.’ Cottontail paused and frowned, pursing her lips. ‘It’s kind of like talking to Brightstar, now I come to think of it.’
‘You know, she seems to get a bad rep for that,’ Cygnus said, ‘but she’s been fairly nice since I joined up. She was actually pretty easy-going in San Francisco.’
‘Oh, that’s easily explainable,’ Alice said. ‘Adamantium is coming to help shift the equipment around. Brightstar will be with him, you can bet on it. When they get here, you’ll see why she’s turned into a pussy cat.’
‘The rumours really are true?’ June asked.
‘I don’t think the rumours tell even half the story, my dear.’
~~~
‘I have no idea how they put up with that!’ Elaine said as she watched the wormhole collapse behind her. ‘It’s like walking into a magic trash compactor.’
‘It isn’t the most pleasant of experiences,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘Better than six or seven hours on a plane though.’
‘Says you. I’ve got plenty of padding.’ Elaine patted her behind and grinned. ‘Maybe I should get you to fly me back instead of risking my molecules again.’
‘Come on in,’ Cygnus said, turning for the door of the house. ‘Twilight flew Air Cygnus, and she described it as scary as Hell, so you may want to rethink that.’
‘We’ll see if I’ve recovered by the end of the week. Has Cottontail finished the digging?’
‘She’s cutting the access into the book vault now. Hugh said you had something to seal the room?’
‘Uh-huh. Sure do. Adamantium’s going to be bringing the gear through in a bit. It’s a bit messy to lay down, but once it sets, it’s stronger than concrete.’
‘Sounds great. Hugh also said he wanted to get it done today, if possible.’
‘Doable. This is quite a place. Kind of weird to look at on the outside, but it’s gorgeous on the inside.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘It’s certainly unique. And when you guys have finished here, it’ll be even more unique. Your room is over here, and I’m going down to check on the digging.’
There was a slight bulge in the floor of the vault when Cygnus walked in. Cottontail was taking it slowly and carefully to minimise the damage, and she was cutting through concrete which was a good bit slower than soil.
‘She should be through any minute,’ Doctor Ultimate said, and a second or two later, a crack appeared, then a widening circle as Cottontail drilled up into the room.
As the circle widened to about two feet across, there was a sudden jolt and then the girl in the trapper hat surged upward, stopped spinning, and caught herself on the sides of the hole. ‘Could someone give me a hand?’ she asked. Her feet were hanging in mid-air.
Cygnus stepped forward, reached down, and lifted the slim girl out of the hole with ease. ‘That’s pretty clean. If ever I need a hole cutting in my house again, you’ve got the job.’
‘Thanks, I think. It widens out a bit below the concrete raft. You’re going to need a ladder or something putting in. It’s straight down for about four yards from there.’
‘I can fly, but a ladder might be good.’
‘For now,’ Ultimate said, ‘we can just seal up this end.’ He waved a roll of plastic at them. ‘Leave that to me. It’s hermetic. Your air conditioning won’t be disturbed. I take it Elaine has arrived?’
‘I sure have,’ Elaine said from the doorway. ‘Someone want to show me what I’m sealing so I can estimate how much of the compound we need.’
‘Yeah,’ Cottontail said. ‘We’ll go round through the outside entrance. You can actually walk into that.’
You could indeed walk down the slope into the underground chamber Cottontail had cut. It was a little on the steep side, but you could do it. And then you got down to the bottom and found that there were actually three chambers in a sort of cloverleaf pattern. The slope down came in as the ‘stalk’ and the lobes went off from there, each a good fifteen feet across and ten feet high. The pipe up to the vault was at the top end of the middle lobe, and there was some dim light coming down from it now: Doctor Ultimate had sealed it over with plastic. The only real light came from the torches they had brought with them.
Elaine tapped at the glowing screen of a tablet as they walked around. ‘Okay, so I figure we’ll need three tanks per room and another for the access ways, and we’ll add another for contingency… Okay. Not a problem.’
‘What is it you’re actually going to do?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Uh, it’s a nanotech thing. Not actually live nanobots, just a microparticle solution. It soaks into the soil and then binds together. This sandy soil is perfect for it. It’ll basically be rock when it’s set, which it’ll do pretty quickly, but it’s best to give it a few hours… Yeah, we can have the whole thing sprayed down by tonight and in the morning it’ll be time to bring in the crates.’ She looked back at the entrance. ‘And I’ve got a portable screen generator ready to set up so no one can get in through there… Bases covered. Yeah.’
‘Very professional.’ Cygnus turned to Cottontail. ‘Thanks for doing this.’
‘Hey, the Doc asked. He set me up with some really sweet gear for monitoring wildlife in the desert when I first joined up. That’s what the Union is all about, right? Helping each other to help the world.’
‘Yeah… Yeah, I guess it is.’
~~~
Adamantium was a big guy. Once upon a time, some thirty years earlier, he had been a metallurgist named Adam Stone, a fine figure of a man by all accounts. Then, while working on a meteorite discovered in the Canadian wilderness, he had been infected by what Doctor Ultimate had finally concluded was an alien nanotech virus which should have consumed him. Instead, his latent Ultrahuman genetics had adapted and, in a way, consumed the virus, and Adam Stone had turned into a man composed of living metal.
The late-afternoon sun glinted off skin which was a uniform platinum, but he was pulling what looked like a heavy trolley through the wormhole and the light shifted with his muscles, or whatever the metal analogue for his muscles was. His eyes, lips, and nails were a slightly variant colour, but it was often hard to tell, and he did have hair: a slightly unruly, but carefully trimmed, short cut which was steely grey. He was a handsome man, older than Doctor Ultimate, but he had not aged since his transformation and possibly never would. He was very strong and very tough, and he was the backbone of the Union of Ultrahumans having helped found it.
Right now, the great Adamantium was just playing porter. ‘Okay, where do you want it?’ he asked once the wormhole closed.
‘We’re storing it in the hall,’ Elaine said. Her eyes scanned over three crates and eleven large cylinders sitting on the trolley. ‘Ain’t gonna get that through the door though.’
‘Not a problem. The crates aren’t heavy and the cylinders only weigh twenty kilos each.’
‘We’ll take two each,’ Cygnus suggested.
The silver man with muscles on his muscles grinned. ‘I wouldn’t mind the assist. It’s nice to have someone else around to help with the heavy lifting.’
Cygnus walked over and pulled two of the cylinders out of their mounts, putting one under each arm with little apparent effort. ‘Well, come on then, big boy. Let’s see what you’ve got.’
Turning, Adamantium picked up a cylinder. ‘That’s funny. Ally says that to me all the time.’ Cygnus and Elaine looked at each other; the way he had said it, it did not sound like he recognised it as bawdy humour. ‘Oh, you can call me Adam. Let’s get this stuff inside and then I’ll get back to the fridge.’
‘You’re coming back later in the week, though, right?’
‘Uh-huh. Hugh said it’d take two of us to position all the gear.’ He started off toward the house. ‘Uh, it’s okay if Ally comes along, isn’t it?’
‘Brightstar? Sure. We’re making arrangements for the beds. Uh, we don’t need an extra one for Brightstar, do we?’
Adamantium glanced at Cygnus and, if it were not for the fact that his face did not change colour, she could have sworn he was blushing. ‘No… No, one for the two of us will be fine.’
‘We should be good then. Let’s get this done and you can get back to her.’
~~~
‘Well, she put enough effort into it,’ Alice said. ‘Alison has been trying to subtly indicate her interest for quite some time, but Adam is… Well, he’s as clueless as Hugh, to be honest.’
Doctor Ultimate blinked and looked up from the tablet computer he was reading. ‘I’m generally regarded as one of the most clued-up men in the world, dear.’
‘And how long was it before you noticed I was after you for more than help with my mathematics?’
There was giggling from four women and a grin on Alice’s face. The most intelligent man in the world did not, however, blush. ‘Less time than it took me to respond. I was convinced you would change your mind if I ignored it for a week or two. I do admit to being quite surprised when you didn’t.’
‘Hmm… I believe Alison finally just gave up at the Christmas party last year and decided the direct approach was best. Gossip suggests that, faced with an entirely naked Brightstar with a vaguely fanatical gleam in her eyes, Adam finally took the hint. He’s still just as oblivious about any other women he may find himself with, but Alison tends to want to make sure. That’s why she’s coming to stay.’
‘She’s got nothing to worry about here,’ June said. ‘Cygnus and I are quite happy. Elaine is gay. Andrea has Jacob.’
‘Ah yes,’ Ultimate said. ‘How is Mister Dannon?’
‘He’s good,’ Andrea replied. She was perched on the edge of one of the sofas, pulling on a boot. ‘No indications of a recurrence, though the UID don’t seem to be entirely convinced.’
‘The UID are being difficult on a number of things since the problems earlier this year. I’m sure things will settle down soon enough.’
‘I sure hope so. He gets a little tetchy being stuck behind a desk.’
Cygnus got to her feet as Andrea did. ‘Okay, well, I’ll be back after a quick tour. Uh, there’s something I want to show you, Hugh. Uh, Alice too, though it’s more of a Doctor Ultimate thing…’
‘Mysterious,’ Alice said, smiling.
‘Interesting,’ Ultimate added. ‘We’ll still be up. I am now intrigued.’
~~~
Cygnus walked out of the bedroom she shared with June carrying a robe which was actually too small for her and a pair of glasses which had been recently purchased with plain glass in them. She saw Alice’s eyebrows rise and gave her a quick smile. ‘Excuse the nudity. I figure you’ll believe this without seeing it, but… Well, science, and seeing is believing.’
‘And you’re naked because?’ Alice asked.
‘Oh! This tends to ruin anything I’m wearing.’
‘This?’ Doctor Ultimate asked.
Cygnus dropped her robe and glasses onto a sofa, took in a breath, and changed. One second she was the tall, slim, buxom, and beautiful Cygnus, and the next she was still slim, but that was about the only similarity. ‘This,’ Penny said.
‘Oh,’ Alice said. ‘That explains… a number of things.’
‘This,’ Penny said, picking up her robe, ‘is Penny Worthington. June and I met through work. We both worked at the same company and we decided to get an apartment together. And then I got hit with a Guardian essence after a particularly crappy Christmas party and turned into Cygnus.’
‘And you see it as an “Ugly Duckling” story.’
‘She does,’ June said. ‘I think she’s beautiful whatever shape she takes.’
‘It certainly explains how Cygnus is able to entirely vanish,’ Ultimate said. ‘When we get you back in the scanner, I’d like to have you perform that change as part of the sequence. Both ways.’
‘Ah, but you lost your chance to see it done properly,’ June said. ‘The change has changed since the ship.’ Ultimate peered at her, but June waited for Penny, now in robe and fake spectacles, to sit down beside her before continuing. ‘When she first got her powers, Penny and Cygnus were really different. Penny was pretty much the same as she had been.’
‘I healed a bit faster,’ Penny said. ‘Uh… and I could change into Cygnus.’
‘Yeah, but she was Penny, slightly klutzy, short-sighted, and gorgeous. The change took longer too. Now she’s always Cygnus. She just allocates power to being able to change shape, and then she takes the shape she’s used to. The glasses are fake.’
‘Which is a point. When I’m this shape, I have glasses and I fiddle with them. I’m not short-sighted now, and I don’t trip over my feet or cut my finger chopping vegetables, but it’s like my mindset shifts a bit because I’m used to being Penny. I guess I could make myself a short-sighted klutz, but those happen to be things I really don’t miss.’
‘You’re a little worried by that change, however, June,’ Alice said. It was definitely a statement rather than a question.
‘I was more worried,’ June replied. ‘I’ve had a little time to adjust and Penny does still seem more like Penny than like Cygnus.’
‘If you wish to keep the distinction,’ Ultimate said, ‘it would be best to practise. This is why you elected to show us, I assume.’
‘One reason,’ Penny agreed. ‘I also figure… Well, I guess it’s a matter of trust. I trust you. Both of you. Viviane knows. Red Huntress does. And Elaine.’ Penny nodded to the girl who was sitting silently beside the older couple.
‘I take it then,’ Alice said, ‘that Bianca Fullerton does too?’
‘Bianca shared a little secret of hers,’ Elaine said, ‘so Cygnus returned the favour.’
‘And it was right after the ship,’ Penny said. ‘I wasn’t sure about changing and if I’d had to wait to get home… So I let Bianca in on it, but by then I trusted her enough. I, uh, don’t really know Adamantium or Brightstar, so…’
‘Giving away your secret identity is not a requirement of the Union,’ Ultimate stated firmly. ‘Thank you for letting me in on it. There will be no official record made.’
‘It’s partially a matter of security,’ Alice added. ‘If asked, the Union can say they don’t know, even if individual members may do. Many of the senior members and all of the council are public anyway, but it’s not an actual requirement.’
Penny nodded. ‘I’d like to keep Penny and Cygnus separate for as long as possible. To be honest, sometimes it’s nice to be anonymous. Everyone in the city knows Cygnus. Penny can go to the supermarket without anyone asking for her autograph.’
Ultimate laughed and Alice grinned. ‘I should imagine,’ Alice said, ‘that that alone warrants keeping your ability a secret.’
‘So we’ll make that scanner experiment private,’ Ultimate said. ‘You can trust me–’
‘He’s a doctor.’
‘That’s my line,’ Ultimate grumbled.
‘Yes, dear, but I’ve always wanted to say it.’
18th November.
Barty Hull knew the streets of Deale Harbour pretty well. At one time he had driven a cab around the neighbourhood, and he lived just over the border in southern Churchton. His block had escaped the riots unscathed, which he considered good luck and assigned this to his Irish heritage, even if the only Irish heritage he had was his maternal great-grandmother. He knew there was more to it than that and always raised a pint, or several, to the Irish gods on St Patrick’s Day.
Then again, Barty was prone to lifting a few pints most nights. He was not an alcoholic, obviously, but he did like to force down a few beers at his favourite bar in Deale whenever he could afford to. And that was most nights since landing a job in construction thanks to all the work that needed doing in Churchton. Everything was swings and roundabouts, and the riots had been good to Barty. Luck of the Irish, right?
His luck ran out as he cut down an alley he had used as a shortcut hundreds of times before. It had a bit of a reputation for muggers, but Barty could handle himself. Boxing was his preferred method of self-defence; boxing and his drinking habit were the main reasons he was still single. Barty considered himself prepared, on the lookout, and he did see the shape of a man in his path and he readied his fists to respond should this not simply be a fellow traveller. It came as something of a shock when the figure raised its hands and a wash of cold, white particles, like windblown ice, rushed at him. In a second, he was held fast in a cocoon of ice which thickened and hardened into a tomb as the stream continued and the figure walked closer.
Barty could not speak or breathe, and he certainly could not move. The ice held him firmly and he figured the only buffer he had between himself and the cold was the alcohol in his bloodstream. All he could do was watch as the figure walked up to him. He heard it say something, but the ice muffled the sound, and then the thing that was attacking him reached out and touched his icy prison and the alcohol just stopped doing its job.
Mind-numbing cold soaked into his body. He felt it draining the heat from his very core, sapping his strength, and the urge to just sleep and let it happen washed over him. Within seconds, Barty blacked out, which at least meant that he was spared the pain of freezing to death.
~~~
Skadi figured she would give it until one and then head back to Red’s place. The Huntress would still be in her club; Skadi could change clothes and head down there for a nightcap, and then they could head up to Red’s apartment together. That sounded like a plan.
Churchton had been fairly quiet tonight and Deale was, if anything, quieter. Twilight was about which almost made Skadi’s presence redundant. However, Skadi knew what the street thugs did not: Twilight could not actually be in every shadow just waiting for them to make a move. Skadi caught her share of muggers and the rape she had stopped the month before had been one of her proudest moments.
Something made her pause over an alley not that far from Titanic Street. She sniffed. Snow? There was no way there could be snow in New Millennium City right now, especially not this near the harbour. She scanned the alley and spotted something glinting, catching the street lights at the end. She located a drainpipe and slid down to street level, unslinging her bow at the bottom and readying an arrow, just in case.
When she found the source of the flicker of light, she was fairly sure that it was no danger. The light was glinting off a man encased in half an ice sculpture. She had no idea who he was, and she rapidly determined that she was never going to get to know him personally. She took a phone from where it was tucked into her quiver and dialled.
‘Yeah, this is Skadi, Maryland registration zero sixty-one. I have a possible homicide victim. Alley off Arcady Street.’ She waited for the response. ‘No, I don’t think an ambulance is going to be much use. Guy’s an ice cube.’ Pause. ‘Okay, I’ll be here.’
Then, because the man she had found was frozen into a block of ice, Skadi dialled another number. ‘Twilight? I think your serial has done it again…’
~~~
Twilight looked up into the night sky, away from the popsicle currently being examined by a couple of crime scene officers. The alley had been cordoned off by the NMCPD, but that was not going to stop the people she was watching for.
‘Here they come,’ she said.
‘Seriously?’ Skadi said. ‘You’ve called in Doctor Ultimate?’
‘He was at the house anyway.’
‘You’ve got Doctor Ultimate staying at your house?’
‘Him, his wife, and Backroom from the San Francisco Stars.’
‘Uh… wow.’
Twilight suppressed a grin, mostly. ‘Adamantium and Brightstar are staying the night on Wednesday.’
‘You’re just trying to make me jealous.’
‘Is it working?’
‘Yes,’ Skadi grumped, but any further comment was forestalled as Cygnus dropped into the alley with Doctor Ultimate in her arms.
‘Thanks for coming, Hugh,’ Twilight said as Ultimate was lowered to his feet. ‘It’s getting pretty late and–’
He waved the thanks away. ‘I don’t actually sleep anyway. My brain won’t shut down. One of my secrets of learning so much when I was younger.’
‘Oh, but you still go to bed.’
‘Well, I need rest, so I lie beside Alice and think problems through. Sometimes, I admit, it’s a bit of a nuisance, but… And anyway, sleeping with Alice is something I am not prepared to give up. Now, what have we here?’ He began producing gadgets from various pockets and turned to the melting sculpture which had once been Bartholomew Hull.
‘His name is Barty, uh, Bartholomew Hull,’ Skadi said. ‘The police found a driver’s licence on him. He was about waist-deep in ice when I found him. It’s melting, obviously.’ Barty was now laid out on his back with his knees down and still encased in thick ice.
‘Thank you, young lady. Skadi, isn’t it? Red Huntress’s protégé?’
‘Yes. You’ve heard of me?’
‘Cygnus and Twilight have mentioned you.’ Ultimate began scanning a violet beam over the body. ‘You did good work during the riots here.’
‘Uh, thank you, sir.’
‘Hugh.’ Ultimate ignored the fact that Skadi was looking like her favourite rock star had just kissed her, or simply failed to notice. ‘Body temperature is close to freezing and rising. It makes time of death more or less impossible to determine since we don’t know what he was cooled to. I would say it was significantly below the freezing point of water.’ He glanced at one of the forensic technicians. ‘Would it be possible to cut away his clothing over the right side of his chest? I realise it’s not correct procedure, but–’
‘For you, Doctor, we’ll make an exception,’ the tech said.
Ultimate smiled. ‘Why, thank you. Of course, you’ll get a full report on my analysis.’
While the tech busied himself with a pair of scissors, Ultimate took another gadget and began scanning the ice block. ‘Hmm… uniform deposition… layered… Yes, this was a vapour deposition process. Water vapour in the air was directly frozen to his body. The process is similar to the formation of frost. Extremely rapid creation of frost.’
‘It’s definitely an Ultra?’ Twilight asked.
‘It is certainly not a natural process and, ah yes, as I thought.’ He indicated the area of chest now exposed. ‘You see the slight reddening of the skin there?’
Twilight frowned, leaning closer and peering down. ‘It looks a bit like a handprint. Blurred, but… Yeah, a hand.’
‘It does. It’s essentially a burn. Heat was withdrawn rapidly from the body at this point, burning the skin. Obviously the burn pattern would tend to suggest a humanoid was the source of the effect. The blurring, I would suggest, is the result of working through the ice trap.’
‘Well, we thought it was an Ultra… This is the fifth body to turn up with evidence of exposure to extreme cold. It’s the second to turn up frozen.’
‘And it belongs to me.’ Everyone turned to see a man in a suit, another trailing behind him, marching up to the scene. Even before he introduced himself, he looked like UID.
‘Special Agent Brent,’ Cygnus said before he could make introductions. ‘How nice to see you again.’
Brent just looked at her. ‘I’ll thank you to vacate my crime scene now,’ he said after a second or two.
‘You don’t want the help of the most intelligent man on the planet?’
‘I don’t need any help on this case.’
‘So you’ve got a suspect?’ Twilight said. ‘News to me, but the UID hasn’t exactly been cooperative on this one.’
Brent’s eyes scanned over the body. ‘I’ve got a theory.’ He glanced at the crime scene people. ‘Our forensic team will be here in a few minutes to take over. You give them everything you’ve got.’
‘If that’s how you wish to proceed,’ Doctor Ultimate said, putting his scanners away. ‘Ladies, let’s leave this gentleman to his corpse.’ He waited until they were outside the police tape and then said, ‘I have full biological and physical scans, Twilight. I’ll analyse and report.’
‘Thanks, Hugh. I don’t want to take you away from–’
‘Pff! I could do that in my sleep. So you’ll likely have the report first thing tomorrow. I’m afraid it probably will not point at a specific culprit. I’m unaware of any Ultra with this modus operandi.’
‘No, but Brent seems to think he knows one.’
‘Indeed. Does that disturb you as much as it does me?’
‘I’m a little worried, yeah.’
19th November.
Jacob looked up as the door of interview room three opened, and then he frowned since it was Alan Brent who had opened it. ‘Alan? What gives? I was told Kent wanted–’
‘Kent organised the interview, but I’m doing it,’ Brent replied.
‘Interview?’
Brent paused, considering, and then sat down opposite Jacob. ‘Turn of phrase. Not like you’re under arrest or anything. That said, where were you between twenty-three hundred Monday the eighteenth and zero one hundred on Tuesday?’
‘At home. I went to bed just after eleven. I was probably asleep for most of that timeframe. What’s this about, Alan?’
‘You were alone? Your little… Your girlfriend wasn’t there?’
Jacob eyed Brent and frowned. Jacob had a long-held dislike of glory-grabbing Ultras, one which had caused some friction with Andrea on occasion, but with Brent it was something else: Brent was just prejudiced. ‘Twilight doesn’t live with me; we date. And she rarely spends the night.’ Actually, tonight was going to be the first time… ‘Wait a minute. Aren’t you on that serial killer case? The frozen bodies?’
‘And we had another turn up on Tuesday morning.’
‘I saw the reports on ACPN. What’s that? Five?’
‘Five people frozen to death by an Ultra who can apparently lower the temperature…’
‘And you’re looking at me? I’ve been cleared. After the flu thing there was no indication of Ultrahuman power in any of the tests.’ Which was true, but Jacob knew it was not the whole picture. There had been other times…
‘Yeah, so I’m told. I’m also told there are “unexplained variations in brain activity” and they haven’t completed the biochemical analysis yet. So we’re going to go over your activities for the times of the other deaths and see if we can’t eliminate you positively from this investigation.’ Brent smiled. It was meant to put Jacob at ease, and it failed thanks to the hard edge in Brent’s eyes. ‘Hey, last thing we want is for this to turn out to be one of us. I’m on your side, Jacob.’
Oh, sure he was.
~~~
A crate around ten feet on each side emerged through the wormhole, followed by Cygnus who was pushing it and continued to do so with some speed, clearing it from the landing site as quickly as possible. There was a slight pause before the second crate appeared with Adamantium behind it, his platinum body clad in T-shirt and shorts. Then a shorter gap between him and Brightstar.
‘Welcome to New Millennium City,’ Cygnus said. ‘June will take care of you while I go back for the third crate.’
Brightstar smiled and looked up at the wedding-cake house while her boyfriend pushed his cargo to stand beside the first crate and Cygnus went back through the portal. ‘Well, this is… an interesting design for a house,’ Brightstar said.
‘Be nice, Ally,’ Adamantium said.
‘No, really. I mean… It was Zephyr’s, wasn’t it?’
‘That’s right,’ June replied. ‘The bottom tier is the more public rooms. The gym is on the middle tier, and the master bedroom is at the top. You need to be able to fly or teleport, or something like that, to get to the top two floors. If I want to use the gym, Cygnus has to fly me up there.’
‘What about the bedroom? Surely you–’
‘We don’t use it. It’s far more convenient to use the ones on the ground floor and… Well, it reminds Cygnus of Bobby.’
‘Oh… Of course…’
‘Well, everyone else is inside. Come on in and we can get you settled. We’re putting the two of you in Twilight’s room for tonight.’ June turned and started for the front door.
‘I hope I haven’t put you out…’
June flashed a smile. ‘Not really. Twi’s using it as an excuse to spend the night at her boyfriend’s place. Kind of a big thing. She’s never stayed over there before.’
‘He’s a normal, isn’t he? Or, most of the time.’
‘Jacob? Oh, Jacob’s not normal at all. Big, strong, and really nice. Actually he’s kind of like Adamantium, but a lot less silver.’
Brightstar giggled, a somewhat girlish giggle actually. It was sometimes difficult to remember that the voice of the Union of Ultrahumans was only a couple of years older than June and a lot younger than her partner. Adamantium was twenty-eight years older, even if he did not look it; not that age was an easy thing to estimate in a man made of metal, and Brightstar always projected a mature image, older than her twenty-seven years. Right now she was dressed in a designer sleeveless mini-dress and a pair of pumps which gave her enough extra inches to match Adamantium’s height. Brightstar was a beautiful woman, but the push-up bra under the dress suggested to June that Alice was right: Brightstar was a little insecure, especially about her hold on Adamantium.
‘Just Adam will do fine, Miss Fullerton,’ Adamantium said.
‘Then I think you should probably call me June, Adam,’ June replied.
‘And I’m Ally,’ Brightstar said. ‘Alison, really, obviously. Everyone calls me Ally. Makes me feel like a small street sometimes, but it’s been Ally since I was in pigtails.’
‘I can’t quite imagine Brightstar in pigtails.’
Another giggle. ‘I sometimes still do it. Don’t I, Adam?’ There was an embarrassed mumble from behind them and June joined the giggling.
‘You realise that proof that you two are a couple is very gossip-worthy, right?’
‘We’re trying to keep it on the down-low. It’s not actually a secret, just… private.’
‘Well, no need to worry about it here. We’re used to keeping secrets and we like our private lives private.’
‘Hmm, yes. It’s hardly public knowledge that Twilight has a boyfriend in the UID.’
June nodded. ‘I think it would make life easier for them if it was, but Twi is worried about someone using it against her, and harming Jacob in the process.’
‘Another difference then. Anyone who can hurt Adam has to be trying really hard.’
‘Uh-huh. Jacob’s just a normal guy with a hot, shadowy girlfriend.’
~~~
‘And it’s a little surprising that your girlfriend had you transported off to the Union HQ so fast,’ Brent said. ‘Like she knew exactly what to do.’
‘She found me in a frozen room with a fever,’ Jacob growled. ‘She can recognise weird and she knew who to call. I was lucky she actually bothered to check on me, considering what the agency was doing at the time.’ Jacob settled a slightly malicious grin on his face and looked straight at Brent. ‘We keep coming back to Twilight and she’s got nothing to do with this. What’s the matter, Brent? You jealous?’
‘Of you and the freak? Like I’d–’
‘I don’t actually recall you ever mentioning having a girlfriend.’
Brent absently buttoned his jacket closed and pushed down his own anger. ‘Maybe she knew what to do because she’s seen it before. Maybe you’ve had these “powers” all along.’
‘Don’t be an asshole.’ The questioning had been going around in circles for far too long and Jacob’s temper was starting to fray. It took a lot to do that. ‘They test for it when you join the agency.’
‘They tested you and found nothing, before and after. Maybe you can beat the tests somehow.’
‘Oh yeah. Sure. Right… Are you under this much pressure to close the case? The first body turned up months before I was dosed with Excelsior. Hell, I was in Antarctica when one of them happened!’
Brent shook his head. ‘You were there when the body was found. And we’ve only your word for where you were for several days before that.’
It was a point. Time of death was uncertain in all the victims and, if Jacob were honest, he had no idea what he had been doing before Andrea found him: he had been delirious, barely conscious. ‘So this whole thing comes down to you trying to prove I’ve been an Ultra all the time. Well, I’m not a damn Ultrahuman!’ Jacob slammed his fist down on the interview room table, metal and reinforced because sometimes the UID needed that in a table…
And ice flashed out over the surface. Jacob pulled his hand back, eyes widening. He was vaguely aware that he had dented the surface, but that thought was washed away as Brent bolted to his feet, knocking over his chair, and Jacob looked up at him. Behind Brent, the one-way mirror of the interview room was frosting over.
The door was thrown open and Caldwell was there, his pistol in his hand. Behind him was Kent, the field office supervisor. Kent looked at Jacob for a second and then he spoke. ‘This interview is terminated. Special Agent Dannon, return to your desk, and calm down.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Jacob said, getting to his feet.
‘You can’t just let him–’ Brent began.
‘We’ll handle this through normal procedure,’ Kent snapped. Then he stepped aside as a visibly shaken Jacob headed for the door.
Normal procedure… Jacob knew what the normal procedure was. Brent had nothing to hold Jacob on, even with this outburst of power. There was still nothing to indicate Jacob had been an active Ultrahuman prior to his exposure to Excelsior. But that would probably not matter to the upper echelons of the UID…
~~~
‘This is bullshit, sir,’ Heather said, her tone rising toward full-on fury. ‘You can’t suspend Jacob over–’
‘It’s regulation,’ Kent cut in. ‘He’s a suspect in a murder inv–’
‘That’s even bigger bullshit! I know it. You know it. Brent’s just being a bigoted asshole.’
‘That’s enough, Special Agent. Whatever the facts of the case, Dannon has exhibited Ultrahuman abilities. The UID requires that all potential Ultrahumans be investigated pending possible dismissal from–’
‘Then you’d better suspend me too.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
Heather glowered at her boss. ‘You’ve read my file. I was borderline for entry. “Unusual levels of cosmic energy emission.” I have full disclosure. I explained that it was just that I got lucky sometimes. That I tended to know about trouble a little before it arrived. They told me “thank you for telling us that, now never mention it again.” Jacob can’t control whatever power he’s got. Neither can I, so if you’re kicking him out, you damn well better do the same to me.’
Kent frowned at her. ‘That’s entirely different. I’m assigning you a new partner. Shaver doesn’t have a partner yet. You’ll be taking him on so we can get him–’
‘No I fucking well won’t!’
‘Special Agent…’ There was a dangerous tone in Kent’s voice. Heather was pushing him and she knew it, but she was not going to back down on this one.
‘He’s not called “Randy” just because his first name’s Randal, sir. He’s hit on every intern and agent who he could get near and he’s not subtle about it. The only reason no one’s complained about him yet is because everyone thinks someone else will and he’s never tried it with me because Jacob glares at him whenever he comes near me. You give me that prick as a partner, you’ll have my resignation.’
Kent’s jaw worked. ‘I suggest you go home and consider your position, Special Agent Bryant. I’ll expect you to start working with Special Agent Shaver in the morning.’
‘Damn right I’ll consider my position,’ Heather replied. She slammed the office door on the way out which made her feel a little better, but she knew what she really needed.
~~~
‘I’m jus’ saying,’ Heather said, slurring more than a little.
‘What are you just saying?’ Jacob asked. He was amused. He was surprised that he could be amused, under the circumstances, but amused he was. Heather had been matching him drink for drink, and he had sixty pounds on her. She was a little drunk, but she was making sense. That fact made Jacob suspect that he was a little more drunk than he thought he was.
‘I’m jus’ saying that we should look up… upon, look upon thish as an opportunity.’
‘You are drunk.’
‘I am not drunk. I may be a little tipshy, but I am not drunk. When I get drunk, I make passes at inappropriate men.’
‘Right…’
‘Ish an opportunity. We both resign before they kick ush both out, an’ then we go into business for ourshelves.’
‘Ourshelves, huh? We open a shop?’
‘No, shilly, we start a private detective agenshy.’
Jacob shook his head. ‘You are so going to regret this in the morning.’
‘Only thing I’ll regret tomorrow is having to put my fist through Shaver’s face. No… Won’t regret that. I regret nothing!’ Heather fixed her green eyes on his brown ones and seemed to get suddenly serious. ‘Look, they’re railroading you and stiffing me. I will not work with that vagina-obsessed moron. He never should have made it through shelection. We’re both damn good detectives and we know Ultras. We shtart an agency, just the two of us. Advertise a speciality in Ultrahuman cases. Plenty of people see Ultras under their beds whether it’s true or not. It’s a USP.’
‘USP?’
‘Unique selling point. Makes us shtand out. Sure, we might end up doing a lot of divorce cases, but who doesn’t like snapping pornographic photosh?’
Jacob smiled at her. ‘You know, that was pretty good. You barely slurred at all.’
‘Okay, so I’ve had a few. Doesn’t mean this is a bad idea.’
‘It’s a terrible idea.’ Then Jacob shrugged. ‘On the other hand, I may not have that many options…’
~~~
‘Jacob?’ Andrea had her overnight bag in one hand and her sword in the other, and she was standing in the hall of Jacob’s house expecting to find him there. There was a distinct lack of Jacob to be found. She checked all the rooms, but there was no sign of him.
‘Okay…’ Starting to feel a little worried, Andrea took out her phone and found the right speed dial. Voicemail. ‘Jacob, it’s Andrea. Call me.’ She closed the connection and tried another. ‘Gah! Heather, it’s Andrea. I’m trying to find Jacob. Could you call me if you know where he is?’
Now Andrea frowned. Both of them going straight to voicemail suggested a case, but they were both on desk duty… So, both of them going straight to voicemail suggested…
Turning around, she looked down at the squad of imps which had appeared behind her. ‘Right, you all know who Jacob is…’ There was gibbering and a flood of images. ‘That’s him. Start at the UID office and check bars. I’ll be here. Report back as soon as possible.’ The imps gibbered and then turned, leaping into the darkness and out into the city. And Andrea walked into the lounge, turned on the TV, and began to strip. If there was anything on ACPN about two UID agents being injured, she would kick herself, but whatever the case, she wanted to be in costume when she found out.
~~~
‘We’ll need a noffice,’ Heather asserted. Then the firm assertion was immediately countered with, ‘Do we need a noffice?’
‘Not sure what a noffice is,’ Jacob replied. ‘I’m sure it’ll come to me shortly.’
‘You’re drunk. A noffice, where you have… a desk and a chair and… station’ry. Station’ry is really, really, really important.’
‘Oh, right, “office.” Office stationery, yeah… Not sure we need an office. I mean, maybe we do, but you can do a lot over the internet these days. We want to minimise expenses initially.’ Jacob was fairly sure he was getting drunk, because he should have figured the office thing out sooner, but he was a lot less drunk than Heather was. Still, he had this feeling he was forgetting something…
‘There’s profess… professionality… professionalness… whatever, there’sh that to consider. An’ we’ll need a name. Bryant and Dannon. Dannon and Bryant. Ultracrimes are Us. Is it getting dark in here or am I pashing out?’
Jacob looked around. They were in a booth at the back of the bar now and it did seem to be getting dimmer. ‘It’s getting dark– Shit! Twilight!’
‘Twilight Investigations! Nice ring to it, but I’m not sure naming it after– I’ve gone blind.’ The darkness which had enveloped the booth receded as fast as it had come, leaving Twilight sitting beside Jacob. She placed her sword, in its scabbard, down on the table. ‘Hey, Twilight!’ Heather said without skipping a beat. Then she turned an accusing finger on Jacob. ‘Twilight’s staying at your place tonight an’ you forgot.’
‘Uh… yeah,’ Jacob managed.
‘Yes…’ Twilight said. ‘So, before I gut Jacob and carry Heather off to a dimension of darkness to be tormented by demons for eternity, someone had better explain to me what’s going on…’
~~~
It took about thirty minutes to get all the details. Coffee helped. Heather was looking less drunk and more sick by the end of it, but she was slurring a little less.
‘So that’s the situation,’ Heather said. ‘Jacob’s on suspension an’ they’re planning to kick him. I’m being stuck with the office letch.’
‘And you think the solution to this is to resign and form a detective agency?’ Andrea asked. The mask had gone when it became apparent that there was a good reason for Jacob forgetting her visit. The sword was still on the table, however.
‘It’s a solution,’ Jacob replied. ‘For me… Not sure I’ve got a lot of options. For Heather…’
‘You have plenty of options. The NMCPD would take you. They’re not going to worry over some random power outbursts. Heather, you’re giving up a job you like to–’
‘I’ve gone off my job since they decided to make me work with a grabby asshole,’ Heather snapped. ‘And since the UID started letting people like Brent throw baseless accusations around. Something’s changed in the agency. They’ve got a lot more stupid recently.’
Andrea picked up her glass of wine and sipped from it. Getting that had been amusing: the barman had looked like he was not sure whether he wanted to run away screaming, drool, or drop to his knees in worship when Twilight had walked up to the bar. ‘Okay, so I don’t think it’s actually the worst idea I’ve ever heard. It’s certainly an option for Jacob. Heather, this really rests on you. You’re the one who’s losing out here. Are you sure about this?’
‘I am sure… I am really sure… That I’m gonna barf. I’ll be right back.’ Heather stumbled out of the booth and headed for the restrooms at something of a hurried pace.
‘She’s sure,’ Jacob said. ‘She’s been convincing me for hours. I get the feeling she’s been thinking about it for a while. Since the riot.’
‘Okay…’ Andrea tapped her index finger to her lips thoughtfully. ‘I might be able to help. I’ll make a few enquiries and get back to you.’
‘Uh… thanks. I figure if they’ve suspended me, my first case is going to be yours anyway.’
‘You’re going to look into the serial killer?’
‘Clearing my name seems like a good first step.’
‘I’ll get you what I’ve got on it. Hugh came through on the forensics report and there are some interesting new facts to go into a very short list. On the other hand, you’re a detective and I’m… an amateur at best.’
‘You’re a pretty damn good amateur.’
‘Fresh pair of eyes and more experience might spot something I haven’t.’ Andrea turned her head. ‘Feeling better?’
‘Feeling like shit,’ Heather replied. ‘Maybe it’s time I went home.’
‘In your state? You might feel sober, but you’re not. We’ll take you back to Jacob’s place. There’s a spare room.’
‘Good, because I don’t think I’m up to a threesome.’
‘Twilight says you spoil all her fun.’
‘Huh. I need to sleep this off. I’m getting up early to write my resignation letter.’ Heather looked pointedly into Andrea’s black eyes. ‘Yes, I’m absolutely sure.’
‘Okay then.’
‘I’ll write mine out before bed,’ Jacob said. ‘You can hand Kent both in the morning.’
‘Assuming you make it to work,’ Andrea added, grinning.
~~~
‘What’re you working on?’
June looked up and smiled at Brightstar. She waved the tablet she was using. ‘This? We’re finalising the pictures for the twenty-fifteen calendar, and I need to come up with suggestions for publicity material.’
‘Oh, you’re doing another calendar?’ Brightstar sat down beside June, which seemed to indicate she wanted to see.
On the other hand, June could not quite tell if there was a note of disapproval in the question. ‘Yeah. It’s to kick off a redevelopment fund for Churchton. Because of the riot, obviously. And Ever has a number of things she wants to push forward. Twilight, and Red Huntress, and Skadi joined in this year.’ She turned the screen so that Brightstar could see what she was looking at, which happened to be the rather sultry shot of Twilight clad mostly in shadow.
‘That’s… very sexy. It’s… I don’t think I could do anything like that.’
‘That is one of the most risqué shots we’re using.’ June flicked through to the picture of Ever and Jennifer. ‘See, this one’s more funny than erotic.’
‘I don’t recognise the blonde on the jetty.’
‘You wouldn’t. She’s an engineer we met working on the ship in San Francisco. It took a little coaxing to get this one, but it’s a good shot. She didn’t think she could do it either, but she did.’ June flicked over to another frame: the couple shot of Cygnus and Twilight blowing kisses to the camera. ‘This is actually one of my favourites.’
‘Ah yes, the new costumes. You designed those, I believe.’
‘Yeah… Yes, I did. And now Viviane’s got me doing one for her. If I’d have known–’
‘Viviane wants a new dress?’
‘She said she wanted something more serious. She needs to update her look because she has a new apprentice and she wants to project a more serious image.’
‘Oh… You know… Well, I’ve been thinking about updating my image a little…’
June shook her head. ‘Oh no. I couldn’t. Just… I mean…’
‘Couldn’t?’ Brightstar’s brow creased. There was definitely an implied ‘or won’t’ in there.
‘Couldn’t. I mean, you can’t. Brightstar is iconic. Your selection of costumes fits your image perfectly. Off-duty you have the long gowns. The split for your legs is just sexy enough without being brazen. For combat you have the suit. White, long-sleeved leotard with just the blue star for decoration. Form-fitting, sexy, strong, simple. The boots work well with it, knee-high so there’s lots of thigh on display. Everyone knows Brightstar and it’s partially that costume that has made you so well known. You just can’t change it. And, okay, I wouldn’t want to be the designer who did. I’d get hate mail.’
Brightstar was, apparently, not so easily put off and had been thinking about this for a while. Her voice lowered, apparently to be sure no one else heard her. ‘Yes, but… I was thinking of going with something a little sexier and, um, younger.’
‘You’re only twenty-seven,’ June replied, picking up on the primary motivation. ‘You’re hardly–’
‘I’ll be twenty-eight in three months and that’s basically thirty. Thirty! I’m getting old, June. And there’s Cygnus, younger and wearing next to nothing, and looking great in it. Damn, Twilight’s younger still and you’ve got her in almost nothing.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘And it’s all right for Cygnus. She’s got those boobs to work with. I’ve got… less and it’s important that I look good for…’ Brightstar’s eyes flicked up to where Adamantium was standing in the kitchen, chatting to Doctor Ultimate and Cygnus. ‘For my role within the Union.’
June bit at her lip. ‘Well… You could maybe cut the hips a little higher. Your legs look great in the suit as it is, but that would lengthen them…’
‘I… I was thinking something a little more, y’know, extreme. More like the one Cygnus has. I’d be willing to pay! For the consultation and design. It wouldn’t be a problem.’
Saying no outright was not going to cut it. ‘Look, I tell you what. Fullerton Technologies has this great modelling package and I was hoping to get a copy to do my designs with. Bianca said she could cut me a deal… Anyway, I’ll do some designs and I can render them just like they’ll look on you if you’ll let me scan you for the system.’
‘Of course.’
‘Right. I’ll do the designs. Younger and sexier, and right through to what I would do if you didn’t already have an image that didn’t fit with what I’d probably dress you in if I was working from scratch. You can look them over and see if you like any of them.’
Brightstar smiled. ‘Great. Thanks. Look, I’ll pay up front. Help you buy that software.’
‘I was hoping you’d say that,’ June replied, grinning, ‘but I warn you, you will look at the designs and you will decide to stick with what you’ve got.’
‘Oh, I’m pretty sure you’re–’
June held up a hand. ‘You just wait and see. And anyway, I don’t think Adam cares how old you are. He’s a bit like Hugh. They’re both chatting away to a woman men would crawl over broken glass for for the chance to kiss her toes, she’s wearing a robe and nothing else, and they haven’t noticed. You got his attention, which probably means you’re going to have it until you screw up and lose it.’
‘You think?’
‘Uh-huh. I have to admit, I’m not sure I can imagine what it’s like… I mean, the metal skin and… You know, it’s kind of hard to imagine him, um, being equipped.’
Brightstar laid a conspiratorial hand on June’s arm. ‘Oh honey… You know those little trunks he wears when he’s got fighting to do?’
‘Uh… Yeah, I’d noticed.’
‘That bulge in them is not a pair of socks masking insecurity. And, um…’ Brightstar’s voice fell to almost a whisper. ‘Well, let’s just say he gives “hard” a whole new meaning.’ June giggled, quickly joined by Brightstar. ‘I mean, he’s had to learn a few things, but I have had my mind absolutely blown.’
‘It’s like that when you’re with the right partner.’ June’s eyes lifted to look across at Cygnus.
‘Yeah… Um, you don’t… Well, miss men?’
June giggled again. ‘I’ve been a lesbian since I worked out I wanted to be anything. I’ve been with a couple of men, so I do know what I’m missing. Which, I might add, is nothing that can’t be replaced with a little technology and Cygnus needs it more than I do. I’m not saying men are all self-centred dicks, pardon the pun, but I prefer women.’
‘Maybe a little worried that Cygnus might go back to men?’
‘Yeah, of course. Everyone has their insecurities. But I’m not going to let that stop me enjoying every damn moment of being with her. Not one damn moment.’
~~~
‘This is usually the part where you slip away,’ Jacob said, his voice soft.
Andrea lay with her head on his shoulder, warm in the crook of his arm and snuggled against his side. ‘Not tonight. Okay, so I have an excuse, but I could’ve moved up into the master bedroom for the night. Cygnus said she wouldn’t mind.’
‘Not afraid I’ll freeze you in the night?’
‘Your feet aren’t that cold.’
‘You know what I mean.’
‘Jacob, you couldn’t freeze me if you wanted to, but I don’t think you will anyway. Your power outbursts may be uncontrolled, but they have a pattern. When you get upset, or your biochemistry is out of whack, that’s when they happen. If you’re going to get upset because I’m sleeping beside you, I don’t think our relationship is going where I think it’s going.’
‘Huh, well… Better we know now than after we’ve picked out the drapes.’
‘Precisely. So shut the fuck up about it.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
Andrea grinned and lifted her chin so she could kiss him on his. ‘That said… Hugh’s in town and you should take some time to drop in at the house. Talk to him. He may be able to figure this out.’
‘He didn’t last time.’
‘Did he stick you in his big, white room?’
‘Don’t think so.’
‘You’d remember. I just about went blind. You weren’t exhibiting any powers and the basic scanners were coming back with nothing. He probably figured that was enough.’
‘I don’t want to bother–’
‘You have met the guy, right? Doctor Ultimate, the man voted most likely to press a big red button just to see what happens? If there’s a mystery about what’s going on with you, he won’t stop until he’s figured it out.’
‘Okay. I’ll go out and see him. What’s the weather like in Antarctica at the moment?’
Andrea giggled. ‘Cold. It’s always cold. That said, it’s summer there so it’s not as cold as it could be.’
‘Positive garden spot then.’
‘Huh. To me it’s all the same, love. That’s what I mean. I can walk naked in the snow there and be perfectly happy. You at your worst are a hot, summer evening.’ She lifted her head and kissed him again. ‘Very hot.’
Jacob looked down at her face and lifted an eyebrow. ‘I thought that was the last time and we were going to sleep?’
‘Changed my mind. I guess you’re just too much temptation.’
‘This could be a long night.’
‘I think it might fly by…’
~~~
‘You handled that very well,’ Alice said, keeping her voice low.
‘Huh?’ June responded, flashing a slightly confused smile.
‘Alison,’ Alice clarified. ‘She’s been happier since she managed to hook Adam, but her insecurities have been more obvious. She used to wear casual clothes around the base more, but now it’s often designer and short. She’s a beautiful woman, but…’
‘But beautiful women are often the ones worried about not being. I’m so glad she didn’t mention surgery when Cygnus’s breasts came up.’
‘Ah, well I persuaded her against that idea a couple of years ago. This “looking younger through costume” thing is new and you handled it well.’
‘Well, thanks. I just told her what I thought. She shouldn’t mess with a good idea. I really do think she’ll see that when I’ve done a few designs the way she thinks she wants them to look.’
‘I’m quite sure she will. Alison is a bright girl. She just needs to be reminded of what she already has now and again.’
June grinned. ‘Oh, I think everyone needs that at times. I blame the American Dream. Everyone’s always striving to be better than they are. So few people spend a little time looking at what they’ve got and being thankful for that.’
~~~
Gary Hopper lay in his bed looking up at a ceiling illuminated mainly by the streetlight which was right outside it. His room was never dark. He dreamed of living somewhere where he could actually sleep in the dark, behind drapes which were not thinner than a hooker’s hose. Maybe if the riot had hit their part of town… But no, even disasters stayed away when they were needed.
Gary hated his job, but he needed it. He spent his evenings baking doughnuts in a shop in Deale Harbour. He came home every night stinking of dough and hot oil, and what kind of girl was going to go for a man who smelled like that? No one Gary deserved, that was for sure. Of course, his mother had it worse, waiting tables at a diner twelve hours a day to make ends meet. Ever since his drunken bastard of a father had… died, things had been hard. Oh, his mother said that without the alcohol bills they were barely worse off, but Gary knew.
Life was just one, long shit parade. You could never catch a break. Many of his friends at school had fantasised about getting Ultrahuman powers, and so becoming rich and famous. Gary had entertained the idea himself a couple of times, but somehow he knew that if he turned out to be a mutant, life would twist it into shit. And he had been right.
So, Gary Hopper lay awake in his bed and contemplated the American Dream. Work hard and you would better yourself in the Land of Opportunity. Yeah right. Opportunity could go fuck itself.
San Jose, CA, 20th November.
His name was Simon Taverner and he was a good-looking man used to the attention of women, the envy of men, and a certain amount of trouble. He had been in and out of jail a few times, largely thanks to his sister who really had it in for him, even if she tried to keep their relationship on the down-low. Like his sister, he had powers: both of them could manipulate sound, but Simon’s abilities were distinctly destructive and he had used them to rob a few liquor stores when his career as a musician failed to provide him with the right kind of lifestyle. There were a couple of assault charges against him too, because he had a tendency to try to pick up the wrong girls. ‘Wrong’ generally meant ‘has a boyfriend with muscles.’
The blonde who approached his table in a short red dress was accompanied by a man who looked like he could bend iron bars with his teeth. On the other hand, the woman had a warm smile, if you ignored the hint of ice in her eyes, and she was smiling right at Simon.
‘Hey, babe,’ Simon tried. ‘Can I do something for you?’ He figured the implication of what he wanted to do for her was clear in his own, leering smile. She was gorgeous. Long blonde hair, generous tits, slim, fit. Her body was barely concealed by her dress and she had the face of a model, when Simon managed to pull his eyes away from her cleavage.
‘Why yes, honey, you sure can.’ Southern accent. Sexy as Hell. She slipped into the booth and the man took up position beside her, but still standing, facing out toward the room. A bodyguard? ‘I have a little proposition for you, Simon. I can call you Simon, can’t I? I have a feeling we’re gonna be friends.’
‘You know who I am?’
‘Oh yes. Rex here has spent quite a while tracking you down. You’re Simon Taverner. Sometimes you’re called Beatdown. Now don’t look like that. I said I was a friend, didn’t I?’
Simon narrowed his eyes. ‘What is it you want, lady?’
‘Diamond. People call me Diamond. I’m organising a little party in San Francisco and I need a musician with certain talents.’
‘If I go near San Francisco, Lament will be on me like a bad paint job.’
Diamond smiled again, brighter. ‘Oh, but that’s just the way I want it to play out, honey. I’ll lay out my cards. How would you like to make a lot of money, have a lot of power, and get your own back on your sister? Opportunity is knocking, Simon, honey. What do you say? Raise or fold?’
Simon pulled himself up straighter. ‘Okay, you got my attention. What exactly are you planning?’
New Millennium City, MD, 22nd November.
As Jacob walked up to the front door of the house, the thought occurred to him that he was going to need to buy a car. He had always had a UID vehicle to drive… Well, worry about that when they finally took his keys off him.
He pressed the doorbell and waited, looking around at the clutter which was occupying much of the normally clear area in front of the house. Three big crates were parked side-by-side near the trees and there were a few more metal boxes scattered about, blocking in the Honda which Jacob had always figured June drove. There was also a new structure which looked more permanent: a vaguely dome-shaped lump embedded in the ground a few yards out and surrounded by what appeared to be disturbed earth. A larger excavation had been back-filled and the little bell-building constructed toward the far end of it. It looked kind of like the radar domes you saw on battleships now Jacob thought about it. Andrea had said something about a computer, but what did you need that kind of building, or that kind of digging, for if you were having a computer put in?
‘Admiring the new architecture?’ Andrea said from behind him.
Jacob turned and smiled. ‘Some sort of top secret UoU project?’
‘I could tell you, but then I’d have to feed you to a demon. Come on in. Hugh’s… I’d say he was ready for you, but you’ve met him, right? He forgot all about you until two seconds ago and now he’s champing at the bit.’
‘I remember.’ Jacob followed Andrea through to the lounge, which was fuller than usual. Adamantium and Brightstar had left, but there was Hugh and Alice Last, Cygnus and June, and another woman Jacob had not met before, all sitting around over coffee.
‘Okay…’ Andrea said. ‘The only one you don’t know is Elaine Ellis. Elaine, this is Jacob Dannon, my boyfriend. Elaine works for FTI in San Francisco and she happens to be the person who designed and built Ultramech.’
‘Backroom,’ Jacob said. ‘You’re a member of the Stars, right?’
‘Got it in one,’ Elaine replied, ‘but you just call me Elaine, because Hugh’s got a load of scanners he’s going to point at you and you don’t want to be worrying about names when he’s got you stripped to your boxers.’
‘Briefs,’ Andrea corrected, grinning and knowing that Jacob was going to be blushing.
‘And I don’t think we’ll need to see them,’ Alice added, giving Jacob a smile. ‘How have you been, Jacob? I understand things haven’t quite settled down, but otherwise?’
‘Never been fitter, Mrs… Um, Alice.’
‘Good boy.’
‘And my lovely Alice is right,’ Ultimate said, getting to his feet. ‘This equipment isn’t sensitive enough for clothing to make a difference. If, as I suspect, we will get little from further analysis with this, then we will have Andrea strip you and toss you into the scanner back at HQ, but that is for another day.’
‘Now we’re talking,’ Andrea commented, deadpan.
‘From what I’m told,’ Ultimate went on, ‘the episodes coincide with anxiety, stress, anger…’
‘That’s what it seems like,’ Jacob replied. ‘Uh, I’ve had a couple of cases of it happening following a nightmare. More localised than the interview room, usually, but it seems like the same thing.’
‘An adrenaline response?’ Alice suggested.
‘That would seem likely,’ Ultimate agreed. ‘I’ll run some genome simulations based on that theory.’ Ultimate pointed a handheld scanner at Jacob, his eyes on a small display screen. ‘Let’s be clear, your reaction to Excelsior is unique, Jacob. You possess a mutation of the EMX-one gene associated with Ultrahuman powers, but that variation is not one of the “mutant” ones. It is quite clear that Excelsior activated your genes rather than an accident of birth.’
‘But it usually just activates it, right?’ Andrea said. ‘Like the girl I found in the mall? She suddenly developed uncontrolled telepathy.’
‘I believe that “usually” is an inappropriate word for what Excelsior does to Ultrahumans. Unpleasant outcomes are more likely, certainly, but variation is far more common than initial evidence would appear to suggest. You, for example, Andrea, it killed, even if briefly, but it may also have contributed to your ability to take control of your shadow-side. In Jacob, it exhibited the “normal” effects for a non-latent, but then activated gene variations which almost never result in power development.’
‘Seriously?’ Jacob asked.
‘Very seriously. I won’t bore you with the details, but a pair of mutations to the gene are required for any Ultrahuman to develop. However, those two changes are extant in some eighty-three per cent of the world population. Genetic clock analysis suggests that those changes happened to a substantial portion of the population during the Second World War.’ Ultimate glanced at Andrea and then Cygnus. ‘Kopf identified them during his time working for the government. It’s highly likely that everyone in this room has them. I don’t know for sure about June and Elaine, but Alice does and I don’t think she would have reacted to Excelsior as you have.’
‘Perhaps an environmental factor,’ Alice said. ‘They were trying to freeze both Jacob and Andrea to death when they were dosed with the disgusting stuff.’
‘Quite likely, but we may never know. Certainly, most people who develop powers as the result of an accident or experiment, the A- and S-class Ultras, have another mutation present which makes expression more likely, and includes them within the “latent” category. You, Jacob, do not. You are lucky to be alive, young man. I would suggest that your forced adaptation saved you from hypothermia.’
‘I’m not feeling so lucky right now,’ Jacob replied.
‘No, I would imagine not, and this scanner is giving me exactly what I expected. There is nothing here suggesting cosmic energy emission or absorption. I want to run a new bio-analysis to work with, but I think we’re going to have to put you in the big scanner.’
‘Awesome!’ Andrea said, grinning.
‘Yeah,’ Jacob said. ‘Awesome.’
23rd November.
Some said that anyone taking a night flight from the west coast to the east on a Saturday night had no life. Eric Hoffman preferred to think he had dedication and, now that he was back on the ground after an uncomfortable night on a plane, with his back aching thanks to his recent injury, he certainly had to believe it was dedication that kept him going.
His doctors had not been happy with his decision to get back to work. They did not understand what drove him. They had said the vertebrae which had been cracked by his fall were healed and that was good enough. Someone was killing people in New Millennium City. Freezing them to death. The UID were on it, but they had procedures which got in the way. Night Shift had no procedures to get in his way. Night Shift did what was needed and the details usually worked themselves out later.
There was, apparently, a suspect, though the evidence was not clear. A UID agent who had started exhibiting Ultrahuman powers. Bad cops were one of Hoffman’s hot buttons, but there was another reason he had flown thousands of miles with a bad back to work on this case: Twilight had told him to stay out of New Millennium City. No one told Night Shift what to do! Certainly not a woman who terrorised criminals and had been under investigation by the UID herself. A little investigation prior to leaving the Bay had uncovered that the suspect, Dannon, was in a relationship with Twilight, which was just icing on the cake. When Night Shift hauled the guy’s ass in, preferably after he resisted arrest, Twilight would be that extra bit humiliated.
No, no one told Night Shift to keep out of their city. He could not wait to get into his armour and get to work. And he firmly ignored the part of his mind that was telling him that his desire to get into armour was partially because it provided a lot of support for his aching back.
~~~
Elaine stepped back from the panel in the wall and considered her work. Then she nodded. ‘Okay, power couplings are set. We’re ready to throw the switches.’
In the reactor room, Doctor Ultimate looked up from the diagnostic displays which were currently running on battery power. Charging the reserve power cells had been quite an exercise in itself… ‘Everything seems functional here,’ he called back. ‘Would you get Cygnus? I think she should be the one to do the honours.’
‘Okay,’ Elaine replied and set off into the computer room. You went through there from the central hub area to get to the hatch up into the vault. There were now rungs set into the plastic-coated walls which you could climb if you were unable to fly or teleport. Elaine climbed, and then ascended the steps. She poked her head up above the lounge floor and said, ‘Okay, girls, it’s Big Moment Time. Hugh thinks you should turn everything on, Cygnus.’
‘Is that in case it blows up?’ Cygnus asked as she got up from the sofa.
‘If it blows up, not being in the same room isn’t going to do much.’
‘You know, that’s not very encouraging, Elaine.’
‘Quit worrying. It won’t blow up. It might not do anything, but blowing up is pretty much not on the option list.’
Cygnus did not climb down the ladder, she floated down, and Andrea still beat them all to the hub area by shadow-stepping down. ‘Show off,’ Cygnus commented and started for the right-hand door in the wall.
‘Hold up,’ Elaine said. ‘You should see this before we power everything up.’ She indicated the panel she had been working on. ‘We’ll be sealing this up behind that metal plate in a bit, but this is the main fuse box for the whole deal. I mean, “fuse” is a little low-tech for what it is, but it’s good enough. We’ve rigged the whole building so that you can switch back to mains power from here.’
‘Which is why we had no electricity for an hour yesterday, right?’ June asked.
‘Right. Mains power comes in on this circuit here, the one with the glowing green light. You flip this switch here and you cut out mains to the house. The one below it with no lights on, that’s the reactor circuit. When we turn the reactor on, we’ll get a red light. The circuit is rigged so that you can’t ever have both on green. You must switch the current supply off before moving over to the other. Don’t worry, now that we have all the circuits in, if both are off, the house goes to reserve power.’
‘With you so far, says the model.’
Elaine grinned. ‘And on the other side here, we have three outputs. See you have a green light, a red, and both off. The top switch, with the green light, is the house supply, then you have the computer and force screen feeds. If you need to, you can run the computer on mains power so there’s a mains feed there, but it’s off. If you try that with the force screen, you’ll probably brown-out most of the city before the local substation explodes. Given that, we didn’t even bother putting a mains feed in. It gets its power straight from the reactor. And… That’s about it. On to the main show.’
‘Indeed,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘I’m afraid we lack a Big Red Switch to just turn the reactor on.’ He frowned. ‘We really should have thought of that. Alice, remind me to design in a Big Red Switch if we go into production.’
Alice smirked. ‘I’ll make a note.’
‘Very good. Now, Cygnus, if you would step over here…’
The reactor itself was a bulky cylinder about five feet in height and maybe three across, a metallic cylinder with little in the way of features to it. Thick, metal conduits emerged from it at various points, feeding into other boxes and cylinders set around the core unit. Some of those looked distinctly alien, while others were clearly of Earth design: power converters of various sorts to change the output of the reactor into separate lines for the house, computer, and screen.
‘Now then,’ Ultimate went on, indicating a panel set into the side of the reactor, ‘we have two switches and two buttons, and we operate them in order. So, flip the first switch down…’ Cygnus reached out and flipped a toggle switch from up to down. Nothing appeared to happen. ‘All good so far. Flicking that switch to up will cause an immediate shutdown. Remember that.’
‘Got it,’ Cygnus said.
‘Also got it,’ Andrea said. ‘Seeing as I could get here faster in an emergency, I figure I should know.’
‘Wise,’ Ultimate agreed. ‘Now, the first of the buttons. Press and hold until the second button lights up.’ Cygnus did as he said. ‘You’re charging the ignition capacitors. It should take… fifteen to twenty seconds.’ Now there was a sound, a soft hum from somewhere deep within the reactor pod that grew louder but never quite managed to achieve menacing. The light came on behind the second button. ‘And now you press that one…’
Feeling like this was, indeed, the Big Moment, Cygnus moved her hand and pressed in the button which, despite Ultimate’s earlier assertion, was glowing red. Almost immediately, there was a loud thud as something happened inside the pod. This was followed by a high-pitched whine which died slowly away and then…
‘Is anything happening?’ June asked.
‘Wait for it…’ Ultimate replied. And a green light flicked on over the last of the switches. Ultimate smiled. ‘We have ignition. The last switch cuts the reactor power through to the output circuits. Just let me check my instruments before we do that…’ He hurried about, checking handheld gadgets and diagnostic displays built into the equipment, nodding and smiling as he went. ‘All good. Flip the switch.’
Cygnus flipped the switch. It was a somewhat anticlimactic experience, but Elaine said, ‘We’ve got a light on the circuit breaker. We’re getting power through.’
‘Then let us proceed to the next stage,’ Ultimate said.
Just to try it, Cygnus reached up and flipped the reactor-feed switch down without turning off the mains. Nothing happened, and when she let go, the switch sprang straight back up. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Pretty fool proof. I don’t think I’m likely to mess that up.’
‘Not our first electrical system design,’ Elaine said.
Cygnus grinned at her and flipped the mains switch up. The light went red and there was not even a flicker in the mains power light. She took a deep breath and flipped the reactor switch again. The light went green and the switch stayed down.
‘Welcome to the first house in the world to be powered by a cosmic energy conversion reactor,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘I suggest we try some cosmic coffee before we turn on the computer. I’m not sure my nerves can take too many of these events in short succession.’
‘He was just the same when he started his first fusion reactor,’ Alice said. She patted June on the shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s go boil some cosmic water.’
‘Cool,’ June replied. ‘I can’t wait to try cosmic cooking and take a cosmic shower.’
‘Personally,’ Cygnus said, ‘I’m holding out for the cosmic hot tub. I bet the cosmic bubbles are going to be awesome.’
~~~
‘I’m simply saying,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘that prefacing everything with “cosmic” is probably going to wear thin fairly rapidly.’
‘Probably before the end of today,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘But for now it’s funny.’
‘Hmm…’
Cygnus flashed a grin and then pointed at the switches in the junction box. ‘Screen light is red now. I take it we’re leaving that for later?’
‘Tomorrow. We’ll power it up and attempt some form of test.’
‘Okay then.’ Reaching out, Cygnus set a finger on the middle switch. ‘Does it start up as soon as the power goes on?’
‘Seems like it should boot straight up,’ Elaine said from the computer room door. ‘It was wired straight into the power system back on the ship.’
‘Here goes…’ Cygnus flipped the switch down, the light went green, and things began to happen in the computer room.
This looked rather more like something out of a conventional server room. There was a central corridor through it to get from the entrance ladder to the central hub. On either side of that there were racks of electronics and it took a practised eye to notice that some of the units looked more conventional than others. There were, in fact, a lot more alien modules than Earth ones, but there were various converters and modems which let the computer access telephone lines and internet connections. Some had been built specifically for the purpose, but there was at least one perfectly ordinary gigabit Ethernet switch.
Now lights began to flash and flicker all across the arrays of equipment and there was the hum of fans. Electronics were coming to life, but there was no indication of the computer being really functional for several seconds and Cygnus found herself clenching her fists in anticipation. She had warned the computer of the chance of failure. If something had gone wrong, if data had somehow been lost during the dismantling or transport. Or if they had somehow put everything back together wrong…
A holographic display appeared in the air in front of one of the racks and symbols only Cygnus could read began scrolling. ‘It’s going a little fast,’ she said, ‘but it looks kind of like a system check.’
‘Good start,’ Elaine replied.
‘Okay, booting operating system…’
A voice sounded in the room, speaking a language no human alive could understand, unless you considered Cygnus human and she was not entirely sure about that. ‘System initialised,’ the voice said. ‘Sensor and communications systems live. Diagnostic checks completed with no issues. Hello again, Cygnus.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Hello again, computer.’ She switched back to English and said, ‘It’s working.’
‘Great,’ Elaine said. ‘See if it can detect the peripherals we installed.’
Cygnus saw text scrolling and knew the computer was acquiring the devices Elaine had set up as soon as she mentioned them, but since they were still sort of playing the game that the computer only understood very basic English, Cygnus played along. ‘You should be able to find various things. Elaine said there was an interface to the TV so you could display things there, and there are a few cameras, microphones, and speakers around the house.’
‘Miss Ellis has done an excellent job of reverse engineering my normal protocols. I have created a sensor map of the building I am now housed in and located the devices. If you go up to the central area above–’
‘That’s the lounge.’
‘To the lounge then. Once there, I will communicate further.’
‘It’s got them,’ Cygnus said. ‘It’s suggesting we go up and test the lounge stuff.’
When they arrived in the lounge, the big TV was displaying some sort of radar map and the computer’s voice announced, ‘I am compiling a local structural map. Objects detected as mobile are indicated where they can be detected. Ground clutter is making thorough modelling difficult at low altitudes.’
Cygnus blinked at the sea of information. ‘Uh, it says it’s trying to build up a map of the area, but it’s difficult because of the buildings, I think.’
‘That was an accurate summary.’ Cygnus could have almost sworn the thing was smirking.
‘Holy Hell,’ Andrea said. ‘It’s showing aircraft, ships in the bay, a fair amount of cars in North Beach… And this radar thing it uses can’t be detected normally?’
‘It’s cosmic,’ Elaine said, grinning. ‘Nothing terrestrial is going to pick it up. Well, nothing conventional. There are detectors which could, obviously.’
‘Are those people it’s picking up?’ June asked, pointing vaguely at several, very small icons close to the centre.
‘Uh-huh,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Identified as humanoid. Someone’s going to have to be pretty good to sneak up on this place now.’
‘They’ll need some form of active countermeasure,’ Ultimate said. ‘Now, we don’t have the neural interface here that the ship had, so I think we had better go over the various options we do have and make sure they are working. And then we can declare your new computer operational.’
24th November.
‘Power is on,’ Elaine said.
‘And the indicators here are all green,’ Doctor Ultimate added from the force screen room. ‘Cygnus?’
Cygnus turned to the holographic screen beside her. ‘You seeing the force screen, computer?’
‘Force screen interface established,’ the computer responded. ‘Diagnostics indicate full function.’
‘Yup,’ Cygnus called out in English. ‘It’s working.’
‘Excellent,’ Ultimate said. ‘Now we just need to test it.’
‘You sure about this?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I can’t think of a better way which does not mean large-scale property damage on a failure.’
‘So you want me to punch a force wall?’
‘Should be interesting.’
They all gathered outside the house, near the sensor dome since that had audio capability and it made life easier. Cygnus was a little dubious, but it was going to be interesting. ‘Okay, computer, put the screen up around the house but not the sensor unit.’
There was a shimmer in the air in front of them and the computer said, ‘Screen established. Strength is diminished by greater surface area.’
‘It says it’s having to put the screen out over a bigger area so it’s not as strong.’
‘To be expected,’ Ultimate replied. He stepped forward and reached out to where the shimmer had happened. His hand stopped, apparently meeting a solid, if invisible, object. A second later, everyone was doing it.
Andrea banged a fist on the invisible wall. ‘Seems pretty solid.’
Cygnus drew back her fist and slammed it into the screen. ‘Seems like it. Okay, everyone stand back. I’ll put some real effort into it.’ There was a general shuffling away from the wall and Cygnus pulled her arm back again. This time there was actually some effect as she drove a super-strength punch into the screen. There was another shimmer as the shield reacted to the blow, but it still stopped Cygnus’s fist.
‘Screen holding at ninety-nine point two per cent,’ the computer announced. Then, with barely any gap, ‘Regeneration to full strength completed.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘I apparently managed to dent it for a second. Okay, let’s try something a bit more violent.’ She switched languages and said, ‘Is there anything in the air nearby?’
‘Local airspace is clear.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus started reshuffling powers and switched back to English. ‘Maybe you should step back a bit further.’
‘What are you planning?’ Andrea asked.
‘Well, I worked up a flying blaster configuration, a bit like Brightstar, I guess. I figure if my punch doesn’t faze it, let’s see what a glancing energy blast does.’
‘Well, I suppose that would be a proportional test,’ Ultimate said, nodding.
‘Hopefully…’ Stepping back a little herself, Cygnus stretched out an arm, aimed it high to just miss the roof of the house, and fired. A needle-sharp, laser-like beam of white light lanced out from her palm and met the force screen in a blaze of shimmering lights… And stopped dead.
‘Force screen holding at ninety-eight point two per cent,’ the computer announced. ‘Regeneration complete.’
‘That gibberish sounded a lot like the last gibberish,’ Elaine commented.
‘Uh, yeah,’ Cygnus said. ‘I didn’t do a lot more damage than the last time.’ She turned her head to the sensor unit. ‘Okay, you can drop the screen now. Thank you, computer.’
There was another shimmer in the air. ‘Force screen deactivated. It is my duty, Cygnus.’
‘It would appear,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘that you now have a very secure house. Our work here is done.’
‘You’ll stay for lunch though, right?’ June asked.
‘Oh, I think a short period of revelling in a job well done is warranted, my dear. And if we go back to the office too soon, someone will just want me to do something boring.’
‘Great. I’ll put the cosmic kettle on then.’
San Francisco, CA.
Walking into the office on a Monday morning in November during daylight hours was a novel experience for Detective Damian Inman. Then again, it was a novel office too. The Personal Crimes Division of the SFPD instead of Narcotics and Vice. Here, Damian could investigate homicides. Personal Crimes did more than that, but Damian had always felt he was better placed to work murder cases than chase after drug dealers and illegal gambling.
‘Inman.’ Damian turned at the voice, finding himself looking at Captain Adele Hermann. ‘Welcome to Personal Crimes. My office, now.’ That was not ominous at all…
Hermann was a fine figure of a woman, if you liked women who could fell a man with one punch. She had a reputation for being the toughest woman in the San Francisco Police Department, possibly the toughest human in the force, and she was known to be meaner than anything in the K-9 Unit given reason. She was thickly set, but attractive. She kept her blonde hair trimmed short, trimmed her nails rigorously, never wore make-up, and ran six miles a day, five days a week. Damian would have been impressed if he had never met Bianca Fullerton. Hermann had a more obviously muscled body than Bianca and harder features. Both women had blue eyes, but Hermann’s had more ice in them. Hermann had a reputation for a razor-sharp mind too, but then again, Damian had met Bianca who ran one of the largest technology companies on the planet.
‘Close the door,’ Hermann said once Damian had followed her to her corner office. The room was relatively sparse, quite private. There were a couple of photographs, family ones of Hermann with an older couple, probably her parents. She had never married, favouring her job over her social life for far too long to make a long-term relationship function. There were also a couple of framed certificates: the few awards and commendations that Hermann considered worthy of display; Damian knew she had received far more than the ones he could see now. ‘Right,’ she went on, ‘door is closed, no one’s listening. A few things I want to get straight before we get on with being cops.’
‘Uh… Okay, Captain.’
‘They shunted you over to my division because you wanted the assignment, the chief is trying to keep you from bitching about what the task force did to you, and you’re screwing Bianca Fullerton. None of that makes you suitable for handling the work here. You fuck up just once and I’ll have you transferred to traffic duty so fast you’ll see lights.’
Damian bit back on the burst of anger. Anger was not going to get him anywhere. Anger was just going to– Oh, fuck it. ‘Better get the paperwork ready then. Everyone screws up once. Everyone. Even you. You’ve screwed the pooch more than once that I know of, but you’ve always had your boss standing behind you, admitted responsibility, and done what you could to fix it. I, apparently, have a boss who wants me to fail. So, how about you go fuck yourself and I’ll take the reassignment now rather than having to look over my shoulder for the rest of my career.’
‘Finished?’
‘No. Yes, I got fucked over by the TAATF and no one would believe me. Yes, I am sleeping with Bianca Fullerton. No, neither of those facts makes me suitable to be here. Being a damn good detective is what makes me suitable to be here. I’d love to say you don’t need another good detective, but you had Ray Kuff under your nose for months ignoring bloody obvious facts and getting away with it, so maybe you do. But if you’re not interested, neither am I.’
‘Finished now?’
‘Yes. Captain.’
Hermann nodded, sucking on her teeth. ‘Good. You’re right about Kuff. I should have spotted it. Everyone knew about his affair. No one figured it was blackmail material. Stupid asshole should’ve just reported the attempt, but no… Set this division’s reputation back a decade and I am not going to have anyone here who won’t give me one hundred per cent or better. Every other officer in the division has had me yell the same thing at them, but you’re new and you’re carrying baggage. But… You do your job, make me believe that assertion about how good you are, and I’ll back you like I would any other man under my command.’
‘Thank you, Captain.’
‘Okay. Sit down and we’ll go over a few details. We don’t have a partner for you yet. We do have work. You’ll be taking over Kuff’s cases. Yes, that includes the Snapshot and Fuego case, but I hear you run in those kinds of circles too.’
Damian winced as he took a seat. ‘Uh… I got lucky. Cygnus and Twilight were staying with Bianca and they wanted help on a narcotics bust. The Stars and the Union of Ultrahumans were called in on it so I’ve at least met some of the Stars, yeah. Backroom, Elaine Ellis, works for Bianca when she’s not building super-robots.’
‘And you’ve met Mink.’
‘Once. She jumped in on a trafficking case. I wouldn’t say we’re on speaking terms.’
‘I ran into her a couple of years ago. She “jumped in” on a serial case I was working. Quite a woman.’
Damian nodded. ‘Yeah, she is.’
‘Right.’ Hermann pulled a stack of files out of her desk and landed them on top with a thud. ‘I want to go over these with you before you start on them. You’re going to be working your ass off, Inman.’
‘Not a problem, Captain. After running around in the TAATF’s shadow, some actual work would be a nice change of pace.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Zoe poked her head around the comic racks as the door buzzer announced customers. To be honest, the group who walked in did not really look like customers. In fact, they looked like a rather odd collection. There was a middle-aged man and a red-haired woman who looked like a couple, and then there was an African American woman who was significantly younger, but they did not really look like comic book fans. There was something familiar about the man, though. Oh well…
‘Hi, welcome to Radium Comics. Can I help at all?’
The man smiled. ‘Why yes, I believe you can. I’m looking for something with a brunette with jet-black eyes and shadow powers.’
Zoe blinked. ‘Uh…’
Then Andrea’s voice came from the back of the shop. ‘Hugh? Is that you?’
Hugh? That meant… ‘Oh my God, you’re Doctor Ultimate!’ Zoe squeaked.
‘And you must be Zoe,’ Alice said.
Zoe cringed. ‘Andrea’s mentioned me?’
‘Stop scaring my colleague,’ Andrea called out, ‘and come back here so I can introduce you to Roger.’
‘Roger Wentworth Peters,’ Alice said once the introductions had been made. ‘I remember you. You were in Nuclear Winter, weren’t you?’
‘For my sins,’ Roger replied, grinning.
‘You’ve actually heard of them?’ Zoe asked.
‘A brief flirtation with punk in my younger days,’ Alice replied. ‘We still have the first album.’
‘On vinyl,’ Ultimate said. ‘It’s making a comeback, just as I said.’
‘Vinyl,’ Roger agreed, ‘but not Nuclear Winter, thankfully. These days I spend my time here or at conventions.’
‘I never get the time these days. Once upon a time I used to collect, but now…’
‘We still have all of those too,’ Alice said. ‘He never throws anything away. I expect Antarctica to eventually sink under the weight of his clutter.’
‘That’s why you’re there instead of a tropical island then?’ Andrea suggested.
‘Tropical islands sink faster than continents.’
‘I’d be upset,’ Ultimate said, ‘but it’s probably true. Do you mind if I browse? It’s been a while since I’ve had an afternoon off.’
‘Be my guest,’ Roger said. ‘Technically, that’s what this place is here for.’
‘Technically?’ Elaine asked.
‘Oh,’ Andrea replied, grinning, ‘we all know Radium Comics is just here to house Roger’s comic collection. Even if he does let other people buy them at times.’
‘I think it’s a man thing,’ Zoe added, nodding.
Roger shrugged. ‘I’d be upset, but it’s probably true.’
~~~
June stood in front of the TV screen in the lounge, watching air traffic going in and out of Starblaze International a few miles away. The house was back to normal, just the three usual occupants, plus one alien computer which had now learned to identify airline squawk codes and secondary radar data.
‘This is all way cool,’ she said, ‘and it’s nice that we’ve given it a new home and all, but it’s not really that useful. I mean, what if I just want to watch ACPN?’
Penny walked out of the bedroom, belting closed her robe. ‘Yeah… I think it’s time to quit pretending, computer. June and Andrea can be trusted.’
‘Of course, Cygnus,’ the computer said in English.
‘Actually, so can Hugh and Alice, and Elaine, but there’s plausible deniability to think of. Next time any of them visit, you can say you’ve learned.’
‘I will make a note.’
‘Okay…’ June said, frowning. ‘So… She figured out how to speak English back in San Francisco…’
‘However,’ the computer said, ‘it seemed expedient to continue the illusion that I could only speak to Cygnus.’
‘You’re using a different voice,’ Penny said, frowning. ‘You do sound female now. You sounded… genderless before.’
‘Since the household is exclusively female, I assumed it would be best to fit in. Would you like me to switch the display to ACPN, June?’
‘Oh,’ June said. ‘No. That was just an example.’
‘Okay, so June and Andrea will have the same, um, access as I do, okay?’ Penny said.
‘I am unable to comply. You are my… principal user. My coding precludes anyone else gaining user access levels equal to or exceeding yours. I can assign them similar privileges.’
‘That’ll have to do, I guess. June’s going to be using you a lot when Twilight and I are out.’
‘I want to be able to locate them in the city,’ June said. ‘So I know where they are… um, obviously.’
‘Elaine provided a set of suitable communication devices,’ the computer said. ‘These include GPS positioning locators which will achieve your goal.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said. ‘I asked her to give us a set like the ones the Stars use. I think we have a dozen of them. I’ll be giving them to Dom, Red, Skadi, and Andy. We’ll set up access levels for them when they get their radios. Uh, and we have a plan to link into the police and fire departments for emergency calls.’
‘And Doctor Ultimate has arranged for me to link into UltraNet,’ the computer added. ‘I suspect he knew I could read English perfectly well and was playing along.’
‘He is probably the most intelligent man on the planet.’
‘And really nice,’ June added.
‘You’re just saying that because he’s never had you in his scanner. You wait. If you ever develop powers, you’re going to wish you could wear sunglasses in the thing.’
25th November.
Night Shift vaulted the fence at the back of Jacob Dannon’s property with the ease of a man clad in articulated, powered armour. Watching the soon-to-be-ex-agent had produced few results. Dannon had spent much of his time at home behind closed drapes. Direct action was required. A search of his house would likely uncover evidence of his nocturnal icy activities, maybe something explaining why there had been a long gap between the second kill and the third.
Where Dannon had gone off to was unimportant, but he had turned south and that was not the direction of the supermarket he usually used. That was important since it suggested he would be out for a while. It would take time to circumvent the UID-approved security system and pop the locks. It would take time to do a thorough search of the house and then tidy things up. It would be best if Dannon did not know Night Shift had been there.
Smiling behind his helmet, Night Shift set to work on the locks.
~~~
‘Okay,’ Jacob said, ‘well, there are some notable anomalies to this case and I’m sure you’ve noticed some of them already.’
‘The big gap in the pattern being the obvious one,’ Andrea said. Just home from work, she had been surprised when Jacob had rolled up to the door, but then he had been surprised at the changes to the grounds so there was plenty of surprise going around.
‘Yeah. We have one body found on the twenty-eighth of February, another on the thirtieth of March. About a month between them and then nothing until August twenty-seventh. Two months before the next body turns up, but only a month to the latest one.’
‘I’ve been assuming we’re missing some.’
‘I think we’re missing a lot,’ Jacob agreed. ‘I think he kills once a month, around about the same time each month. Either he’s got more careless or he’s got more confident, which is why we’re finding more of his victims lately.’
‘So that would be… ten victims?’ Cygnus said. ‘Not the four or five he’s known for?’
‘I think it’s eleven.’ Jacob frowned. ‘It’s a little circumstantial. I found an unsolved case from late January. They only ever found a few body parts, nothing which could identify the victim. The autopsy notes evidence of the body having been frozen at some point, but the suggestion then was that someone had frozen it to obscure the timeframe of the murder. And that might be true. He’s never cut any of the other bodies up.’
‘That we know of,’ Andrea added.
‘True enough. Maybe he normally chops them up and we’ve found the ones he failed to do it with, but then I couldn’t find any other cases of dismemberment.’
‘Another anomaly.’
‘Yeah. Uh, I should’ve brought a map. You could do with seeing the sites mapped out–’
‘Not a problem.’ Andrea looked up at the TV. ‘Denny, would you give us a map of Deale and Churchton with the body locations marked.’
‘Of course, Andrea.’ And the screen filled more or less instantly with the data Andrea had asked for.
‘Denny?’ Jacob asked.
‘Blame June.’
‘We couldn’t keep calling her “computer,”’ June protested. ‘It’s short for Deneb, which is the brightest star in the constellation of Cygnus.’
‘Which proves she actually listened to all my talks about astronomy,’ Cygnus added. ‘Denny’s a reasonable name and Denny seems happy with it.’
‘Uh, yeah,’ Jacob said. ‘Well, you can see that the bodies found are mostly in the north of Deale, close to the Churchton border, and all within about six blocks of each other. One is further north, but not very far into Churchton.’
‘I hadn’t looked at the distribution like that,’ Andrea admitted.
‘Fair enough. That’s why you asked me to look, right?’
Andrea grinned at him. ‘Something like that. So… So you’re thinking he lives in Churchton, probably the south, and works in Deale, probably north of the main harbour and warehouse areas.’
Jacob nodded. ‘I think he works in some sort of food outlet, or maybe a store that’s open late. He kills on the way home. He’s going to be low income, not a big achiever. He doesn’t fit the usual serial killer profiles, but we’re dealing with an Ultra so all bets are off anyway.’ He shrugged. ‘It doesn’t really narrow things down that much, to be honest.’
‘It’s more than we had.’
‘Denny?’ Cygnus said, peering at the screen thoughtfully. ‘Could you make any predictions from those data points about where the killer works or lives?’
There was a slight pause and then, ‘Given this data, the potential regions are indistinct. With ten points, I might be able to produce a better fit.’
‘Still… Could you cross-reference your projected areas against the phone book and get a list of food outlets and stores in the work area?’
‘It is not an especially short list.’ The map was replaced by a scrolling list of businesses and their addresses. ‘I have culled the list to those establishments open until midnight. There are twenty-seven.’
‘Huh,’ Jacob said. ‘Can I get a printout of that? I’ll start checking them out tomorrow. I’ll come here again.’
‘My pleasure, Jacob,’ Denny said.
‘Well, if you’re going to do that,’ Cygnus said, ‘you’d better take one of our radios with you. It’s an earbud thing, quite discreet. I handed them out to Svetilo and Skadi and a few others last night, and we all have them.’
‘Even me,’ June said. ‘Cygnus wants to keep tabs on me.’
‘You want to keep tabs on me. It’s only fair. If you do find anything, Jacob, one of us can be there to help in minutes.’
Jacob nodded. ‘Okay. I mean, this guy can apparently freeze someone solid in seconds. I don’t think I’m equipped to handle that and the UID are probably not going to come running if I call.’
‘Plus,’ Andrea said, ‘I’ll be able to see where you are whenever I want to. It’ll make booty calls so much easier.’
‘I believe,’ Denny said, ‘that you may be abusing the technology, Andrea, but to confirm that, would you mind explaining what a “booty call” is?’
‘Ask June.’
‘Me?!’ June squeaked. ‘Why me?’
‘You named her. You get to educate her.’
~~~
Jacob closed the front door behind him and reached out to put his keys on the stand, and stopped. Something was wrong. There was something about the little stand with its coat rack… Something out of place which he could not quite put his finger on, but it had him immediately on alert. He slipped his Glock 22 from under his jacket and moved forward.
The lounge was empty, but a magazine Jacob had left on the arm of his chair was now on the floor. Frowning, he moved toward the rear of the house where he found the master bedroom door open: it had been shut. Bathroom and kitchen were clear…
There were sounds coming from the second bedroom, basically a box room Jacob used for storage. It had a single bed in it, just in case it was needed, but the floor was more or less filled with boxes which had either never been unpacked or were never likely to be. Old documents, many of them related to taxes, expense claims, all the stuff a meticulous person amassed over a few years of government employ.
Not normally found in there was the black-armoured figure which Jacob immediately recognised. ‘Federal agent. Do not move,’ Jacob said, though given Night Shift’s reputation, he figured it was a wasted effort.
Night Shift did not even look around. ‘If you really think a forty-calibre Glock is going to do you any good, Dannon, I suggest you pull the trigger.’
Jacob felt his temper rising and tried his best to force it down. ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing in my home?’
The black-clad hero straightened his back, a little stiffly Jacob thought, and turned around. ‘Looking for evidence to convict you of murder, but since you’re here…’ He took a step forward, going for menacing.
Jacob stepped back. ‘Get out of my house. You’ve no right to be in here. Leave before–’
‘Before what? You try to freeze me to the spot?’
‘I can’t do that! All the power I’ve exhibited is a general cooling of the air around me, and that’s not even something I can control.’
Night Shift took another step forward. ‘So you say.’
Jacob raised his pistol and aimed it at Night Shift’s faceplate. ‘Get out.’
Night Shift moved, one armoured fist rising quickly to slam into Jacob’s hands where they were gripped around his weapon. It felt a lot like bones were splintering and suddenly Jacob was not holding his pistol anymore. Jacob backed up, fear tugging at his insides: the bastard meant business.
‘You don’t threaten me, freak,’ Night Shift growled, the sound made more menacing by the speaker system in his helmet.
‘I’m not–’
‘A freak? Then why are your eyes glowing?’
The armoured man was closing the distance and Jacob backed away. His hand throbbed, the pain robbing him of sense, and it took him a second to really take in what Night Shift had just said. ‘What? I–’
‘So it comes over you now and then, right? The urge to just freeze some sap to death just… grips you.’
‘No. I… Keep away!’ Jacob raised his left arm, the one that still had a functional hand. Ice and white mist swirled around Night Shift, the ice clinging to his armour and rapidly forming a tight shell.
‘Like that!’ Night Shift exulted. ‘Don’t think this will hold me…’ He strained against the ice wrapping him, even as more of it formed, thickening around his body. Jacob could not believe what was happening, but as the ice seemed to hold the hero and Jacob backed away a step at a time, Jacob could only feel grateful. Then the ice shattered. ‘Now let’s see how much punishment you can take,’ Night Shift growled.
Ice continued to swirl, but now it wrapped around Jacob. As Night Shift drove his fist toward Jacob’s stomach, a shell of ice formed over Jacob’s skin, hardening instantly beneath the impact. Jacob had no idea how he was doing it, but he was protecting himself and he retreated, desperate to get away from the armoured man with his power-enhanced punches. Another punch swung in and was blocked by Jacob’s frozen armour. Night Shift took a swing at Jacob’s face, missing as Jacob stepped back, but a second blow connected and Jacob felt it through the ice, staggering back as his nose began to bleed.
‘Admit it,’ Night Shift growled through his speakers. ‘You’re the killer. You’re the one who’s been freezing people to death. You!’
Jacob backed away as Night Shift swung again, and again, and then his fist connected with Jacob’s jaw. Jacob’s head snapped back and, for a second, he thought he might have blacked out. Then Night Shift’s armoured hands were gripping Jacob’s jacket, lifting him, turning him, and slamming his back into the wall. There was pain, pain and the urge to just sleep. Jacob saw his breath misting the air and condensing as frost on the surface of Night Shift’s blank faceplate. And the armoured detective seemed to falter for a second…
‘Stop it!’ Night Shift snapped.
‘What? What am I…’
‘The cold, you idiot. Stop it or I’ll–’
‘Can’t stop it,’ Jacob mumbled. ‘Can’t control… Help me. Somebody… Somebody help me…’
Within Night Shift’s helmet, warning indicators were beginning to flash. His suit had an air-conditioning system designed to handle most things the American weather could throw at him, but right now he was being told that the heating system could not cope with the drop in temperature. He stepped back and drove his fist into Jacob’s stomach. The icy armour was still working, but Jacob grunted, sagging against the wall. ‘Stop it!’ Night Shift ordered, swinging his fist again. Jacob doubled over, sinking to his knees, and Night Shift pulled his arm back for another blow.
And the world turned to darkness. Night Shift’s suit was fitted with the latest hyperspectral video system, but he could see nothing through the inky blackness which enveloped him. He could see nothing, but he could hear… He could hear claws scraping over his armour. He could feel something in the blackness with him. Something old, so old. Something old… and hungry. Was it outside his armour, or in there with him?
With the temperature alarms competing for attention with the sudden rush of fear, Night Shift ushed in the direction he thought the house’s front door was in.
And the darkness receded, falling away as fast as it had come. Twilight stepped out of it and dropped to her knees beside Jacob, lifting his head. His eyes were blue orbs, glowing faintly as he blinked at her.
‘T-Twilight?’ Jacob asked.
‘Hold on, Jacob,’ Twilight said. ‘You’ll have help soon. Just hold on…’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
It was sometime after ten at night, but there was sunlight streaming through the window of the room. For once, neither Andrea nor Twilight cared about that; they were both too interested in what was happening behind the inner window, in the isolation room where Doctor Ultimate and a team of medics were working on Jacob.
It could not have been easy. Ultimate and his team were in full survival gear since the temperature in the room was significantly lower than the current outside air temperature. They had been working for… Andrea was not sure how long, but there had been a lot of activity that did at least seem to be easing off. As Andrea watched, Ultimate stepped back, nodded at the lead doctor, and then started for the door.
‘How is he?’ Andrea asked before Ultimate had even managed to struggle out of the helmet he was wearing.
There was a short pause while that task was completed and then, ‘Physically he is not in the best of shape. There is internal bruising as well as surface tissue damage to the face. His right hand is broken in several places. I left to give the medics space to set it.’
Andrea gritted her teeth. The only reason she was not out hunting down Night Shift was that she was worried about Jacob. Given the way she was currently feeling, that was probably for the best.
‘As for the other factors… It’s possible his powers will shut down again, as they have before…’
‘But?’
‘But, the cosmic energy emission signatures are different from last time. More stable. His EEG is showing pronounced cross-hemispheric activity. Again, more stable than last time and quite… urgent.’
‘You think it’s going to be permanent this time?’
‘I believe that there is a distinct possibility, perhaps a probability, that that is the case. His core temperature has dropped very close to zero Celsius and shows no inclination to rise. Warming him produces an immediate reaction from his body and appears to fatigue him. We’re going to keep the room temperature down to just below freezing and, hopefully, that will allow him to rest.’
‘I’d like to see him.’
‘I suggest, Andrea, that you get some coffee and sit down. He’s barely conscious at the moment. He knows you’re here. Let the medics do their job and, if he’s well enough after they’ve stabilised him fully, then you can see him.’ Ultimate reached out a hand, placing it on Andrea’s shoulder. ‘It may do him some good. I assume you’ll be perfectly happy in there without all this insulation and that may well be something of a moral boost.’
Andrea managed a smile. ‘I knew this stupid costume had to be good for something.’
New Millennium City, MD.
The Millennium Royal Hotel was a fifteen-storey building in Uptown frequented by film stars, businessmen with large expense accounts, the odd newly married couple, and tourists who felt they should really splash out on a visit to the new New York. And Night Shift. One call to Red Huntress had produced the information that Eric Hoffman always booked the penthouse suite at the Royal when he came to the city.
When Cygnus landed on the balcony, Hoffman was in the lounge in his boxers, checking his armour with what looked like rather excessive care. He glanced up as she walked in through the window, and then went back to his checking.
‘I was more or less expecting the other one,’ Hoffman said.
‘Luckily for you, she’s in the Antarctic waiting to find out what state Jacob is in,’ Cygnus replied.
‘Luckily?’
‘Yeah, if she was here, you’d be eating that helmet by now. I’m just angry. She probably wants to kill you.’
‘I can handle one little girl.’
‘Yes, I’ve seen how you do that. And there’s an even larger drop for you to fall down this time.’ There was not a lot Hoffman could say to that: he had been tossed down a stairwell by someone not much bigger than Twilight. ‘What the Hell were you thinking? Breaking and entering, illegal search. If you’d found anything incriminating, it would have been inadmissible. And Jacob is not the killer. The murders started before Tonaldo’s people dosed him with Excelsior, never mind him exhibiting any powers at all.’
‘And you know for sure that he couldn’t do it before then?’
‘Hugh’s pretty damn sure about it, so yes.’
‘Well, for someone who isn’t the killer, he certainly seemed capable of the same sort of tricks. I read Ultimate’s report on the ice. Dannon wrapped me up in something very similar tonight. And he had that house cold enough that my suit couldn’t keep it out. You think there are two people in New Millennium City who can do that?’
Cygnus opened her mouth to say that she did, yeah, and then stopped. ‘You know, I don’t think there’s much point in arguing with you.’
‘Because I’m right!’
‘Because you’re an obstinate dickhead. Get some evidence. Real evidence that’ll stand up in court. Because if you go after Jacob again like that, I’m not going to hold Twilight back when she decides to cut you out of your armour and fillet you like a fish.’
Hoffman glowered at her. ‘Dannon is the killer. I’ll get your damn evidence and if either of you stand in my way, I’ll take you down with him.’
Cygnus turned to the window and started walking. ‘You couldn’t take me down with a missile, asshole. And believe me, it’s been tried.’
Antarctica.
His skin had a slightly unhealthy blue undertone to it, and his eyes were still glowing. On the other hand, the glow looked steady now: Jacob had twin, icy-blue orbs to counterpoint Andrea’s black ones.
‘I kind of like the new look,’ Andrea said, mostly because she felt she needed to keep the mood light. In truth, Jacob looked like shit and they both knew it.
‘Probably for the best,’ Jacob said, and Andrea decided to ignore how weak his voice sounded. ‘Professor Last thinks it’s permanent.’ Andrea stepped closer, walking to the side of the bed, and Jacob drew back. ‘You don’t want to get too close.’
‘No, I really do want to get close.’
‘I don’t want to hurt you, Andrea.’
‘And you won’t. You have noticed I’m the only other person who’s been in here without a climate-controlled suit, right? I’m willing to put good money on you having nothing that can hurt me. I’m still well inside my comfort zone. Look, my nipples aren’t even standing out.’ Reaching out, she took his hand, the one not encased in a plastic brace, before he could dodge the gesture. His skin was cool, but somehow not quite cold, though maybe that was just her perception of it. ‘The doctors say you’ll recover. That hand’s going to be out of action for a few weeks, but the rest of you should mend soon enough.’
Jacob lifted his right arm, turning the hand over to look at the plastic cast. ‘I think that’s what set it off. Hurt like Hell when he hit me.’
‘Yeah, well, he better hope I don’t see him any time soon or I’ll tap dance on his fingers.’
‘What if he’s right?’
Andrea frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘What if I am the killer? I mean, I wrapped him up in some sort of ice cocoon, just like the victims have been. I don’t know how I did it, but I did it.’
‘I think you’d know if–’
‘You’ve got two sets of brainwaves ticking away in there. Twilight handles your powers better than you do. Maybe I’ve got a hidden mind in here with me that goes out murdering people.’
‘Jacob…’
‘Face it, Andrea, it’s possible. I could probably try an insanity plea if it’s true, but it’s possible. It’s either that or there are two people running around New Millennium City now who can freeze people to the spot. What are the odds of that?’
‘Doesn’t matter, because there are two. You’re not a killer, Jacob. I know what a killer looks like and you’re not one. Get some rest. I’ll be right here with you. Get some rest and things will look a lot better in the morning.’
 



Part Three: Trial and Fire
New Millennium City, MD, 26th November, 2014.
Dominika Zuyev considered herself to be quite a lucky woman. She had been lucky from the moment of conception, in fact. Genetically she was doubly gifted, first with good looks and a fit, flexible body, and secondly with a variation of the EMX1 gene which had brought her to the attention of the SOP’s super-soldier project. Then she had been lucky again since the number of people who underwent the activation process and came out intact was not high. She had been lucky to chance upon an opportunity to defect, lucky to get a modelling career out of her sudden celebrity, and she considered herself luckiest of all to have found the friends she had.
But the one thing which often made her feel truly blessed was sleeping comfortably, warm and naked in silk sheets, in an apartment she owned and was not a gift of the state. There were nights when she remembered her basic training in Siberia, long days and cold nights spent learning to be a soldier and how to use her powers. On those nights, crawling into bed in her wonderful apartment felt glorious, but she still remembered the early mornings and being dragged out of bed by a drill instructor with the temperament of a rabid dog.
As a result of those days, Dom always set her alarm for an hour before she really needed to get out of bed so that she could hit the snooze button several times before getting up. With a groan, she turned over and smacked the snooze button when the alarm sounds impinged upon her sleeping brain. Rather like her drill sergeants, the alarm refused to be snoozed.
‘Bozhe moi, zatknis’ ty, glupyy…’ Dom pulled her head out from under the sheets and glared at the inoffensive clock as the alarm continued ringing… And she realised it was two a.m. and the alarm was not coming from the clock, and that was right about the time the digits blacked out as the building’s power failed.
Grabbing the brand-new earpiece from her bedside table, Dom pushed it into her ear. ‘Denny? Denny! It is Svetilo, da? I need help. There is fire! Fire in my apartment!’
~~~
‘The damage isn’t really extensive,’ Fire Bug said, wiping soot from his face. ‘I mean, it probably got the fastest response of any fire ever seen in New Millennium City.’
‘Da,’ Svetilo agreed, nodding, ‘and I am thanking both of you very much for coming so quickly. No injuries, not one.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, looking up at the apartment building, ‘but it’s going to take them a while to get this place functional again.’
‘Several weeks,’ Fire Bug said. ‘He targeted the main utility trunks again. Power, telephones, the lot. It’s going to be a fairly major operation before this place has services again.’
‘It was definitely same arsonist?’ Svetilo asked.
‘Same signature.’
‘When we find this man, or woman, you give me five minutes with them, da? I take away their services for a few weeks.’
‘Whole place is going to have to live somewhere else for a while, but no one was hurt. That’s the important thing.’
‘Da… Da, it is the important thing. Da…’
‘Come on,’ Cygnus said, lifting a few inches into the air. ‘We’ll go up to your place, pack a bag, and you can come over to my house.’
‘Oh… I mean, thank you, but I can’t impose–’
‘Yes, you can. At the very least you can stay the night, or for a couple of days while you find somewhere else. I’ve got room.’
Svetilo sagged a little, but she lifted off her feet to follow Cygnus. ‘This is terrible idea,’ she muttered as she flew upward.
~~~
‘That’s crazy, Dom,’ June said. ‘There is no point in you going off to a hotel or something for a couple of weeks. I mean, it’s kind of perfect. Next week Cygnus and Andrea will be in San Francisco and I’ll be in England. You can house-sit.’
‘That is next week,’ Svetilo said. ‘For rest of this week and at least week after I will be here, getting under feet and being annoying Russian pest.’
‘Well, God knows when Andrea’s going to be back, so you probably won’t–’
‘This just makes it worse.’
June and Cygnus frowned. ‘Dom…’ June said. ‘Are you saying that you can’t manage to keep your animal lusts under control for a couple of weeks if you’re staying under the same roof as us?’
‘Da. This is exactly what I am saying. Da. Animal lusts. All over the place. Da.’ Cygnus and June burst into fits of giggles, which did not help at all. ‘Is not funny.’
‘Is funny, da,’ Cygnus said, starting off the giggles again.
‘Have some faith in yourself, Dom,’ June suggested.
‘Easy for you to say. Have you looked at yourselves lately? Anyway, is Thanksgiving in two… Is Thanksgiving tomorrow. You do not want silly Russian under feet at–’
‘Yes,’ June said firmly, ‘we do.’ She looked around at Cygnus. ‘I’d totally forgotten about Thanksgiving. Crap. Christmas better be quiet.’
‘That would certainly be nice. Look, Dom, you’re staying. Any more objections you wish to voice before you give in?’
The Russian powerhouse shrank a little. ‘I don’t have robe. I don’t usually wear anything in apartment.’
‘We can lend you a robe.’
‘Or you can wander around naked,’ June added. ‘No one’s going to mind that much.’
‘I’ll mind,’ Svetilo mumbled, but she was caving. ‘I suppose it is practical solution…’
‘Right,’ Cygnus said. ‘Settled. And now that we have…’ Getting to her feet, she began peeling off her costume.
Svetilo let out a moan. ‘What are you doing? Animal lusts, remember?’
‘If you’re going to be here for a couple of weeks, you get to see the real me. That should cool your ardour.’
‘Doesn’t cool mine,’ June pointed out.
‘Yes, love, but you’re mad. I’d obviously appreciate it, Dom, if you didn’t blab this part, but I’m not being Cygnus all the time. Even if I’m sort of always Cygnus now, but… Just wait and you’ll see what I mean.’
Finally naked, Cygnus stepped clear of the furniture and… Svetilo’s eyebrows rose. ‘And now I know how you can just vanish when you need to. This is who you were before you became Cygnus?’
‘Penny,’ Penny said. ‘I’m Penny.’
‘I am pleased to meet you, Penny. And honoured to be trusted with secret. And… Okay, yes, less attracted…’
‘Told you.’
‘Yet… Still same person is there…’
‘Told you,’ June said, grinning. ‘But she’s mine. No animal lusts.’
Svetilo held up her hands. ‘Oh no. Cannot ask this of me. Animal lusts will happen. I will just have to keep them caged up. I can do this.’
‘You don’t really sound too sure about that.’
‘I’m not!’ Svetilo wailed.
~~~
‘Nice place,’ Fire Bug said as he walked into the lounge. ‘I’m going to assume it’s up to code.’
Cygnus grinned at him. ‘As far as I’m aware, it is. You realise I thought you slept in that fireman outfit you wear to incidents, right?’
Fire Bug was wearing a leather jacket over T-shirt and jeans. Though he was still in fairly heavy boots, they were not the industrial-strength ones he was normally seen in. Cygnus was fairly sure it was the first time she had seen Andy Hatch out of uniform. The only thing that gave him away was his eyes, which still burned with inner fire. He grinned. ‘Huh, well, I’ve been known to on more than one occasion. Anyway, I figured you’d be naked or dressed in diaphanous gowns around the house. Uh, maybe that was more of a fantasy.’
‘Only on Sundays,’ June said, grinning and holding out a mug of coffee.
‘Thanks. So I have to find an excuse to come back Sunday? Right.’
‘They are lying to you, my friend,’ Svetilo said as she walked in from her room, settling her T-shirt into place. They were all not long out of bed having retired late.
‘God, Dom, I didn’t realise you were that traumatised,’ Fire Bug said.
‘I am not… What are you talking about, Andy?’
‘You’re in slacks!’
Svetilo glowered at him as she poured coffee. ‘Shut up and tell us what forensics said.’
‘Well, they put a rush on–’
‘They did not need to do that for me.’
‘They didn’t. Have you ever known this city to do anything major for an Ultra? No, this is the first time we’ve got one of his devices intact. We got to the second device before it could go off because Cygnus thought to create a network for the Ultras in New Millennium, and the city is concerned that this guy is getting serious.’
‘Put like that, it is nice they rushed.’
‘Yeah, but it got us squat. No prints, no DNA, no nothing. This guy is careful. They’re going over the components used in the detonation mechanism to see whether anything’s traceable, but I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.’
‘I was not planning to. You let me know if there is anything I can do to help, da? He has made this personal. He will regret that decision.’
‘He has made this personal,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘First the secondary device Twilight found, now this. You be careful, Andy. He might try to take you out of the picture.’
‘Me? With fire? Not happening, but this place could be a target.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘The thought had crossed my mind, yeah.’
~~~
‘How is he?’ Cygnus asked as she followed Andrea into the latter’s room.
‘Sedated. Weak. His hand is bust up, but it’s all recoverable. Psychologically…’ Andrea grimaced and began packing clothes into a bag. ‘I need to drop by Radium and let Roger know I won’t be in for a few days.’
‘I doubt he’s expecting you. Tomorrow is Thanksgiving.’
‘Oh… damn, yeah. And we have the damn trial next week. Shit.’
‘Jacob’s a cop. He’s going to tell you to make sure Blutadler’s put away. And you can hop continents in a blink anyway.’
‘Yeah… I know that, it’s just… He’s half convinced himself he is the serial killer.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘But the murders started before he–’
Andrea held a hand up. ‘Logic is not one of his strengths just now. Hugh is pretty convinced that, this time, Jacob’s staying the way he is, and that’s cold and only comfortable at low temperatures. They’re going to wait until he’s fitter before experimenting to find out what his actual tolerances are. He seems to have at least one power in common with the killer, and that’s enough evidence to get him worried. It’s also enough to have Night Shift champing at the bit.’
‘I tracked him down. Night Shift. You’re right, he’s going to be a problem about this.’
Andrea gave a shrug. ‘Hugh is convinced Jacob isn’t responsible and Hoffman isn’t going to be allowed to pursue Jacob to Antarctica. Actually, Hugh was muttering something about a possible cold-environment resource, but I think that depends on getting Jacob to think this is any kind of good thing rather than a curse.’
‘He’s never been that fond of Ultras.’
‘Ultras that hog the limelight, not Ultras in general. That said, he wasn’t faced with being one before now. I’m worried about him.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Of course you are, but… Well, Jacob’s always struck me as really practical. Too practical at times. Maybe a little stuffy.’
‘This is my boyfriend you’re maligning, girl.’
‘You know what I mean. He’ll come around. He doesn’t have much choice, under the circumstances, so he’ll get his head together. He has to.’
Antarctica, 27th November.
Jacob let out a groan and opened his eyes. He felt, for want of a better phrase, like shit, but not quite as bad as he had before they had decided to put him under. The rest had been good for him. He was still in a frozen isolation room in the Antarctic, but he was not in quite as much pain.
‘How are you feeling?’
He turned his head and saw Andrea sitting beside the bed. She was dressed in a band T-shirt and jeans, oblivious to the cold in the room, it seemed, as she had said. ‘Uh… better,’ he managed, and he realised his throat was dry.
Andrea got up and retrieved an insulated container of some kind from a table beside the bed. ‘Special cup. Stops the water freezing.’ She cracked open a seal on the top and handed it to him.
He started reaching with his right hand, grimaced, and used his left, but at least the water felt good going down. ‘Is this going to be a permanent thing? Needing special equipment just to get a drink?’
‘Uh, well… They’re not sure. Hugh thinks you’re probably okay in a slightly warmer environment, but they aren’t risking any tests until you’re fitter. And, uh, alcohol is liquid at this temperature so you could just take up drinking to excess.’
‘Don’t make me laugh. My guts feel like I got hit by a truck.’
‘An asshole in powered armour, actually. And he was wrong.’
‘You have to admit that it’s a pretty amazing coincidence. Two people with cold powers turning up at once…’
Andrea considered it progress that Jacob sounded like he might entertain the idea of a coincidence now. ‘I admit it’s odd. I would point out that coincidences happen. I would point out that you aren’t a killer. It’s not in you, Jacob. And there’s one other thing.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yeah. I’m not willing to accept that Night Shift is right on this one.’
‘Huh.’ Jacob looked around absently. ‘What time is it anyway? There’s no way to tell the damn time in this place.’
‘Depends on your point of view. Here it’s just after ten a.m. Back home it’s a little after eight. I don’t think you’re allowed jet lag considering you’ve slept for twelve hours or so. Oh, and it’s Thanksgiving.’
‘I don’t think I’ve got anything–’
‘You continue that sentence, I am going to punch you in the mouth.’
It had sounded pretty stupid even as he was saying it. ‘I thought he was going to kill me. I guess not being dead is something.’
‘Damn right. I’ve arranged for Heather to come down to visit later today and I checked, you’re allowed one glass of wine. So we’re going to have a drink together. And then Heather and I will be joining a few of the other staffers for a Thanksgiving dinner. You get soup.’
‘Oh, well, that’s really something to look forward to.’
Andrea grinned: he was starting to look more like Jacob, aside from the glowing, blue eyes. ‘It’s turkey soup.’
‘Better and better.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Is not exactly traditional Thanksgiving dinner,’ Svetilo said, ‘but it fills empty space in belly, da?’
‘None of us are exactly great cooks,’ June said. ‘And I’ve never liked squash or pumpkin pie.’
‘And you call yourself American…’
‘Apple pie is fine. Where did you get this from anyway?’
‘I know someone in the restaurant business. I promise him night of unendurable pleasure if he sort something out.’
‘Right…’
‘It tastes great,’ Penny said. ‘What is this?’
‘That is pheasant,’ Svetilo said. ‘There is some turkey in here too. I do not think he went with whole medieval feast thing, but combination is nice. And a change.’
‘Uh-huh. So, what are we thankful for this year?’
‘Still pretty. Still alive. Still free.’
June giggled. ‘Okay. Still pretty. Still alive. And now I’ve got the most awesome girlfriend on the planet.’
‘And I thought I was the only one,’ Penny said.
‘Only two,’ June corrected.
‘Only two then. Um… Still alive, for sure. Still pretty when I want to be. Awesome girlfriend. Great friends, including a new electronic one.’
‘Thank you, Cygnus,’ Denny said. ‘I am thankful to be off the bottom of an ocean and once again serving my true mistress.’
‘Oh,’ Svetilo said, grinning up at the wall screen, ‘so is mistress now. This is something I can get behind.’
‘I believe I may be missing your inference, Dominika,’ Denny said in her pleasantly bland tone. ‘June, could you explain what Dominika means by that statement?’
June sagged. ‘Next time we get an artificially intelligent supercomputer put in, remind me not to name it.’
Antarctica.
‘Face it, if we brought you in a Thanksgiving dinner, it’d be cold before you could eat it.’ Heather was grinning when she said it, even if the grin looked a little forced. That might have been to do with the heavy coat and the three layers of insulation under it…
‘And you’d never get a forkful past that parka,’ Jacob responded.
‘True. Getting this glass in here is hard enough. At least the wine’s chilled.’ Manoeuvring her glass into her hood, Heather sipped and ignored the giggling fit Andrea was having. ‘It’s all right for you. And these mitts are not helping matters!’
‘Well, get yourself some cold powers,’ Andrea suggested. ‘It’s the new black, apparently.’
Heather gave a grunt of displeasure. ‘Night Shift was in the office this morning, talking to Brent. They’re determined to pin this on you.’
‘Yeah, well…’ Jacob muttered.
‘It’s not you.’
‘Listen to your partner and soon-to-be business associate,’ Andrea said.
‘Yeah, well…’ Jacob repeated. ‘I’m willing to be convinced.’
‘Good, because I’ve organised an office for you.’
‘You have?’
‘Said I’d help. There’s a law firm in Uptown, Roman and Hill. I’ve an… association through some obscure channels. They have space in their building and an occasional need for investigative work.’
‘You’ve “an association” with them?’
‘Yeah. And when you’re both officially not UID agents, I might be able to tell you about it.’ Andrea held up a hand. ‘Nothing they need your help with is anything other than legitimate legal business… and they don’t do divorces.’
‘We’ll take it,’ Heather said quickly before Jacob could object.
Belvedere, CA.
As the new guy in the division, Damian had pulled the Thanksgiving duty along with a few other unlucky, unmarried detectives. It had worked out well enough, however. ‘It was pretty quiet,’ he explained to Bianca and Elaine. ‘I got caught up on the paperwork for the Kopf trial.’
‘Next week,’ Bianca said. ‘Cygnus and Twilight are staying over again.’
‘No June this time?’ Elaine asked.
‘Apparently she’s going to England. Something to do with a costume design project.’
‘Girl gets around.’
‘Sure does. So, you think Kopf will be convicted, Damian?’
Damian shrugged. ‘It all seems pretty open and shut to me, but juries can be weird. He’s an old man… They’re not going to let his wartime history into evidence, but it’s come up in the media a few times. He’ll probably go down for what he’s done.’
Bianca grinned. ‘Do I detect some cynical cop edging out into the light?’
‘Huh. Never anything but cynical cop here. Anyway, how was dinner with the family?’
‘Oh, thanks for reminding me of two hours of my life I’ll never get back. Libby brought up her allowance this morning, so she was in a huff the entire time. Marie was embarrassed that her mother was being… Libby. Mark spent almost the entire time staring at my chest. Seriously, that boy is going to grow up with a boob fixation.’
‘You have great boobs,’ Elaine said, shrugging.
‘I was wearing a sweater!’
‘Doesn’t help,’ Damian pointed out. ‘I’ve seen most of your sweaters.’
‘And there’s nothing wrong with liking breasts,’ Elaine added. ‘I like breasts.’
‘I’m quite fond of them,’ Damian agreed. ‘Preferably they should be attached to a woman, obviously. In Vice, you come across far too many that are attached to men. And that is not a transgender thing. Drugs can really make you let yourself go.’
Bianca giggled. ‘That guy they hauled in as the head of the tong… What was he called? Jade Flame?’
‘Zhu Lei, aka Yu Huoyan or Jade Flame, yeah.’
‘He looked like he had a fine pair on him.’
‘Not bad ones, though the assassin we brought in for Snapshot’s murder has better ones.’
‘But she is a woman.’
‘True, and Zhu’s might be bigger…’
There was more giggling and then Elaine asked, ‘Is she going to go down for Snapshot’s murder?’
‘That one really is open and shut. She isn’t even denying it.’
‘She’s not?’
Damian shook his head. ‘Confessed to the whole thing. The only thing she wouldn’t do was give up who contracted her, but we’ve got the evidence to prove it was Zhu. There has to be a sentencing hearing, but she’s going to prison.’ He frowned and added, ‘I’m not honestly sure how long she’ll stay there. I got the feeling she was pretty capable, but she’s being tried as a normal.’
Bianca shrugged. ‘If she escapes, you’ll know where she’ll be.’
‘We will? I mean, China, probably.’
‘Nuh-huh. Twilight got a lot of information on her organisation and they don’t like anyone else using their style of martial arts. She killed Snapshot to get to Mink, but killing Mink was not just a contract. I’d almost be willing to bet she can’t go home until she’s completed the mission. If she escapes, she’ll do it to come back here and finish what she started.’
Antarctica.
‘Part of the problem is mental,’ Doctor Ultimate said as he cut turkey. ‘You know, I still really associate turkey with Christmas. England really did make an impression when I was there.’
‘I’m glad you think so, dear,’ Alice said, ‘but you were talking about Jacob, not turkey.’
‘Ah! Yes. Mental. He doesn’t want to accept his powers so they are operating on automatic, if you will.’
‘That… sounds like Jacob,’ Heather agreed.
‘There may be some organic component we can never get around. As I believe I indicated, his genetics are not excessively prone to activation events. The Excelsior doses essentially forced his body into reacting where most humans with any latent capacity would have remained normal. However, I believe that he can learn far greater control than he currently has.’
‘Well, that’s good,’ Andrea said, nodding. The Thanksgiving meal was a buffet, which made life easier on everyone since they could grab what they wanted. Andrea had not grabbed much: she was not feeling especially hungry.
‘Indeed. The biggest problem is that his metabolism appears to have stabilised at a temperature significantly lower than normal. He will be uncomfortable, at best, in the natural environment of Maryland. I may, however, have a solution for that. I’ll work on the idea and let you know.’
‘But for the mental aspect,’ Alice said, ‘he’s going to need help. From both of you.’
‘Both of us?’ Heather said, blinking. ‘I’m not much help with powers and stuff. I mean, I’m a tiny bit Ultra, but that isn’t anything I have any control over.’
‘Have you tried?’ Ultimate asked.
‘Uh… Well, no.’
Ultimate gave a little shrug and Alice went on. ‘Your job, Heather, is to give him a normal anchor. You’ve made a good start. He’s still your friend and colleague, keep treating him as such. Encourage him to consider himself… well, not a freak.’
‘He’s not… but he thinks he is… Okay.’
‘And Andrea will do the same, with some added encouragement to learn to use his abilities. Do you remember learning to use yours?’
Andrea frowned. ‘I remember being scared the first time I stepped through a shadow. I’m not much of a teacher.’
‘He doesn’t need a teacher. He needs a fellow traveller. Someone who has been through what he has. I think, under the circumstances, that your experiences after you got your full shadow powers might be more relevant. They came from the same event as Jacob’s and you were very much not ready for them, I think.’
‘Yeah… Twilight was, but I was… not. Okay. I’ll do it. Somehow. Hell, he’s still alive which is better than a lot of people affected by Excelsior.’ She picked up her glass of wine and raised it. ‘To being alive. That’s something to be thankful for, right?’
28th November.
‘I wish I was dead,’ June moaned.
Penny and Svetilo peered at her: neither of them had hangovers. ‘I prefer you alive,’ Penny said. ‘I’m not into necrophilia.’
‘How come you don’t even have a headache?’
‘Still basically Cygnus. Immune to most forms of biological ickyness.’
‘Russian,’ Svetilo said. ‘We are weaned onto vodka straight from breast.’
‘That explains a lot about you, Dom,’ Penny said.
‘Da.’
‘We should be out shopping,’ June grumbled. ‘We should be out with everyone else, spending too much money. Why did I let you talk me into shots after the meal?’
‘Wasn’t my idea,’ Penny replied.
‘I admit it,’ Svetilo said. ‘My evil plan was to get you drunk and pliant.’
‘You didn’t even try to get either of us into bed!’ June exclaimed. She sounded almost outraged.
‘Plans change. You really want to be out there with the unwashed mass in crowded shops?’
‘Well… No, but that’s not the point. We should be out. Doing… out things. My head hurts.’
‘We’ll fly out to the beach later,’ Penny suggested. ‘The air will do you good. Have some more coffee and let the painkillers work.’
‘It’s not fair. I want super-alcohol-resistance powers.’
‘Bozhe moi! Be careful what you wish for, kisa. Someone might hear and grant your wish.’
‘What’s “kisa?”’ Penny asked.
‘Um… diminutive form of “cat.” Pussycat.’
‘I like that. I’ve been looking for a pet name for her.’
June gave a grunt. ‘Pussycats don’t get hangovers. What’s “swan” in Russian?’
‘Lebed. Not so cute.’ Svetilo grinned. ‘Russian is not that cute a language. You have to try French or something.’
‘I’ll think of something.’
‘I’m good,’ Penny said, smiling. ‘Kisa. That’ll do nicely.’
‘It’s not fair,’ June grumbled. ‘I can’t even think straight.’
‘Have you had more coffee?’
‘No.’
‘Ah well, there you go then.’
29th November.
‘You are expecting delivery?’ Svetilo asked as she watched a courier van on the TV screen.
‘I have not been informed of any such event,’ Denny commented. Was there just a little hint of annoyance in her tone.
‘Because we’re not expecting anything,’ Penny said, undoing the belt on her robe. It was early, and Saturday, and no one had felt like getting out of bed. ‘Unless…’
‘No, I didn’t order anything online on principle,’ June said.
‘Right then, Cygnus will go answer the door.’
‘Delivery boy will think boat has come in if you do it like that,’ Svetilo commented.
Penny rolled her eyes, dropped her robe behind her, and shifted on the way to the bedroom door. ‘I’ve got a rapid-deployment sweater dress for emergencies,’ Cygnus said.
As she was returning, pulling the grey dress into place, Denny suddenly chimed in again. ‘Warning. The package being carried to the door contains an unknown and suspicious device.’
Cygnus flashed a look at Svetilo and then took off, flying through the house to the front door. She opened it to find the delivery guy in his brown uniform, about five feet away. ‘Stop! Put that down on the ground, get back in your van, and leave.’ The man looked at her, eyes wide, jaw hanging open. ‘Hello… Earth to delivery guy… You’re probably carrying a bomb…’
Of course, it was exactly the wrong thing to say. He dropped it. Cygnus surged forward, just managing to catch the cubic box before it hit the ground, and only because she could fly. She looked up as she set the potentially deadly box on the ground. ‘Do you have a sender address for this thing?’
‘Uh… should be on the label.’
‘I suppose you need me to sign for it?’
‘Uh… yeah, but… If it’s a bomb… I mean…’
Lifting to her feet, Cygnus reached for his little PDA device to sign. She had shifted over to her search and rescue configuration, and her radar was busy picking out details through the box. ‘Yeah, well, maybe it’s not and we don’t want you getting in trouble, do we?’ Except that she could ‘see’ a metal canister, some form of liner, wires… ‘Off you go. Have a nice day.’
‘I-isn’t that supposed to be my line?’
‘Yeah, but if this is a bomb, having a nice day seems unlikely.’
~~~
‘You’re taking this very calmly,’ Fire Bug said as he stood outside the house with Cygnus watching bomb disposal people carrying things into trucks.
‘I’m saving my wig-out for when I have my hands around this asshole’s throat,’ Cygnus replied in a rather sweet tone which immediately had the fireman revising his estimates.
‘Um… It’s a similar device to the one he set in the stairwell for you. Rigged to go off when the package was opened.’
‘That’s more or less what I figured.’
‘Yeah… Would have made a big mess of your house.’
‘Would have killed June,’ Cygnus said, and the sweetness was gone. ‘Probably very painfully. Dom and I… Not sure, but June would have died, in agony, as her flesh burned off her bones.’
‘Uh… yeah.’
‘Find him, Andy.’
Fire Bug nodded. ‘We will.’
‘Find him, and make sure there’s someone around to hold me back when you do.’
1st December.
‘If you’ll just sign in the indicated places, Mister Sweet, it’ll all be yours.’
Jason Sweet smiled and produced his own pen, expensive and Swiss, to do as the agent was asking. It had taken a few weeks to find just the perfect location, but he was quite sure that this was it. The floor area was right, there was space above for a VIP area and his private office, and it was four blocks from the Huntress’s Den. That was far enough away to not appear to be poaching, and close enough to strip business from his competitor.
‘I still can’t believe you persuaded the previous owner to sell at such a low price,’ the agent went on.
Sweet’s eyes flicked over her: five seven, slim, attractive… Yes… ‘I have a way with people,’ Sweet said. ‘I think it’s my name. They just seem to trust me.’ He watched her expression shifting, her eyes dulling a little. ‘I’m just a likeable person.’
‘Why yes, you are…’
Sweet pushed the document across to her. ‘All done. Now, would you care to join me in celebrating my new property?’
‘Yes… Yes, I would.’
Sweet smiled. ‘That’s good. I have a bottle of champagne in my limo. I’ll give you a lift back to your office so you can file the paperwork.’
‘Thank you.’
‘I’m sure we’ll find a suitable way for you to thank me on the way there.’ He started off toward the door of the large, open room where his new club was about to take form. ‘The long way around, I think. You look like you’re quite flexible.’
‘I am,’ the agent said, her tone suggesting she was surprised to hear herself say it. ‘Very.’
Morrigan Manor, England.
June blinked the light out of her eyes and watched as the room resolved around her. A lobby of some sort, open and airy, but that was one thing she did know about Viviane: the sorceress hated confined spaces.
‘And here we are,’ Viviane said, sounding just a little unsure. ‘Welcome to England, and Morrigan Manor, my home.’
‘It’s lovely,’ June responded. ‘It’s… kind of you.’ The hall had a classical look about it, possibly coming from the twin caryatid pillars which stretched from floor to ceiling on either side of a broad staircase which rose up from the middle of the room, but the doors were panelled wood, and the walls were white marble as well.
‘Old-fashioned?’ Viviane suggested, smiling to show there was no rancour in the question.
‘Classical,’ June countered, peering up at one of the statues holding up the ceiling. It was female, a nude with a swirl of moulded cloth just hiding its crotch. Its face and arms were raised as though in supplication to some higher being. ‘Are those you?’
Viviane coughed. ‘Modelled after me. The sculptor went a little overboard with the bust. I’m only a B-cup and I think these are…’
‘At least a D, but still, it’s a recognisable likeness.’ June had come to England to learn about the ‘real’ Viviane and here was her first clue. Not a lot of women would have had the self-belief to put twenty-foot-tall models of themselves, nudes at that, in their front hall, but equally, did that indicate something of an ego?
‘Come, we’ll get you settled in, and then I’ll give you a quick tour. Most of this house is very much me. I’ve been here for some time and, especially with a magician, a home tends to reflect the mind of its owner.’
‘Most of it?’ June set off up the stairs after Viviane, and her luggage followed on its own. June was a little thankful it did not grow little legs to do so.
‘I’ve let Cassandra have her way in her rooms. She has changed little, actually. She’s really still trying to work out who she is.’
June raised an eyebrow. ‘Difficult childhood?’
‘That would be… accurate.’
The house definitely seemed to run to pale colours. Upstairs the corridor walls were papered: an off-white shade decorated with a climbing rose motif, the flowers a vibrant pink. Even here the ceilings were higher than in a normal house and the corridors wide.
‘You really don’t like enclosed spaces, do you?’ June asked.
‘My confinement after my capture had a far more profound effect than anyone expected.’ Viviane’s tone was matter-of-fact, as though discussing the weather. ‘I am uncomfortable without plenty of space around me. On the other hand, my few guests rarely complain about the size of their rooms.’ She opened a door on their right and walked through into a bedroom.
‘Uh… No,’ June said. ‘I’d imagine they don’t.’ The room had to be four times the size of a typical bedroom. Two large windows almost filled the outside wall with a sitting area in front of one of them. There were no drapes, but the bed was a huge, four-poster thing which had curtains around it. There was a desk, a second sitting area closer to the door, an entertainment centre near that, and an interior door which June figured led to a bathroom.
‘Enough space for you then?’ Viviane was grinning.
‘Enough space for me, Cygnus, and the population of Churchton. No window drapes?’
‘Dust collectors. I’ve never seen the need for them.’
June nodded. It was not, she thought, ego. Viviane had an ego which she had clearly demonstrated during her criminal period, but this was not ego: it was something else. Viviane did not care what people really thought of her. She did not care what they saw. Viviane was Viviane, take it or leave it.
‘I think,’ June said, ‘that I should be able to come up with something for you by the end of this week. I’m already starting to get an idea or two.’
Viviane smiled. ‘That’s encouraging.’
‘Not really. Most of them are indecent and you wanted something more subtle.’
‘I did, yes, but we can discuss the indecent designs as well.’ With a wave of a hand, Viviane directed June’s suitcase to the foot of the bed where it opened and its contents began to disperse itself into drawers and wardrobes. ‘I think you might be a little surprised at what I’d consider indecent.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘You really think this is only going to take a week?’ Cygnus asked, keeping her voice low. She was sitting at the back of the court room with Andrea since they were trying their best to keep a relatively low profile. So far, they were not exactly succeeding, but they were trying.
‘I think the prosecution will have wrapped their evidence this week,’ Andrea replied, ‘even if the trial grinds on into next. Both of us can be back here for the verdict in no time at all.’
‘True.’ Cygnus looked around and sighed. ‘This is going to be monumentally boring, isn’t it?’
‘Mostly. I have something of an interest in the jury selection, however.’
‘Oh?’
‘I’ve got someone here from the Court taking notes. They’ll run profiles on everyone involved tonight. Just in case.’
‘I think I should’ve brought a book. Just in case.’
‘Mink did get lucky. No point in her being around for much of this.’
‘Yeah… I’m going to beat her up about that later. Hopefully June’s having a better time in England.’
Morrigan Manor, England.
‘I realise your body thinks it’s lunchtime,’ Viviane said as they sat down to dinner. ‘I thought something light now and a snack later. Uh, I can give you something to help you sleep and, hopefully, you’ll be better adjusted to our daytime by morning.’
June grinned. ‘It’s a kick in the head. I mean, I lost most of the day. It was getting dark before we’d finished going around the house.’
‘I’d make a joke about it being a big house, but it seems a little redundant.’
‘It is a big house. And it was just you in it until Cassandra came?’
‘Ah, well… Originally it was me and whatever collection of enslaved puppets I had handy. They filled in space, but it’s… frowned upon to have mindless sex toys around the house.’
‘Uh… Yeah. Probably.’
Viviane frowned at the door. ‘Where is the girl?’
‘Cassandra?’
‘Quite. She should be–’
Viviane stopped as a young woman rushed in. ‘Sorry, sorry. I’m sorry. I lost track of time and… Sorry.’
‘Hopefully you were studying,’ Viviane said. ‘Cassandra Hennessey, meet June Summerfield. I think you’ve both been told our relative relationships, so I won’t go over it all again.’
June stood and held out a hand. ‘Pleased to meet you, Cassandra.’
Cassandra stepped forward and took the offered hand, shaking it vigorously. ‘Really pleased to meet you. Really. I was saying it would be nice to have other people around and here I am late for dinner, and–’
‘Perhaps, then, we should get to the food,’ Viviane suggested. ‘You can chatter endlessly while we eat.’
‘I do not chatter endlessly! Well… maybe a little.’ Cassandra certainly seemed to be enthusiastic enough. She was tall, as tall as June, slim and attractive with pale skin, brown eyes and shoulder-length, wavy hair. She had a slightly horsey nose, which tried to dominate her face but did not quite manage it. Dressed in a cropped T-shirt and pedal-pusher jeans, she looked young; June was not really sure how old she actually was, maybe late teens or early twenties. There was a slightly older hint of sharp intelligence behind her eyes, but it was difficult to spot behind the mask of fan-girl.
‘So, Viviane says you live with Twilight and Cygnus?’ Cassandra asked as she picked up her fork.
‘That’s right,’ June replied.
‘But you’re normal.’
‘Perfectly ordinary.’
‘How did that happen?’
June grinned. ‘I was born that way and no one’s exposed me to a radioactive aardvark yet.’
Cassandra giggled. There was even a chuckle from Viviane. ‘No, I mean, how does a normal woman, uh, even one who looks like you, end up sharing a house with an Ultra couple like them.’
It was an odd turn of phrase and June edged her way toward it with the direct answer. ‘I knew Cygnus before she was Cygnus. We shared an apartment. Uh, a flat. You call them flats, right? We shared one and when she moved into the house she inherited, I went with her. Twilight came later because her landlady was being an intolerant bitch.’
‘Oh… right.’
‘Of course, Cygnus and I didn’t start sharing a bedroom until this year.’ Out of the corner of her eye, June could see Viviane smirking.
Cassandra’s eyes were wide. ‘Wha’bu’n’ that can’t be right. Everyone’s sure Cygnus and Twilight are together.’
‘Just friends,’ June said, smiling. ‘Cygnus is mine. Twilight has a boyfriend, Jacob.’ June glanced at Viviane. ‘Did you hear about Jacob? He’s in Antarctica now…’
‘I heard,’ Viviane replied. ‘Recovering, but not dealing with the situation as well as one might hope. You’ll have to forgive Cassandra. Since she moved in, I’ve discovered that the internet is the source of all knowledge in the world. Unfortunately, she believes all the gossip she reads there.’
‘It’s not gossip!’ Cassandra said. ‘It’s… Well, maybe if that’s not true it is gossip. Damn! All those awesome slashfic stories and no basis in fact.’
June gave her a frown. ‘If it’s any consolation, Twilight has been known to express a desire for a threesome, but it’s never got past the theory stage. What on Earth is a slashfic?’
‘Porn,’ Viviane responded immediately.
‘It’s not porn, it’s erotica,’ Cassandra argued with a tone which suggested this was an old argument. ‘There’s a difference.’ She looked at June’s raised eyebrow and said, ‘It’s named after the slash you put between two people’s names to indicate the subjects. So, Cygnus-slash-Twilight fiction. There are some really good ones. Isn’t always real people, but it can be.’ Cassandra’s expression shifted to musing. ‘Thinking about it, a few Americans did point out that Cygnus had a boyfriend who was killed, but that just means she’s bi, and there were a few comments about her having a new girlfriend.’
‘And rumours about Twilight being mad about it?’ June asked.
‘Uh, yeah. I guess those aren’t true either.’
‘Twilight was relieved when we finally got together.’
‘Oh… Well, from the pictures, you’ve got a really hot girlfriend. Kudos.’
‘Thank you, and I’m sorry to shatter your illusions.’
‘Never meet your heroes,’ Viviane said. ‘It’s always something of a disappointment.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘Bored to the point of suicide yet?’ Bianca asked.
‘In a word, yes,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Breaking for lunch was the best thing that could have happened. Even if we had lunch before leaving New Millennium and this is more like afternoon coffee…’
‘Lunch for me.’ Bianca looked up at the waiter. ‘The carbonara. No wine.’
‘Coffee,’ Andrea said. ‘We need a lot of coffee.’
‘Of course,’ the waiter said, smiling, and he turned to leave. He had been looking a little shocked to be serving a table with two Ultras and Bianca Fullerton on it. Elaine had gone largely unnoticed, but she was not exactly the kind to put herself forward.
‘So what have they managed to get through?’ Elaine asked.
‘Jury selection was quick enough,’ Andrea replied. ‘There were some arguments about whether evidence about Kopf’s wartime history was relevant to the trial. The defence won that one, but the prosecution argued successfully that his activities in New Millennium were applicable due to the continuation of his experiments. I actually think that’s fair, and won’t make any difference anyway. We’re doing the opening statements after lunch.’
‘Do you know when you’ll be testifying?’
‘Probably tomorrow, maybe Wednesday. I think they’re calling Hugh on Wednesday to do his expert witness thing. They’re starting off with the evidence the police collected and what they found when they got there. That alone should convict him on the narcotics charges.’
‘Damian’s ready to do his thing,’ Bianca put in. ‘You think they’ll get him on the other charges?’
‘That mostly depends on Hugh being convincing,’ Cygnus said. ‘As long as he keeps his thoughts straight, that should be pretty easy. Hugh can make just about anything sound like it’s obvious when he puts just the one mind to it.’
Morrigan Manor, England.
‘Kind of obvious if you just take what most people see, I guess,’ June muttered. She scrolled text up her screen a little and continued reading. ‘And this one is kind of hot…’ Cassandra had sent her a link to what she viewed as the best of the slashfic sites and it had been something of an education.
For example, Svetilo seemed like a perfect target for these stories, but the Russian was actually not that well known outside the US. As a result, there were a few femdom stories about her, but not that many. Brightstar, not exactly noted for her romantic liaisons, featured in hundreds of stories. She would, almost certainly, not have liked the fact that many seemed to feature her being overpowered by some hunky villain who she then fell in love with and discovered that he was not as evil as everyone thought. Maybe she would have been happier about the newer Brightstar/Adamantium stories which had popped up like weeds since the rumours about them had begun.
Weirdly, it seemed that if a fan-proposed pairing was ever proven to be real, everyone lost interest and the fiction dried up. Actually denying that a relationship existed was like a red flag before an entire herd of bulls.
‘So denying it is out,’ June said to her computer. ‘It’s not like it’s doing any harm.’ She continued reading for a second and then added, ‘Andrea is pretty hot. Maybe we should just do it.’ Pause. ‘Jacob would never go for it.’ Pause. ‘Unless we filmed it for him… No, he’s not that kind of man.’ Pause. ‘I don’t think so anyway. Maybe I should ask…’ Pushing off the bed, June headed for the adjoining bathroom. ‘Shower before bed. Not a cold one…’
San Francisco, CA.
Cygnus gave a little shudder, frowned, and settled herself to listen to Damian explaining the details of his arrival at the Zhu Holdings building.
‘You okay?’ Andrea asked. The testimony was pretty boring as far as she was concerned. Informative enough, certainly, but boring, and not worthy of a shudder.
‘Yeah… I just got the distinct impression that June was rubbing one off.’
Andrea bit her lips to stop herself bursting into giggles. ‘You can tell that from halfway around the planet? Must be love.’
Morrigan Manor, England, 2nd December.
‘Focus, Cassandra. Breathe… breathe and focus.’
June watched as Viviane walked slowly around her apprentice, chanting softly, almost mesmerically. Cassandra was sitting in a magic circle. A real-life, honest to God, magic circle with weird sigils marked around it. They were all in the basement of the manor, or one part of it, where Viviane had her ritual room, or one of them. This one was buried in the earth, held safe in Gaia’s arms, as Viviane put it. There was another one adjoining Viviane’s rooms at the top of the house which was under a glass dome, open to the sky. It was all very symbolic.
That seemed to be another thing about Viviane: symbolism. She was quite an iconic character herself, a figure from Arthurian legend made flesh. Beyond that, she was a wiccan, of sorts, and symbology was a key factor in her magic. She drew upon the world around her and ancient magical stylings to work her spells.
It seemed as though Cassandra was another kind of magician, something more modern. Viviane was not really teaching her; she was guiding her. In the air in front of Cassandra, a shape formed: a perfect sphere about a foot in diameter. As June watched, the sphere changed, shifting to become a tetrahedron: four triangular faces, all equal in size. This shifted to a cube, then an octahedron, and then things started to go a little wrong. The dodecahedron looked a little misshapen, and the image collapsed entirely as it tried to reform into something with twenty sides.
‘Damn,’ Cassandra said, her tone resigned.
‘You are improving,’ Viviane said. ‘Control is not something which comes instantly.’
‘I know. You tell me that every time I mess it up.’
‘Then stop messing it up so that I may stop repeating myself.’
‘It’s an illusion?’ June asked.
‘Yeah,’ Cassandra said. ‘Just illusion.’
‘Forming the platonic solids requires precision of thought,’ Viviane explained. ‘This is an exercise in precision, which Cassandra is better at than she cares to admit.’
‘I’m fine when I’m doing it like this,’ Cassandra muttered. ‘I get really bad under pressure.’
‘That’s what practice is for,’ June said. ‘Cygnus was working with Bobby, Zephyr, for months before she could fly the way she did when she started fighting crime. She’s even better at it now. Practice.’
‘Cassandra is impatient,’ Viviane said. ‘I was the same when I was her age. Now, again, with greater focus.’
With a sigh, Cassandra closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I’ll ever get this right.’
‘Of course you will. The best lenses require a considerable amount of polishing and we have barely started.’
~~~
‘You’ve never had children, have you?’
Viviane looked around at June, one eyebrow raised. ‘I’ve eaten a few babies, obviously.’ Then she added, ‘That was a joke.’
‘Yeah. Well, I hoped it was. You seem to know just how to handle Cassandra.’
Returning to the cutting of bread, Viviane gave a slight shrug. ‘Honestly, I don’t have the slightest clue what I’m doing. Alice has been a big help, but she’s not here. When something comes up, I just have to… muddle through, make snap decisions and hope for the best. Alice told me to treat Cassandra like an adult but be aware of her relative youth, which was confusing. Still, it seems to work.’
‘Well… With me it was all about support. My parents supported me when I wanted to be a model. They pointed out that I needed to live until I could get my break, kept my feet on the ground, but they never said “that’s a stupid idea, June.” You seem to be supportive, so that’s good.’
‘I’m not really trying to replace her parents, either of them. They are Catholic, quite strong in their beliefs.’
‘Oh…’
‘Yes, I see you can imagine what they thought of their daughter’s abilities. She still has flashbacks to the exorcism ritual they put her through.’
‘Oh God.’
Viviane looked around and smiled. ‘I did terrible things before the Union caught me and straightened me out, June. Terrible things. I ruined lives, killed without conscience. Sometimes, however, I am reminded that humans do not need enormous power to be monsters.’
‘Well, no… To do that to a child…’
‘Quite. And I’ve never eaten a baby, no matter what it says in the press.’ She paused and turned back to the sandwiches. ‘Far too fatty. I really have to watch my figure, you know?’
San Francisco, CA.
‘You claim to have “seen” three women being carried into the basement structure you raided with members of the Union of Ultrahumans, Cygnus?’
Cygnus regarded the defence attorney with a mixture of pity and suspicion. His name was Franklin Dwight and he had something of a reputation in California. The profile the Shadow Court had sent over the night before indicated that he was honest in his opinion that the Specialist Policing Act had resulted in more than one miscarriage of justice, but defending Kopf was stretching things. Dwight won by no means all of the cases he worked on and this was probably one he was going to fail on, at least partially.
‘I’m told the technical term is “hypersensory psychometry,”’ Cygnus replied. ‘My brain collects together evidence I’m not even consciously aware of to form an image of some event in the past. So I saw an image of the women being carried down the steps, yes.’
‘But we only have your word for it, and this process would be an entirely subjective one. Essentially, the evidence your brain collects and interprets could be interpreted differently by someone else.’
‘Was there a question there, Mister Dwight?’
Dwight gave her a smile which got nowhere near his eyes. ‘You dislike my client, Cygnus. You claim he tortured you, that he was complicit in the murder of your lover. I would suggest that, even unconsciously, you were looking for evidence that he was doing something illegal and you found it because you wanted to do so. Would that be a fair assessment?’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Not entirely. I don’t believe Doctor Kopf tortured me. Torture implies a will to inflict pain and that wasn’t the case. He was simply entirely indifferent to the pain he caused. I believe he was involved with the murder of Robert Lee, but I primarily blame Ghostfire for that. He’s dead. Yes, the process is subjective and subconscious. My desires could be affecting the results, but there has to be something there to see, and the women I identified have been found, implanted with devices invented by Doctor Kopf, which I’d consider a validation of the image I saw.’
Dwight’s eyes narrowed. ‘Your image speaks specifically to kidnapping, Cygnus. Coercion.’
‘You would voluntarily have sections of your brain burned out to turn you into an obedient slave, Mister Dwight? I wouldn’t. I’d say coercion or subterfuge was required to get anyone to undergo the procedure.’
Dwight smiled. ‘That’s for the jury to decide.’
‘And I’m just offering an opinion given that you brought up the subject.’
‘Yes… You fought a number of “animated corpses” which, it is alleged, my client manufactured.’
‘That’s correct.’
‘And you are quite sure that my client did manufacture them?’
‘Quite sure.’
‘On what evidence? It seems we have only your word for this again.’
‘Objectively, Doctor Kopf is the only common factor between the events in New Millennium City and San Francisco. The Blood Zombies appear in both places. Doctor Kopf gave them commands and stated that he had manufactured them here with the specific aim of capturing me, but you only have my word for that. It wasn’t recorded.’
‘Quite.’ Dwight turned to the jury, his eyes scanning across their ranks. ‘The truth of your statements, Cygnus, cannot be independently verified.’
Cygnus smiled at the attorney. ‘Of course, that’s for the jury to decide.’
~~~
‘The DA seemed fairly pleased with your performance,’ Andrea said.
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus agreed, her eyes scanning the menu. ‘Dwight tried to set up the idea that it was all a vendetta against Kopf and maybe he even got somewhere with that, but he opened the door to bringing in everything that happened in New Millennium and that doesn’t paint Kopf in a good light.’
‘Sounds like a mistake,’ Bianca said.
‘It lets Andrea say pretty much whatever she wants this afternoon.’
‘Within reason,’ Andrea said. ‘Anyway, I’m fairly sure I know where Dwight will go to discredit Twilight. The main problem is that Twi doesn’t have your charisma.’
‘She’s got charm,’ Cygnus replied, smiling, ‘and a lot of skin on display. The jury is three-fifths male.’
‘Yeah, well… Whoever thought requiring that evidence be given in costume was not thinking straight.’
‘It was done to protect Ultras with secret identities,’ Bianca said. ‘It meant there couldn’t be any pressure to appear without a mask since the mask is part of the costume and the “entity” providing the evidence is the Ultra, not any alter ego. One of the most controversial parts of the legislation.’
‘People argued about the right to face one’s accuser,’ Cygnus said, nodding. ‘Expediency won out since the regular police were having trouble dealing with Ultrahuman villains. Supposedly, the balance is that the defendant is allowed to retain their secret identity until convicted.’
‘But ninety per cent of cases involving Ultrahuman witnesses don’t have Ultrahuman defendants with secret identities.’
‘No one ever said the law had to make sense,’ Andrea said. ‘I have to admit it was great when I was back in the catsuit and no one could stop me wearing the cowl. Now… It just feels kind of crazy that I have to dress up in that stupid costume to give evidence at a trial.’
~~~
‘You feel it’s necessary to wear a mask in court, Twilight?’
Okay, so it was an unorthodox start to a cross-examination, but there was a simple answer. ‘It’s part of the costume,’ Twilight said. ‘I’m required to wear my costume, but if the court prefers, I can take it off. My identity isn’t a secret.’
‘The court has no objection,’ the judge stated. Andrea had been impressed with the judge so far. The woman had seemed quite fair but was not having anything to do with Dwight’s tendency to try to make political points.
Twilight reached up and peeled her mask from her face. Andrea smiled at Dwight. ‘It really doesn’t do much to obscure my expressions anyway, Mister Dwight.’
‘And I’m happier,’ Twilight added from the back of their shared mind. ‘I hate doing this stuff and it always has to be me.’
‘Thank you, Twilight,’ Dwight said. ‘Now, my client was severely injured during his “arrest” by yourself.’ He paused, maybe expecting her to respond, but he got nothing. ‘You felt it was necessary to run your sword through his stomach?’
‘I felt myself to be in physical danger and responded with a suitable degree of force,’ Andrea replied.
‘You considered yourself in danger from a ninety-two-year-old man?’
‘Who had just ordered his… bodyguards to attack me and may have had more than one weapon ready to assault me with.’
‘So you almost killed him.’
‘No, not really. I missed all the major organs. I’m really quite proficient with a sword. If I’d wanted him dead, I would have cut his head off or stabbed him through the heart.’
‘And you have killed before, have you not?’
‘In situations where lives are in danger, yes.’
‘You have, in fact, cut the head off a normal human in–’
‘Objection,’ the DA said, getting to his feet. ‘Twilight is not on trial here.’
‘I’m attempting to determine the mindset of the witness with relation to physical violence.’
‘SFPD investigators ruled the wounding of Doctor Kopf to be within allowable bounds under the circumstances.’
‘I don’t mind answering the question,’ Andrea put in.
The judge looked down at Andrea and then turned her attention to Dwight. ‘You are pushing my tolerances for inadmissibility, Mister Dwight, but if Twilight is willing to continue, you may proceed.’
Dwight nodded, but Andrea spoke before he could. ‘You’re referring to the gangster I killed in New Millennium City in October of twenty thirteen? I cut his head off, as you say.’
‘That is correct. You–’
‘The man who was about to shoot a wounded policeman with a light machine gun.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘I will use lethal force if it’s necessary, Mister Dwight. Usually if someone else is in danger. I prefer not to because, quite frankly, the paperwork involved is incredibly annoying.’ There was a rumble of laughter from the audience; the judge glared at them. ‘But, as any police officer will tell you, sometimes it’s the only reasonable action under the circumstances.’
‘And you felt that it was necessary in the case of a ninety-two-year-old man?’
‘You’d like me to repeat my previous answer?’
‘You honestly feel that violence was necessary in this case?’
‘Yes,’ Andrea stated flatly. ‘Doctor Kopf has demonstrated, on more than one occasion, that he has absolutely no regard for human life.’
‘Your opinions in that matter are not required here. Move to have the last statement stricken from the record.’
‘My opinions on Kopf’s personality are why I stabbed him.’
‘You started this, counselor,’ the judge said. ‘Please continue, Twilight.’
‘Thank you. Doctor Kopf has demonstrated his lack of compassion on a number of occasions. I had no doubt that he intended to kill me or have me killed. He would have done so without the least qualm. All he wanted was Cygnus. I would have been collateral damage, not worth considering. Yes, I felt that a violent reaction was justified and necessary. The fact that your client is here to stand trial shows that I have more restraint than he does.’
‘Just barely,’ Twilight said silently. ‘I really wanted to kill him.’
‘I know,’ Andrea told her while Dwight struggled to recapture the thread of his argument. ‘This way is better. Kopf looks like a kicked dog.’
‘No further questions,’ Dwight said, giving up on trying to make whatever point he had been aiming for.
‘That went well, I thought,’ Twilight commented.
‘You’re just saying that because I had to do the hard part,’ Andrea replied.
‘I am insulted.’
‘It’s true though.’
‘Can I plead the Fifth?’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Dominika?’
Svetilo looked up from her pasta salad. There was nothing on the big screen aside from the late-evening news, which was going over the Blutadler trial, again. ‘Yes, Denny?’
‘I have been analysing a number of media sources to determine the current state of public reaction to Cygnus.’
‘And you found something which concerns you?’
There was a slight pause, almost as though the computer was embarrassed. ‘No… I found something which does not appear to match my perceptions and I wanted to ask your opinion.’
‘Okay. Fire away, as they say.’
‘An odd idiom in a country with so many firearms. However… I have found a number of sites featuring files which appear to relate quite complete descriptions of sexual encounters between Cygnus and Twilight. I was unaware of any such aspect to their relationship and feel sure that Cygnus would have mentioned it.’
Svetilo frowned. ‘Could you show me one of these files?’
‘Of course… Ah, this one appears to have been written by someone with at least a basic grasp of English grammar.’ The big TV screen filled with a web page featuring huge blocks of text. ‘Admittedly the writing style is somewhat lacking, but the spelling is not too bad.’
Svetilo read the text of the first couple of paragraphs, a smile growing wider the further she progressed. ‘Ah. This is fiction, Denny. This is the internet for you. There is some rule, I think, that everything has to tend toward pornography given any chance to do so.’
‘It’s all made up?’
‘Da. It is all made up. In fact, I do not think the position in the fifth paragraph is physically possible, even for Cygnus.’ Her eyes flicked to the top of the page. ‘Da, written by man. Straight to the action, barely any foreplay. Both of them would be more considerate lovers.’
‘I see. There are really quite a large number of these files.’
‘Really… I think I should read some more of them. For research purposes, obviously.’
Denny seemed oblivious to the subterfuge. ‘Of course, Dominika. I will forward some of the larger collections to your UltraNet account.’
Svetilo nodded and went back to her meal. ‘Thank you, Denny. Let’s just hope Hugh doesn’t check links in our email.’
‘Why would that be a concern?’
‘Oh, no reason…’
Antarctica, 3rd December.
‘You’re doing very well, dear boy. Are you feeling any discomfort at all?’
Jacob looked out through the window of the testing chamber at Doctor Ultimate, who was busy at about three consoles at once. ‘No, sir. I can feel it getting warmer, but that’s about it.’ The doctors at the UoU base had declared Jacob fit that morning and Ultimate was wasting no time. It had been out of the medical facility and straight into the labs. Into a chamber meant for testing equipment designed for space, actually; Jacob just hoped the good Doctor remembered not to pump the air out.
‘Excellent. We’re at two hundred and eighty-two degrees. Kelvin, obviously.’
‘Uh, obvious– Woah…’ A sudden wave of fatigue swept over Jacob; it was not exactly an overwhelming sensation, but quite strong and accompanied by a touch of nausea.
‘Yes! Spike in cosmic… temperature-regulation failure… obvious biological reaction…’
‘Hugh,’ Jacob called out. ‘You’re doing that thing again.’
‘Apologies. Fifty Fahrenheit, Jacob.’
‘Sorry?’
‘You need to stay below fifty Fahrenheit. I assume you want that scale since I’m sure you’ll have trouble finding a kelvin thermometer in America. At fifty, your body reacts to cool the room. The emission spike is quite obvious and… yes, the temperature is dropping.’
Jacob straightened his back and nodded. ‘I felt… It must take some energy out of me to power the cooling effect.’
‘And would likely continue to do so if you continue to be exposed to sufficiently high temperatures. Essentially, you would begin to suffer from heat exhaustion at quite an accelerated rate.’
‘Fifty degrees isn’t that high…’
‘Agreed, but it is above the freezing point of water and not entirely uncomfortable to others who may be in your vicinity.’
‘But outside–’
‘Don’t worry yourself over that, young man. I have a solution for that which we will try out tomorrow. It would be today, but I need these results to finish it and I need to be in San Francisco in a few hours.’
‘Yeah, the Blutadler trial. Andrea’s there.’
‘Indeed she is. I saw video of her testimony yesterday. You would have been proud.’
‘It’s important to her. It finally closes the loop on her brother’s death.’
‘All the more reason for me to give a good performance. First, however, let us see how low you can go. The room is headed in that direction anyway.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘One hundred and eighty kelvin,’ Ultimate said, smiling.
‘That’s… cold,’ Penny said. Then she bit into warm toast. Ultimate had arrived at Bianca’s house prior to his appearance in court, partially so that he could tell Andrea about Jacob’s progress.
‘He could work in shirtsleeves in winter down there. It’s minus one hundred and thirty-five Fahrenheit. Carbon dioxide was subliming out of the air around him.’
‘That’s not bad,’ Andrea said. ‘Remind me to get you to do that test on me.’
‘It would be my pleasure. Less good is his upper tolerance level. He begins exhibiting discomfort and there is an immediate reaction from his powers at fifty Fahrenheit.’
‘Which is a fair bit lower than typical room temperature. You said you had a solution?’
‘I have. A sort of containment suit. I’m afraid my fashion design capabilities are no match for June’s, but the results should be functional and, I believe, not aesthetically displeasing.’
‘I don’t think he’ll care that much as long as he can go outside in the summer.’
‘We should get moving,’ Bianca said. ‘Penny, you’d better put your other face on.’
Penny shoved toast into her mouth and started for the stairs at the back of the house. ‘This should be interesting. I’m looking forward to it.’
‘I’ll do my best,’ Ultimate said, ‘but I doubt “interesting” will be an entirely valid description.’
~~~
The Fox was fairly new to the whole Ultrahuman heroine business. She definitely considered herself to be still learning. There was a whole culture to discover, and Lament was certainly helping her there. Then there was public relations, police relations, communications protocols… and team tactics. Lament often had something of an odd take on team tactics.
‘How many criminals are we looking at?’ Lament asked the SFPD sergeant who was in charge of the situation the two Stars had deployed to.
‘Six that we’ve been able to identify,’ the sergeant replied. ‘There’s one really big guy who seems to be doing much of the talking. Not that he’s doing much talking. They have automatic weapons, at least two assault rifles, and some sub-machine guns. And they’ve got hostages, twenty that we know of, maybe a couple more.’
‘They’re not talking?’
‘So far. They’ve got three hostages lined up in front of the door, each with a gun pointed at their head. The implication is pretty clear. We’ve tried calling in to one of the landlines, but no one’s answered.’
‘Sir!’ One of the other officers, the one manning their communications gear, broke in. ‘They just answered. They want to negotiate. Uh, with Lament.’
Lament smiled. ‘Just waiting for us then, and giving us the perfect opening. I’ll go in. Fox, you follow me in as backup, but there shouldn’t be much need for violence. Once I get in range of them, they’ll be eating out of my hand. Sergeant, have a team ready to come in and arrest them.’
‘We’ll be ready,’ the sergeant said. He was clearly used to Lament’s operational methods.
The Fox was less keen. ‘I don’t like it, Lament. They waited for you to arrive. They want you to negotiate. They must know what you can do–’
‘It won’t make any difference. You don’t think the two of us can handle a few bank robbers?’
‘Of course we can.’ The Fox was quite positive about that, but still… ‘I just think we might want to… check our facts, consider our tactics.’
‘When you’ve been at this a little longer, you’ll realise that bank robbers always think they can handle Ultras. And they always discover they can’t.’
Five minutes later, Lament was striding up to the doors of the bank with the Fox trailing along behind her, feeling very much like a fifth wheel. This was the thing about Lament: the Fox was confident, some said overconfident, but Lament got positively stupid about it when there was a chance for her to shine.
The three hostages with guns to their heads were quite visible through the glass. Good snipers might have taken out the robbers from across the street before anyone knew about it, but then there were the others at the back of the room, automatic weapons trained on the rest of the hostages. All of the robbers were wearing black, balaclava-style masks and they carried themselves in a manner which suggested that they knew what they were doing. The closer Lament got to the bank, the more the Fox suspected this was not going to be as easy as Lament thought.
Lament opened her mouth and began to sing as her hand hit the door. Maybe singing was not the right word, but there was melodic sound coming out of her with some odd harmonics mixed in which no normal human voice could have produced. The gunmen remained perfectly still as the sound washed through the room: Lament’s songs controlled emotions and could calm riots or, in this case, soften up hardened criminals so that they surrendered without a fight. Fighting was what the Fox was all about and, briefly, she had to wonder why she was even there.
Then the biggest of the gunmen, a bear-like man in a designer suit, said, ‘Now.’ Three shots rang out, so close together that they were barely distinguishable. Blood splattered over Lament’s gold-and-green dress as three hostages died with their brains exploding out through their foreheads.
‘What–’ Lament began, and then her eyes widened. Behind the big man, another of the gunmen turned, pulling his mask off as he did so. He was grinning broadly. ‘Simon?’ Lament said, surprised.
Then Simon said, ‘Pa!’ The Fox had no idea what was happening, but Lament reeled back as though struck. Blood began to soak into her dress under her left breast. The robbers were pulling back, fast, and the Fox pulled her foil from her belt, sweeping it up and around just as Simon said, ‘Ba!’ Lament was thrown backward, slamming into the hardened-glass door before falling to the ground.
Smoke was pouring up around the retreating bank robbers, but Simon was winding up another of his shouts and the Fox reacted, stabbing her sword out toward him, even though he was yards away. Instead of a shout, he let out a shriek of pain and lurched back into the smoke, clutching a hand over his chest. Blood welled from between his fingers.
The Fox looked at the wall of smoke and then at her fallen comrade. Lament was not moving and the Fox could not see through heavy smoke… ‘The Fox to HQ. Lament is down. I need paramedics here ASAP. Repeat, Lament is down.’ Then she dropped to her knees and began to try to stabilise Lament.
~~~
It was an extraordinary meeting of the San Francisco Stars for a number of reasons. The first and most obvious was that their leader, Lament, was in hospital, so Elaine Ellis, Backroom, was chairing the meeting. Then there were the guests. Elaine had invited Cygnus and Twilight, because they were in the city and might be able to help, and she had invited Mink because it was very likely that the enigmatic heroine would be able to lend assistance.
Mink was looking a little uncomfortable. Definitely out of her comfort zone in the Stars’ HQ on Alcatraz Island. She stood there beside the huge model of the city with her arms crossed over her breasts, a defensive posture.
Then again, the newest member of the Stars was looking a little defensive herself. The Fox was a mid-height woman with green eyes and long, black hair. She had an athletic physique: her tight black slacks suggested well-developed thigh muscles certainly. To go with the slacks, there were over-the-knee, high-heeled boots, a black blouse open enough to show off a reasonable amount of cleavage, and a black lace mask which did an adequate job of disguising her features, but she looked attractive. The style was that of a female Zorro, which was also what the name and the foil in her belt suggested.
‘I wanted her to take it carefully,’ the Fox said. ‘It smelled like a trap. They were waiting for her. They asked for her when it came to the negotiations.’
‘No one is blaming you,’ Elaine stated flatly. ‘We all know how Lament gets when she sees a path to glory in front of her. She’s not dead. No really extensive injuries though she’ll be black-and-blue for several days. You stopped him finishing her, though… Tell them what you told me. All of it.’
‘Okay… We went in the way you’d expect. Lament did her singing thing. She said she was going to soften them up, make them want to give themselves over to the cops and free the hostages. We got inside and it all went to Hell. They shot three hostages, right there in front of us. No negotiation, no stalling. Bang! Lament’s song did nothing to them. And then one of the robbers pulled his mask off. Lament seemed surprised to see him, seemed to know him. She called him Simon and he just… shouted at her…’ She trailed off as the rest of her team, and Mink, began to spout expletives.
‘I’m assuming you know who this guy is?’ Cygnus said.
‘Beatdown,’ Mink said. ‘He’s Lament’s brother. They both have powers based around sound, but his are… more offensive.’
‘And he’s worked out some sort of countermeasure against Lament’s powers,’ Elaine added. ‘That’s why her song didn’t work.’
‘I’m going to assume they aren’t on the best of terms,’ Cygnus said.
‘She considers him an embarrassment. She’s put him inside several times, which he isn’t exactly happy about. However, he usually stays the Hell out of the city.’
‘He’s turned up in San Jose a few times,’ the Fox said. ‘Uh, I’m from San Jose,’ she added for Cygnus and Twilight.
‘Anywhere out of Lament’s sight,’ Elaine said. ‘He usually works alone, however, and this time he’s got a gang.’
‘And he didn’t seem to be running it,’ the Fox added. ‘There was this big guy giving the orders. Really big. Maybe an Ultra, maybe just a big human.’
‘How did they escape?’ Twilight asked.
‘They had to know exactly what they were doing. They used shaped-charge explosives to cut a hole from the basement of the bank down into a sewer tunnel under it. They must have used the time they were holding the cops off to do that. They took bearer bonds, no money, no jewellery. All of them moved like they knew what they were doing too. They had to have the whole thing worked out pretty precisely.’
‘Well planned, well orchestrated, so why wait for Lament to turn up? They wanted her to know her brother was on the team? Just a distraction to keep the cops from following, or were they hoping to take Lament out entirely?’ Twilight frowned. ‘You’ve got video from the security cameras?’
‘That and the raw footage from the news cameras on the scene,’ Elaine said.
‘Let’s see it.’
‘Definitely well drilled,’ Mink said as they watched the feeds from four cameras inside the bank. The team moved in with almost military precision, except for one of them who definitely seemed more of an individual stuck in the middle of a group. The bank had been penetrated quickly and efficiently with someone covering every place that needed it, and then the cameras had been taken out with bursts of gunfire. ‘They know the layout, where all the cameras are, but they don’t really care if they’re spotted because of the masks and they haven’t bothered trying to stop anyone raising the alarm.’
‘Could you roll it back, Elaine?’ Twilight asked. ‘To before they enter and then go forward.’ She waited while Elaine did that and then watched one of the screens in particular. ‘There,’ she said, pointing at a woman, a customer, walking into shot.
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said.
‘You know her?’ Mink asked.
‘Wait…’ Twilight said. On screen, the gunmen ran in. One of them, the big one the Fox had mentioned, seemed to be directing things. ‘Pause it there.’
Cygnus pointed to a second screen which was showing two more of the gunmen. ‘That’s the other one. It must be her. Has to be. She won’t have gone out with her team. Elaine, scan through the TV footage. See if you can see a woman in a red dress leaving the bank with the hostages.’
‘Okay…’ Elaine said. ‘But would you care to explain?’
‘It’s Diamond,’ Twilight said. ‘Diamond is here in San Francisco.’
~~~
‘Now, Simon, honey, don’t be such a cry-baby,’ Diamond said with a smile on her face, though, in truth, she wanted to terminally stop Beatdown’s wailing with a blade. ‘Everything went just perfectly. Your cut of the proceeds will make you really quite wealthy.’
‘Perfectly?’ Beatdown replied. ‘What part of the plan involved me getting stabbed in the guts by a sword from five yards away?’
‘Well, if you’d done as I said, no more than five seconds before you retreated, you wouldn’t have been wounded, sweetie.’ The reply was given in a bright, smiling voice, and still managed to convey the reprimand it was.
Beatdown ignored it. ‘I wanted to make sure Judy was down. I could have finished her off there and then.’
‘Which you would have if you’d hit her with two concussion shouts instead of wanting to see her bleed. Now, I’m not one to worry over a little blood, but you could’ve crushed her and you let your feelings get in the way.’ Diamond paused. ‘I do hope you’ll get it right next time, honey. I really do.’
Beatdown was angry and hurt, but this time he noticed the hint of menace behind the sweet tones. ‘Next time I’ll crush her bones,’ he said.
~~~
‘She’s a psychopath,’ Twilight said. ‘She likes killing people, slowly, with sharp objects. The autopsies of her victims in New Millennium suggested that some of them had spent days in agony.’
‘But she’s a meticulous planner,’ Cygnus went on. ‘She hit a bank in New Millennium too. A perfectly executed operation. They were in and out before anyone knew about it. Then they set off a thermobaric bomb in the vault to disguise what they’d taken.’
‘Which is an interesting point,’ Twilight said. ‘You might want to check up on who had bearer bonds locked up in this one. Could be those that used to belong to the Nine Kings.’
‘Yeah. Anyway, she went in as a customer in New Millennium and they took her out with another man as hostages, supposedly. Then she skinned her fellow hostage. You know, this whole thing seems kind of sloppy for her.’
Twilight shrugged. ‘She couldn’t know we’d be brought in to look at this. Even if we were, recognising it’s her work is as much luck as anything. I thought the big guy looked the right shape for her lieutenant and went looking for her. Plus, I think she wanted this to turn into a police standoff so that Lament would respond. For whatever reason, Diamond specifically arranged for Lament’s brother to get a shot at Lament.’
‘Presumably to get rid of Lament,’ Fuego said.
‘Why not just shoot her?’
The fire Ultra opened his mouth, and then closed it. ‘A fair point. She wishes there to be someone else to take the fall?’
‘Good one… Which means Beatdown is going to remain alive just so long as he’s useful.’
‘At which point he’ll turn up without his skin,’ Cygnus said. ‘You might want to run checks for dismembered or skinned bodies in the area. I don’t think she can handle going for too long without killing someone. It’s an addiction, but if she’s got a reason to hide her presence here, she might also hide the bodies.’
Mink shrugged. ‘Plenty of places to dump a corpse around here where no one will ever find it. Especially if you want to put some effort into it.’ She frowned. ‘In New Millennium, she was trying to take over the local organised crime family, right?’
‘The Tonaldos, yes.’
‘And we just lost our major crime syndicate. You think she plans to move in and take up where the Nine Kings left off?’
‘It wouldn’t surprise me. Most of the infrastructure must still be there. If she can get the cash–’
‘She just has.’
‘Then maybe she could pull together what’s left of the tong. She was the one who came up with the idea of Excelsior bombs to create a bigger market for the stuff.’
‘Yeah… All right, I’m convinced. I’ll work with the Stars on this one. At least until Lament gets out of hospital and throws a hissy fit about it. My guess is that Beatdown is going to be the easy way to find Diamond. She may be a meticulous planner, but he’s not. He’ll screw up.’
‘He’s been a screw-up most of his life,’ Bonehead said with a shrug. ‘Why should he change now?’
Antarctica, 4th December.
‘And here we have it,’ Doctor Ultimate said.
Jacob raised an eyebrow at the suit he was being shown. It was a full-body affair, complete with a helmet featuring a shaded, open faceplate. White and grey, with a few patches of blue here and there, it looked like it was armoured. In particular, the shoulders and neck looked quite heavy, but that might have been to do with locking the helmet into place.
‘It’s, uh…’
‘It looks bulky,’ Ultimate said, ‘but it’s quite light, aside from the power cells in the pauldrons. You won’t need to wear the helmet unless you’re in quite warm conditions. Summer mostly. I designed the suit to use your own temperature-regulation power to maintain the suit’s internal temperature while also containing it. You will be kept cool, but you won’t freeze the room.’
Jacob walked up to the mannequin wearing his new suit, walking around it and running a hand over it. The white panels were a little harder than the grey, but seemed quite flexible.
‘Oh, the helmet is equipped with radio and data display features which might be useful,’ Ultimate added. ‘I had some spare time while I was designing it.’
Nodding, Jacob continued to walk around the suit he was likely to be spending a lot of time in, if he wanted to walk around outside once he got home.
‘I realise it’s not exactly perfect,’ Ultimate said, ‘but I firmly believe that this is a stopgap until you learn to properly control your abilities.’
‘Uh, yes.’ Jacob realised that he was being rude and needed to do more than feel sorry for himself. ‘Thanks, Hugh. Really. You didn’t have to do this. It’ll let me get out of the house without killing myself and I’m sure I can learn to control this… whatever I have. Eventually. Thanks.’
‘Well, it’s not entirely altruistic. You’re a valuable resource to an organisation which has a base in the frozen wastes.’
‘I’ll help however I can. Uh, how do I get into this thing?’
Ultimate smiled. ‘It’s not difficult. Let me show you…’
San Francisco, CA.
The hot tub had been a good idea. It was dark and they had decided to keep it that way, illuminating their night-time soaking with candles.
‘I’m glad I remembered a bikini,’ Cygnus commented absently. She lifted her wine glass and sipped cold, white wine. Yes, the hot tub had been a good idea. ‘Do they make the seats in those courts uncomfortable on purpose?’
‘Probably,’ Bianca replied.
‘At least the defence case was basically “please don’t convict my obviously guilty client,”’ Andrea said. ‘I mean, did Dwight get a single point out of today?’
‘Hugh basically presented an airtight set of physical evidence yesterday,’ Cygnus said. ‘About all Dwight can do is provide mitigation and we basically painted Kopf as a mad man. Not putting Kopf on the stand to make his case didn’t help at all.’
‘Yeah, but if the DA had got to cross-examine, I’m willing to bet the good Professor would have come across as a sociopath at best. Dwight probably figured that one out. My guess? Dwight was hoping to push the idea that Twi used excessive force in apprehending Kopf. Get the jury at least a little sympathetic. That didn’t work, I don’t think, and it’s all on the facts.’
‘Which is how it should be,’ Bianca said, ‘but this is far too serious for three women in swimwear in a hot tub.’
‘Point taken. I think my ass has got some feeling back in it, so the tub’s working.’
‘The hot tub was a good idea,’ Cygnus agreed.
New Millennium City, MD.
A soak in one of the hot tubs would be a good idea. Svetilo decided this as she dragged herself into the house, making sure the door was locked behind her. She caught a whiff of herself in passing, a mixture of smoke and sweat, and decided that a shower would come first, then the tub.
‘It was a bad fire?’ Denny asked when Svetilo made it to the lounge.
‘Da, was a bad one. I was this close to calling Cygnus for help. Building was lost, people are homeless. Some are dead.’
‘I was monitoring the radio traffic. Four dead, sixteen injured, two of those seriously.’
‘I did not get final figures. Thank you.’
It had been an apartment block in Friendship. Just an ordinary building full of ordinary people going about their ordinary lives, until someone had decided to set off three incendiary devices in it. Now it was a pile of smoking, wet rubble. Svetilo was not sure the death toll would not rise when the ashes were raked through.
‘The arsonist will be brought to justice, Dominika,’ Denny stated firmly. ‘I have every confidence in Cygnus and her capabilities and this is exactly what Guardians were made for.’
‘Da.’ Svetilo pulled her dress off and tossed it down in front of the washing machine, though, if she were being honest, the trash bin might have been more appropriate. ‘We will get him. I take shower, then I take drink to hot tub.’
‘You need to relax. I understand that.’
‘If I fall asleep in tub, try to wake me before I drown.’
‘I will have paramedics on standby,’ Denny replied, sounding amused.
‘Da. Good. Make sure they are hunky paramedics.’
Morrigan Manor, England, 5th December.
Something dragged June out of sleep and, for a second or two, she struggled to make sense of her surroundings. Her eyes found the clock on the ornate bedside table: four a.m., give or take, so what had woken her? Then she heard it again, a scream, and she was on her feet and grabbing her robe before the sound had died away.
Despite the fact that Viviane had to cover stairs to get there, she was in Cassandra’s room before June was, sitting on the edge of the bed with the younger woman in her arms. Cassandra was shivering and muttering something. It was not until June got closer that the muttering began to resolve into words.
‘Dark… d-dark… so dark…’
‘Is she all right?’ June asked.
‘She will be,’ Viviane replied. ‘When her mind has settled.’
‘Is this to do with, um, what her parents…’
‘No. Her parents gave her a most appropriate name. Cassandra suffers from visions of the future, and the past at times, actually. They can be… quite disturbing.’
Cassandra took in a shuddering breath. ‘I saw the Devil,’ she said.
‘You don’t have to do this now, child,’ Viviane told her softly.
‘I do. You know I do. I saw the Devil and he had two demons with him. One threw fire, the other ice. And there was another figure. Uh… Artemis, Diana. The fire demon burned her. Lakes of fire with people burning around Artemis.’ Cassandra shuddered again. ‘Uh… Then the ice came, but it was like there were two ice demons, fighting. They were fighting each other. The Devil looked angry about that. He was roaring and stamping his feet and then… Then it went dark. Just… really dark like…’
‘Twilight,’ June said.
‘Yes,’ Viviane said. ‘I’m afraid we may have to keep an eye on Andrea for a while. But there is another element in that vision which I believe we can easily interpret.’
‘Oh?’
‘Artemis, the Greek goddess of the hunt.’
‘Red? Red Huntress? Okay… and there’s an arsonist burning places in New Millennium. What time is it there?’
‘Uh… just after eleven.’
‘You don’t mind if I make a long-distance call, do you?’
New Millennium City, MD.
Svetilo shuffled around the house with a duster in one hand and a spray bottle in the other. Rather than her usual designer outfits, she was in worn jeans and a tank-top, which did have a sexy quality to it but was not her usual attire. Even Denny noticed.
‘You seem quite preoccupied with the cleaning, Dominika,’ Denny observed as Svetilo set to cleaning the big TV screen, which involved hovering in the air to get to the top corners.
‘The others will be back today,’ Svetilo replied.
‘Yes, probably this afternoon. Cygnus indicated that they may eat with Bianca Fullerton before leaving which would likely mean their arrival here is quite late, given the time zone changes.’
‘Da, but I do not want them coming back to a dirty house. They left me to look after it. I am going to make sure they do not think this was mistake, da?’
‘I am sure they would not think that.’
‘All the same, I will clean.’ Svetilo paused, peering at the top surface of the TV. ‘I’m not sure anyone has cleaned up here in last decade.’
‘I have noticed that Cygnus usually cleans in her Penny form. Penny does not fly.’
‘Well then, I do them great favour.’ Svetilo set to with her duster.
‘I’m sure they will appreciate it,’ Denny said. ‘I will have emergency glare goggles on standby for when they return.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘He’s going down,’ Andrea said. The words had a consoling edge to them.
‘Two hours,’ Cygnus said. ‘They’ve been out for two hours. I’d have had him locked in a dark hole by now.’ She lifted her plastic cup of coffee to her lips, sipped, and grimaced. ‘Do they make this stuff out of old tyres?’
‘From tractors. They don’t clean them which is why there are bits floating in it.’
‘See, that’s a joke, but I can’t manage to find it funny. Even if I think that’s a piece of straw floating to the surface.’
Andrea grinned. ‘I don’t think your sense of humour is that stilted. They have a lot of charges to go through. It’s bound to take some time.’
‘Yeah, I guess they–’ Cygnus looked up as people began moving past them in the direction of the courtroom. ‘You think?’
Andrea nodded. ‘I think. Let’s go listen to him being convicted.’
Morrigan Manor, England.
‘Do you think you’ve got what you came for, June?’ Viviane asked.
June looked up from her packing. ‘I’ve got several ideas. The software I need should be back home by now so… Could I get you to come over to the house in a couple of days? I need a full scan of your body.’
‘Of course.’
‘Great. And then I’ll work up the designs over that frame and I can either send you pictures or you can come visit again.’
‘I never have a problem with visiting your home, June. I rather enjoy it.’
‘Since we worked out how to make tea?’
‘That is certainly a factor, but I enjoy the company there.’
‘Maybe you could take me next time,’ Cassandra said from the doorway of June’s room.
‘You’ll need a passport for that,’ Viviane responded. ‘I may not carry it with me, but the niceties must be followed.’
Cassandra wandered in. ‘Well, I could get a passport. Shouldn’t I have one for going to Antarctica anyway?’
‘That is covered by international treaty.’
‘Oh. Well, I’d love to meet Cygnus and Twilight.’
‘And I’m sure they’d like to meet you,’ June said. She closed her case and zipped it. ‘Well… I guess I’m ready.’
Cassandra held out a hand. ‘It was very nice meeting you, and I hope to get to do it again.’
June smirked at her. ‘I’m sure you do. It was nice meeting you too. I’d say something about seeing the sights of New Millennium City if you come to visit, but… Well, frankly, we don’t have any.’
Giggling, Cassandra nodded. ‘I’d be happy meeting the people. Have a safe journey.’
June looked at Viviane. ‘That’s up to my travel agent.’
‘Then let’s get going,’ Viviane said. ‘Don’t forget your meditation practice, Cassandra. I’ll be back late, so I’ll see you in the morning.’
Cassandra sighed. ‘I won’t forget. See you tomorrow.’
Nodding, Viviane raised her arms and June grabbed her case just as white light enveloped them. When it cleared, it was to show the lounge of June’s home and Svetilo taking her hand away from her eyes.
The blonde bombshell Russian was looking a little nervous, which was weird. She was also dressed in a barely present micro-dress with a very deep cleavage, halter neck, and a skirt which consisted of two panels slung across her hips. Her pumps were gold, like the dress, and had sky-high platforms. It all seemed a little out of place. Plus…
‘Christ, Dom, did you spit-polish every last surface?’ June asked, looking around at the gleaming room.
‘Welcome home,’ Svetilo said. ‘I wanted you to come back to clean house, da?’
‘And the dress?’
‘You don’t think you’re tall enough already?’ Viviane asked.
The Russian gave a nervous little shrug. ‘I also wanted you to come back to pretty Svetilo. You don’t like?’
‘You look great, Dom,’ June said. ‘As always. You’re hoping to get me into bed before Cygnus gets back?’
‘Always people think I have ulterior motive. Deviant, sexual ulterior motive.’
‘You don’t?’
‘Usually I do, but–’
‘You were lonely.’
‘I had Denny, but people are more fun when they are actually here. No offence, Denny.’
‘None taken, Dominika,’ Denny replied. ‘And welcome home, June. I hope you had a pleasant stay in England.’
‘I did, thank you,’ June replied. ‘Has the verdict come in from San Francisco?’
‘Was bulletin on ACPN,’ Svetilo said. ‘Blutadler was acquitted on kidnapping charges, but convicted on everything else. They will pass sentence on the twelfth following submissions.’
‘Well, that should be something to celebrate tonight.’
‘Da. I went out and got in stock after hearing. Cygnus is flying tonight so she will not be able to celebrate too much before leaving.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘Two glasses, tops,’ Andrea said. ‘If you drop me from thirty thousand feet–’
‘You’d have to drop the bags and teleport,’ Cygnus said. ‘It’d be a terrible nuisance picking underwear up from a five-mile landing strip.’ She grinned. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be responsible about it.’
‘That said,’ Bianca said, lifting her own wine glass, ‘here’s to Professor Blutadler spending the rest of his life in a cell.’
‘To justice being served,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Sounds less vengeful.’
‘Of course, we don’t know what the sentence is going to be,’ Andrea said after there had been drinking.
‘He’ll get a long enough sentence that he won’t be walking out of there,’ Damian said. ‘The manslaughter charge alone will see to that. Have to say I was a little surprised they convicted on that one.’
‘Hugh was pretty persuasive,’ Cygnus replied. ‘He made it pretty clear that the agent wouldn’t have shot himself without a direct order to do so, and Kopf was the only person who could have given the order. I think they went for voluntary manslaughter because they didn’t think they’d get murder. But that’s what it was. Anyway, we got him. After all this time, we got him.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m going to call my parents when I get home. Check they heard the news.’
‘It went out on ACPN,’ Bianca supplied.
‘Yeah, but that would be about their busy time in the café. And I want to call them anyway.’ Andrea glanced at Cygnus. ‘Like you said, justice is served.’
Airborne and Approaching New Millennium City, MD.
‘I could’ve just shadow-stepped it,’ Andrea commented as they sped through the night air.
‘And left me with all the baggage?’ Cygnus replied.
‘It’s not like you can’t handle the weight.’
‘Not the point. It’s only half an hour. We’re almost there anyway. That’s DC up ahead.’
Andrea looked ahead at the spread of lights. ‘Well, make sure you stay out of their airspace.’
‘They haven’t scrambled fighters yet. Not that they have anything that could catch us. I’ll be slowing soon.’
‘Good.’ There was a pause and then, ‘I have to admit, the view is incredible. I think it’s better at night. With all the lights.’
‘You would say the night was better.’
‘Huh, yeah, but it’s pretty.’
‘Yes,’ Cygnus agreed, scanning over the sea of lights. ‘It is.’
She began to cut back on their velocity once they were past Washington, and she angled into a declining flightpath. Ahead of them, another sea of lights showed their home city was getting close. They were still just over the speed of sound when they roared over Downtown and Fairhaven, and Cygnus took them around in a loop which brought them in toward North Beach and home.
‘I figure Denny’s told them we’re coming,’ Cygnus said as she dropped toward the trees around the house.
‘Given the door’s opening, I think that’s a yes.’
‘Yeah… What are they wearing?’
‘Well, I think Dom is wearing a handkerchief. Wasn’t that one of the dresses she used on the calendar?’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Yeah, I think so. The little corset dress is one June bought in the summer, I think. At least Viviane is wearing something normal.’
‘You’re complaining about your girlfriend wearing a pretty dress?’
‘Well… no.’ Cygnus lowered Andrea to the ground and then set herself down. She saw the running leap June was about to hit her with and was braced for the impact, if not the intensity of the kiss which accompanied it. ‘Miss me?’ she asked when June let her up for air.
‘Maybe,’ June said, grinning. ‘Come on inside and we’ll open the wine.’
‘I’m going to call Boston before I start drinking,’ Andrea said, hefting her case and starting for the door. ‘Hi, Dom. Hi, Viviane. Nice of you to wait for us to get back.’
‘It seemed appropriate,’ Viviane said. ‘And there was wine on offer.’
‘Are you sure you should drink and teleport?’
‘A little wine has never stopped me before. Occasionally I end up in the bathroom instead of the hall, but a little inaccuracy is nothing to worry about.’
‘Assuming it’s your bathroom.’
The sorceress shrugged. ‘Not always, but it’s usually nice to meet new people.’
~~~
‘Da, package arrived yesterday,’ Svetilo said.
‘Cool!’ June replied, grinning. ‘This is going to be great. It’s amazing–’
‘Of course, no one told us to expect package.’
‘Uh…’
‘Bomb disposal team made bit of a mess of it.’
June’s eyes widened. ‘They–’
‘I collect bits in dustpan. I think they are in box in kitchen.’
‘What?!’
Svetilo waited just a beat and then she said, ‘Look on your face.’
‘Dom!’ June shrieked. ‘And the rest of you can stop laughing.’
‘But…’ Cygnus said. ‘She’s right. The look on your face.’
‘Huh,’ June grunted. ‘Your next costume is going to consist of three handkerchiefs. And you will wear it.’
‘I don’t think we can allow that,’ Viviane said. ‘Considering your apparent influence on Ultrahuman fashion trends, June, we’ll have everyone clad in the bare minimum.’
‘I don’t think I’m that influential.’
‘If you design a new costume for Brightstar and she wears it, you will be that influential.’
‘Ah, but I don’t want to design a new costume for Brightstar. I told her she should stick with what she has. I’ve a plan to get her to keep things just how they are. And if she does pick one of my designs, I’m pretty sure it’ll cover more than the current one.’
‘This is not like you,’ Svetilo said. ‘Are you turning conservative?’
‘No, it’s about matching the costume to theme and personality. That’s one of the reasons I changed up Cygnus’s costume. I think the first one was good, but there needed to be more… flowing. I’m not fond of capes, but the skirts give the same sort of feel. Brightstar’s image is kind of pure. She shouldn’t be flying around in a bikini.’
‘Okay,’ Andrea said. ‘I can understand that, but why have the ones you’ve come up with for me been briefer with each iteration?’
June giggled. ‘Oh, well, I think the latest one has a real “Mistress of the Dark” vibe, but mostly I just think you’ve got a great body so why not show it off?’
‘Hmm…’
‘And for me?’ Viviane asked.
June narrowed her brows a little, looking across at the sorceress. ‘Oh… Like I said, I’ve got several ideas. I’m going to work up a couple of designs for you to look at. I’m not sure whether to stick with the sorceress-seductress motif or go with something more related to your wiccan leanings. I think we’ll be covering more of you up whichever direction we go in, but that’s partially because I would have to dress you in handkerchiefs to cover any less.’
‘She has point,’ Svetilo said. ‘Dress you wear normally is not conservative.’
Viviane shrugged. ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it. If you’ve got less of it than some over-endowed Russian women I could mention, flaunt it more.’
‘It is valid philosophy. I may even get June to design something for me. Sometimes I get sick of ruining good dresses.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘You’ll break so many firemen’s hearts.’
‘Net. Only if you refuse to wear camisole to fires. Oh’ – Svetilo waved a hand at one of the tables beside the sofas – ‘those came today. Invitations to club opening, I think.’
Andrea was closest and, frowning, she picked up the decorated envelopes. They were a bright scarlet, with flame motifs embossed into them. She handed one over to Cygnus and then opened the one addressed to Twilight. ‘Invitation to attend the VIP opening of the Gates of Hell?’
‘Da. I had heard they were opening one here.’
‘You going?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Net. No invitation. Maybe it turn up tomorrow. They only came today and redirect might take a day. Even if I get one, I won’t be going. I do not like man who runs those places.’
‘Oh?’
Svetilo shuffled a little in her seat. ‘I went to club in L.A. Ended up in bed with him. Sweet is his name. Jason Sweet. Was not really interested in him, but he just talked me into it. Then he… talked me into letting him do things I do not let men do with me. He is too smooth. I do not like him.’
‘Well, I’m not going,’ Andrea said. ‘I have better things to do with a Friday night.’
Cygnus peered at her own invitation. ‘I’ll think about it. It’s plus-one so I could take June… And maybe one of us should take a look at Mister Sweet.’
‘Just remember to wear chastity belts,’ Svetilo said. ‘Locked ones.’
Antarctica, 6th December.
‘I’m pretty sure June would have designed something more… snowy,’ Andrea said, ‘but I like it.’
Jacob shuffled his feet a little. ‘It’s… functional,’ he said and lifted his helmet into place to show Andrea the full effect. There was a soft click as the seals engaged, and then the heads-up kicked in to give him temperature readings, environmental data, power status… ‘Still good?’ he asked.
Andrea nodded slowly. ‘The way your eyes shine through the visor… That’s kind of awesome, actually. But it works without the helmet?’
‘The helmet provides a few features which may be useful,’ Doctor Ultimate supplied from behind her. ‘Environmental monitoring, built-in communications, a fully sealed environment with air filters. However, in all but the warmest conditions, the suit will suffice.’ He paused. ‘Oh, it’s lightly armoured and insulated. It’s more or less knife-proof and it will resist heat, but try to avoid large-scale fires and guns.’
‘I think I can remember that,’ Jacob said.
‘Good. Now, before we set you free to wander New Millennium City, I believe Andrea has a date with an environment chamber.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Yeah. It would be useful to know roughly how cold I can actually go.’ She raised an eyebrow, looking straight at Jacob. ‘It might put someone’s mind at ease about my being around him for one thing.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Okay,’ June said, looking into the box which had been couriered over from San Francisco. ‘We’ve got… wireless scanner unit… manuals on disk, manuals on paper… Aha! Software.’
‘You should probably check the installation instructions first,’ Penny said. ‘Always check the manual, otherwise you’re a man.’
‘Impetuous me says “stuff the manuals,” but…’ June picked up the thinnest of the booklets in the box and flicked it open. She frowned. ‘Oh…’
‘Problem?’
‘Well… I suppose I hadn’t considered it, but my laptop’s a little old… Um, actually I’m not sure this would run properly on a new one. Thinking about it, the computer it was running on at FTI was fairly big.’
‘We’re going shopping then?’
‘I guess…’
‘Perhaps I can be of some assistance,’ Denny chimed in.
June looked up at the big screen. ‘It’s PC software, Denny. I’m sure you could run it really fast, if you could run it, but–’
‘I can execute it, June. Elaine and I discussed the possibility of emulating Earth computer systems and I have researched the most common ones. I have a suitable emulator ready for “PC” systems which we can try out with your software.’
‘Elaine already supplied remote display software for the laptops,’ Penny said. ‘Should be workable.’
‘And I could display the renders on the TV,’ June said. She pulled the software DVD from the box. ‘Where do we put this?’
Penny got to her feet. ‘Down to the basement then. Elaine installed a DVD drive in there, didn’t she?’
‘I have multiple read-only drive units,’ Denny said, sounding rather proud of the fact. ‘I can display “Blu-Ray” and “Four K.”’
Giggling, Penny started for the stairs. ‘Let’s go load you up then.’
Antarctica.
‘Ninety-two kelvin,’ Doctor Ultimate said, his hands shifting over his keyboard, ‘and that is as low as we are going to go.’
Inside the chamber, clad in what amounted to a swimsuit and a pair of boots, Andrea looked out at Ultimate and Jacob, and raised her eyebrows. ‘I can go lower. I’m still quite comfortable.’
‘I can see that. Biological indicators are stable. No shiver response. No sign of any problems whatsoever. However, much lower and you will have problems.’
‘I will?’
‘Yes, oxygen liquefies at just above ninety kelvin. Not only would you have some difficulty breathing, but I do not believe you would find standing in a lake of liquid oxygen especially pleasant.’
‘Uh… maybe not.’
‘I think we’ve established that you are unlikely to run into temperatures you cannot handle. On this planet anyway. I’ll begin raising the temperature again.’
‘What’s that in real numbers, Hugh?’ Jacob asked.
‘Approximately, minus two hundred and ninety-four degrees Fahrenheit.’
‘Right… So I’m going to freeze to death before she does.’
‘It would appear that your young lady is quite capable of withstanding anything you might throw at her.’
‘Told you so,’ Andrea said.
‘Okay,’ Jacob said, holding up his hands. ‘Okay, I give in. I still think we need to be careful since I’m not really sure what I can do with this yet, but okay. Don’t rub it in. No one likes a smartass.’
Andrea turned her behind to him and patted her butt. ‘Ha! You know you love it.’
Jacob shrugged. ‘Okay, yeah, you got me on that too.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Space conceded defeat in a small portion of Maryland. Physics decided to look the other way. A wormhole opened and Andrea stepped out of it followed a second later by Jacob.
‘Yes,’ Andrea said, ‘you have to come in and say hello. You can show off your nice new suit and Heather will be here in a bit to pick us up.’
‘But–’
‘They want to know you’re all right, Jacob. They’ve put up with news from me ’til now. They want to see you.’
‘Yeah, okay. I guess I can put up with some company.’
Jacob considered he might have been wrong about that when they walked into the lounge and he found Svetilo there as well as Cygnus and June. They did not crowd, however; he was thankful of that since he was not that sort of guy.
‘Aside from the bust hand,’ Jacob said in answer to the obvious question, ‘I’m feeling fine. Of course, I’m kind of stuck in this suit until I can work out how to control my powers. Assuming they can be controlled.’
‘Positive attitude,’ Cygnus said. ‘They can be controlled and you will control them.’
Jacob forced a grin. ‘Yeah, okay.’
‘Right then,’ June said, getting to her feet. ‘Turn around, let’s have a look at your new fashion statement.’ She watched, lips pursed as Jacob went red and slowly turned on the spot. ‘Not bad… Reasonable blend of form and function. The shoulders give it a bit of a military feel, so that’s nice. I approve.’
‘Uh… thanks. Um, how come Miss Zuyev is here?’
‘Dom,’ Svetilo said. ‘Dominika if you must. You are Ultra now, not UID. Andrea did not mention fire?’
‘Totally forgot,’ Andrea said. ‘If you remember, the fire was the night Jacob had his little incident with Night Shift.’
‘Oh, da. Arsonist damaged my apartment building. I am homeless for a couple of weeks. Damage was not extensive, but was strategic.’
‘I basically made her stay here,’ Cygnus said. ‘She was house-sitting while we were all away.’
‘And she’s a demon as far as cleaning is concerned,’ June added, grinning.
Jacob nodded. ‘Huh… Well… Any sign of the serial killer?’
‘Nothing,’ Andrea said. ‘No sign of Night Shift either, though I haven’t been patrolling for a week. He might have been out looking around.’
‘I have not heard of any drug dealers being beaten within inch of their lives,’ Svetilo said. ‘I do not think Night Shift has been out on streets.’
‘Special Agent Bryant’s car has entered the property,’ Denny announced.
Andrea turned and started back toward the front door. ‘Is the coffee on? I’ll let her in.’
‘I’m on the coffee,’ June said, springing up.
Jacob frowned. ‘I was kind of hoping–’
‘Don’t be silly,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘You can sit down for a coffee. We’ll get you caught up on everything that’s happened. Now that you’re back, I expect we’ll get somewhere with that serial killer, and we have an arsonist to nail down.’
‘Yeah,’ June said. ‘I should tell you about Cassandra’s prophecy.’
Jacob looked at them in turn. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Yeah, it sounds like there are a few things I don’t know about.’ He wandered over and took a seat beside Svetilo without really thinking about it. ‘Let’s start with “who is Cassandra?”’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, looking at a panel on the wall. ‘Thermostat says the place is sitting at forty-four. Maybe we can talk to Hugh about getting some sort of cosmic cooling system in here because if you have to run your air con all the time, your electricity bill is gonna skyrocket.’
‘Yeah, and I’m about to be unemployed,’ Jacob grumbled. At least he was back at home, in his chair. There was no evidence that Night Shift had ever been there, probably because Andrea, Heather, or both had been in and tidied the place up.
‘Self-employed. Roman and Hill seemed fairly keen on having a legitimate investigative resource semi-in-house. I think they’ll have plenty of work for the two of you.’
‘You know “legitimate investigative resource” is the kind of statement that’s going to make me think twice about this arrangement. Uh, could you give me a hand getting out of this suit? I can do it alone, but it’s easier–’
‘Of course I can. Getting you out of that suit is my primary aim at this point.’ Andrea advanced on him with a predatory grin on her face. ‘Maybe that was not the best choice of words. They hire PIs now and then for various purposes. Having you guys in the position you’ll be in lets them be a bit more open about their needs since they know they can trust you.’
‘They know that, huh?’ Reaching up, Jacob released the locks on his right pauldron and, seeing how it was done, Andrea did the left.
‘Yeah. I told them they could. They’re… connected to my business in Italy.’
‘The one you say I’m better off not really knowing much about?’
‘That one. Though, when you’re officially not an agent any more, I think we should go visit. It’s really beautiful out there. The view from the watchtower in the castle is amazing.’
Jacob lifted his neck ring free and then peeled open the front of the suit. ‘Sounds kind of romantic.’
Andrea grinned and helped him get the suit off his arms. ‘Is that good or bad?’ Now that the outer suit was going, the inner one became visible: a white body stocking which showed off Jacob’s physique rather well. Andrea narrowed her eyes a little.
‘Uh… I’ve never really thought of us as romantic. I guess there’s room for a little romance in our relationship. I mean, I don’t think there’s much point in being all secretive about it now, is there?’
‘No, and I intend to make use of that fact as much as possible. Have you put on some muscle?’
‘Uh… Hugh said something about a concentration of muscle mass and, um, it was “a tendency for male Ultras to exhibit increased strength due to societal stereotypes.”’
‘So the upshot of that is that you’re stronger because you think you should be, even if you’ve got cold and ice powers.’
‘Well… glaciers are strong.’
Andrea slapped one of his muscled biceps. ‘That is a huge rationalisation. How much stronger?’
‘Not sure. Quite a lot?’
‘You’re coming back to the house with me tomorrow. Cygnus has some gear for measuring punches and lifting power.’ Pushing his suit down off his hips, she kept going until her face was level with his groin, then grinned and said, ‘And step out. That undersuit really works for you.’
‘It, uh, makes getting the outer one on and off easier and it, uh, conducts heat flow evenly around my body.’
‘Heat flow, huh? Certainly making me hot.’ Getting to her feet, she lifted onto her toes and pressed her lips to his. ‘You better not tell me you’re not fit enough for what I’m thinking right now.’
‘I’m fit,’ Jacob said. Then he raised his right hand which was wrapped in a metallic framework much lighter than a normal cast. ‘Just, go easy on me. I’m an invalid.’
‘Sure you are…’
7th December.
‘Well, you’re punching in the upper percentile of human-normal,’ Cygnus said, ‘and… yeah, your basic lift is a bit over.’
‘That’s pretty good,’ Jacob said. ‘I can live with that.’
‘Uh-huh. Your masculinity is nice and secure, but… Let’s see if you can push it.’
‘Uh…’ Jacob looked around from where he was holding up a bar on a bench press machine to see the blonde Ultra tapping at the attached touchscreen. His arms tried to buckle as the pressure on them increased, he trembled, and then pushed upward. ‘Holy…’
‘Yeah, you’re pushing about four tons there. That’s your cosmic energy boost. You are officially a member of the super-strong club.’
‘Da,’ Svetilo said from where she was watching, ‘you are almost a match for me.’
Jacob felt the weight lift, pushed the bar aside, and sat up, stretching his shoulders. ‘What about you, Cygnus?’
‘Oh… depends on how I want to use the power.’
‘But you’re stronger than us, right? I mean, I doubt I could lift a submarine out of the water…’
‘Yeah, well…’
‘Tell him, Cygnus,’ Andrea said, grinning.
‘Okay, well, last time I measured it with the standard power configuration I use most of the time… I held about ten thousand tons on that test.’
‘My masculinity is currently stuffing its fingers in its ears and humming,’ Jacob said. ‘I mean, Dom is one thing, she’s a big girl. I mean, all that muscle, not…’
‘Da, I have huge tits too,’ Svetilo said, grinning.
‘Thanks for that. But Cygnus is this trim… kind of willowy…’
‘I still think you’re hunky,’ Andrea said. ‘Cygnus is all cosmic power and stuff. You’ll get over having her out-lift you eventually.’
‘Ha!’ Svetilo barked. ‘You know you two will break hearts if it’s really known that Twilight has boyfriend, da?’
June, who was using the far lighter weights in the gym, looked around. ‘Wait, you read some of those stories too?’
‘Stories?’ Andrea asked.
‘Cassandra said they were called “slashfic.” I looked it up and it’s also “shipping,” which is not something that involves moving cargo across water. Lots of Ultra fans think Cygnus and Twilight are an item.’
‘And they have very imaginative view of your supposed sex life,’ Svetilo added.
‘God, yeah. I mean, I should be horrified, but some of it was really hot.’
‘Twi is jumping up and down and yelling “yes” at the top of her lungs,’ Andrea said.
‘I’m not sure how I should react to that,’ Jacob said. ‘Uh, either the fiction or Twi’s reaction.’
‘I don’t think it’s anything to worry over,’ June said. ‘It’s just the internet. We all know the truth. That’s what counts.’
‘Really hot, huh?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Really hot. You should read some of them.’
‘That sounds horribly embarrassing.’
‘Going to do it anyway?’
Cygnus nodded, adding a resigned sigh. ‘Probably. Yeah.’
 



Part Four: Devil’s Due
San Francisco, CA, 11th December, 2014.
Christmas was a-coming. Well, it was a couple of weeks away, but well into December as it was, Rachel Halford figured some decorations were in order. It would brighten up her dingy little third-storey apartment on the outskirts of the Tenderloin district and make her feel more like celebrating.
In truth, her life had taken something of an upturn in the last couple of months and Rachel had things to celebrate this year. The band she sang in was starting to get gigs. There were mutterings of a recording deal. Okay, so tomorrow night’s gig at a biker bar was not what you would call ‘the big time,’ but it fitted their image and the patrons at the place had actually asked for them to come back, apparently. Was that building a fan base? Rachel might have hoped for slightly less testosterone and beer in her fans, but there was that thing about gift horses and mouths.
Rachel was busy stringing fairy lights around her lounge window when she heard the voice behind her and almost fell off her footstool. ‘Hello, Ray,’ it said, ‘long time, no see.’
A chill of fear ran up Rachel’s spine and she climbed down with exaggerated slowness before turning around. ‘Simon. Hi. I, uh…’ There he was, standing in her apartment in a pair of scruffy jeans, a band T-shirt, and a winter jacket that looked new. He was supposed to be–
‘Wasn’t expecting to see me here? Hadn’t heard I got out? Maybe you were wondering how I got in? You have to learn to lock your windows. This isn’t a safe neighbourhood.’
Did he know? Did Simon Taverner, aka Beatdown, know who had sold him out to Lament three years ago? Did he hold grudges that long? Who was she kidding? ‘It’s… nice to see you, Simon. I, uh, didn’t know you were out, no. We were all pretty shocked when you were–’
‘Sold out to my bitch of a sister? You should pay more attention to the newspapers, Ray. “Beatdown in Bank Terror.” It’s not exactly a great headline, but they don’t need much when the byline is that I put Lament in the hospital.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Why’d you do it, Ray? The band needed money, I got it, you dropped a dime to the Stars.’
‘I didn’t–’
‘Don’t. Just… don’t. I know it was you. You were the only one who knew about my… exotic talents. I was going straight, Ray. Just that one job. One job to set us up. Then I could’ve made music, like I want to.’
‘You put two security guards in the hospital,’ Rachel responded. She was not getting out of this and she was the kind of girl who got her digs in while she could. ‘One of them will never walk again. You call that going straight, Simon? You think you’d have stopped? No one else does. You’ve been pulling petty crimes for years, you–’
Sound hit her like a sledgehammer, driving her back into the window. She heard glass crack, felt ribs break, tasted blood in her mouth. She saw Simon moving toward her through vision that was rapidly dimming. As she slipped toward the floor, Rachel’s last thought was that the bikers were going to be disappointed that she missed the gig.
12th December.
Damian’s eyes scanned over the scene and his immediate thought was suicide. He was in an alley off Golden Gate Avenue, near the borders of Tenderloin. Up above him was a fire escape and at his feet was the body of a woman who had died the previous night. Either no one had found the body until this morning, or no one had bothered reporting it.
In life, she looked like she had been attractive. A blonde, five eight, and one-twenty, maybe. Now she was a crumpled doll. People’s spines were not supposed to bend like that. ‘Do we have an identity?’ Damian asked the crime scene tech who was busy taking pictures.
‘Uh, Rachel Halford. Resident of the lovely abode there. Third floor apartment. The window is open onto the fire escape too. I don’t think you’ll take long closing this one, detective.’
Damian shrugged. He was thinking much the same thing, but it was his first real case since joining homicide and he wanted to make sure he dotted and crossed all the appropriate letters. ‘Thanks,’ he said, and then he headed for the apartment building’s rear door.
Someone, presumably the deceased, had been putting up decorations in the apartment. Damian gave a passing thought to his own seasonal ornaments, such as they were. He had a plastic tree he put up under the TV every year. It was about a foot high and featured a fairy on the top who looked a lot like she was not pleased about where the tree was poking. Considering that he might have a guest this year, maybe he should invest in a few lights or something…
There was, indeed, an open window in the bedroom which let out onto the fire escape. He peered at it thoughtfully and, on the off-chance of finding something interesting, ordered someone to get fingerprints. There was no indication of a struggle, no signs of theft. The bed was not made, which made him pause: a lot of suicides made sure everything was nice and neat before they put themselves out of whatever misery they were in.
‘Anyone found a note?’ he asked the room. Two crime techs looked around, and at each other, and shook their heads.
In the lounge, Damian took in the full extent of the decorating. There was a footstool beside the window, a string of fairy lights half-tacked up across the top of the window. It was a lot like Miss Halford had decided to kill herself right in the middle of hanging the lights. She had got down from her stool, walked past her unmade bed, opened the window, walked out onto the fire escape… And why had she jumped from there? Three storeys. Five would have been more sure.
And there was an impact pattern in the window glass. A circular impact pattern which could have been from someone’s head hitting the window… No way to tell how long it had been there, of course. No normal way.
Checking he was alone, Damian walked over to the window and reached up, letting the very tip of his index finger touch the broken glass. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it–
There was the sudden rush of sensation he now associated with whatever he did when the trick worked, and Damian found himself looking at Rachel Halford’s face. The back of her skull was pressed into the crack in the window, her eyes were jammed closed. Looking down, he saw the deformation of her chest, as though something had slammed into her, driving her backward and crushing her ribs, but there was nothing there. Damian looked around, into the room, and saw the man standing there in jacket and jeans. He knew that face.
Damian took his finger away from the window and walked back toward the bedroom. ‘There’s an impact crack in the lounge window,’ he said. ‘Make sure it’s recorded, would you?’
‘Sure,’ one of the techs said, ‘but I don’t think she’d try to headbutt her way through one window when she could just walk out of this one.’
‘Humour me,’ Damian suggested. ‘I don’t think she walked.’
~~~
Elaine looked up from the motor she was busy stripping down and smiled. ‘Damian! Nice seeing you, but I think you missed your floor. Bianca’s up on the top.’
Damian flashed a smile. ‘I know. I came to see you. Actually, I came to see Backroom.’
Putting down the motor, Elaine raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? I don’t have a costume to put on or anything.’
‘Good. Saves time. I got my first real case today. Looks like a suicide.’
‘But?’
‘But… No note. Apparently she decided to jump out of a window in the middle of putting up her Christmas lights.’
‘That sounds… a little strange, but not impossible. Some people really hate the holiday season.’
‘Yeah… Look, I have some evidence which suggests that Beatdown was responsible.’
Elaine frowned. ‘Some evidence?’
‘I’d rather keep my source on the down-low, for now. If I’m right… Well, the autopsy could come up with some inconsistencies. I can assign it as a possible homicide and investigate it further. I was wondering whether you might have something that could… I don’t know, but help somehow.’
‘Okay… You’re pretty sure about Beatdown being responsible?’
‘Certain. I just… can’t prove it.’
‘Do the due diligence stuff. I’m not going to tell you your job, but make sure there’s no way she could have just decided to jump. I’ll… talk to some people.’
Damian nodded. ‘Thanks, Elaine.’
Elaine watched the detective walk away and made sure he was out of the room before picking up her phone. ‘Bianca? You busy? I’ve got something I need to talk to you about and… it’s not going to be an easy one…’
New Millennium City, MD.
The cameras were out in force. It seemed that the opening of Jason Sweet’s new club, named the Gates of Hell like the one in Los Angeles, was a big thing. Svetilo never had received that invitation, which saved her from having to decline it, but Cygnus had definitely decided to be intrigued and there was something to celebrate.
‘Still not quite sure why they sent him to the Fortress,’ she said as she walked, arm-in-arm with June, through the ranks of journalists to the front of the club.
‘He got life,’ June replied, managing to continue smiling while she did it. ‘Does it matter where they lock him up?’
‘No… Not really. It’s just that he’s a normal. There’s no point in putting him in a super-max prison for Ultras. And how do you keep that smile going while you’re talking?’
‘Practice. Try it.’
‘Yeah, right…’
The frontage of the club featured a huge neon sign and a number of spotlights. The effect was that you seemed to be walking into a pit of darkness as you entered. Cygnus figured that was the idea: you were walking through the gates of Hell and darkness awaited you. Of course, the effect was somewhat negated by her enhanced vision and she could see right through the dimly illuminated foyer to the door at the back which hid the club proper. She had elected to employ what she called her ‘social configuration’ for the evening, reducing her offensive capability to increase her presence, but she had not neglected defence or the ability to see in the dark.
That meant that the throbbing lights of the club’s interior flared between red and purple, and shades of grey. It was sort of impressive, lots of gleaming chrome and glass, long bars, a huge dance floor…
‘Is he trying to give everyone migraines?’ June asked, leaning close because the music was throbbing as much as the lights, and pretty loud.
‘We’re in Hell,’ Cygnus replied. ‘It’s meant to be hot and painful.’ The air conditioning did seem to be set to ‘tropical sauna.’ It was something of a shock after the cold outside, but neither of them were dressed for cold weather. ‘Let’s get a drink and wait for someone to hit on us.’
‘Put like that, it makes it sound like so much fun.’
Having laid claim to a booth off to the side of the room, Cygnus and June chatted while Cygnus watched. The room ran to three tiers: the dance floor at the bottom with booths and tables encircling it and a long bar at the back, and two mezzanine levels above, one encircling the dance floor while the second was more enclosed and held the VIP area. Cygnus had specifically avoided that part of the club and June had been happy to stick with her.
The people seemed to be split into three groups. There were the journalists, mostly from the society pages, who had been given admittance to the club rather than having to stand outside. There were the ‘ordinary’ people who had managed to get inside, rather than being turned away by the bouncers. That meant they were high on the current scale of attractiveness and, as far as Cygnus could tell, heavily weighted toward the female. Then there were the local and national celebrities who had not gravitated to the VIP section. There were politicians, several senators and representatives in from DC as well as locals, a few judges, cops… There were film and TV stars; Cygnus spotted Marta Hendry from the Ultras Tonight segment on ACPN among the crowd, but the invitation list seemed heavy on the influential.
And there was Jason Sweet. Cygnus saw him moving among his guests with a broad smile on his face. To her it looked faked, stiff, as though something was not going to plan. He was a handsome man with sandy-blonde hair, perfectly cut to a short but slightly wild style, a face full of sculpted features set around a slightly Roman nose and piercing, blue eyes. His suit was designer, the black silk shirt worn without a tie and open in a carelessly casual manner. This was a man of intellect and charm, and the closer he got to their booth, the more Cygnus decided that he was basically a well-dressed shark who was, currently, having difficulty finding prey.
Sweet had pointed a number of people up toward the VIP level and he seemed to have had few takers. Even Marta Hendry had, it seemed, declined though that might have been because most of the people she was likely to want to talk to were where she already was. Looking frustrated beneath his mask of genial host, Sweet finally made his way across to the booth where Cygnus and June were sitting. His arms raised in a gesture of welcome.
‘Ladies, why hide such beauty in the shadows?’ Sweet asked, smiling like a used-car salesman in a designer suit.
Cygnus shrugged. ‘People-watching. It’s a fascinating hobby.’
‘You certainly have an… interesting collection of people in,’ June added.
‘Ah, you recognised me,’ Sweet said. He added extra wattage to his smile. ‘I am Jason Sweet, proprietor. Call me Jason.’
‘Svetilo is staying with us at the moment while her apartment is repaired. She told us a lot about you.’
The smile did not falter, but it was really not getting near to Sweet’s eyes anyway. ‘Ah, Dominika. Quite a woman. So strong, so… flexible. Please, pay a visit to the VIP rooms up on the top mezzanine. Complimentary drinks and it’s private, away from the throng.’ The sudden shift in conversation was a little jarring and Sweet had developed something of an intense expression as he spoke, his eyes fixed on Cygnus.
‘I like the throng,’ Cygnus replied, returning his smile.
For a fraction of a second, Cygnus thought she saw a hint of anger in his eyes, and then Sweet turned his smile on June. ‘Up there I can provide more… personal attention. I’m sure you’re both very flexible as well…’
June laughed. Then she pushed out of the booth. ‘We really don’t need your attention, Mister Sweet.’ She flashed a grin at Cygnus. ‘Dance, love?’
Cygnus got to her feet to follow. ‘Sure, why not.’ As June moved ahead, Cygnus stepped forward, clapped a hand on Sweet’s shoulder, and lowered her voice a little. ‘We really only sleep with people we like.’ Then she marched off toward the dance floor leaving Sweet to silently fume.
~~~
‘Going so soon?’ Marta Hendry did not exactly sound like she was surprised to see Cygnus and June heading for the door.
‘We’ve been here nearly two hours,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I think propriety has been served so we’re going somewhere where the host is… less of an ass.’
‘He is rather pushy,’ Hendry replied, looking around for Sweet in an absent manner which indicated that she was not that bothered whether he heard her. ‘So, can I take this joint attendance as an official statement that you two are a couple?’
‘We haven’t really been hiding it,’ June said. ‘It was reported pretty widely after we went to Bianca Fullerton’s birthday party together. You reported on it.’
‘Oh, I know, but seeing is believing and this is your first official engagement in New Millennium.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘Official engagement, huh?’
‘Oh, you know what I mean.’ Hendry waved a dismissive hand. ‘You’re not really seeing each other until you’ve been seen here. You’re our official protector. San Francisco is just circumstantial evidence.’
‘I preferred Bianca’s party.’
‘Stunning woman,’ Hendry enthused. ‘Not that you two aren’t. I’d give my eye teeth for an interview with her, but… Well, my remit is Ultras.’
Cygnus suppressed a smirk. ‘We’ve got another calendar coming out soon. To aid the redevelopment of Churchton. I might be able to get you another interview with me and Twilight…’
Hendry reached out and laid a hand on Cygnus’s arm. ‘Honey, say the word and I’ll crawl over whatever broken substance you name. Go enjoy yourself at the Den. I might join you later.’
San Francisco, CA.
Damian frowned at the sound from the elevator which was basically the front door of his apartment. It sounded a lot like someone had just dropped onto the floor of the cage. He focussed, hearing a step. The sharp impact followed by a slightly softer one suggested high heels, but there had been no sound from the elevator motors and the cage door was open so the elevator could not be operated. That was one of the reasons he liked the elevator in the first place: with the cage at the top and the door open, no one could get in. He heard the conventional door which gave access to the elevator open. Apparently, you could get in that way.
He was about to get up and grab his pistol when Mink stepped around the corner and paused, leaning a shoulder against the wall and crossing her arms and her ankles in a casual manner. Lips painted in glossy shades of brown smiled at him.
‘Did I startle you, Detective?’ she asked.
‘Uh… How did you get in? I didn’t hear–’
‘There’s a service access to the top of the elevator shaft which you can get to through the warehouse.’
‘And you got into a warehouse that FTI uses for storage, by…?’
‘I’m good with security systems. Though… I don’t necessarily need to be on Fullerton sites. I need to talk to you about that suicide you don’t think is a suicide.’
‘Elaine… Elaine Ellis called you about…’ Damian trailed off as Mink straightened up from her lean and walked around the room toward him. She was quite a sight. Tall, long legs clad in chocolate thigh-high boots with shining metal soles and heels. A high-hipped, halter-necked bodysuit in the same colour featured a vent at the front, encircled by a copper tone, which showed off a lot of tanned skin, including a lot of cleavage. Then there was the beautiful, carefully carved face with its cap of short, black hair, just like Bianca’s. Mink’s eyes were a brown, more like amber, instead of blue, but there was more similarity about their faces than he had thought there was and… And now he came to think about it, Mink’s painted on mask of brown overlaid with burnished copper might just change the appearance of her forehead, narrowing it and sharpening her cheekbones…
Damian shook his head. ‘How the Hell did I not notice it the first time?’ he said.
Mink stopped and looked down at him, barely a yard away. ‘Just so that we don’t have any issues with confusion of meaning, what is it you should have noticed?’
‘That you’re Mink.’
‘Fairly obvious.’
‘That Bianca Fullerton is Mink.’
Mink smiled. There was more of a note of self-recrimination about his voice and posture than disapproval. ‘Excellent. Let’s get that out of the way before we get down to the business at hand.’ She settled onto the couch beside him, crossing her legs and relaxing. ‘I don’t really want to get into deep philosophical or psychological examination of the thing, but basically you didn’t want to see it, couldn’t quite believe it, so you rationalised it away. It’s pretty natural. People do it all the time about all sorts of things.’
‘All sorts of things…’
‘Yeah. Take… hamburgers.’
‘Hamburgers?’
‘Yeah. Who would willingly use them as a source of sustenance when it would be more useful to eat the packaging? So we tell ourselves they taste nice and it’s a “guilty pleasure,” when we’re actually totally disgusted with ourselves for giving in to “quick and easy.” Hell, half the time it’s not even quick and the easy is debatable.’
‘So, you’re saying that my lack of recognition is akin to my desire to eat a burger at lunchtime?’
Mink raised an eyebrow. ‘If that’s a regular occurrence, I am going to start taking you out to lunch more often. It may explain why I keep lapping you in Golden Gate Park.’ She paused. ‘Are we going to have a problem?’
‘I… One question. Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘Any number of reasons. It’s safer. For you. There are very few people who know Bianca and Mink are the same person and it’s always been a matter of… utility that they did. Elaine knows. She built me a number of gadgets to help me do what I do. Cygnus, Twilight, and June know, because bringing down the Nine Kings and Blutadler required it. I think Ultramech knows, but he’s never said he does and I think he’d deny it if asked. That’s it. Oh, except for the woman who taught me to fight. Pretty sure she knows, but that’s another one who’s never acknowledged it.’
‘And now you need me for this case?’
Mink frowned. ‘And now this case has given me an excuse. I could have handled this differently.’
‘Okay…’ Damian considered the implication of that statement and found he liked it. ‘Contact lenses?’
‘Uh-huh. With a wireless HUD interface and ultraviolet vision enhancement, as well as the amber tint.’
‘Magic bracers?’
‘Elaine. She built force field generators for Ultramech, so…’
‘You’re demystifying the enigmatic Mink.’
Mink shrugged. ‘I’d rather you didn’t think I was a sorceress or a mutant, or any of the other fan theories.’
‘I know you’re not a mutant.’
She gave him a rather pointed look. ‘Oh? How?’
‘It’s… I just know. You’re looking into this “suicide” because it might have been Beatdown?’
Mink half-accepted his change of subject. ‘Elaine said you were more sure than “might have been.” She said you wouldn’t explain how you got the information.’
A number of emotions warred within Damian. Bianca had just let him uncover her biggest secret. There was absolutely no doubt that she was letting him uncover it; she had hoped he would get over his reluctance to accept it, and he had, faced with the obvious. Did he have a right to keep his biggest secret from her? But saying it meant accepting it. Saying it out loud, and not in his head, made it real.
‘I… just know, from the crime scene, that Beatdown was there. Detective’s intuition.’
Mink did not laugh. Instead, she lifted a hand and ticked off points. ‘You’re a very observant man. You hear things I don’t, but I notice things. Like when you heard Marie outside the door before she pressed the buzzer. You heard me land on the elevator floor and I’m good at stealth. You were too far out of your seat for it to have been the door opening. You could operate fine in the smoke when we took down that trafficking shipment. The gunmen were working blind, but you knew exactly where they were. And Cygnus has this trick she does. She calls it hypersensory psychometry, or something like that. Reading objects and environments, collecting clues below the conscious level to get a view of past events. Kind of like knowing that Beatdown was there when your victim died…’
‘Are you suggesting I’m an Ultrahuman?’
‘I know you are. What I’m wondering is whether you do.’
Damian frowned as his heart tried to strangle him. ‘You know I am?’
‘Hugh Last worked it out. You were interfering with some of his instruments. He analysed the disturbance, just to be sure it wasn’t anything important. And it wasn’t. It isn’t. I can’t speak for most of humanity, but I don’t give a fuck whether you’re an Ultra or a guy with really good ears. It goes no further than this room, but if you know… I’d kind of like you to trust me, considering.’
‘Uh… Oh… Uh…’ He looked up to find her looking at him with a raised eyebrow. ‘I knew, sort of. More of that denial stuff I had with you. I grew up being taught that Ultras are…’
‘Monsters?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Some of them are. Some of them are paragons of virtue. Most of them are just people with a lot, or a little, power. I think… Do you want to know what I think?’ She got a short nod in reply. ‘Good. I think that if you’ve got a talent, you should use it, preferably for something good. I happen to have lucked out in a genetically normal but bell-curve-exploding manner, so I put on this outfit from time to time and pummel bad guys. Cygnus was possessed by an alien police officer, so she goes out to exact justice on people by drop-kicking them across a continent. You, apparently, have some enhanced sensory capabilities and I’m willing to bet you could develop them. And there’s no real reason anyone should know about them if you don’t want. You’re already a cop, so it’s not like you need registration to arrest criminals.’
There was silence for a few seconds. Then Damian said, ‘I have good hearing, vision, very good sense of smell. When my night vision gives up, I can… feel what’s going on around me. I can usually tell when people are lying to me, usually detect an Ultra when I can touch them. That’s how I know you’re not one. And the psychometry thing sounds about right. It’s just like that. I saw Beatdown blasting Rachel Halford into a window.’
‘But you can’t use it. Not really. It’s a bit like Twilight’s information source. You can use it to push you in the right direction, but you can’t really use it in court. You’re providing highly subjective information from one source which can’t be corroborated. There’s no point in even telling anyone official about it, but you can talk to me, or Elaine, because we’re not restricted in the same way.’
Damian nodded and gave a small frown. ‘You’re right. I can’t employ this with any legal force, but there’s no reason I can’t use it to investigate further.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I’ve got further evidence that it was a murder anyway. The autopsy came back. Injuries “not entirely consistent” with the way she seems to have fallen. Who jumps backward off a fire escape anyway? No trace suggesting anyone else was there, but the catch on the window gave no fingerprints at all. Would you wipe your fingerprints off a window latch before jumping to your death? And leave your bed unmade?’
‘I make my bed every morning.’
Damian thought of the rumpled sheets upstairs and grunted. ‘Not everyone does.’
‘Of this I am aware.’
Mink was smirking, and looking more like Bianca, and Damian found himself unable to keep the grin off his face. ‘Okay, so why would Beatdown want to kill some singer?’
‘That part is easy. Rachel Halford ratted him out to the Stars three years ago. The question is not why he did it, but whether you want to make that information known. If it becomes an Ultra case, the UID are going to step in. They’ve taken the bank robbery off the SFPD already.’
‘So we keep it quiet. It’s a murder and we’ve established that I’m not required to provide the evidence I have…’
‘A little dodgy, but I am not going to disagree with your rationalisation. There’s no official record of Halford contacting the Stars. Lament can get… quite fixated when it comes to her brother. More than usually ready to disobey the letter of the law.’
‘Right… Um, look… I’ve never told anyone about… what I can do.’
‘I’m not going to–’
‘Not even myself.’
‘Then, thank you. You should know that Hugh told Cygnus. She told me. I’m the only one who knows exactly what you can do, but I’d worked out it was probably sensory. Twilight and June were there when Cygnus told me. None of them care, beyond a little worry about how it might affect you and me. They aren’t going to mention it to anyone else.’
‘I… can’t believe I’m saying this, but I trust them. All of them. But my point was that it’s still going to take me time to accept this. It’s the first time I’ve admitted that… that I’m not human, out loud.’
Mink stared at him for a second. ‘Damian… You’re as human as you ever were. That’s human. Ultras aren’t another species. The genetic differences are miniscule, minor mutations of the genome. Almost everyone has most of the same mutations. I do. Elaine does. You undoubtedly have a couple we don’t, assuming these powers just developed, but that doesn’t make you something… else.’
‘It–’
‘And,’ she went on with some force, ‘you’re the same interesting guy I decided I needed to get to know. Always have been.’
‘So… us bumping into each other at the park wasn’t exactly unplanned?’
‘Not exactly.’
‘Huh. I’m going to overlook that subterfuge because I’m mesmerised by that vent in your costume.’
Mink smiled. ‘Why do you think it’s there?’
New Millennium City, MD, 13th December.
‘Well, that confirms it,’ Penny said, hitting the mute on the TV. ‘Whoever Jason Sweet is, he’s got more than just charm.’ She turned her head and glanced at Svetilo. ‘Your lapse of judgement was almost certainly forced.’
They had just finished watching Ultras Tonight and Marta Hendry’s glowing review of the Gates of Hell. Club reviews were not even part of the show and she had only got the plug in by linking it to Cygnus, and mentioning that ‘it was a shame she left when she did since the party really took off not long after she left with new beau, June Summerfield.’
‘What are you thinking?’ June asked. ‘Some sort of psionic ability?’
‘I’m thinking that I run a wide-area psionic suppression field as part of my social configuration, and he couldn’t do anything until I left.’
‘Marta was pretty negative about him when we saw her. Now she’s acting like he’s God’s gift to the clubbing circuit.’
‘Felt the same to me,’ Svetilo said. ‘Was not until following day that I wondered what I was thinking when I agreed to… I will not go into details.’
‘Thank you, Dom,’ Penny said. ‘I don’t think I want to know. The guy was…’ She shuddered. ‘I didn’t much like him before he opened his mouth, and then it went downhill from there.’
‘With me, was sort of opposite. I did not like him, and then he spoke to me and it seemed like I just wanted to do whatever he asked.’
Penny chewed her lip. ‘So it’s probably tied to his voice, but it’s psionic too.’
‘Like the imps,’ Andrea said, absently reading one of June’s fashion magazines. ‘They gibber at you. You have to hear the gibbers for it to work. But then it’s more like the words go straight into your brain.’
‘They do not suggest you perform unnatural acts with a wine bottle,’ Svetilo muttered.
‘And we’re back to details I don’t need,’ Penny said, throwing a seat cushion at the Russian.
Svetilo caught the pillow. ‘I will be out of your hair tomorrow. Building is back up to code.’
‘We should probably perform some natural acts with a wine bottle later then,’ Andrea suggested. ‘Your last night and all.’
‘Da. I should totally move back in with hangover.’
14th December.
‘So… Dom looks kind of shell-shocked,’ Andrea said as Penny poured coffee.
‘Yeah…’ Penny replied, smirking.
‘Finally gave her what she’s been wanting for months then?’ When Andrea had gone to bed, her three companions were still up, and still drinking.
‘Yeah…’
‘She normally looks more… triumphant after a conquest.’
‘Yeah… She’s probably not used to being ganged up on…’
Svetilo wandered past, muttering. ‘Dvoye iz nikh. Oni ne ostanovyatsya. Dvoye iz nikh.’
‘You any idea what that means?’ Andrea asked under her breath.
‘No, but she’s been saying it with a dazed expression on her face since she woke up.’ Penny raised her voice and added, ‘At least she doesn’t seem to have a hangover.’
The only reply was, ‘Dvoye iz nikh…’
San Francisco, CA.
‘This is quite a setup,’ Damian said, nodding as he looked around the underground lair of the enigmatic Mink, which happened to be under Bianca’s house.
‘June called it the Mink Cave,’ Bianca replied, ‘and it’s kind of stuck.’
‘It’s got way better plumbing than a cave,’ Elaine said. ‘And believe me when I say that was no easy job.’
‘Okay,’ Damian said, ‘so you said you had some more information on Beatdown?’
‘Uh-huh,’ Bianca agreed, ‘but how’s the investigation going with what you have?’ She waved at the seating and they settled down to discuss things.
‘Between the autopsy and the interviews I’ve done, it’s been marked down as a suspicious death. None of her friends or family noticed any signs of depression. Her band was beginning to take off. She had no reason to kill herself. I couldn’t find anyone who saw anything odd, but one of the neighbours remembered hearing a crash, maybe someone shouting, on Thursday night, around ten p.m., they thought. That fits in with the TOD the ME gave us. Of course, the neighbour didn’t think anything of it until I asked the question.’
‘I somehow doubt it would have made that much difference to the outcome.’
‘No… No, it probably wouldn’t.’
‘Okay… What we have is more to do with the bank robbery, but it might give you a few leads, or point you in a different direction… Beatdown appears to be working with someone else.’
‘From the profile I read, that’s not usual.’
‘Yeah,’ Elaine said, ‘but his partners in crime are a little unusual. Cygnus and Twilight ran into her and her cronies in New Millennium. She was responsible for the Excelsior releases. Calls herself Diamond.’
‘She’s got some sort of card motif,’ Bianca continued. ‘Always has twelve men on her team. The members vary, aside from two who seem to be quite constant. One of them looks like he could be an Ultra, or is just really big. The other is smaller, but he’s built like a martial artist. I think we’re looking at muscle and precision. Diamond is the brains.’
‘But lethal brains,’ Elaine said sourly. ‘She psychotic. No one’s sure how many people she’s killed. She likes skinning them. Slowly. I mean, over days. She’s a meticulous planner. The bank job has her fingers all over it. She knew exactly how it was going to play out, and Twilight spotted her in the camera footage we got from the bank. She was there, among the customers, and just walked out afterward while her people escaped.’
Damian frowned. ‘And someone like that allowed Beatdown to revenge-kill Rachel Halford?’
‘Ah,’ Bianca said, ‘well…’
‘You think she doesn’t, or didn’t, know he killed Halford?’
‘I think she’d have done a proper job of it.’
‘Maybe even helped,’ Elaine said. ‘Certainly she’d have made sure you thought it was just a suicide if that was how she thought it should be played.’
Nodding, Damian considered how the situation affected his case. ‘She’s an Ultra?’
‘As far as anyone can tell, no. She’s just a really bad example of a normal human.’
‘Huh. If she figures out Beatdown did it, you think she’ll try to cover it up?’
‘Or,’ Bianca said, ‘we’re going to find Beatdown somewhere with his skin removed.’
~~~
Briefly, as he watched the young man Diamond had hung up by his wrists in the basement of the house, Beatdown wondered whether he would lose the dinner he had eaten not that long ago upstairs. He had wondered where the blonde beauty he had teamed up with was while he ate with the guys, her suit. Rex had said she was busy and that she wanted to see him later. Considering a few of the things Diamond had got up to with him, Beatdown had been fairly keen for ‘later’ to arrive. Now… not so much.
‘It’s been weeks,’ Diamond said, watching the half-dead body twist from the ropes. ‘No, months since I’ve had someone to play with. Do you know why that is, Simon, honey?’
‘Uh… no,’ Beatdown managed. He watched rivulets of blood work their way down the naked body and swallowed back bile.
‘It’s risky. Someone just might connect one of my friends with a few others I’ve had. In New Millennium City, for example. So I need to be really, really careful. When this one’s no longer fun, Rex will make sure no one ever finds him. There are plenty of sharks in the Bay, I hear, but I think we might just take him out into international waters.’ There was a whimper from the boy, the heavy gag covering his lower face making speech almost impossible, and Diamond smiled brightly. ‘Don’t you worry, honey. You’ll be dead by then. You won’t know a thing about it.’
‘S-so… Uh, why now?’
‘Well,’ Diamond said, vaguely waving the diamond-shaped blade she had been using to dissect her current victim, ‘here’s the thing.’ Beatdown found himself fascinated by the way the blood ran down her arm as she moved. ‘I was restraining myself, and that’s not an easy thing, believe me. I love playing with my new friends. You could call it an addiction, I suppose. But it was for the greater good, y’know? The plan. Stay under the radar until we had ourselves all set up good and proper. And then… Well, some asshole murdered his old girlfriend!’
Beatdown staggered back, bumping into the cellar door as the diamond blade thudded into the wood a bare inch from his ear. ‘I… I didn’t–’
‘Don’t fuck with me, sugar,’ Diamond hissed. ‘Don’t deny it. The first thing I did when I came to this soggy shit pile of a city was to get ears in the homicide department. Suspected suicide is ruled suspicious and who comes up in the background check on the victim? Simon Taverner.’ She stabbed a finger out at him. ‘Don’t. Just don’t.’
‘I… um… I’m sorry?’
Diamond smiled, the anger vanishing from her face in an instant. ‘Oh, honey, what’s done is done. No sense in crying over spilled blood, y’know? I need you, don’t I? Otherwise I wouldn’t have invited you to join me.’
‘Right. Yeah. It… won’t happen again, Diamond.’
‘No, honey. It won’t. I know it. You know it.’ She turned and smiled at her plaything. ‘Because now you know what’s gonna happen to you if it does. Now, you run along and leave me to finish up here. I think I might be able to get another day out of this one. He’s a strong boy. Aren’t you, baby?’
The only reply was a muffled moan. Beatdown could not leave the room fast enough.
New Millennium City, MD, 15th December.
‘I thought you’d left,’ Penny said, looking up at Svetilo with a grin on her face.
‘Oh, I am like Soviet Army: once we move in, there is no getting rid of us,’ the Russian replied. ‘Calendar is on sale. I came to discuss early figures.’
Penny raised an eyebrow but led the way through to the lounge where June was busy with the coffee pot. ‘Hey, Dom,’ June said, smiling. ‘Back for round two?’
Svetilo held up her hands. ‘Net! You two are demony… demons. What is the word? Sukkubami, uh…’
‘Succubi?’
‘Da! Evil succubi.’
‘Well,’ Penny said, smirking, ‘June and I agreed that you were the last time we’d do that. We’re going to be exclusively exclusive from now on. Not,’ she added quickly, ‘that we have any regrets about holding you down and turning you into a gibbering idiot with sensory-overload issues, but we think…’
‘That my having two sexy lovers is quite enough without extras,’ June said.
‘Da. I would be happy. I am honoured to be last victim of your demonicheskiy wiles. Now, calendar is on sale–’
‘For, like, an hour!’ Penny exclaimed. ‘How are you talking about sales figures after an hour?’
‘Online sales report. Pre-order sales–’
‘There were pre-orders?’
Svetilo sighed. ‘Da. Pre-order sales went out last night. Those were good. Sales on web site are seventeen per cent above projections. Of course, we do not have figures from major online retailers yet…’
‘I haven’t looked,’ June admitted. ‘Haven’t wanted to, in case it was low… This is great! We should get drunk.’
‘Net! Sukkub! Stay back!’ Svetilo raised her hands, crossing her fingers as though warding off a vampire.
Penny giggled. ‘I assume we’re still doing the signing at Radium on Friday?’
‘Da. I have box in car with copies for you to fly around models.’
‘Cool. I’m starting off tomorrow morning. I’ll do Florida and then head over to San Francisco.’
Svetilo nodded. ‘Do not forget to get Susan to sign. We used one of the stills with her in, so she gets her name on calendar for more than just production.’
‘I won’t. I’m feeling really positive about all this. We’ve got a few problems around the city, but I think this is going to be the start of something good.’
Andrews Field, MD.
Elevator doors which looked like they belonged on a battleship opened and Herman Kopf found himself looking at a man in a suit. Behind him, a corridor stretched out into the distance, blank and rather uninviting, which was a fairly good description of the man.
‘Doctor Kopf, my name is Gerald Theakstone.’ Theakstone seemed to be important: his suit was better fitted than everyone else’s.
‘Good… Is it morning or afternoon here?’ Kopf said, frowning. ‘Or night? I have not seen daylight in a number of days.’
‘That was necessary, Doctor. You are, after all, a convicted criminal serving a life sentence in the Fortress.’
‘Yes… Of this I am sure: we are not in the Fortress.’
Theakstone gave a thin smile. ‘As far as the people of these United States are concerned, you are in the Fortress. Remove the shackles, please.’
More men in suits, the ones who had escorted Kopf since his arrival in… whatever location this was, rushed forward to remove the cuffs and chains which Kopf had assumed were some form of administrative joke. He was somewhere on the eastern side of the continent, from the time of travel, but he had no idea in which direction they had flown.
‘Might I ask what is going on?’ Kopf asked.
‘The United States government requires your assistance, Doctor. Walk with me.’ Turning on his heel, Theakstone started off down the corridor. Kopf followed, and so did the agents in their suits. ‘We have learned from our previous failures with you. All of your equipment from San Francisco and everything we could get from New Millennium City has been impounded and brought to this facility. We will be providing you with extensive research facilities to pursue your goals. However, we are not really interested in procuring “super-soldiers” at this time.’
‘Then what?’
‘There are two issues of immediate concern, both of which we believe you have some familiarity with.’
Kopf’s eyes narrowed. ‘Cygnus,’ he said.
‘An Ultrahuman of such massive power, having no ideological ties to this country, is a danger to the state. You produced a mechanism to neutralise her powers–’
‘A system which failed.’
‘And now you’ll have everything you need to perfect it.’
‘I believe it may be a matter of sufficient power… Everything I need?’
‘Everything. We have significant resources.’
‘Very well. And the second matter?’
Theakstone gave another of his thin smiles, walked on a few more paces, and opened a door. The room beyond was dark and fitted with a one-way mirror, which explained the dim lighting. Through the mirror was another room, what looked like a bedroom with a single occupant.
Kopf recognised her immediately, an almost inhumanly attractive young woman with very large breasts and long legs, a cap of blonde hair and clear, blue eyes. ‘Heartbreaker.’
‘Adrienne Philips, also known as Heartbreaker. A tragic case of the curse Ultrahuman genetics can bestow upon its victims. Any man she kisses dies soon after of heart failure. She was imprisoned for the murder of Robert Lee, also known as Zephyr. I believe you were attempting to “cure” her condition.’
‘I was,’ Kopf replied. ‘You want me to cure her?’
‘Of course not. What we want is a palliative. What we want is a means of control. We want a drug, one which will suppress her abilities for a short period. No more than forty-eight hours. We at Project Jekyll are not in the business of helping Ultrahumans; we are here to make use of them. Just as we plan to make use of you.’
Kopf nodded. He expected little else from government officials and petty dictators. ‘When can I get started?’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘What is this, the third?’ Cygnus spoke as she walked into a firehouse in Friendship, the fire burning in it dying as she went.
‘Fourth,’ June’s voice said over Denny’s communications system. ‘Fire Bug is busy with one in Uptown.’
‘He has us running all over city,’ Svetilo commented from her place beside Cygnus’s shoulder. ‘He is destroying services trying to stop him. He failed on us–’
‘So far,’ Cygnus said.
‘So far. Now he goes after normal people.’
‘That’s what worries me. I have no idea how he got the bombs into these places, but I’m betting there are more.’
‘They are being looked for in every–’
‘That’s exactly the problem. We’re going to–’
‘Cygnus,’ Denny’s voice broke in over the channel. ‘I am monitoring reports on the fire department radio channels.’
Cygnus looked around and spotted men behind her, running in after her with concerned looks on their faces. ‘Oh shit,’ she said.
~~~
When Cygnus had ‘designed’ her search and rescue configuration, she had cut back on a lot of the rapid-action, emergency, and combat strength she deployed normally. She had, however, assumed that some lifting capacity would be a good idea and she had measured her dead-lift capability at almost eight hundred pounds. It was not exactly record-breaking, but it helped.
Now, as she joined Svetilo in clearing debris from a burning firehouse, Cygnus was of two minds about her choice, possibly three minds. It was valuable, for sure, but having it meant that she was likely to be that much closer to the body her radar sense had spotted when they got there. Plus, she really wanted to hit something right now.
Three men had managed to get out of the building when the bombs had gone off. All of them on fire. Two had managed to shed burning clothes fast enough that, with treatment, they would survive. One had not been so quick, and there had been seven volunteers searching the firehouse. So far, Cygnus, Svetilo, and Fire Bug had uncovered two corpses and the chances of the remaining two being alive were, essentially, nil.
‘We’ve pulled the remaining search teams out,’ Fire Bug said over the radio. ‘If there are more devices… We’ll just have to deal with the aftermath.’
‘I could–’ Cygnus began.
‘It’s too dangerous. We’re not losing more people to this bastard.’
‘He’s crippling the department’s response capability in half the city. That’ll cost lives down the road.’
‘We’re working out plans to provide more cover from Deale and North Beach. We lost two houses in Churchton in the riot anyway…’
‘Da,’ Svetilo commented. ‘We did, and bomber has not hit anywhere north of Uptown.’
‘Yet.’
‘Da, but is interesting. What about warehouses in harbour district? Many would make big show, if bomber is pyromaniac. Better than offices and homes.’
‘You think he’s got an actual agenda?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Maybe. Thinking aloud.’
‘It’s a valid thought,’ Fire Bug said. ‘I want to know how he managed to get these devices in place. These places should have better security than your typical apartment block.’
‘From the descriptions of the explosions,’ Cygnus said, ‘he used a bunch of the smaller devices, the thermite bombs. He has to have been smuggling them in for a while, hiding them around the stations. He has to have had extended access to the buildings.’
‘Yeah…’ Fire Bug replied, his voice sounding a little distant, or disturbed. ‘Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.’
‘You are having thought yourself,’ Svetilo suggested.
‘I am, and I’m going to keep it to myself for now. It’s not a good thought. Actually, it’s a thought that makes me goddamn sick.’
16th December.
‘You’re sure you’re okay with doing this?’ June asked.
Cygnus, in full costume, put down the fairly large case she was carrying and turned to her lover. ‘Yes. Last night was… horrible, but this will make me feel like I’m doing more than fighting fires. If you’ll excuse the pun.’
June grinned. ‘Just listening was bad enough. I don’t ever want your job.’
Leaning forward, Cygnus kissed June’s cheek. ‘If you ever had the choice, love, you know you’d rise to it.’
‘Maybe… Anyway, I guess I’ll see you on Thursday.’
‘Unless there’s an emergency.’
‘Yeah.’
Cygnus reached for her bag, stopped, straightened up again, and then looped an arm around June’s waist, lifting her off her feet. ‘Forgot something.’
‘You– Mmmf!’ June’s head swam as Cygnus claimed her mouth, and when their lips parted again she said, ‘If you’re going to kiss me like that every time, you can go away more often.’
Cygnus set June back on her feet and smiled. ‘Not if I can help it, love.’ She reached down and took up her case, and then she was airborne and rocketing upward into the winter sky.
~~~
He had maybe a day before the pain started, so it was going to have to be tonight. The first time had been the worst, when he had simply not realised what he had to do to stop the spread of cold through his body, the knotting of muscles, the throb of pain. Striking out, feeding the heat-hunger, had been an accident, sort of. He had just wanted someone else to know what he was feeling, someone else to suffer the same fate…
When he spotted a woman, maybe fifty, a little grey in her hair, walking along ahead of him, he knew he had found his next donor. She was, he judged, a waitress. The uniform, a little worn in places, was the clue to that, but she was dressed in sensible shoes and carried a world-weary air about her. He recognised that look.
Quickening his pace, he closed the distance. She knew he was there, behind her and closing, but she did not look around. She pulled her bag tighter in under her arm and, he figured, hoped that the potential mugger was not armed. Well, he was not armed, but then he did not need to be.
As he drew alongside her, on the outside of the sidewalk, he glanced in her direction and smiled. Her own smile had relief in it, right up until the point where he jolted sideways, shoulder-barging her into the shadows of an alley. She fell, sprawling on the tarmac, turned, and scrabbled away from him. Her eyes were wide in the darkness. He wondered whether she was praying, hoping that Twilight was watching tonight.
Ice swirled around the woman, cold gripped her limbs, she felt herself slowing, felt the bitter frost clamping down around her until she could no longer speak or even breathe. And there was no Twilight there to save her as the cold began to sink into her bones…
Belvedere, CA.
Cygnus circled once over Bianca’s pool house home and then dropped into a landing on the decking out front. Then she raised an eyebrow at the blonde waiting for her.
‘Elaine called over from Alcatraz when you showed up on radar,’ Bianca explained, grinning. ‘She enthused about your velocity some, but I kind of decided not to think about flying that fast without an interstellar rocket.’
Cygnus grinned back. ‘I’m not good at judging speed up there. I just accelerate until I can’t go any faster and aim. Thanks for putting me up for the night.’
‘It’s for a good cause. Come on in. How was Ever?’
‘Good.’ Cygnus followed as Bianca led the way into the house. ‘I mean, you’d have to poison her swamp, a lot, to make her not good, but she was pretty happy. Enthusiastic about the calendar. Especially after I told her the sales figures they’ve gathered so far. It’s looking like this one will outsell the last one.’
Bianca giggled. ‘Elaine got her pre-order copies yesterday.’
‘Copies? Plural?’
‘One for home, one for work, I guess.’ Bianca frowned. ‘Not sure what the third one is for. I think she just got carried away when she was clicking.’
Cygnus giggled and slumped down onto a sofa. ‘All this breaking the speed of sound does get tiring.’
‘Cygnus, you don’t so much break it as make it go and whimper in a corner. Should I break the wine out early?’
‘Coffee first.’ Cygnus’s eyes widened. ‘Oh my God, I don’t think I’ve had any coffee since I left this morning!’
‘Oh, you poor baby,’ Bianca responded, grinning and heading for the kitchen. ‘I’ll set up an intravenous feed.’
~~~
‘She lied,’ Cygnus said while Elaine grinned at her. ‘I had to drink the stuff, just like normal.’
‘I’m not a medic,’ Elaine replied, ‘but I don’t think putting caffeine straight into your bloodstream is a good idea.’
‘No, agreed. It’s a great idea. Any news on Beatdown or Diamond?’
‘Beatdown,’ Bianca said, reaching for the glass of wine she had balanced on the edge of the hot tub, ‘killed an old girlfriend who sold him out to Lament a few years ago.’
‘Damian was assigned to the case,’ Elaine added, ‘and he came to me, or Backroom, when he figured out Beatdown was involved.’
‘And Elaine told Mink, and Mink’s on the case too.’
Cygnus glanced across the bubbling water at Bianca. ‘So does that mean–’
‘Damian knows who Mink is, and he also admitted that his information source is rather unconventional. He can do the same sort of psychometry trick that you can.’
‘Huh, useful for a detective.’
‘And I think I got him thinking that that was a very valid point, and that he should learn to make more use of what he’s got, but it’s probably going to be a bit of a struggle for him.’
‘Denial is not just a river in Africa?’
Bianca snorted. ‘Yeah. And it’s a damn big river so navigating it could take a while. He’s getting there. I don’t think we’ll be asking June for her costume design skills any time soon.’
‘Oh, I see Damian more in the sort of pulp era costume school. A domino mask and a big, black raincoat.’
‘That… could actually work.’
Elaine giggled, then sobered. ‘No sign of Diamond and her gang at this point. They could be anywhere, but they’re keeping their heads down.’
‘I suspect she wasn’t best pleased with Beatdown,’ Bianca said. ‘If he’d done an adequate job of covering his tracks, I doubt she would have worried over one body, but it was not that hard to figure out that the suicide was faked. I guess there was no way Beatdown could know about Damian’s talents, but the autopsy suggested foul play.’
‘She’ll know,’ Cygnus said. ‘She’ll have arranged something so she can keep an eye on the homicide department. She’ll know if Damian suspects Beatdown.’
‘Yeah… That worries me a little.’
‘Uh-huh. It probably should. Diamond tends to leave bodies in her wake.’
New Millennium City, MD, 17th December.
Twilight looked down at the chilled corpse and sighed. A waitress, from the uniform, maybe in her forties or fifties. Too young to die trying to scream as ice closed around her like a vice. It had been a cool night, to say the least, bordering on freezing for most of it. The ice had lasted well, preserving the victim in her death pose: sprawled on her back and screaming.
‘Surveying your boyfriend’s handiwork?’ The voice had a hollow quality, Darth Vader without the asthma, and Twilight recognised it immediately.
‘Have you ever heard of the doctrine of presumption of innocence, Night Shift?’
‘When I bring him to trial, he’ll get it.’
‘How many people have actually called you an asshole to your face? Someone has to have had the courage to do it. I’m thinking it’s in the high nineties.’ His gloved hand closed around her arm and she turned, blank eyes regarding his blank faceplate as though she could see right through it. ‘Move it or lose it, asshole.’
It was early. The sun was yet to rise, though the sky was coloured a sharp, wintery blue. The alley they were in was getting very little of that light and Night Shift was using his visor’s multi-spectral imaging system to see clearly. He was a little surprised when the dark shadows in the corners thickened into opacity and began to rise up around them. He let go of Twilight’s arm. ‘The evidence is right in front of you,’ he said. ‘He used the same trick on me.’
‘Check UltraNet.’ As quickly as the shadows had come, they fell away. ‘You’ll find two registered Ultras and six known villains who can trap someone in ice. It’s not actually that uncommon as a power, especially among the cold-themed Ultras.’
Not a stupid man, Night Shift had already done that search and had to admit that she was right, but… ‘None of them are thought to be in this city right now. Dannon is here, now. I have no idea why you’re sticking with him. What the Hell kind of relationship can–’
‘I can take colder temperatures than he can, and my sex life is none of your concern.’
The grunt that came from Night Shift’s speakers was a weird sort of sound, but with a scoffing edge. ‘I’ve seen your pictures in that calendar. Your sex life is the talk of the internet.’
Twilight peered at him with undisguised scorn. ‘Your idea of research is reading gossipy fan threads on internet sites? Now I know why you screw up so easily.’
‘That calendar gives Ultras a bad name.’
‘That calendar is already raising a lot of money to help redevelop Churchton. And I really don’t care what you, or anyone else, thinks of me if this city benefits. You’re not going to be charged with assault, by the way.’
‘What?’
‘You broke Jacob’s hand. He’s not pressing charges.’
There was a metallic laugh. ‘Because he’d get nowhere with it.’
‘Obviously you’ve no idea what kind of legal team I could put together for him. Fully armoured man with power-assisted muscles attacks a basically normal human, in his own home, with sufficient force to cause a stress-induced Ultrahuman reaction. Jacob figured it would tie everyone up in the courts for months and then you’d spin it like a mad man when you lost.’
‘I have some pretty good lawyers myself.’
‘I’m sure the wrongful arrest suits pile up.’ Twilight glanced at him again. ‘What’s the matter? Are your fan club numbers suffering because me and Cygnus get better press?’
Any response was cut off as another voice joined the conversation. ‘Is there a problem here?’
Twilight turned and smiled, and then frowned. ‘Morning, Jacob. Where’s your suit?’
Jacob’s glowing, blue eyes looked into Twilight’s black ones. ‘It’s barely above freezing. The forecast says it won’t get above forty-five all day.’
Twilight opened her mouth to object and Night Shift got in first. ‘What is he doing here? How did he get past the police cordon?’
‘I asked them to send him through when he got here,’ Twilight replied. ‘They actually like me.’
There was a rumble from the speakers, maybe a growl. ‘Where were you last night around… What was the time of death?’
Twilight rolled her eyes, though it was a little hard to tell. ‘Undetermined. She’s frozen. They can’t exactly take a liver temperature.’
‘I was home,’ Jacob said. ‘Alone. No alibi.’
‘And you’d agree this looks like what you did to me?’ Night Shift snapped.
Jacob looked down at the body. ‘Yeah. It does. Of course, I wasn’t paying a lot of attention to details because someone had just broken my hand and was trying his best to hospitalise me.’
Night Shift, apparently unwilling to learn from his mistakes, reached out and put his hand on Jacob’s shoulder. ‘I’m going to–’ He stopped as Jacob wrapped a hand around his armoured wrist and pushed. There was a whine of servo systems as Night Shift tried to keep his grip, but Jacob just pushed harder. Night Shift’s suit was no match for Jacob’s muscles.
‘Next time you try going for an assault charge,’ Jacob said, ‘I’m going to pull you out of that tinplate armour through the neck hole.’ Still holding Night Shift’s wrist, Jacob turned to Twilight. ‘You’ve got a day job to go to. I’ll get what I can from the crime scene people and then I’ve got a few leads I want to run down. I’ll catch you up tonight.’
Twilight nodded. ‘Sounds good. Are you going to drag him around by the arm or let him have it back?’
Jacob looked around at Night Shift and frowned. ‘Haven’t decided yet.’
~~~
Jacob sat in his favourite chair, working over the evidence he had been able to collect and that which Andrea had arranged for him to receive from the NMCPD. The UID was being distinctly circumspect about handing anything out to anyone not in the agency, and Jacob was not in the agency as far as they were concerned, even though he was an agent until Friday.
Thinking about that, his impending dismissal, annoyed him and he tried not to do it. He was being forced out of the agency he had given a lot of years to because of an on-the-job accident, and that was bad enough, but the fact was he was not the first and would not be the last, and prior to it affecting him, Jacob had never seen anything wrong with the policy. The UID had spent thousands, maybe even hundreds of thousands, on training an agent, and now they were tossing that aside because he had become more useful. And it was only the fact that it was affecting him that had really brought the stupidity of the rule home.
Jacob shuffled papers and attempted to suppress his… guilt was the right word. He was feeling guilty even if changing the minds of a management set determined to keep things as they were was not within his power.
And there was the nagging doubt that maybe Night Shift was right. Maybe, just maybe, Jacob was the killer. Somehow. No matter how unlikely it was, no matter how much Jacob told himself that the killings had started before he had exhibited any preternatural abilities…
He flicked up the report Doctor Ultimate had produced on the scene he had analysed. There were a lot of details and most of them were indecipherable without a doctorate in Ultrahuman studies, but Jacob found a section on ‘cosmic energy decay characteristics’ and latched onto it.
Pushing the earpiece Andrea had given him into his ear, Jacob tapped it on. ‘Denny? Could you possibly get me a connection to the UoU and ask whether Doctor Ultimate could spare me a few minutes for a telephone conference?’
‘Of course, Jacob,’ Denny’s soft voice replied. ‘Please hold.’ Jacob listened to silence for a few seconds. Apparently, Denny had not discovered the concept of hold music, and that was something Jacob decided he was not going to mention to her. Ever. ‘Putting you through.’
Jacob opened his mouth to thank the computer and found himself listening to Doctor Ultimate. ‘Jacob, what can I do for you?’
‘Uh, hi, Hugh. I was going over all that data you got for us on the crime scene.’
‘Ah yes. And I’m sure it’s largely opaque.’
‘Well, yeah, but I found this set of graphs on the pattern of decay in the residual cosmic energy field in the ice…’
‘Indeed. A relatively distinct feature of power utilisation. Not unique by any means, and currently inadmissible in any court, even for elimination purposes. The research is insufficient and too new.’
‘I’m not really interested in using it to convict someone.’
There was a short pause. ‘You wish to eliminate yourself from your own investigations.’ It was not a question: Ultimate was quite sure of Jacob’s motivations. ‘I’ll arrange for a wormhole transport for you. It will take some time to get the data and run the analysis.’
‘Thanks, Hugh, I–’
‘And when we get the analysis, it will indicate that your own powers produce a different decay signature.’
Jacob smiled thinly. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I’d like to see numbers proving it. Call it an exercise in thoroughness and it’ll avoid me betraying my macho exterior with a display of insecurity.’
There was a laugh from the other end of the world. ‘Well, we can’t have that. I’ll see you shortly.’
Boston, MA.
The bell over the door of LeFey Coffee jingled out the arrival of a new customer and Audrey Morgan leaned her head out to look through into the shop area. It was early evening, if you went by the clock which said six p.m. and not the sun which suggested midnight, and there were not that many customers. LeFey Coffee did coffee, cake, and pastries, not proper food.
Audrey’s eyes widened. Pushing through the door with a mid-sized suitcase in one hand was a tall, blonde woman with a huge chest barely concealed by what amounted to a swimsuit with a loincloth attached. Audrey had seen the pictures on ACPN; she knew who this was. The few customers in the room were gawking more or less as Audrey was. When Cygnus took a seat at one of the tables and sat down just like any other customer, the amazement factor just got bigger.
Straightening her pinafore, Audrey stepped out of the back room and walked over to the table Cygnus had selected, away from the windows but not exactly concealed. ‘Good evening,’ Audrey said, impressed with herself for keeping her voice steady. ‘Welcome to LeFey Coffee. Can I get you anything?’ Just like we get Ultrahuman goddesses walking into the shop every other day! Audrey thought to herself.
‘Hello, Mrs Morgan, I’d love a coffee,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’ve been on the move all day.’
‘Of course.’
‘I’m just waiting for someone…’ Cygnus’s eyes scanned over the display of foodstuffs at the back, and they lit up. ‘Oh, do you have any of that apple pie left? I’m told your apple pie is to die for.’
Audrey made a slightly strangled noise before managing, ‘Can I get you to write that down to put under the display?’
‘Sure. I’ve got some publicity stills in the bag. I’ll sign one for you.’
‘Right… I’ll get your pie and coffee.’
Audrey vanished into the back of the shop and almost immediately the bell jingled again. Cygnus looked around and narrowed her eyes as she saw Andrea walking in.
‘You chickened out,’ Cygnus said as Andrea sat down beside her.
‘I have no idea what–’ Andrea began.
‘You said you’d turn up in costume. Jeans and one of your smarter T-shirts does not constitute any of your costumes.’
‘It’s not that I chickened out… I just figured walking into a coffee shop with a sword would–’
‘You didn’t want your parents to see the new costume up close.’
‘Okay, okay, I chickened out. And I’m being punished for it too. Twi is rolling on the floor having giggling fits.’ Andrea lifted the duffel bag she had with her. ‘I did bring it. I might pluck up the courage later…’
‘Uh-huh… Sure.’
‘Andrea?’ Audrey had reappeared with a tray and was standing just behind Andrea with an eyebrow raised.
Andrea turned in her seat. ‘Hi, Mom. Have you met Cygnus?’
Audrey shook her head and smirked. ‘I think you two should come through into the back. Your father is trying to work out how to come out here to say hello without it looking forced.’
‘Do I still get the pie?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Of course. I want that endorsement.’
~~~
‘Andrea undersold it,’ Cygnus said as she pushed her fork through a third helping of delicate pastry and moist apple.
‘Well, I didn’t want you to think I was being influenced by being related to the cooks,’ Andrea replied.
‘What I want to know,’ Audrey said, ‘is how you can eat like that and keep the figure you’ve got?’
‘Cosmic-powered metabolism,’ Cygnus said.
‘She has a lot of very energetic sex,’ Andrea countered.
Cygnus’s cheeks glowed red, but she said, ‘You might be right. Don’t care. This pie is awesome.’
‘I’m glad you like it,’ Marcus Morgan said, grinning. ‘How many customers have we got in, Audrey?’
Audrey shrugged. ‘A couple. Midweek evenings are never very busy.’
Marcus nodded. ‘I think we should close up early,’ he suggested.
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said, ‘you don’t have to do that, Mister Morgan. I–’
‘It’s Marcus, and I wouldn’t say no to an early night, so to speak. We don’t get a visit from our daughter that often, and she’s never brought a friend with her.’
‘I’ll turn the sign,’ Audrey said, starting for the front of the shop.
Cygnus pointed her fork at Marcus. ‘You’ll let me pay for the pie then. And if you’ve got one I could take to go, I’ll pay for that too.’
‘A whole pie?’ Andrea said. ‘You are going to start putting on weight.’
‘Ha! June shouldn’t be left out. Assuming I don’t eat the whole thing in the hotel.’ She frowned. ‘Need to find a hotel…’
‘You are not staying in a hotel,’ Marcus stated flatly.
‘But–’
‘It’s not happening. We have two guest rooms. If you stay, we might get to see Andrea for longer.’
‘Oh, I was thinking–’ Andrea began and then stopped under her father’s glare. ‘I was thinking that it would be a great idea for us to stay the night. Don’t be such a meany, Cygnus.’
‘Not rising to that,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Got pie. I think you should ask Mrs Morgan about it before–’
‘Audrey,’ Audrey said, returning. ‘And I’ll make up the beds while dinner is cooking. It’s just going to be leftovers, I’m afraid. Unless I run out now and–’
‘No,’ Cygnus said. ‘Andrea and I can handle the beds, and if you start going to too much trouble over this, I am going to a hotel.’
‘Why on Earth didn’t you say you were coming?’ Audrey asked her daughter. ‘I could have made sure we had things in…’
‘My fault,’ Cygnus admitted. ‘I’ve been charging around the country getting signatures on calendars and the last set I need is in Boston. But, L.A. took longer than expected and I had to call ahead and reschedule things for tomorrow, and I told Andrea I was going to get here late and she suggested dropping in to meet you. That was about fifteen minutes before I got here. I was over Las Vegas and thinking I was a little far north and–’
‘You got from Las Vegas to Boston in fifteen minutes?’ Marcus asked. Oddly, he was not looking especially surprised.
‘Uh… Yeah.’ Cygnus turned and grinned at Andrea. ‘Elaine says I’m almost hitting Mach sixteen now. The new configuration did make me faster.’ She turned back to Marcus and added, ‘Of course, I have to get up into the stratosphere before I can go that fast.’
Andrea shuddered. ‘Don’t say things like that. He’ll want you to take him up there.’
‘I think I could be persuaded,’ Audrey said.
‘Oh no. It’s scary. She took me down to Florida at Mach God-knows-how-fast. Porting back was much more pleasant.’
‘Ah yes,’ Marcus said, ‘the calendar.’ Andrea’s cheeks started heating up. ‘We’ve seen some publicity material for it…’
‘I’ve got a few spare copies in the case,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’ll leave one for you.’ Andrea glared at her. ‘And you have to see Andrea’s new Twilight costume. Don’t let her fob you off. She looks amazing in–’
‘Don’t make me hurt you, partner,’ Andrea growled.
‘I think this might be a very interesting evening,’ Audrey said, smirking. ‘I’ll go see to the last of the customers, and then we can start the gossip fest.’
‘I am going to put itching powder in your gusset,’ Andrea muttered to Cygnus as Audrey stepped out, grinning.
‘Bring it on, sister,’ Cygnus replied.
~~~
‘Yeah, he got another one last night,’ Andrea said as she stripped out of her clothes. They had changed the sheets on the beds in the guest rooms, and Andrea was going to change into her costume because her mother had persuaded her to.
‘Any new evidence?’ Cygnus asked from her perch on the corner of the bed.
‘Nothing much. More of the same. Jacob’s come up with a way to prove to himself that he’s not doing it in his sleep or something. Hugh can measure the decay in residual cosmic energy, or something like that. Apparently it’s distinctive.’
‘Jacob’s still worried about that then?’
Andrea, now naked, pulled her suit from her duffel. ‘Of course.’ She stepped into the suit and began to work it up her legs. ‘Of course, running into Night Shift didn’t help much. The great detective thinks the calendar’s sleazy, by the way.’
‘Yeah, well, lord high-and-mighty and go fuck himself. Even your mom said it was tasteful.’
‘Dad said he wasn’t sure he should be happy about men seeing his daughter in pictures like that.’
‘But he was happy. It’s for a good cause. Anyway, is that your mother’s idea of leftovers? Leftovers in my family used to mean meatloaf. Mom could never cook meatloaf.’
‘This is why I don’t eat at home that often. I’d look like Ella the Elephant.’ With her suit smoothed into position, Andrea sat down to pull on her boots. ‘I am going to be so embarrassed.’
‘Put your mask on,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Has Twi even met your parents? They do know about her, right?’
‘I explained it, but… No, I’ve never visited them with a mask on, so… You’re right. They’re as much Twi’s parents as mine.’ Andrea grinned. ‘Now she’s panicking. “What if I say something wrong? What if they hate the costume?”’
‘You’ll do fine, Twi,’ Cygnus said. ‘Show off the costume and then, if you’re uncomfortable, you can get changed again.’
Andrea pulled her sword and mask from the duffel. ‘They may as well get the full effect, I guess,’ she said as she stuck her sword in place on her back. ‘Okay, Twi, it’s show time.’ And she settled her mask in place. ‘…if they… Oh… Well, I guess I’m doing this,’ Twilight said.
‘You’ll be fine,’ Cygnus told her. ‘Come on. Let’s go meet your parents.’
In the lounge, two faces looked up as Cygnus and Twilight walked into the room. Twilight looked nervous and Cygnus decided to break the ice. ‘Marcus, Audrey, I’d like to introduce you to Twilight. I’m told you haven’t actually met her and, frankly, Andrea was too embarrassed to show you her suit, so… Twi?’
‘Uh, it’s a pleasure to meet you properly,’ Twilight said. ‘I’m kind of Andrea… but not.’
‘As we understand it,’ Marcus said, ‘you have the same memories, the same feelings, and obviously the same body.’
‘I, uh, have a slightly more risqué dress sense.’
Marcus laughed. ‘The same sense of humour, though. As far as I’m concerned, you’re both my daughter.’
‘The same,’ Audrey said, and then she made a twirling motion with her finger. Twilight stepped into some clear space and turned on the spot. ‘I wish I could pull off a look like that.’
‘So do I,’ Marcus said. Then he rather quickly added, ‘And you could have when you were Andrea’s age, but of course I completely disapprove of my only daughter being seen on the street dressed like that.’
‘Good save,’ Cygnus commented.
‘I thought so. Sit down, the two of you. We don’t get to talk to heroines too often, or ever. I want tales of your adventures.’
‘The submarine,’ Audrey said. ‘Definitely the submarine.’
Cygnus picked a seat and sat down in it, leaving Twilight to sit beside her mother. ‘Everyone always wants to hear about the submarine…’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, ‘this outfit is actually pretty comfortable to sit around in, but I still think I should go get changed.’ She had been sitting there, chatting happily, for almost an hour after Twilight decided to take her mask off and let Andrea out.
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, ‘I think I’ll change into something more comfortable too.’
Andrea, half out of her seat, paused. ‘How far are you changing?’
‘All the way,’ Cygnus replied.
‘You sure?’
‘They’re your parents…’
Andrea nodded. ‘Okay, yeah.’
‘What are you two talking about?’ Audrey asked, smiling a little perplexedly.
‘We’re just going to have to make some more introductions,’ Andrea replied. ‘We’ll be back soon.’
When, a few minutes later, Andrea walked back into the room with Penny behind her, Marcus raised an eyebrow and Audrey nodded slowly as though something had just been explained to her.
‘Mom, Dad, I’d like you to meet Penny Worthington,’ Andrea said. ‘She’s… Cygnus’s alter ego. Kind of. It’s complicated.’
‘When Andrea first told us she was Twilight,’ Audrey said, ‘she said that one day we might get to find out why “Cygnus” was such an appropriate name. You think of yourself as the Ugly Duckling, Penny?’
Penny smiled, taking the seat she had vacated as Cygnus. ‘Well, honestly, not so much now, but back when I first got my powers, definitely. And let’s face it, Cygnus is stunning. I’d have to be pretty vain to consider myself up to her standard, even if I looked like Andrea, or June.’
‘June isn’t far off,’ Andrea said.
‘The girl in the calendar?’ Marcus asked. ‘June Summerfield?’
‘That’s her.’
‘Yes. Beautiful woman.’
‘Penny’s girlfriend.’ Andrea nodded sagely. ‘You would not believe how much nagging it took to get them together, but they are. That’s why Penny isn’t so image-conscious now.’
Penny nodded. ‘The love of a good woman has changed me. June thought I was beautiful, if not conventionally so, before I could be a tall blonde with a huge rack. But I was straight so we never actually went anywhere with that. Cygnus was more broad-minded and… Well, I let myself be persuaded. Uh, you’re not bothered by same-sex relationships are you?’
Marcus shrugged. ‘If I was single, I’d have an issue. It seems like it takes a lot of attractive women out of the dating pool.’
‘Ah,’ Andrea replied, ‘but it also takes a lot of attractive men out of the competition.’
‘Fair point. No, I’m a live-and-let-live sort of man.’
‘I think we find love where we do,’ Audrey said. ‘You would not believe the number of people who told me Marcus was not the kind of man I should marry. I was way out of his league.’
‘You are,’ Marcus stated flatly. ‘I’m just glad you didn’t spot it until I got you in front of a clergyman.’
Audrey giggled. ‘Just as Penny has discovered, what’s on the outside is not always as important as what’s on the inside.’ She looked across at Penny. ‘He made me laugh. It’s clichéd, but it’s true.’
Penny nodded. ‘I guess that’s something June and I had. We made each other laugh. We helped each other through break-ups. When Bobby was killed… You know about that right? Good. When Bobby was killed, June was there to hold me up. I was there for her when her modelling seemed to be going nowhere, and she was there for me when everyone at work treated me like crap. Huh, when I first became Cygnus, she dragged me out to a club, absolutely ecstatic that she could finally get me out on the town with her. I was never much of a clubber when I was just Penny.’
‘You were mentioned on ACPN in connection to some new club in New Millennium City.’
‘The Gates of Hell, yes… Won’t be going there again.’
‘Oh?’
‘There’s something a bit off about the owner.’
‘Oh. And there was something about a party in San Francisco?’
‘Bianca Fullerton’s birthday party,’ Andrea said. ‘She’s turned out to be a good friend. She helped when we captured Kopf.’
‘Ah yes,’ Marcus said, and he turned his gaze upon Penny. ‘Thank you. You gave us more than a little closure, twice. Thank you.’
‘Andrea said you weren’t too happy about… what happened to Ghostfire,’ Audrey said.
Penny nodded. ‘I’d have preferred bringing him to trial, but there were some… factors which probably mean his death was for the best. I beat myself up over it for a while.’
‘Unnecessarily,’ Andrea said.
‘Maybe, but I did. I got over it. He was not a nice man, and he was trying to kill me.’
‘He killed our son and a lot of others,’ Marcus said. ‘I think you did the right thing.’
New Millennium City, MD, 18th December.
Jacob was feeling a little uncomfortable. It was not the suit that made him uncomfortable: it was wearing the suit. He had dispensed with the helmet, figuring that only the warmest of the places he might visit would cause him problems. Dark glasses disguised his eyes, mostly. A large trench coat hid some of the white armour beneath, but you could still see his lower legs, feet, and hands, and therein lay the problem.
After the third waitress had given him a funny look, he had come up with ‘it’s an experimental life-support suit and I’d die without it,’ which had got him a ‘you poor dear’ and free coffee. So, Jacob had continued trawling the diners and other eateries of north Deale Harbour, looking for anything out of place, but now with free coffee.
It was a long shot. It was such a long shot that you’d need a high-powered sniper rifle and decades of training to get a hit, but Jacob figured it was worth the effort. The killer took a new victim every month, give or take, and no one had come forth with information about him. It seemed to indicate that he was pretty normal when he was not freezing people to death. If he had glowing eyes or reduced the air temperature around him when it got too warm, someone would have noticed by now. But Jacob went on searching, vaguely hoping that his powers might give him some sense of another ice user in his vicinity, even if that seemed pretty unlikely.
Well, it was something to do while he waited to be cast out of the UID.
~~~
June was waiting outside the door when Cygnus came into a landing at the front of the house. ‘Denny told you I was coming?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Uh-huh,’ June replied, grinning.
‘Makes it really hard to surprise anyone, all this radar.’
‘Uh-huh.’ June turned and stepped through the door, holding it for Cygnus to walk through.
‘No kiss for the returning hero?’
‘Get all the signatures?’
‘All of them, on all the copies.’
‘Great. In that case, you get your kisses when we’re in the bedroom and I’ve got you out of your costume. I haven’t had any for days!’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘I admit it’s rare, but we have gone a couple of nights without before.’
‘Totally different,’ June replied, locking the door and starting for the lounge.
‘It is?’
‘Uh-huh. That was when we simply didn’t feel the need. We chose to go to sleep instead of getting the sheets all soggy. This was because we weren’t together and couldn’t do it. Totally different.’
‘Uh… If you say so.’
June paused and half-turned. ‘Are you saying you don’t want to have sex with me?’
‘No, of course not. I… Um, could I take a shower first? I’m kind of–’
June started walking again, striding toward the bedroom. ‘No, I want you now, rough and dirty, and straight off the road.’
‘Well, I guess I–’
‘And get the double-ender out. I want it really rough.’
‘Uh, yes, Mistress?’
‘That’s more like it. Now jump to it! If I’m not having an orgasm in the next five minutes, I’m getting the nipple clamps out.’
Cygnus found herself hurrying after her girlfriend, still clutching the case she had been lugging around for days and the boxed apple pie she had been carefully balancing on the flight down from Boston. But there was one thing that puzzled her: ‘When did we get nipple clamps?’
~~~
Andrea walked into the doughnut shop on Theodore Street and spotted five cops immediately, and one Jacob a second later. Ignoring the cops, she headed for the small, high table where Jacob was perched on a stool, drinking coffee.
‘Isn’t this a bit of a stereotype overload?’ Andrea asked. ‘Cops in a doughnut shop with a UID agent in shades?’
‘I’m only a UID agent until tomorrow,’ Jacob replied. ‘Have a doughnut.’
Andrea looked down at the two-inch pastry rings. ‘No thanks. Can’t stand the plain ones.’ She pushed herself up onto the second stool, settled her elbows on the table and her chin in her palms, and grinned. ‘Any luck?’
‘About as much as I expected. How did you find me, anyway?’
‘You’re wearing your earpiece. Denny can track you within about a yard at this range.’
‘That’s… good to know in a creepy Big Brother sort of way.’
‘Useful. I also know that Hugh got the results through on your little experiment.’
‘Yeah. And I’m not going to say that wasn’t a relief.’
Andrea’s grin widened. ‘I told you it couldn’t be you. Hugh told you it couldn’t be you. You were the only one worried about it.’
‘Except Night Shift and the UID,’ Jacob countered sourly.
‘I meant people who counted. You going to be at this much longer?’
‘No… I need to eat something other than pancakes and doughnuts at some point. I’ll head home soon and get out of this suit.’
‘Good. I’m coming to your place tonight.’
‘You are?’
‘Oh yeah. And I’m staying too. I’m going to need exhaustion to get me to sleep. Tomorrow is going to be Hell.’
19th December.
‘Are we ready?’ Zoe was looking both excited and just a little scared. ‘I honestly think we’ll have another riot if we don’t let them in soon.’
‘Official opening time is two,’ Roger stated, checking his watch.
‘I know, but… I was watching this Discovery channel thing about locusts, and it said that they keep each other in line by eating anyone who decides to rebel, and… I’m just worried about cannibalism.’
Andrea settled her sword into place on her back and reached for her mask. ‘Better let them in, Roger. Tables are ready. We’ve cleared anything breakable.’
‘And we have two Ultrahumans ready to suppress the unwashed masses,’ Roger added. ‘Are you okay opening the door, Zoe? Maybe it would be better if I–’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Zoe replied, heading for the front of the store. ‘I’ve been practising snapping the latch open and then diving for cover.’
There was a brief pause and then chaos with a subtle hint of order descended upon Radium Comics. There were people, men, standing at the tables in front of Cygnus and Twilight inside of two seconds, holding out calendars to be signed, but then the horde began to diverge from the norm as a heavy mix of women began coming in. The women gushed more, possibly because they were less inclined to drool and stammer.
Twilight leaned over toward Cygnus after about ten minutes. ‘How long before we can take a break?’
‘Red and Skadi will be here at three,’ Cygnus replied, scribbling her signature on a calendar while a short, blonde girl in a pleated mini-skirt cooed her admiration.
‘I’ll never be able to use my right hand again!’
‘Of course you will. After a few months of physiotherapy.’
~~~
The chance to take a break coincided, more or less, with the arrival at the shop of Marta Hendry. Cygnus and Twilight took her back behind the tables, where they would still be visible but clearly busy.
‘I thought I was going to get skinned when I asked if I could come through to talk to you,’ Hendry said, looking genuinely worried. ‘Have you any idea how big the crowd is out there?’
‘Some idea,’ Twilight replied. ‘The NMCPD dropped by to offer some crowd control support. June was a bit grumpy about that, seeing as she asked if they thought they should provide some and the answer was no. She’s outside playing the crowd.’
‘I saw her. Um… We never got around to that interview about this.’
‘June called the station,’ Cygnus said, ‘and got given the run-around by various assistants. We got the feeling you’d decided not to go with it.’
Hendry frowned. ‘I did… Trouble is that I have no idea why.’
‘Oh? It was just after the opening night party at the Gates of Hell, as I recall.’
‘Yeah… The one I gave such a glowing review of after I was bored to tears for most of it. That’s, um, something else I’m a little confused about. I’ve got no idea how Sweet persuaded me to–’ She stopped, and her cheeks coloured. ‘Uh, I’ve no idea how he persuaded me to change my opinion. Obviously.’
‘Obviously.’ Cygnus glanced at Twilight, raising an eyebrow.
‘Mister Sweet seems to have a way about him,’ Twilight said. ‘Have you got a camera crew here?’
‘Well, no. I wanted to come down and apologise for not doing the interview, not to actually do one.’
‘We’re a bit busy, but if you got a crew down to film the crowd, we could go out and let the cameras get a few shots. I figure you could work up something from that?’
‘Oh’ – Hendry brightened at the thought – ‘I certainly could.’
‘And then we could maybe come in and do an interview in January,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Maybe us, June, and Svetilo. About how things are going and the process behind it.’
‘I’m liking this more and more. I’ll make some phone calls.’
‘He knows how to play the media,’ Cygnus said once Hendry was out of earshot.
‘He certainly knows how to play Marta,’ Twilight replied. ‘Wonder what he had her doing that made her that embarrassed about it?’
‘I don’t think I want to know. I’m just glad I jammed whatever he does when I was there with June. A little vindictive of him, though. Assuming he suggested she drop the interview about the calendar.’
‘That’s what bothers me. If he’d just twisted her up to get a good review… It’s amoral at best, but it’s just business. Sniping at a charity calendar to get back at you isn’t even that nice.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Still, it doesn’t seem to have hurt sales. And I think we need more evidence than we have before we can do anything about him.’
‘Yeah… Yeah, true. I need coffee. I think Andrea’s fallen asleep in here.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘So? Let her snooze.’
‘Oh no. If I have to do this, so does she.’
~~~
The end of a long, irritating day was drawing to a close and Jacob found himself thinking that leaving the UID was not such a bad idea after all. From the look on her face, Heather could not wait to get out the doors with her little box of personal effects.
There had been interviews, several of them. Human resources, for the most part, but several senior agents had turned up from DC to impress upon them both that they should leave quietly and not put the agency in a bad light when they were gone. Jacob had pointed out to the second of them that they were making that harder and harder with every veiled threat they made, and that had gone down like a lead balloon.
There had been a few lighter moments. Various people had stopped by to indicate they thought it was a damn shame the department was chasing the two of them out. Considering the reaction of many of them to Jacob developing powers, he had decided to take the statements with a pinch of salt, but he accepted them anyway. Some of them seemed genuine at least.
‘We’re going to the comic shop when we get out, right?’ Heather said while they waited for the final paperwork to be completed and for internal security to give them final clearance to leave.
‘I figured we go by your place,’ Jacob replied, ‘you can get changed, then we go visit the shop.’
‘What about you?’
‘I’m stuck in this suit and it’s a comic shop. One more freak in a weird costume isn’t going to make any difference.’
‘You’re not a freak, and neither are any of the other freaks.’
‘I’m lightening the mood through humour.’
‘My mood isn’t especially dingy. The morons who didn’t think a girl with a photographic memory could remember her employment contract didn’t even annoy me. Much anyway.’
‘Huh. Lucky you. Anyway, your place, then the shop.’
Heather giggled. ‘Shame I don’t have a costume. Maybe I should get one.’
‘White bodysuit with shamrocks emblazoned over it?’
‘Anything but that. I don’t think I could pull off one of those–’
‘Don’t fish for compliments; it’s unbecoming. You pulled off that black bodysuit fine.’
‘Black,’ Heather said, ‘is slimming. And that thing’s leather, so it holds everything in.’
Jacob chuckled. ‘Well, wear that to the comic shop.’
Heather pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘Not a bad idea…’
~~~
‘Three people asked for her autograph on the way in,’ Jacob said. Heather was smirking.
‘Who did they think you were?’ June asked.
‘I don’t think they had the slightest idea,’ Heather replied. ‘I was a woman in a leather catsuit so I had to be at least a famous villain.’
‘Sounds about right,’ Twilight said, grinning. They were all at the back of the shop, behind the tables where Cygnus and Svetilo were currently signing calendars, comics, random pieces of paper, and the occasional body part as fast as they could manage.
‘Hush, you. I’m a civilian now so I don’t have to be nice to you.’
‘I’m giving you your office space,’ Twilight pointed out.
Heather frowned. ‘Damn, you’re right. Does that mean I have to be nicer?’
‘Yes, but we’ll discuss that later.’ Twilight leaned forward and stage-whispered, ‘I don’t want my boyfriend overhearing us.’
Jacob rolled his opalescent eyes. ‘Go for it. Just remember to take pictures.’
‘Video is more marketable,’ June suggested.
Grinning, Heather looked around at the crowd. ‘I can’t believe they’re still coming in.’
‘We had a bit of a lull just before you arrived. Then it’s picked up again when the people who have been working all day managed to get here. I expect it’ll thicken up a little more after people have eaten, and then die away until closing.’
‘It’s Roger and Zoe I feel sorry for,’ Twilight said. ‘They’re basically down a colleague and doing more business than they normally do all year.’
‘I’ve been helping with crowd control as much as possible,’ June countered. ‘I just had to take a break for a few minutes. Zoe isn’t doing this in five-inch heels.’
‘Huh, I’m actually happy to be on my feet. My behind is never going to be the same again, and my right hand is partially paralysed.’
‘Yeah, but I bet if you slip into shadow for a few minutes you’ll be fine.’
‘That’s a damn good point.’ And before anyone could say anything, the space behind the tables filled with a wall of impenetrable black. There were gasps, cheers, and cries of ‘woah’ from the assembled throng up front.
‘Can’t see a damn thing,’ Jacob commented dryly.
‘Nope,’ June agreed.
‘How come we’re not being hounded by scary demons?’ Heather asked.
‘Do you want to be?’ Twilight returned. ‘I can see fine, by the way.’
‘I think,’ Heather said, ‘that not being tormented by shadow demons is fine be meEE!’ The last word turned into a squeak.
‘Put my partner down, Twi,’ Jacob said. He might not have been able to see, but he could guess well enough.
‘You spoil all my fun,’ Twilight told him. ‘I’ll just cuddle up to June instead.’
‘I can see into that shadow too,’ Cygnus called over her shoulder without breaking stride on the signings.
‘Spoilsports.’ The shadows fell back into their natural positions, evaporating like smoke to reveal Twilight flexing her fingers. ‘Much better. And my ass isn’t as numb.’
‘Great. You can come take over from me so I can get the blood back into my behind.’
Twilight sighed and June patted her on the shoulder. ‘A hero’s work is never done, Twi.’
~~~
‘Here’s to being unemployed,’ Heather said, raising her glass.
‘To freedom,’ June added.
‘And insecurity,’ Jacob went on, even if he was smirking.
‘Cheers,’ Andrea said, and there was drinking.
With the signing finally concluded and the shop closed off, everyone had moved on to a sports bar not far away to celebrate the day, and to celebrate Jacob and Heather leaving the UID. Everyone had included Svetilo, of course, and Roger, and Zoe: it had only seemed fair to include them. Roger had had one beer and then scuttled off, but Zoe was hanging on, basking in an evening out with some of the most famous people in the city.
Zoe sat between Andrea and Svetilo since the latter had made something of a point of sitting beside the little blonde girl. Zoe was a cute girl, not especially bright but quite observant. The word ‘vivacious’ had almost been invented for her, but she was a little subdued sat next to the tall, attractive Russian who seemed to be paying her a lot of attention.
‘Uh, what are you going to do?’ Zoe asked. ‘Now that you’re not agents, what’s next?’
‘Fortuna Investigations,’ Heather replied, grinning.
‘I need to get myself registered,’ Jacob said. ‘We both do, but it’s probably more urgent for me. And then we’re forming a private investigation agency, specialising in cases involving Ultrahumans.’
‘We’ve got the experience,’ Heather added. ‘It seems logical.’
‘It sounds great,’ Zoe enthused. ‘It must be great, working with Ultras all the time.’
‘You work with an Ultra all the time,’ Andrea pointed out.
‘Yes, but… It’s not the same as… I mean, it’s a comic shop, not–’
‘An office, mostly,’ Jacob cut in. ‘It’s not nearly as glamorous as it sounds.’
‘Some UID agents never come face-to-face with an Ultrahuman,’ Heather said. ‘There’s a lot of administration involved. In the field offices it’s rare, but the head office staff just don’t need to meet Ultras.’
‘That sucks,’ Zoe said. ‘Join the Ultrahuman Investigations Division and never see an Ultra. Why don’t they let Ultras in?’
‘Historically,’ Heather replied, ‘it was because the UID was formed as a counter to Ultrahuman criminal activity and there were just no good guys around. This was in nineteen sixty-four and it probably seemed reasonable. I mean, they wouldn’t have allowed a communist into the FBI either.’
‘But then the UID got given the job of registering and monitoring Ultras in the Special Policing Act,’ Cygnus said. ‘For that matter, the SPA legitimised Ultrahumans performing law enforcement activities. These days, the exclusion rule is looking more and more like prejudice.’
‘A year ago I might have argued that,’ Jacob said, frowning.
‘I’ll argue it,’ Heather said. ‘When the SPA came out, I think it was prejudice back then. Now… I think it’s just inertia. It would take effort to change the rules and come up with new ones. And there’s no major impetus to change because the agency can always rely on Ultras to come in and help when they’re needed. When the Freak, for example, escapes and starts trashing things, the big names come in and haul his ass back to the Fortress with, to be honest, far less collateral damage than what would happen if the UID did it. If people really understood how much we rely on Ultras, maybe things would be different.’
‘You’re saying we’re too effective for our own good?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Well… yes.’
‘Look at the Churchton Riot,’ Jacob said. ‘Suddenly, New Millennium City gets a taste of what it’s like to have relatively little Ultrahuman support and the city government freaks out. Until then, they were perfectly happy pottering along and cutting the police budget by stages.’
‘Hasn’t changed,’ Andrea commented sourly. ‘It was cheaper to shout at the state government to overrule the ban than it was to put more money into the police budget.’
‘This is far too serious, da?’ Svetilo said. ‘There should be much more drinking before we start complaining about government.’ She grinned down at Zoe. ‘Drink up, Zoe. Night is young.’
Zoe giggled. ‘And so are we. Cheers!’
‘Za zdorovya!’
~~~
The Clayton Park Condominium Complex was an upscale and very high-rise building in Uptown. Home to many an upwardly mobile executive, media figure, and trust fund society darling, it featured exemplary security and considerable build quality. Two tall buildings formed the basic structure with a bridge between them three storeys from the top which had a gym suspended below it exclusively for the residents. Penthouse apartments at Clayton Park went for tens of millions.
One of the features which sold the property to its residents was the safety and security system. No one got into the complex without authorisation. The fire suppression system was second to none, and if it somehow failed, there were numerous easily accessible methods of getting out of the buildings. Everyone who lived there slept soundly and securely in their beds.
Of course, on a Friday night, a significant number of the residents of the condo were out partying and not in their beds. As the clock rolled around to ten thirty in the evening, few of those who had stayed home were actually asleep, so many of them heard the sound of an explosion but few of them realised what was going on until several minutes had passed and it was far too late.
From the roof of the suspended gym, fire rained down onto the shared park below. Grass and topiary burst into flames at the touch of the burning fluid and the entire area was a veritable firestorm inside of five minutes, but no alarms went off. Fire roared up from the underground utility rooms, filling the lower floors, but no one above was made aware of the problem.
It was not until smoke began to fill the corridors and apartments through the air-conditioning system, and attempts to call out of the building to report the problem failed, that panic began to set in throughout the complex.
~~~
‘I’m just saying that I’d have liked to have been a bit bigger,’ Zoe said. She was swaying a little, or leaning against Svetilo, depending upon whether she was trying for upright or giving up.
‘Bigger,’ Andrea said. ‘Right.’
‘Ish not my fault! I’m five seven an’ my eyeline is full of sideboob.’ Svetilo burst into roaring laughter. ‘For that matter, all I can shee across the table ish boob. I shee boobies.’
‘I told you the vodka shots were a bad idea. Stop corrupting my friends, Dom, you Russian succubus.’
‘Net,’ Svetilo said. ‘Those two are succubuses.’ She indicated Cygnus and June with a waving finger. ‘I am innocent peasant girl.’
‘Succubi,’ Cygnus corrected. ‘We’re succubi. I mean, we’re not succubi, but that’s the right plural.’
‘I liked the Russian word,’ June said. ‘It had such a–’ She stopped at the sound of a ringing phone and frowned. ‘Who’s ringing?’
‘Is mine,’ Svetilo said, finding her cell phone in her purse and looking at it. ‘Is Andy… Andy? Is problem? Da… Bozhe moi! Da, we come as soon as possible… Da, they are with me.’ Dropping her phone back into her bag, she dug out her earpiece and pushed it into position. ‘Clayton Park Condominium is burning,’ she said. ‘Many trapped. Huge fire. Andy needs us there.’ She glanced around at Andrea. ‘We need Twilight’s imps too.’
Andrea winced. ‘That bad?’
‘Da. That bad.’ Svetilo’s gaze lowered a little to look down at Zoe. ‘And I had plans for later.’
‘We’ll get Zoe home,’ June said.
‘Yeah,’ Heather agreed. ‘We’re not going to be much use there.’
‘I’ll come with you,’ Jacob said. ‘To the fire. I’ve no idea what use I’ll be, but maybe I can help.’
‘Okay then,’ Cygnus said. ‘Let’s get moving. Jacob, I’ll fly you over there.’
‘Da, and you fly me too,’ Svetilo said as she got to her feet. ‘You are faster in air than me and you can handle extra weight better.’
‘Okay. Shouldn’t be a problem.’
Svetilo turned to Andrea as everyone started out of the bar. ‘You have Zoe’s number?’
‘Yeah, I have Zoe’s number.’
‘I get it from you later.’ The Russian looked at Andrea’s raised eyebrow. ‘I just want to check on her in morning. Make sure hangover is not too bad.’
‘Yeah… sure. Get your ass out of here so you can ruin another dress.’
~~~
Twilight walked the burning halls of the north tower, a rolling cloud of boiling shadow which swallowed flames in passing but left them unsmothered as it moved on. She had imps searching the floors above but had decided to handle the lowest floors herself; she was more impervious to the flames than her minions, and she was fairly sure that her task was going to bear the least fruit.
Rising up to the fourth floor of twenty-five, she found an area which was suffocatingly hot, but not burning, and materialised. ‘Twilight here. The lower floors are a dead loss. There’s no one alive down there. I did find… remains.’
‘Any news on the upper floors?’ Fire Bug’s voice came back over the radio.
‘Should get a head count and locations soon, then I’ll start on the other side.’
‘Good. I’ve got Cygnus dealing with the bridge, but Svetilo and your boyfriend should be able to start getting people out.’
‘Jacob?’
‘Yeah,’ Jacob’s voice came back. ‘I’m strong, and this suit’s heat resistant. Didn’t think that would be useful for this, but it is.’
‘You be careful. If you get too hot…’
‘Not much danger of that. Doctor Ultimate designs things to work. Anyway, Cygnus has her hands full and Svetilo needs the help.’
‘Right. Right… What’s up with the bridge?’
‘Is not what is up with bridge that is problem,’ Svetilo replied. ‘Is that bridge will be down if fire is not controlled soon.’
‘Oh… Oh, shit.’
‘Da. Could not have put it better myself.’
~~~
Cygnus kicked out, one stiletto heel striking one of the windows of the gym. Cracks spread from the impact point and another kick reduced the pane to fragments. Heat rushed out, but she ignored it and floated in to a landing beside exercise machines which had seen far better days. Even the metal frames were buckled. The plastic fittings were entirely gone.
She tapped her ear. ‘I’ve got the fire suppressed, but I can see pools of this damn gunk all over the place. If I leave the area, it’s just going to reignite.’
‘Is there space to land a team in there?’ Fire Bug replied.
‘Yeah, just about.’
‘Right. Svetilo is lifting some men up with foam-suppressant units. That should isolate the chemicals from the oxygen and stop it going up again.’
‘That’s going to take a lot of time, Andy…’
‘It has to be done. We’ve already seen evidence of the structure shifting in the heat. If that bridge buckles, it’ll probably pull half the upper floors down with it, not to mention dumping burning debris on us.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘Yeah. Just… hurry.’
‘Moving as fast as we can. Svetilo’s on her way up.’
‘Thanks. How did he set this up? I mean, it has to have taken time to get all this in here. He’s used gallons of that damn chemical. This place has great security. There are riot countermeasures on the lower floors for Heaven’s sake!’
‘It’s carefully planned and he knows what he’s doing. It probably has taken him quite a while to set this up, yes.’
Cygnus turned to see Svetilo rising up outside the window, carrying a fireman in full hazard gear and wearing a heavy backpack. ‘Dom’s here,’ Cygnus reported. ‘We’ll get started.’ She recalled that Fire Bug seemed to have had a few ideas about the identity of the bomber and, given what was happening and what the fireman had said, she was beginning to have a few ideas about the type of person they were dealing with too. They were not comfortable ideas to have…
~~~
‘We’ve got twenty-six people,’ Twilight said to Jacob and Svetilo. ‘All above the sixth floor, none over the twelfth. I guess everyone else was out on the town.’
‘Small mercies,’ Jacob said. ‘If you’re heading for the other building, how are we going to find them?’
‘The imps are going to show you. There’ll be some gibbering and you’ll see where everyone they’ve found is. Just go with it.’
‘Uh, right.’
Twilight nodded and looked up at Svetilo. ‘You make sure he comes out of this with his hide intact, or I’ll hide imps in your bedroom to jump out whenever you have company.’
‘Bozhe moi, you know how to hurt a girl.’
‘And you,’ Twilight added, poking a finger at Jacob. ‘You be careful. If your hide does get damaged, Dom won’t be the only one with imp problems.’
‘And that is both of us told,’ Svetilo said, grinning. ‘Let us get gibber-briefing done and get on with task.’
‘Right.’ Twilight turned to her waiting imps. ‘All right, show them where the people are. Uh, share it out between them or we’ll be here for ages. Then we can go look in the other building.’
‘They look a bit sullen about this,’ Jacob commented.
‘What? Oh, well, yeah. They are shadows in a burning building.’
~~~
‘How are things going?’ June’s voice sounded in Cygnus’s ear and Cygnus looked around to decide how things were going.
‘On a scale of one to ten? This sucks.’
‘Denny’s keeping track of things. You’ve got crews from half the city down there now.’
‘Yeah. I’m stuck keeping their gym from falling on everyone. Jacob and Dom are trying to clear people out of the north building. Twilight has her imps searching the south one. The bomber put some planning into this one. More than usual.’
‘No traps this time. That’s a plus.’
‘None yet. Maybe he figured it was bad enough without the added extras. You’re back at the house, I assume? You got Zoe back okay?’
‘Yes, and yes. Zoe’s going to have a really sore head tomorrow.’
‘Huh. Anyway, this is going to take a while. Go to bed and–’
‘You know I’m going to wait up for you. Both of you. So just hush and concentrate on keeping that fire down.’
Cygnus smiled, despite her situation. ‘Okay then. Well, it’s always nice to have someone to talk to. I’m basically standing here watching firemen spray foam all over the place.’
‘That… brings to mind some strange images. Are they hunky firemen?’
Cygnus managed a laugh. ‘There isn’t a man alive that looks hunky dressed in enough protective gear to smother a cruiser.’
‘Good. I wouldn’t want you getting any ideas from all that foam.’
‘I promise to take out any ideas I get on you, love.’
‘I’m going to hold you to that when you get home.’
Cygnus looked around at the devastation again and sighed. ‘I think I might need the stress relief at that.’
20th December.
‘You know that foam isn’t going to keep it down forever, right?’ Cygnus said as she looked back toward the bridge from ground level.
‘It’ll hold it until we can get everyone out,’ Fire Bug replied. ‘We’ve got people coming up with tankers of something which should neutralise the pyrophoric.’
‘Tankers?’
‘Yeah. Well, I figured you could probably lift one up there and hold it outside the bridge…’ The fireman was looking just a little sheepish about it.
‘Oh, thanks, Andy. I can probably do it, if the tanker’s not too heavy.’
‘A couple of tons maybe?’
Cygnus lifted into the air again, heading for the south building. ‘I tell you, you lift one submarine…’ She headed for a tenth-floor window and kicked her way in as she had done with the bridge. There was a lot of smoke and her radar picked out two human shapes huddled together on the room’s sofa. She was about to say something when one of them got up.
‘Hey! I hope you’re going to pay for that window.’ The voice was muffled by some sort of filter mask, but obviously male.
‘Seriously? That’s what you’re going to say?’ Cygnus swept forward, grabbing both of the occupants in an arm each and then lifting off to head back out. ‘You’re trapped in a burning building and you’re worried about your window?’ She dumped the two survivors on the ground and then swept back into the air before they could come up with a response, and then she kicked their door out into the corridor just because of the irritation.
‘Someone piss you off?’ Twilight asked as she materialised in the corridor alongside Cygnus.
‘Some people have no sense of priority. What’ve we got?’
‘Well, now you’re here, we’ve got a lot less fire. I am not complaining about this. I managed to get the people from the lower floors to move up, but the stairwells are blocked and they’ve got no way out.’
‘Air lift off the roof then.’
‘Probably, but we’re going to need a helicopter. This side has had longer to catch. I think you’re going to have to hold the fire to the lower levels or we’ll end up with no building to lift them from. Dom can’t take everyone out herself. We’re talking thirty-eight people.’
‘Crap. Andy, did you get that?’
‘There are two choppers coming in now,’ Fire Bug replied. ‘Get everyone to the roof and hold that fire as low as you can. I’m worried about structural stability.’
‘What about the other side?’
‘We’ve got foam crews working through it. It’s not as bad, but there aren’t enough of us to hose down both sides. If one goes…’
‘Right. Are Dom and Jacob ready to come in here?’
‘Flying down the last from the north side now. I’ll send them up.’
Cygnus gave a nod. ‘Okay, send them up as soon as you can to help Twilight. I’ll start working down, and see if I can press it as low as possible.’
~~~
It took hours but eventually they managed to get the fire under control and everyone out. With foam everywhere, the tankers of neutralising chemical were brought in. Men with fire hoses began pumping the stuff into anywhere they suspected the pyrophoric incendiary might be hiding.
‘Is very impressive, is it not?’ Svetilo commented, looking up toward the bridge.
‘She certainly can, um, pull her weight,’ Jacob agreed.
Above them, Cygnus was holding a tanker truck in the air outside the window she had broken, though she was invisible currently since the truck was in the way.
‘Lame puns?’ Twilight said. ‘That’s what we’re getting?’
‘Jacob has done well on first mission as Ultra,’ Svetilo said. ‘He is allowed lame pun. Just one. No more.’
‘Thanks,’ Jacob replied. ‘And no damage so there’s no need for imps in bedrooms.’ Looking down, he rubbed absently at the sooty coating on his suit. ‘Though it’s a good thing this is wipe-clean.’
‘Smudges I can cope with,’ Twilight told him. ‘How’s it looking, Andy?’
‘That depends on how you look at it.’ The fireman looked around as though taking stock. ‘We’ve got fifteen dead, that we know of. A lot of smoke-inhalation victims who’ll probably pull through too, but everyone else should be fine. Shocked, but fine. The buildings… My guess is they’ll have to demolish the whole place and rebuild. A controlled demolition is better than what would have happened otherwise.’
‘We’ve got to stop this guy. Did any of your ideas pan out?’
Fire Bug frowned. ‘I haven’t identified anyone specific yet.’
Twilight looked at him, her eyes narrowing a little. He was holding something back, unwilling to give out too much information. ‘Jacob and Heather could help if you need it, and you know how to contact me.’
‘Yeah. I know. Don’t worry, when I’m sure where I’m going, I’ll call in the heavy hitters.’
~~~
‘Andy thinks it’s someone in the fire department,’ Andrea said as she trudged into the house with Cygnus.
‘So do I,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Someone has too much access and too much knowledge. Someone in the department could manage it under the guise of fire inspections or something.’
‘That would mean it was someone fairly high up. Maybe one of the arson specialists… Which would make sense considering how much they know about setting fires.’
‘Uh-huh, but I say we leave it to Andy. He’s not going to balk at pointing the finger at another fireman. He’s just going to be reluctant to say anything until he’s sure.’
‘Yeah… I’m going to take a shower and go to bed.’
They walked into the lounge and June got up to meet them. She sniffed. ‘I think both of you could use a shower. You smell like smoked fish.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘I feel like smoked fish. Shower would be good.’
‘Great,’ June said, beaming. ‘I’ll wash your back.’
Twilight continued walking toward her room. ‘You two are so cute it’s almost tooth-rotting. See you in the morning.’
‘We’re not that bad, are we?’ Cygnus asked.
June’s smile brightened. ‘Probably, and yet I don’t care.’
~~~
Things had gone about as well as could be expected. The ivory tower dwellers of the Clayton Park Condo were homeless. Quite a number had died. It had not gone perfectly; Cygnus was an incredibly powerful woman and her abilities had stopped the total collapse of the structure, which had been the plan. However, the complacent rich folks were suffering and beginning to take notice, and that was the ultimate aim.
The next set of bombs would make them really sit up and smell the ashes. As he worked on the devices he was setting up in the utilities room of the Gates of Hell, he imagined the panic which would result from their detonation. These ones first, cutting the power and setting the rear of the club ablaze. Then, a minute or so later, the ones he had managed to place in the foyer would go up, smothering the fleeing clientele in what amounted to napalm.
He did not smile at the thought. What he was doing was necessary, not enjoyable. The city had allowed Churchton’s infrastructure to decay. It had pulled resources from the town’s fire department and emergency services because why should they bother that much with people like Cygnus and Svetilo to provide assistance. The police had been cut because Twilight was always there to keep crime off the streets. And when Cygnus and Twilight had not been there, and Churchton had exploded, had the city’s government seen the error of their ways? Hell no! They had–
‘That’s a very interesting device you’re working on. However, I believe I’d prefer it didn’t go off here.’ The voice came and he turned, seeing the attractive man in his designer suit just standing there, smiling. ‘I think I can come up with a number of better places for it, in fact.’
Run! Run for it now. He wasn’t armed. One step forward…
‘No, you stay right where you are. That’s right. You want to stay here and listen to me.’ The man in the suit stepped forward and took his captive’s wallet. ‘Captain Willard, from the fire department. How ironic. I’m Jason Sweet.’
‘What,’ Willard managed to say. ‘What do you want?’
‘Oh, it’s quite simple, Captain. You see, I’m also known by another name, Asmodeus. I’m the Devil, and it’s time to pay your due.’
~~~
Some days were good, and some days were bad. Today was not a great day. Regina Jacoby, Red Huntress, would have preferred to have spent today in a hot tub swigging back painkillers with her protégé, Skadi, as an optional extra. But there was work to be done, and it was work she preferred not to entrust to anyone else.
Given the number of fire bombings recently and the notoriety of her club, Red had been sweeping the entire building before opening for the last few weeks. It was, quite possibly, a bad case of paranoia, but someone had managed to sneak Excelsior bombs in there once, so she was taking no chances. Then there had been the warning from June…
Ever since Ghostfire, or Ultranova, had fused several vertebrae in her back, Red had been forced to give up active work on the streets. As with today, she was often in too much pain to go out looking for criminals to use her bow on. Leaping between buildings was just not going to happen. Skadi had filled that position nicely anyway. But Red still had sharp senses and the skills she had learned to work the streets. She noticed things, and she had an unnaturally acute sense of smell on top of that. She noticed the unnatural, chemical scent in the utilities room as soon as she walked in.
It took a few seconds to find what she was looking for, and then she tapped the earpiece she was wearing. ‘Denny, could you put me in contact with Cygnus?’
‘Of course, Red Huntress,’ Denny replied immediately. ‘Could I ask to what this pertains?’
‘I’ve just found a fire bomb in my club. I need her to come down here and help me find the rest of them.’
~~~
‘Seven of them,’ Fire Bug said. ‘The bomb squad have defused six and they’re working on the last.’
Red nodded, sitting back on her desk chair and knocking back a pair of painkillers with half a glass of whiskey. ‘Thanks, Andy. And thank you, Cygnus. It would have taken too long to hunt them down on my own.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘What are friends for? How did he get them in here, Red? You have good security.’
‘Yes, I do. He put them in today. I’ve been checking every night and there was nothing there yesterday.’
‘Do you lodge your security codes with the fire department?’ Fire Bug asked.
‘Yes, just in case. The fire and police departments can get in in case of emergency. The database they hold them in is secure. I checked it out myself.’
Fire Bug nodded. ‘Yes, it’s got some very good encryption on it.’
Red’s eyes narrowed. ‘But if you’ve got authorisation to use it…’
‘The bomber’s a fireman, isn’t he?’ Cygnus said.
‘I think… that that’s a strong possibility,’ Fire Bug admitted. ‘I’d like some more time to narrow it down.’
Red sighed. ‘You’re probably the best person to do it, Andy, but don’t take too long. Christmas isn’t far off. I hate to think what the bastard has planned.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘I’m going to give you the one warning,’ Bianca said. ‘Christmas at my place means lunch with Libby and the kids.’
Damian smiled across the table at her. ‘I’ve nowhere else to be and I actually quite like Marie. Mark isn’t that bad. I think he’s starting to get over his breast fixation.’
‘Huh, maybe.’ Bianca shrugged. ‘Actually, Libby tries her absolute hardest to play nice at Christmas. She says it’s for the children.’ Then there was a frown. ‘I mentioned you might come and she said something about it being nice to have a man in the house for Christmas.’
‘Maybe she’s getting lonely.’
‘Maybe. It’s been a while since Alan died. I know she’s had a couple of quiet affairs since, but I don’t think she’s ever really hit it off with anyone. Holiday flings in the summer have been her limit. It’s weird. Libby’s a status-conscious woman and I always thought she married Alan at least partially for the money and name, but I don’t think she’s ever quite got over his death.’
Damian smiled. ‘The softer side of your sister-in-law?’
‘Yeah. Difficult to believe at times, but I do believe she has one.’ Picking up her glass, Bianca drained her wine. ‘Your place?’
‘It’s closer. Unless you just want to go to your office. I mean, the sofa in there is big enough to sleep on.’
Bianca shook her head. ‘Too soft. You wake up with kinks in places you don’t want them.’
‘And there speaks the voice of experience. My place it is.’
It was when they were outside waiting for the valet to bring Damian’s car around that Bianca said, ‘The question is, are they following me or you?’
Damian did not seem especially surprised at the question. ‘Me. Have been for a couple of days. Different men, but they seem to buy their suits off the same rack.’
‘Interesting.’
‘I’m guessing from the descriptions that they’re Diamond’s people. They’re keeping an eye on me while I look into the Halford case.’
‘Hmm… They work in shifts?’
The car arrived and Damian made a point of holding the door open for Bianca, which made her grin. ‘They seem to,’ Damian said as he got in on the other side. ‘What are you thinking?’
‘I’m thinking that Mink might start watching your watchers. Let’s see if they can spot a tail as easily as they were spotted.’ Bianca’s gaze swept around the interior of Damian’s nice, new, police-issue cruiser as they pulled away from the restaurant. ‘A ride in a cop car. Not often I get to do that. You got your handcuffs on you?’
Damian glanced her way, eyebrow raised. ‘There’s a spare set in the glove compartment. I try not to carry them on a date. They ruin the line of my suit.’
Bianca giggled. ‘My, aren’t we fashion-conscious.’ Opening the glovebox, she found the cuffs and proceeded to snap them in place on her wrists. ‘Looks like you caught me, but you’ll never get a confession out of me.’
‘You want good cop or bad cop?’
‘Why, Detective, I want very bad cop.’
21st December.
Spotting the goons Diamond had watching Damian’s apartment had not been an especially hard task and watching them until they decided to switch over to fresh eyes had just been boring. Mink had been a little worried about tracking them back home and had thought to bring a tracer beacon she could attach to a car, but when the pair of smartly dressed young men left their vantage point atop the building opposite the apartment, they left on foot.
Mink smiled as she followed on the rooftops above them. Considering what she had been up to with Damian in his lounge the night before, and where the watchers had been positioned, the men last night had had quite a show, and it had been a good idea to keep her wig on until they were safely in the bedroom. Besides, Damian seemed to like the variety and ‘interrogating’ a blonde bombshell type had seemed more appropriate.
Shaking the memories of Damian’s interrogation technique out of her head, Mink focussed on the task at hand. Diamond’s goons were oblivious to their own tail, which was not entirely surprising. Mink got the feeling that these were not exactly hardened criminals. Diamond had collected a set of competent men who could follow orders well. Fit, attractive, and probably not long down the road to extensive prison time. She wanted men she could mould, not independent thinkers.
For a brief moment, when Mink spotted the men entering a house near the top of Potrero Hill, she wondered whether they had been planning this all along. Diamond was practically Damian’s next-door neighbour, but no, Damian’s involvement in the Halford case had been pure chance. Diamond had found herself a rather nice, fairly large property in which to house her entourage, and it just happened to be in the same district as the warehouse Damian lived over. It certainly had a good view of the bay.
‘Okay then, Diamond,’ Mink muttered to herself as she considered her options. ‘I think it’s time you suffered from a little surveillance yourself.’ She checked the computer hidden away in one of her bracers: there were several Wi-Fi hotspots nearby which no one had even bothered to secure. ‘Okay then… remote sensing for the win.’
Taking a small, internet-enabled video camera from her costume, Mink began to look for somewhere with the best view of the front of Diamond’s house.
New Millennium City, MD, 22nd December.
Jacob had never been on this side of the desk. On a number of occasions he had been on the other side, looking at an Ultra undergoing the registration process. He had, in fact, registered Cygnus back when she had started and, if he were honest, that had probably counted as the only notable one. Whoever was going to handle Jacob’s registration was likely in for a surprise.
When the door opened and Randy Shaver walked in, Jacob suppressed a sigh. Heather was outside waiting to go through the same process, if only because it gave her arrest rights, and she was going to hate the fact that Shaver was doing it today.
‘Dannon?’ Shaver asked, pausing. ‘What are you… Uh, right. I guess you need to…’
‘Yeah, I do. Let’s get this over with, Randy. It’s classification E-two. Cold and ice powers. Entrapment, involuntary lowering of local temperature, cold touch attack, and limited super-strength. This is the costume. You’ll need pictures with and without the helmet for the records. Use the without shot for the ID card.’
Shaver blinked and then settled down at the desk to fill in the form. ‘I guess you’ve done this a few times before.’
‘Once or twice.’
‘Huh. You got a nickname worked out, or are you working under your own name?’
‘You can put my name down. Everyone knows it anyway, but I’m told it’s good to have something more memorable when you’re stuck with wearing a powered suit all the time. Frostburn. You can put me down as Frostburn.’
~~~
‘So, how was the hangover?’ Andrea asked as she helped Zoe restock the racks at the front of Radium Comics.
‘It was… pretty bad,’ Zoe replied, adding a grimace for emphasis. ‘But Dom called about midday. To check up on me, y’know?’
‘I… know Dom…’
‘And said she had this great Russian hangover cure.’
‘She did, huh?’
‘Uh-huh. Turned out it involved nudity and a hot tub, but it did get rid of the hangover.’
Andrea shook her head. ‘Yeah… that’s pure Dom. I thought you were exclusively into guys?’
‘So did I. She didn’t push.’ The last was added quite quickly, as though Zoe was worried Andrea might think less of her or Svetilo. ‘She just lay in the tub with me and chatted, and then we just kind of fell into it. I spent all of yesterday with her.’
‘Any regrets?’
Zoe grinned. ‘Aside from the hangover, not one.’
‘I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. Dom can be a bit… assertive, but she’s not a bad woman. She can get a little overenthusiastic with the dominatrix thing, I’m told.’
‘Oh, God, yes. Well, she didn’t do anything… I mean, there was this one point where she had me tied–’
Andrea held up a hand. ‘I do not need to hear the details. If she does something you’re uncomfortable with, tell her.’
Zoe waved a hand dismissively. ‘Oh, I doubt I’ll see her again. Not like that. I mean, it was fun and everything. Different, y’know? But a woman like Dominika Zuyev is not going to make a big deal of a weekend romp with a shop assistant. She can have just about anyone.’
Andrea gave a shrug. ‘You’re not entirely wrong. She’s had Red Huntress, Skadi, June, Cygnus… Zephyr a while back. She’s bisexual.’
‘You?’
‘Nope. I’m the one person I know of she hasn’t. But she did go out of her way to hook up with you. I wouldn’t downplay the attraction.’
Zoe straightened her back and pushed her chest out a little; Andrea figured it was unconscious, but it was definitely there. ‘You think?’
Andrea shrugged. ‘If she’d just taken you home and banged you silly, I’d be doubtful, but… See if she calls again.’
‘I won’t get my hopes up. I will be entirely mature about this.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘How long do you think I should wait before I assume she’s forgotten me?’
Andrea giggled. ‘Very mature, Zoe.’
Zoe pouted.
~~~
Roman and Hill occupied an office building in Uptown which was relatively low-rise for the area. Seven storeys with a small mall occupying the bottom two and the law firm taking up the top three. That left two floors in the middle which were let out to various small companies, full-time and on a ‘rent space as you need it’ basis.
When Montgomery Hill showed Jacob and Heather to the small suite which had been allocated to them, they found a man in overalls painting ‘Fortuna Investigations’ on the glass. It was apparent that the new PI agency was considered a permanent addition to the client list.
‘Miss Morgan gave us some basic parameters for your needs,’ Hill said as he slipped in past the sign painter. ‘She suggested a reception room and two offices. Power, phones, and internet are already enabled. As you can see we put in furniture, but if you need to change anything around, please contact our office. We can arrange substantial discounts on furniture, stationery, etcetera.’
‘You’re being exceptionally helpful, Mister Hill,’ Heather said, echoing many of the thoughts buzzing around Jacob’s head.
Hill smiled. ‘Let me show you the features in the office.’ And he was off toward one of the inner doors before they could say anything else. ‘This room has a separate air-conditioning unit with more efficient cooling. We thought that Mister Dannon might find it more comfortable, under the circumstances.’ He closed the door behind Heather, paused for a second, and then said, ‘You’re wondering what the catch is. This looks like making a deal with the Devil, and you’re thinking that the bill might be something you are unwilling to pay.’
‘Basically,’ Jacob said, ‘yes. Andrea assured us there wasn’t a problem, but…’
Hill nodded. ‘I understand that you are unaware of the exact relationship between ourselves and Miss Morgan. She wishes to explain it herself and your prior status as UID agents made that difficult. Please be assured that there is no catch in this arrangement. We are keen to utilise the services of a legitimate, registered, reliable investigations agency which we believe with some conviction that we can trust. It’s not a combination one finds as often as one might wish.’
‘You’re taking a lot… Well, you’re trusting us and we’ve barely met.’
Hill shrugged. ‘Miss Morgan vouches for you. Please, get settled in. I’ll send a notary down with some documents for you to sign. Read them through before you do so. And I look forward to working with you.’ Smiling again, Hill left the room.
Heather looked at Jacob. ‘We are going to have to talk to Andrea, aren’t we?’
‘Oh yeah. No doubt about it.’
~~~
‘So… these people basically worship you?’ Jacob asked.
Andrea gave him a grimace. ‘Twi likes the whole “I’m their dark goddess” thing, but I prefer to think of it like being… the chairman of an international company.’
‘Yeah,’ Heather said, ‘because we know all the major ones sacrifice goats in the basement of their corporate HQs.’
‘To my knowledge, the Shadow Court has never sacrificed a goat.’
‘Just people.’
‘Just my ancestors, to an ancient entity which sucked the life out of them. But guess what, ha ha, joke’s on them because we totally own their asses now.’
‘And just to be clear,’ Jacob went on, ‘you didn’t mention this before because…’
‘Because what they do isn’t always entirely legal. That’s aside from them sacrificing my ancestors to their dark god thing. The last one was a while back and in another country. I don’t think the UID has jurisdiction. But I’d have been putting you in a spot if I’d told you I had control of them. I didn’t want to do that, and you didn’t need to know exactly what I was up to in Italy.’
‘That should probably annoy me, but you’re right. Basically, then, they’re considering us as an outside resource they can trust because their goddess, or chairman, says we can be trusted.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Uh-huh. Yup. I’ve told them to be careful what they ask you to do, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t break their trust too soon. Goddesses are supposed to be infallible.’
‘I think we can probably manage that,’ Heather said. ‘I don’t mind admitting I was worried. Making deals with lawyers…’ She shuddered. ‘I’d rather sit down with the Devil. A dark cult worshipping my partner’s girlfriend is much better.’
Andrea looked at Heather and shook her head. ‘Has anyone ever told you you’re a little weird?’
‘Says the girl who’s worshipped by a dark cult.’
23rd December.
‘Gary, there’s a couple of guys out front who need to talk to you.’
Gary Hopper turned at the sound of his boss’s voice and frowned. ‘Who?’ There was something odd going on because the boss looked even more vacant than usual, and that was saying something in Gary’s estimation.
‘No idea, but go talk to them. Take as much time as you need.’
Now that was definitely weird. Breaks were usually measured to the second. Going to the restrooms more than once in an hour was likely to result in a dressing down. Gary slipped out through the back entrance of the kitchen and almost immediately spotted his visitors. One of them sort of fitted in: though the suit he was wearing probably cost a fortune, he wore it without a tie and with the shirt collar open, and he had a swarthy look to him with shaved-back hair. The second was another matter: very well dressed, handsome, and exuding charm, he looked like he should be at a swanky restaurant, not a doughnut shop in Deale. One thing neither of them looked like was cops.
‘Good evening, Mister Hopper,’ the better dressed of the two said as Gary approached. ‘Please, take a seat.’
Gary found himself complying with the request before his conscious mind had caught up with it, and a vague feeling of unease settled into his stomach. ‘You wanted to see me? Who are you?’
‘You may call me Asmodeus and my diminutive colleague is Sathanus.’
‘Uh, isn’t that another name for the Devil?’
Asmodeus smiled. ‘Did you read that or see it in a horror movie?’
‘Movie.’
‘I suspected that might be the case. You are correct, of course. Specifically, both our noms de guerre are taken from the Seven Princes of Hell. As Asmodeus, I am the Prince of Lust while Sathanus–’
‘Enough with the exposition,’ Sathanus growled. ‘Get to the damn point, Asmodeus.’
‘As you can tell, Sathanus is Prince of Wrath, but he has a point; we should proceed.’
‘Um, proceed to what?’ Gary asked. The pair of them seemed to be crazy and Gary really wanted to get up and run for it, but his legs were refusing to obey him.
‘You might say that we are talent scouts,’ Asmodeus said. ‘We have worked our way through a puzzle which has been vexing the New Millennium City police and the UID, and we seem to have resolved that puzzle first.’
‘W-what puzzle?’
‘The identity of the person responsible for a number of icy deaths in this area over the last several months.’ Asmodeus smiled as he said the words, and the gleam in his eyes turned Gary’s stomach into a block of ice.
Sathanus reached out and pushed Gary’s wrist to the table as his hands started to rise. ‘Sit still, kid. You don’t want to blow your cover, and if you try something, I’ll push your face out the back of your head.’ Sathanus was short and appeared lightly built, though there was a whipcord musculature about him. He did not look like a man who could enact such a threat, but Gary found himself believing it.
Asmodeus was still smiling. ‘We have no interest in revealing your secret. We would rather make you an offer.’
‘What kind of offer?’ Gary asked.
‘Simple. You work for us. Then, not only will we not tip the police to your identity, but we will discourage their efforts and provide you with payment for your missions which you will, I believe, find far more lucrative than this… establishment.’
‘What kind of money are we talking?’
‘What’s the going rate, Sathanus?’
Sathanus shrugged. ‘Depends on the target. Minimum of twenty K apiece.’
‘To, uh, kill someone?’ Gary asked, because he wanted to be sure.
‘Yes,’ Asmodeus said. ‘We would ask you to do what you already are doing, but to get paid for it. We know you’re up to it. Sathanus has a unique ability to detect those of a suitably violent persuasion. You’ll need a code name for contact purposes, I think. Triple Point. That should do nicely.’
‘Triple Point?’
‘It’s a physics term, to do with states of matter. Don’t worry about it.’ Asmodeus held his hand out across the table. ‘Do we have a deal, Triple Point?’
Gary did not hesitate. Reaching out, he took Asmodeus’s hand in his own and shook. ‘Yeah, we’ve got a deal.’
 



Part Five: Promises
New Millennium City, MD, 25th December, 2014.
Warmth, comfort, and the soft pressure of a lover’s body against your back were not a bad thing to have when you woke up on Christmas morning. Penny lay still when she awoke, not wishing to disturb the feeling of contentment too soon.
Her reverie was eventually broken by June’s hand sliding over her stomach. Penny had stopped wearing anything to bed now, a circumstance which had crept up on her and had certainly not been a conscious decision. June’s hand had freedom to roam. Penny bit her lip to keep from moaning.
‘I know you’re awake,’ June whispered.
‘I was enjoying the warmth.’
‘I was enjoying your skin against mine.’
‘Well, that too. Don’t you want to… mm, stop that. Presents. Presents to open.’
June placed a soft kiss on the back of Penny’s neck and slid her hand down between Penny’s legs. ‘And the present I want to open first is this one.’
‘I think you know what’s in that one.’ Penny shifted her legs to give June better access, quite aware that her actions were in opposition to her words.
‘No. I never know what’s in this one. There’s always something new to find. I think I could open it a thousand times and never discover all the secrets.’
June’s fingers pressed into Penny’s sex and Penny swallowed her answer in a moan. ‘I hope so,’ she managed after a second. ‘I don’t want this to ever end.’
‘It won’t, love. Not ever. I promise.’
~~~
Adele Hopper opened the small, white box with a smile on her face. It turned to delighted consternation as she lifted a gold necklace out. ‘It’s beautiful, Gary. I saw it in the shop and I thought it was… But you can’t afford–’
Gary put a finger to her lips to quiet her protests and then took the chain from her to fix it around her neck. ‘I can, Mom. We can. Things are gonna change around here.’
‘Change? How? Why?’
‘I met someone. I just have to do a few things for him. I have to go out tonight and do one of them, and he gave me an advance so I could buy you something nice. He said it was a noble choice to make.’
Adele looked down at the simple, gold cross which was now hanging above her worn blouse. Then she looked up at her son. ‘Gary… This man…’
‘He’s not asking me to do anything I don’t have to do anyway, Mom. I might be cursed with this… I might be cursed, but it doesn’t mean I can’t make something of myself. A couple of jobs and we can get out of this place. You won’t have to work. We can finally be free of this life.’
Sighing, Adele nodded. She had made her choice long ago. Gary was her son and she would stick by him, no matter what. She knew what these ‘jobs’ were likely to entail, but that was not what concerned her. ‘Be careful, Gary. Men like that… They don’t think much of sacrificing those who work for them when they need to. You take care. More care than you have been.’
‘I will, Mom,’ Gary told her, smiling. ‘I will, and we’ll live like royalty. I promise.’
~~~
‘I kind of… shared the presents out between Cygnus and Penny,’ June said.
Penny looked at the lacy teddy she was holding and raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you sure you didn’t label this wrong? And buy the wrong size?’
‘No. You don’t have a single piece of sexy underwear. Not one.’
‘I have seen some Penny panties,’ Andrea said. ‘I suspect that June is not exaggerating.’
‘Well… No,’ Penny admitted. ‘I never had a reason to buy anything that wasn’t, um…’
‘Really boring?’ June suggested. Penny pouted. ‘I wish to see a sexier Penny. This is a start.’
‘I’ll try it on later.’
‘I’m out tonight, so you can try it all you like,’ Andrea said.
‘Oh yes,’ June said, grinning. ‘Christmas night with Jacob.’
‘Uh-huh. We can have our very own white Christmas. Indoors. And I’m porting up to Boston after lunch. You two have the place to yourselves all afternoon and evening.’
‘I’m sure we can think of something to keep us occupied.’
‘I just bet you can.’
‘Like you won’t be doing the same once you get to Jacob’s place.’
‘I’m going to plead the Fifth,’ Andrea said. ‘Anyway, you’re dropping Dom’s present off this afternoon, right?’
‘We are,’ Penny replied. ‘She said she had no special plans for Christmas, so I’m assuming she’ll be in.’
‘Well, seems a shame for her to be alone all of Christmas day. Assuming she is alone, of course.’
‘She said “no special plans…”’
‘Yeah, but this is Dom we’re talking about.’
~~~
Cygnus dropped lightly onto the balcony outside Svetilo’s apartment and set June down beside her. June had the present, which had been her idea so it was only fair.
‘Blinds are drawn back,’ Cygnus said, ‘so I guess she’s up, but I don’t see– Oh no, there she is.’
‘In all her glory,’ June added, tapping on the glass.
The naked Russian looked around with wide eyes which she then rolled before walking over to open the window. ‘Is not like you have not seen this before,’ she said.
‘Happy Christmas,’ June said, holding out the wrapped box.
‘You bought me present? I did not think to… Bozhe moi…’
‘We didn’t exactly buy it,’ Cygnus told her. ‘And we weren’t expecting anything back. June thought you’d like this.’
‘Well, come in before all of heat goes. I get some wine before opening present.’
As Svetilo walked over to the little kitchen area to pour the wine, there was a sound from the bedroom, followed by what sounded like a mumbling voice which grew more coherent as its owner walked to the door. ‘…coming back to bed? I thought I heard voices? Are you talking to– Eep!’ Framed in the doorway for a second was Zoe, looking a little bleary-eyed and flushed. Then she vanished back into the bedroom.
Svetilo handed glasses to Cygnus and June, a smirk on her lips. ‘Come out, Zoe. They have seen you. Is no use hiding.’
A second or two later, Zoe emerged in what was obviously one of Svetilo’s robes since it swamped her much smaller frame. ‘Uh… Hi! Happy Christmas.’
‘Happy Christmas, Zoe,’ Cygnus said, grinning. She turned to Svetilo. ‘No special plans?’
‘Was not planned. I called Zoe last night to see whether she was doing anything and…’
‘I wasn’t,’ Zoe finished.
‘Well, I hope this sly Soviet is treating you well,’ June said. ‘Open the box, Dom. The contents seem more appropriate now.’
Raising an eyebrow, Svetilo used a long fingernail to slit the tape on the wrapping and then opened up the box inside. Then, smiling, she lifted out an embroidered brocade corset in black and gold. ‘Is beautiful,’ Svetilo breathed. ‘You said you did not buy it?’
‘June made it,’ Cygnus said.
‘With a little help from Fullerton Technologies’ machines,’ June added. ‘I designed the embroidery and had the machines sew it, and then I made up the corset from it. It should fit. After two calendars, I know your sizes quite well.’
Svetilo stepped forward and kissed June’s cheek. ‘Thank you. Is beautiful gift. Thank you, both.’
‘It’s gorgeous,’ Zoe said. ‘And I know what we’ll be doing this evening.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘It seems to be a theme.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘That’s quite impressive,’ Bianca said.
‘What?’ Damian asked, though his mind was largely on other things.
‘Keeping your balance on a wet… uh… wet shower floor while holding me up.’
‘Yeah, well…’ He pushed her back up against the shower wall and leaned into her, getting a moan for his efforts. ‘I can only be impressive for so long before I dump us both on the tiles.’
‘As long as you keep doing what you’re… mmm… That, keep doing that.’
‘We’re going to have to… stop eventually.’
‘Once more… then we get… dressed.’
Bianca felt Damian grind into her, swelling as his climax drew near. It was too soon. She wanted more, but knew she could not hold out for much longer either. When she felt him fill her, her vision darkened and thought fled.
‘Just remember,’ Bianca said when her breathing had steadied. ‘She’s my sister-in-law. I’m the only one allowed to kill her.’
Damian laughed. ‘I’ll try to keep that in mind.’
Boston, MA.
‘Really? Wow. I think Dom’s slowing down in her not especially old age.’ Andrea flashed her parents a grin and listened to Penny on her phone.
‘Maybe,’ Penny said. ‘That’s two dates Zoe’s got out of her and Dom went out of her way to get them both times. I think Dom has a serious crush going on.’
‘Zoe’s a nice girl, but she’s infatuated enough with Ultras that she’d be willing to try something new. If Dom breaks her heart, I may have to do something nasty.’
‘I’ll help. Love to your parents. See you tomorrow.’
‘See you then.’ Andrea hung up the phone and smiled. ‘Penny sends her love.’
‘Problem with a friend?’ Audrey asked.
‘Not a problem. Probably not anyway. Dom is Dominika Zuyev.’
‘The Soviet defector,’ Marcus said, nodding. ‘Svetilo. Quite a woman.’
‘Oh, she is. One of the reasons she skipped out of Russia was that she’s bisexual. She seems to have decided she likes the girl I work with, Zoe. I must have mentioned her.’
‘Not too bright but a nice girl,’ Audrey said, nodding.
‘Yeah, that’s about right. Not too bright but quite perceptive. Anyway, Zoe seemed to be fairly okay with the idea she’d never see Dom again after the first date, but apparently they’re spending Christmas together.’
‘Well, it’s always nice to have someone to be with at Christmas. We’re glad you came up to see us, and we’re glad you’re going to be with Jacob later. And when is he coming to visit?’
‘Ah, well… A short visit would be easy enough, but he’s got some rather specific environmental requirements at the moment that you wouldn’t find comfortable. He has problems if he’s not kept below about fifty Fahrenheit. I will try to arrange something though. Maybe Cygnus could fly him up one day.’
‘I’ll clean my shotgun,’ Marcus said.
Andrea shrugged. ‘From what he’s managed to work out about his powers, Jacob’s fairly bulletproof.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘So, I said I’d try to work something out. You really should meet them.’
Jacob nodded. ‘I guess.’ Right at that moment, he did not really care. He was curled up on the sofa with Andrea in his arms. The TV was on, showing an old movie they had been ignoring for almost its entirety, and their clothes had migrated to the floor. Jacob Dannon almost felt human when he was alone with Andrea, who could put up with his cold environment without winter gear.
‘Almost midnight,’ Andrea said.
Jacob glanced at the old clock he kept near the TV. ‘Huh, yeah.’
‘This is poking things with a stick, but… I really didn’t think we’d get through the whole day without a body or a fire.’
‘Still got ten minutes… But I think we’re probably safe.’
Andrea turned, a feat of nimbleness on the narrow sofa, to look into Jacob’s eyes. ‘It’s still a little weird, looking into two glowing orbs instead of brown eyes.’
‘I can understand the problem.’
Andrea giggled. ‘Yeah, I guess you have some experience. Two people with weird eyes naked on a sofa at the end of Christmas. What are the odds?’
‘In this city? Probably not as low as you might think.’
‘I think I like them. Your eyes. I think I like your eyes. I liked them before, but I like them now too.’
‘Good, because I think I’m stuck with them.’
‘Probably. Let’s go to bed. I have a feeling tomorrow’s going to be a lot less quiet than today was, and I want to make the most of it while we can.’
Leaning toward her, Jacob pressed his lips to hers and the kiss rapidly deepened into something a bit more passionate than the reassuring peck he had been aiming for.
‘Or,’ Andrea breathed when they finally broke, ‘we can just start here and try and make it as far as the bed before dawn.’
26th December.
‘Looks like someone was busy last night,’ Twilight said. Her eyes were on the body of a man named Edwin Mole which was half-sitting, half-lying on a sofa in his lounge. Both the sofa and parts of the carpet around it were wet: the house’s heating system had ensured that the ice had melted.
‘Looks like it,’ Jacob agreed. ‘This is a significant change in pattern.’
‘Less than ten days after the last death,’ Heather said. ‘All the other victims have been attacked on the street, suggesting they were entirely random, circumstantial. This suggests the killer went after Mole specifically. This place is outside his normal area too.’
‘I know that name,’ Twilight said. ‘Mole? Who was he?’
‘He was in city government. One of the Churchton seats. He was a bit of a campaigner, trying to get the NMCPD to crack down on brothels in Churchton and Deale.’
Jacob smiled behind the darkened glass of his helmet’s faceplate. ‘That’s my partner. Always there with the data.’
Heather shrugged. ‘I’ve got a good memory. Anyway, the change in MO is worrisome. Could mean he’s escalating.’
‘He?’ The three turned at the sound of the hollow voice and, sure enough, Night Shift was walking into the room with Brent and Caldwell trailing in behind him. ‘Where were you last night, Dannon?’
‘At home,’ Jacob replied.
‘With me,’ Twilight added. ‘I got there around eight.’
Brent narrowed his eyes. ‘And when did you leave?’
Twilight smiled at him. ‘When we got the call to come here. You need another suspect, agent.’
‘You’re his alibi?’ Night Shift asked. ‘I’ll take it under consideration.’ Twilight rolled her eyes and turned her back on the armoured figure. ‘Why hit a crusading councilman?’ Night Shift went on. ‘Does the killer like brothels?’
‘When we find him, we can ask him. Maybe it was personal. There’s no evidence of forced entry, so Mole let the killer in or the killer had a key.’
‘We’ll run known associates,’ Caldwell said. ‘Something might come up.’
‘Don’t hold your breath,’ Heather said. ‘Never a hint of scandal with this guy. Of course, sometimes those are the worst, but I don’t think he knew his killer.’
‘It’s what we’ve got to work with, at least until forensics comes back.’
Heather nodded. ‘Yeah. Yeah it is.’
~~~
‘You’ve had a thought,’ Jacob said as he drove Heather back toward her apartment.
‘I… There’s one suspected victim, right at the beginning and not in the usual pattern.’
‘The dismembered body.’
Heather nodded. ‘That’s the one. I think that was personal. I think that victim did know the killer.’
‘But that’s a John Doe.’
‘Agreed, but if we could identify him… I want to look into that. I’ll go through the unsolved missing person reports for that time period and see whether I can get a name.’
‘That sounds like it’s a constructive use of your time. I guess I’ll keep looking around Deale. It makes me feel useful at least.’
Heather smiled. ‘Good Christmas?’
‘It had its moments. You?’
‘Quiet. That’s not a bad thing. I watched It’s a Wonderful Life and drank too much.’
Jacob grimaced. ‘Now I feel guilty for spending the night with Andrea.’
‘Ha! Don’t. If I wanted someone to spend Christmas with, I’m sure I could find someone.’
‘Yeah, pretty sure you could.’
‘Of course, all the really interesting people are taken, but you never know when you might meet someone worth your attention.’
‘Right.’
‘And in the meantime, there’s always meaningless one-night stands.’
‘Somehow, Heather, you don’t strike me as the type for meaningless one-night stands.’
‘Ah, well, that’s where the logic kind of fails…’
~~~
‘Someone else has been busy over Christmas,’ Twilight shouted over the noise of sirens and screams.
‘Looks like it,’ Cygnus shouted back. They were standing in the atrium of an Uptown mall, Cygnus’s suppression field holding back the flames which were still consuming part of the upper floors. ‘This is the second to go up in an hour.’
‘Yeah. Post-Christmas shopping really sucks this year. They’re evacuating all the other malls in the city.’
‘Certainly good targets at this time of year, but… I think he might do another mall, but he’ll switch to other targets. Oh God! Where are they taking the casualties?’
‘Calmly, partner. Friendship General, and Andy thought of that. I got Red to go sniffing around there with Jacob as backup.’
‘Andy thought of it?’
‘Uh-huh. It’s based on the assumption that the bomber knows the procedures for handling large-scale emergencies.’ Twilight turned at the gibbering from behind her. An imp was there, looking vaguely irritated though that was hard to tell with their faces. Twilight gave it a nod. ‘Thank you. Go get a cold drink, or whatever you lot do when you’re not here. The place is empty. No one trapped anywhere.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Can you ask someone what they want to do with this place?’
‘I can answer that, Cygnus,’ Denny said over the radios. ‘The fire department will do what they can. You and Twilight are needed in Friendship. There is an apartment block on fire. One of the large ones on Beranger Street. There are people trapped and Svetilo needs your assistance.’
‘Great. He’s shifted to housing. Tell Svetilo we’re on our way, Denny. Twi, could you stop off and let the guys outside know? You’ll probably get to Friendship before I do anyway.’
‘On it,’ Twilight replied, and she started running for the doors.
With a sigh, Cygnus lifted off the ground and began to follow. Above her, as her control withdrew, the flames began to retake lost ground.
~~~
‘Nothing in the utilities room,’ Red Huntress said. ‘I was expecting something there. That seems to be his favourite trick.’
Jacob, walking beside her down the stairs to one of the sub-basements, nodded. ‘Yeah. Agreed. However, Denny says the schematics show the main power feeds coming in through the auxiliary generator room. If he blows that, he takes out all the power in the building in one go.’
‘And it’s less likely someone would be down here, yes.’
‘That nose of yours picking anything up?’
Red made a show of sniffing. ‘I can smell people. Someone’s been down here recently, but there’s nothing to say…’ She frowned. ‘There is a slight chemical overtone. Let’s pick up the pace a little.’
‘Your back’s okay with that?’
‘Today’s a good day, thankfully.’ Red began to trip faster down the steps. ‘And if I have problems, you can always carry me.’
‘Huh. I guess I can at that.’
The door to the generator room was locked, but Red had been given a bunch of keys to handle that kind of eventuality. It was just a case of finding the right one. ‘Labels,’ Red muttered as she checked keys. ‘Why does no one ever think of putting labels on these things?’ She opened the lock and Jacob pulled the metal door aside, and they walked in to see the two large generators set in a concrete-walled room. ‘Chemical scent is stronger.’
Jacob walked further into the room until he could see between the generator units. ‘Yeah. He’s been down here.’ Jacob walked closer to the three large drums sitting between the units. ‘Three drums and something sitting on top. A timer. It’s counting down from… Shit! Five seconds!’ Jacob bolted back the way he had come.
Red was turning for the door, but there was no way they would get through it and get the door closed in time. Running up behind her, Jacob wrapped his arms around her, folding her into his chest as he pressed on toward the door. He was a big man and his suit was at least moderately fireproof. There was a chance they would be able to take at least the initial blast of flame when the drums were ruptured. Maybe not much chance, but some…
A few seconds later as Jacob hustled Red out of the door and nothing had happened, Red dug her heels in to stop him and said, ‘Much as I appreciate the hug, Jacob, I am gay.’
‘Huh?’
‘You said five seconds. It’s been ten and no boom. Stop.’ Jacob stopped, frowning. ‘And you can probably let go,’ Red added.
Unwrapping himself from around Red, Jacob gave her a sheepish grin, which was a little lost in his visor. ‘I’m a bit new at being a hero. Call it overenthusiasm.’
‘I’m going to call it bloody lucky if, as it seems, that device failed to go off.’
‘What do we do? Could just be delayed.’
‘Agreed. We give it five minutes and, thinking about it, we will back off a little more. Denny, could you get the bomb squad on standby?’
Denny’s voice came back immediately. ‘I have notified them, Red Huntress. They have a unit ready and waiting outside the hospital. I have also notified Fire Bug that his assumption was correct.’
‘Yeah. That was a good call.’
‘May I also add that I am glad you appear to have survived finding another of the bomber’s devices. I have let Skadi know that you are okay.’
Red grinned. ‘Thanks, Denny. I’m glad we survived it too. Now we just wait a few minutes to see whether the hospital is going to survive the experience.’
~~~
‘What do we have, Denny?’ Cygnus asked as she dropped to the ground with a man who had to be in his seventies or eighties in her arms.
‘Two office buildings in Downtown and an apartment block in Uptown,’ the computer replied. ‘Twilight is searching one of the office buildings and will move to the other one once that is completed. Neither are thought to have occupants.’
‘It’s getting crazy,’ June’s voice added. ‘The bomber has to have been working on this for weeks.’
Cygnus did her best to gently prise the man off her as medics arrived. He seemed very reluctant to let go. ‘I’ll take the apartment block with Svetilo. And you’re right, June. I think he’s trying to make a point. This isn’t just a maniac with access to unstable chemicals.’
‘No,’ Red interjected, ‘he’s got access to increasingly sophisticated equipment too.’
‘You found something at the hospital?’ Cygnus asked.
‘And the bomb squad have just finished making sure it doesn’t go off.’
‘Except that it didn’t go off when intended anyway,’ Jacob said. ‘The team aren’t sure why yet, but the components here don’t match the remains they’ve found at the previous scenes. It’s possible he’s got a new source of components and just… isn’t as familiar with them.’
‘When you say “didn’t go off when intended,”’ Twilight cut in, ‘what does that–’
‘The important bit is that it didn’t blow up in our faces.’
Taking off, Cygnus started toward Uptown. ‘How lucky were you?’
‘Very lucky,’ Red replied. ‘Maybe anyway. There’s something weird about this. I’m going to try to hook up with Andy and talk to him about it.’
‘I’m at the apartment block fire in Uptown,’ Fire Bug said. ‘It’s crazy over here, but I’ll talk if I can.’
‘I’ll put on a fire suit and come talk in the building if I have to. Jacob can carry me.’
~~~
‘I just find it weird that this guy has managed to put together a lot of fully working bombs from scratch,’ Red explained, ‘but he screwed up with some advanced, packaged components.’
With Cygnus there to handle the fire suppression, it had not been necessary for Jacob to carry Red through a burning building. Fire Bug had come out, leading a band of survivors, and was supervising the fire crews as they worked with Cygnus.
‘Unfamiliarity can lead to mistakes,’ Fire Bug said.
‘Agreed, but the reduction in complexity should have compensated for that. What he used at the hospital was basically plug-and-play. I think it’s going to be worth paying a lot of attention to the forensics on this one. If he made one mistake, maybe he made more.’
Fire Bug nodded. ‘They’re putting a rush on it. Hopefully, if they find anything, it’ll confirm…’ Trailing off, he looked up at the building. ‘Maybe I should’ve moved faster.’
‘You know who it is?’
‘No. I’ve got four suspects. Well, suspect isn’t even right. I’ve got four people who might be responsible and no real evidence to point a finger at any of them. I’m not that much of a detective.’
‘That kind of situation,’ Jacob said, ‘is hard to handle. Have you got enough to question any of them?’
‘I don’t think so. It’s all pretty circumstantial. Conjecture and theory really.’
‘So they might crack if you brought them in, but more likely you’d just tip your hand to them. Surveillance would be your best option, if you can arrange it.’
Fire Bug’s eyes dipped away. ‘Maybe that’s what I should’ve done then. Twilight’s good at that.’
‘At night, sure. If this guy is somehow managing to work during the day…’
‘Huh, yeah. I suspect he is doing most of this in daylight.’
‘Then you’re down to the normal ways of doing it, and with four of them it would take a lot of manpower. Hard to persuade an underfunded police department to put in that kind of effort.’
Looking up, the fireman smiled. ‘Thanks. You’re almost making me feel better.’
‘Right now,’ Red said, ‘the who of this doesn’t really matter. I doubt he’s out there setting more of them. Everything’s on a timer and what we need is Fire Bug with his head in emergency management. You can kick yourself, and the bomber, later, Andy.’
‘Yeah… Yeah, you’re right. Let’s get on with saving lives.’
27th December.
Cygnus stood in the middle of the Uptown North Precinct building, quietly fuming. On the plus side, it was not a huge building and her field covered it entirely. Firemen with foam chemical dispensers were rushing around neutralising the chemicals the explosion had spread around the place. On the negative, five cops had been caught in the initial fireball. Two were dead and the others were on the critical list with severe third-degree burns.
‘This looks like it’s the last,’ Fire Bug said as he walked up to stand beside Cygnus. ‘We haven’t had anything new in the last ninety minutes.’
‘That’s something, I guess. What time is it anyway?’
‘Four fifteen. We’ve had ten hours of this shit. As soon as they’ve got this one neutralised, you go home and get some rest.’
‘You don’t think he’s finished, do you?’
‘I think a Saturday night is a good time for more of the same, but maybe we’ll get lucky and he was just after the post-Christmas throng.’
‘Not at four in the morning. Not with this extended campaign. If it was me doing it, I’d have hit malls and clubs yesterday evening. The hospital too. That was a smart, if twisted, move.’
Fire Bug nodded. ‘Almost too smart. He seems to know the emergency plans, but he also has to know we know them. He had to figure we’d look.’
‘So he was either hoping to catch us in the explosion, which almost happened, or he was hoping we’d stop it.’
‘Almost is right. Red’s right; there’s no reason that bomb should’ve failed. For whatever reason, I think he wanted us to find it, which just doesn’t seem to make sense. Does he want to get caught? After all of this!’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘It’s not unknown for serial killers to want someone to stop them. But this guy doesn’t seem the type, no. Unless something’s changed…’
Fire Bug gave a grunt, though whether of agreement or displeasure, Cygnus was not sure. ‘Get some rest as soon as you can. I’m not sure how long we’re going to have before this starts again.’
‘That goes for you too.’
‘Oh, I got used to sleeping in fire trucks. I’ll be asleep before they get us back to a station.’
~~~
The apartment block Heather was walking through had seen better days, maybe. A lot of the blocks in Churchton had been put up fast and cheap, and this one looked like it might have belonged to that batch. No one had redecorated the corridors in a decade or so and there were lights out in a few places on the corridors. Upkeep was not one of the owner’s priorities it seemed. The main priority was probably extracting as much rent as possible for as little outlay as could be arranged.
The door to apartment 41 appeared very much like all the others: badly in need of paint. The 4 numeral was also hanging upside down thanks to one of the screws being missing. Heather knocked twice and waited, and a few seconds later, the door was opened by an attractive woman who looked to be not a lot older than Heather with eyes which belonged on someone thirty years older.
‘Yes? If you’re selling something, I’m really not interested.’
Heather put on her best smile, the one she reserved for playing ‘good cop’ in interrogations. ‘I’m not selling anything, Mrs Hopper. It is Mrs Hopper, isn’t it?’
Adele Hopper eyed Heather for a second and then said, ‘Yes.’
‘Great. My name is Heather Bryant. I’m helping the police with some cold cases. You reported your husband as missing in December twenty thirteen. It’s been a year and we’re just doing some follow-up interviews on missing persons.’
‘You’re with the police?’
‘I’m a private investigator. The city council is concerned that clean-up rates aren’t what they should be but prefers not to divert actual police resource to administrative exercises. We do want our cops on the beat, right? Especially in these trying times.’
Adele frowned. ‘The fires and such… yeah.’
‘And a serial murderer operating in this area, Mrs Hopper. I’m sure you’ve seen the reports.’ There was a flicker of emotion: concern, real worry, and… nervousness. Well, that was not entirely unsurprising.
‘I’ve seen them. Look, Donny was a drunk. A violent drunk. I reported him missing because… Well, seemed like I had to. But he’s probably shacked up with some slutty blonde in Vegas or somewhere. Got tired of hitting me and left. Took every penny we had saved around the house and left.’
Heather broadened her smile. ‘I see. The report indicated that your husband had a couple of tattoos.’
Adele made a sour face. ‘Had L.O.V.E. on his knuckles on his left hand. And F.U.C.K. on the right.’
‘He does sound like a really exemplary citizen.’
‘Is that a big word for asshole?’
‘Thank you for your time, Mrs Hopper. I’ll mark this one down as a probable runaway and we’ll get the Vegas police to check low-rent motels.’ And Heather saw relief flash across Adele’s face before it was controlled.
‘That’s a good plan. Let me know if it’s a blonde or a redhead. He always liked red hair.’ Adele, Heather noted, was a brunette.
‘I’ll do that, Mrs Hopper. It was nice talking to you.’ Heather turned and walked away, making a mental note: Adele Hopper was a possible. For one thing, one of the recovered body parts was a right hand, with the knuckles carefully scraped of skin. For another, there was no way she believed her husband was in Vegas, whether with a blonde or a redhead.
~~~
Adele closed the door and turned around to find Gary standing in the door of his bedroom. ‘Mom, who was that?’
‘Said she was looking into old missing person cases,’ Adele said. ‘Bryant. Heather Bryant.’
‘Cop?’
‘She said PI. Some stupid city council initiative or something.’ Adele sniffed. ‘Seemed like a cop, but she said she wasn’t.’ She looked at her son and frowned. ‘She went away happy, Gary. She thinks your dad is in Vegas with a floozy.’
Gary’s eyes narrowed. ‘Maybe. Why after all this time? It’s been a year. Why look into it now? I don’t like it, Mom. I think Miss Bryant needs a visit from Triple Point.’
‘Gary…’
‘No, Mom. No one’s going to mess this up for us. Certainly not some snooping PI. I’ll take care of it. I’ll take care of her.’
~~~
The fires had started again at midday. The devices were small, the paint-tin versions, but they were numerous and they had been hidden in public areas where they caused maximum disruption and a lot of casualties. By three p.m. the NMCPD and the council had issued an order for all malls to be evacuated and for citizens to stay in their homes, and New Millennium City was, once again, turning into a ghost town.
Cygnus found herself running between conflagrations. As soon as she had killed one fire so that the chemicals causing it could be neutralised, she was needed at another, and another.
‘This is crazy,’ she said while standing in a mall’s food court watching men with sprayers work. ‘We need to get ahead of this somehow.’
‘Easier said than done,’ Fire Bug replied over the radio. He was doing the same job at another mall. ‘If we don’t kill these fires, they’ll spread, and we can’t search every mall in the city, not to mention the dozens of other places he could have left these things.’
‘Yeah, but–’
‘But I think they’ll stop soon.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘You do?’
‘He’s doing two things. He’s using up our supply of neutraliser and tiring us. But I think he wants the city open again tonight so he can cause more problems then. It’ll take the council a couple of hours of having nothing happen before they rescind the movement order, so he’ll have set this up to end before four or five o’clock.’
‘The city won’t rescind–’
‘Want to bet on it? I’ll see if I can get them to keep it going and the police chief will back me, but I’d put good money on commercial pressure beating common sense.’
‘Damn,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘You’re right.’
‘I’ve been dealing with government red tape longer than you have. I’m more used to its infinite stupidity.’
‘Are we going to have enough of this stuff they’re spraying to cope?’
There was a short pause before Fire Bug answered. ‘I really hope so…’
~~~
‘Andy called it then?’ June said.
‘…have lifted the movement ban in time for revellers to rush to clubs all over New Millennium City,’ the announcer on the TV said, sounding bright and cheerful.
‘Idiots,’ Penny grumbled.
‘I think that’s a given,’ Andrea said. She was pulling on her boots. ‘I’m going to get out there, though I don’t think I’m going to be much use.’
‘Why?’
‘He’ll have planted bombs in clubs, bars, fairly small establishments likely to have a lot of people in them. Not the kind of thing my imps are useful for.’
‘City authorities have requested that citizens stay vigilant,’ the announcer said, but that was after a long list of the joys various people were heading for. ‘Report any suspicious objects to the police immediately. Do not leave bags unattended.’
‘And no one’s listening at this point,’ June said. ‘Andrea’s right. He’s going to kill a lot of people tonight.’
‘Possibly,’ Penny agreed. ‘I’m going to change and get airborne. Let me know when the first one goes off.’
‘I am currently monitoring all emergency frequencies, Cygnus,’ Denny said, overriding the TV sound. ‘I estimate that the first detonation will occur at or around ten p.m. given an assumed wish to maximise casualties.’
Penny climbed to her feet, shoulders slumped, and started for the bedroom. ‘Thanks, Denny, that’s… good to know.’
~~~
‘Seems like your estimate was off, Denny,’ Cygnus said from her vantage point eight hundred feet above Uptown.
‘I would be quite happy if my calculations and Fire Bug’s analysis of the situation were entirely incorrect,’ Denny replied without the slightest hint of rancour. ‘However, I do not believe we should consider ourselves safe until after midnight.’
‘I agree with Denny,’ Fire Bug said. ‘Uh, on all of that. If he hasn’t planted anything else, I’ll be the happiest surprised person in the city, but we can’t call it yet.’
‘Huh, I guess,’ Cygnus said. ‘Twilight? How are things in Churchton?’
‘Oh, I’m having a great time. The local goons thought they might get a free pass because I was dealing with fires.’ Twilight did sound rather pleased with herself.
‘Just don’t scare any of them out into traffic tonight.’
‘I’ll try, Mom.’
‘Hey! You’re only a year younger than me.’
‘Only physically. I’m going to give this another half-hour, then I’ll head over to Friendship. I just bet the park is teeming with muggers tonight.’
‘I’m betting you’re right,’ Jacob put in. ‘Maybe when this is done with, you guys could give me some pointers on patrol etiquette. I could start doing a few loops around Friendship of an evening. Gives me a chance to practise with these powers I’ve suddenly got.’
‘Practice is good, partner,’ Heather said. ‘If you guys don’t mind, I’m going to sit in front of the TV and watch a movie. My feet are killing me.’
‘Heather?’ June said. ‘You listening in too?’
‘This channel is way more informative than ACPN. Seriously, we should look into a broadcast licence. I bet we could make a fortune running adverts between the chatter.’
‘There is no way I am letting people listen in on the things I say on here,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’d have to remember to use code names, and stop swearing.’
‘We could do open days,’ Twilight suggested. ‘Though I kind of suspect people would just find out how boring it is most nights.’
‘In an emergency,’ Denny said, ‘I do have sufficient output power to override many of the public transmitters in the city. My communications systems were designed to operate effectively at some seven hundred light seconds, though my effective range here is more like eight hundred kilometres.’
‘Probably not required, Denny,’ Cygnus replied, ‘but noted.’
‘What’s eight hundred kilometres in old money?’ June asked.
‘Five hundred miles,’ Heather supplied. ‘It’s an eight to five ratio, more or less.’
‘Did you get anything aside from tired feet today?’ Jacob asked.
‘Maybe. There were a couple of them who seemed nervous about me asking questions. I’ll check into them further on Monday. The autopsy report on Mole came through, by the way. I don’t suppose anyone else’s had the time to read it. He didn’t freeze to death.’
‘He didn’t?’
‘Asphyxiation. He was smothered by the ice. The other victims show signs of it, but Mole was allowed to die that way rather than the cold. And there was something else which the ME said was weird. Mole showed erosion in his joints which they looked at and think was due to ice crystals being grown there.’
‘That had to hurt.’
‘Torture and a slow death,’ Twilight said. ‘That’s a nasty escalation.’
‘Yeah,’ Heather agreed, ‘so I think we’d better nail this guy sooner rather than later.’
‘Good idea. I’ll drop by in the morning and you can brief me on your suspects.’
‘Sure. I–’
‘I am sorry to break in,’ Denny said, breaking in to the conversation, ‘but we have a problem.’
‘She’s not kidding,’ Fire Bug added, sounding urgent. ‘I’m getting reports of three explosions–’
‘Nine, Fire Bug. I have nine fire alerts in Uptown and Friendship. Three Uptown clubs, six bars in Friendship.’
‘All at once?’ Cygnus said, looking around for any signs she could actually see.
‘Timed to go off together, it would seem. That number has now increased. Two sports bars in Uptown.’
‘Oh… shit. Feed me the largest of the venues. I’ll start there.’
~~~
Heather’s attention was only barely on the movie she had found on a cable channel. Up on the screen, fake Ultras were fighting the evil Doctor Doomspider for the fate of the world. In her ear, real Ultras were fighting for the lives of real people. No contest really: reality won out the battle for Heather’s attention.
‘Seems like one of his paint-tin bombs,’ Cygnus was saying, ‘but he’s managed to get it right in the middle of the club. I can see… bodies. What’s left of them anyway.’
‘Is the same here,’ Svetilo said. ‘Is nothing I can do here. This will be down to you and Andy.’
‘We can’t be everywhere.’
‘We do what we can,’ Fire Bug said. ‘The normal fire crews will have to handle the rest as best they can and we–’
Heather tapped the receiver off, frowning. She had heard… Turning, she looked around her apartment for any sign of anything which might have fallen over. There had been a sound, but she had been focussed on the radio, not her surroundings.
Another sound, muffled, but definitely there and coming from the bedroom. Heather got up and started for the coat rack beside her door, which was where her brand-new, not-UID-issue pistol was hanging in its shoulder rig. She was halfway there when the bedroom door was flung open and someone stepped through it.
Time slowed in that way it does when your brain kicks into emergency mode. The man, the figure was male, was dressed in black: black jeans, black sweater with a polo neck. His face was hidden by a balaclava-style mask, but his hands were bare. He was Caucasian, around five seven, maybe a hundred and twenty pounds. His hands were rising in a gesture which seemed threatening, even if there was nothing overtly threatening about it at all. You developed a different idea of threat when you dealt with Ultras a lot. Heather dived back toward the cover of her sofa as white mist carrying glittering particles of ice swept out toward her.
Rolling, Heather tapped at the transceiver in her ear, desperate to call for help. ‘Denny, he’s–’ Her words were cut off as a second blast of freezing air enveloped her. Her skin tingled as ice formed over it, wrapping her in a rapidly hardening shell. She struggled, but it was too fast and her muscles were cramping in the cold. Heather let out a gasp, and then her mouth was full of ice.
‘Miss Bryant?’ Denny’s voice sounded in her ear, but Heather could not respond. ‘Miss Bryant, are you there?’
‘You are sticking your nose where it’s not wanted.’ That was the man, the killer. ‘You’re a PI, right? Triple Point is going to make you wish you had stuck to taking pictures of cheating husbands.’
Pain lanced through Heather’s body from most of her major joints. It was bad, but not agonising. But she still could not breathe and if she remained sealed in the ice, she was going to die.
‘Painful, isn’t it?’ Triple Point said. ‘It can get worse.’
The pain in Heather’s joints increased suddenly, ripping through her body in a nauseating wave. Dimly, she heard Triple Point ranting and Denny saying something, but there was nothing in Heather’s head except for pain, agonising pain. Her vision, already blurred by the ice over her eyes, swam and then, suddenly, went black.
~~~
‘Twilight, I have received a transmission from Miss Bryant,’ Denny said into Twilight’s ear.
‘Okay…’ Twilight replied a little absently since she was watching a mugger who was thinking about his next victim.
‘I will play it back to you. It has an unusual characteristic.’
‘Okay, but–’
‘Denny, he’s–’ Twilight’s attention shifted immediately at the urgent tone in Heather’s voice.
‘When did you get this, Denny? Is that all there was?’
‘Eight point three seconds ago, and that was everything. That is the unusual characteristic. I have been unable to gain contact with Miss Bryant since, though her communicator is functioning. I have informed her that I was contacting you.’
‘Move,’ Andrea said from the back of Twilight’s mind. ‘Get Jacob too.’
‘Right,’ Twilight said aloud. ‘Call Jacob and tell him to get to Heather’s apartment as soon as he can.’ Some muggers, it appeared, had more luck than others. Pulling the shadows around herself, Twilight stepped through the darkness into Heather’s bedroom. ‘Heather better be in trouble,’ Twilight said silently, ‘or we’re going to be.’ And then she pushed her shadows out into the lounge, striding out after them as the darkness filled the room.
There was no sign of anyone, aside from Heather, frozen into a form-fitting shell of ice glaze. ‘Shit.’ Twilight let the shadows collapse and drew her sword from her back. ‘Denny, we need paramedics here. Fast.’
‘I am summoning help, but the fires are drawing a lot of emergency personnel,’ Denny said.
‘Right…’
‘Get her out,’ Andrea said. ‘He may have left her to suffocate like Mole. Get her out now!’
‘Right!’ Using the hilt of her sword, Twilight began cracking the ice. It was hard, incredibly hard, and it seemed to take forever to shatter the shell. And then Heather was collapsing onto the carpet and pulling in a long breath before letting out a scream and curling into a ball. ‘Heather? Heather! What’s wrong? What’s–’
‘He did that ice in the joints thing to her,’ Andrea said. ‘I don’t… I can’t think of anything to do. Keep her warm, maybe?’
Twilight reached out and grabbed Heather, pulling her in close. ‘She’s cold.’
‘You would be too if you’d just been– Well, no, you wouldn’t, but… Just try to keep her warm.’
‘Denny,’ Twilight said aloud, ‘when are those paramedics coming?’
‘I am sorry, Twilight. ETA unknown at this time. Jacob is expecting to arrive in less than ten minutes.’
‘Okay, cancel the paramedics. Tell Jacob I’ll meet him outside. We’ll take her straight to the hospital.’
‘Of course, Twilight.’
Nodding, Twilight pulled Heather in closer while the ex-agent alternately moaned, screamed, and shivered in pain.
~~~
‘She’s unconscious,’ the doctor said as Twilight and Jacob looked on, ‘but she’s stable and there seems to be no long-term damage. We’ll need to wait for her to regain consciousness before we can check for any neurological damage… but I’m currently quite hopeful. I believe you got her free of the ice before there was too much damage.’
‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Twilight said. The man nodded and turned away, and Twilight turned around to see Jacob breathing a sigh of relief. ‘She’ll be okay. She’s a tough woman.’
‘Yeah,’ Jacob agreed. ‘Tough and lucky. She’s lucky she could contact Denny, and lucky to have you able to jump straight to her apartment.’
‘If I’d been luckier, I could’ve caught the bastard who did it. He must’ve frozen her and then left her to die. I must’ve missed him by seconds.’
‘Don’t kick yourself over it. He didn’t kill Heather. Maybe she can identify him when she comes to.’
Twilight nodded. ‘Maybe she can. And maybe he knows that.’
‘That thought had crossed my mind. I’ll stay here. If he comes for–’
‘We will stay here. I want to be here when she wakes up anyway.’
‘Fair enough. And then we take this guy down.’
‘Oh…’ Twilight looked through the glass at the sleeping form of Heather Bryant. ‘That’s a promise.’
San Francisco, CA.
Watching Diamond’s house was not the most exciting of tasks, but Mink watched. Back at her base, she had a facial-recognition system running to identify individuals coming and going, and that had collected fourteen mugshots. That was useful, but she had decided to get out and see the place up close tonight.
Another system was running the captured images against police and FBI databases. One of them was easy: Simon Taverner, Beatdown. The system had confirmed his identity against California prison records.
Most of the others had been filled in fairly quickly, though the system had had to go far further afield. Diamond had collected her cohorts from all over the south-eastern side of the country, it seemed. Virginia, North and South Carolina, a couple from Georgia, the rest from Mississippi and Louisiana.
Three names remained resolutely unavailable, though one of those was undoubtedly Diamond. Her and her two lieutenants, the big man and his wiry compatriot, did not appear to have criminal records. Or if they had ever been arrested, someone had made the records vanish.
A light went on in the house and Mink lifted her eyes to look. The shape was feminine: the mysterious Diamond, who seemed to be as good as Mink at hiding her real identity. ‘Enigmatic lady,’ Mink said to the distant shape just as the drapes on the window were pulled. ‘I tip my hat to you. Or I would if I had one.’
Then the front door of the house opened and Beatdown rushed out, barely pausing to close up behind him. He headed straight for a car.
‘And where are you going in such a hurry?’ Mink asked of no one. There was only one way to find out. Following him was not going to be too easy, but she could cut corners he could not and he would likely stick to the speed limits. Jumping up, Mink set off in the direction she figured Beatdown was going to head in.
~~~
Judy Taverner had always liked being Lament. She identified more with her Ultrahuman identity than her birth one. Lament was Judy’s ideal of what an Ultra should be: smooth, cool under pressure, and just a little aloof. Judy had always been just a little awkward, great in the school debating society with a podium and a topic, but never quite the social butterfly she had wanted to be. Lament knew her way around high society, always knew what to say, and had the confidence to back it up. Lament was who Judy wanted to be. And the one thing that always dragged Lament back to being Judy was her brother, Simon.
Simon had made something of a mission out of putting his sister down, even before he had developed powers. At twelve, Judy had had her hair cut short because she was tired of Simon pulling it. She had grown it back a few years later because she felt long hair suited Lament, but she still remembered the horror of seeing her long hair falling to the floor and knowing that it was Simon’s fault. Simon’s teasing had been responsible for much of Judy’s teenage insecurity. When he had got himself locked up for two years when she was sixteen, it had been the best thing to ever happen to her. Then he had come out, started right where he had left off, and they had been fighting their little war ever since.
One of Judy’s favourite memories was seeing Bonehead punch Simon in the face after her brother had described Lament as a ‘stuck-up, useless, harpy princess with a voice like a foghorn.’ Judy smiled at the thought as she opened her apartment door. Then her face straightened.
Simon had never tried to kill her before. There had been more than a few bruises, but the Fox had been pretty sure that Beatdown had been aiming to put an end to their sibling conflict in a permanent way. Something had changed. Someone had given Simon a push, presumably this woman they were calling Diamond. Beatdown had seemed to be happy with staying out of San Francisco, and Judy had been happy to ignore him unless he did something stupid. Now he was out to kill her and the other Stars had insisted that she stay on Alcatraz Island until the problem was resolved. That was just… ignominious!
And now that she was actually walking into her apartment, having snuck out of HQ to avoid being asked what she was up to, even if she had what she admitted was a lame excuse, Lament was feeling more like Judy: just a little insecure and stupid. It was a petty act of rebellion which should have been beneath her. Well, it was done now, and no one knew she was here so she was safe enough. Simon thought she was on the Rock. Still, she pulled all the drapes before flicking on the lights. She would have a glass of wine, just one, and watch a little TV. That would be enough to make her feel justified before she scurried back to base with the book she planned to use as her excuse.
With the TV turned on to a random entertainment channel, Lament poured herself a flute of white wine, admiring the delicate twist of the glass’s stem and the intricate weave of drawn glass, resembling vines, which wrapped the bowl. She took a sip, smiled, and started for the sofa.
With an enormous crash, the door of her apartment buckled inward. Lament froze, staring at the door as though it had just come to life. Another crashing blow hit the door and she flinched, but her mind refused to grasp what was happening. The glass slipped from her fingers as whatever enormous hand was trying to break through knocked again, and this time the lock gave way under the onslaught and the door slammed open, tearing free of its hinges to tumble into the room.
‘Simon,’ Lament whispered as she saw the man standing in the doorway.
‘Damn right, sister dearest!’ Beatdown spat out the last syllable and Lament let out a shriek as a pulse of sound punched a hole in her left bicep.
‘Simon, stop! Why are you doing this?’
Beatdown advanced into the room, closing the gap between them. ‘Because I’m sick and tired of you lording your righteous, do-gooder attitude over me. I’m sick of your bully boys beating on me because you’re too weak to stand up to me yourself. I’m sick of being chased out of my home town because you’re embarrassed by your own brother. I found a woman who believes in me, and I’m getting rid of the one who doesn’t. Ka!’
Pain lanced through Lament’s right thigh. She stumbled back a pace, but her leg held and her head cleared enough to let her realise how much trouble she was in. She could feel blood trickling down her arm and figured she would soon feel it soaking her jeans. She was badly hurt, again, and Simon was not going to stop. She saw him drawing breath for another shout and moved, jerking toward the bedroom off to her left even though it made her leg squeal in pain. There was no hit, but nausea rose up from the pit of her stomach and her vision clouded. She slipped to her knees, willing herself not to black out. Simon would kill her for sure if she…
~~~
Beatdown looked down at the supine form of his sister and smiled. This would be easy. Just like shooting fish in a barrel. Or like shouting at your sister on a carpet. He drew in a breath, and paused. Could he really do it? Could he really kill Judy?
They had grown up together, more or less. He was eighteen months older, but he could not really remember a time when his little sister had not been there. Their parents had doted on her as a child and he had hated her for that, but his rivalry with Judy had always been… a kind of love. He thought she was stuck-up, needed taking down a peg, and maybe he had taken it a little too far at times, but…
But there was that one other thing: Diamond would string him up and carve him open slowly if he failed. Maybe she would do that anyway.
‘Fuck it. Sorry, sis.’ Beatdown drew in another breath and let the power rise in him.
Something silver flashed before Beatdown’s eyes, and then a thin cord was wrapping tightly around his neck, cutting off his breathing. He turned, trying to free himself, and he saw Mink standing behind him, bracing her rope dart to keep it taut around his neck. He pulled, trying to yank the cord from her hands, and a tug of war ensued with Mink trying to keep the line tight and Beatdown working to free himself before his lungs gave out. Mink’s foot caught on the sofa and she lost her grip, but the noose was still wrapped tightly around Beatdown’s neck.
‘Shit!’ Mink exclaimed as Beatdown reached for the cord to unwrap it. She twisted, closed the gap, and drove her heel into the meat of his thigh, following through with a blow to the throat. Beatdown managed a wheezing cough, his eyes widening as his voice box was paralysed and his hands fumbled the cord. Mink spun again, the base of her fist smashing into Beatdown’s jaw, and he went down like a sack of bricks, right next to his sister.
Kneeling, Mink checked Lament’s pulse. ‘Okay…’ She tapped on her radio and spoke. ‘Mink to Stars HQ. Backroom, are you there? Over.’
There was a short pause before Elaine’s voice came back. ‘Mink? I’m here. We’ve got a bit of a problem here, I–’
‘Let me guess, Lament is missing? Over.’ Reaching down, Mink began removing her rope dart’s cord from around Beatdown’s neck.
‘And you found her,’ Elaine said, her tone resigned. ‘Where? Over.’
‘Her apartment. I’ve got her brother here too. They’re both alive, but we need paramedics. Beatdown got a couple of his sound pulses into her before I could stop him. Over.’
‘Ultramech is on his way to your location now. We guessed she might go there. Stupid… Never mind. I’ll have police and paramedics there in a few minutes. Over.’
Mink heard something heavy landing on the balcony outside the window. ‘Ultramech’s here. I’ll let him in and he can handle the rest of this.’ She wrapped her rope dart around her hips as she walked over to the window. ‘Lament’ll be pissed that I rescued her anyway. Over.’
‘Probably. Thanks anyway. Backroom out.’
Pulling the drapes and then the window aside, Mink nodded at the silver man standing outside. ‘Hi, big guy. You heard all that?’
‘I did, Mink. Your assistance is greatly appreciated, as always.’
‘Huh, probably not by its recipient, but thanks. I’m going to leave you to handle the clean-up, if that’s okay with you.’
Ultramech stepped through into the room and tilted his head a little to one side. ‘One day, Mink, you will have to allow the city to give you the recognition you deserve.’
Mink smiled at him. ‘Maybe, but not tonight.’ She stepped out onto the balcony and prepared her rope dart again. ‘Make sure Detective Inman is informed of Beatdown’s arrest.’ And then she was gone.
‘I will be sure to do that,’ Ultramech said to the empty balcony. Then he turned to his captive and his colleague.
28th December.
‘I’m not happy about you going in there, Detective,’ Mink said.
‘Happy or not, in I am going,’ Damian said. He was checking his pistol. ‘I suggested we do this. I’ve got the police authority and your evidence as probable cause.’
‘And we have the firepower,’ Fuego added. ‘It is also our leader this woman has chosen to attack.’ The only Stars missing were Lament and Ultramech, the latter being on guard at the hospital.
‘We want them alive,’ Damian said.
Fuego frowned. ‘I had not considered any other course of action, Detective Inman.’
‘Boys,’ Mink said. ‘We’re on the same side. Don’t start. We go in hard. Bony, take the door down. Muse, you do your stuff once we’re inside. Anyone who isn’t acting like they’re on LSD, the rest of us take them down. Any questions?’
‘I need to go in behind Bonehead,’ Damian said. ‘Make the announcement.’
‘Stay right behind him. He’s bulletproof, and you aren’t.’
‘I… can live with that. I am wearing a vest.’
‘My entire skin is a vest, Detective,’ Bonehead stated flatly. ‘I’ll keep you safe so you can arrest everyone. When do we do this?’
‘No time like the present.’
‘Agreed,’ Mink said. ‘Okay, Bony, move out with the detective. Everyone else get ready. Make it quick and clean, Bony.’
Bonehead gave a nod and opened the rear doors of the van they were setting up in. They were a hundred yards from the house Diamond was using as a base of operations, and Bonehead did not run toward it, but his long legs carried him quickly down the street and up the steps to the front porch. Then he accelerated, lowering his shoulder. He ploughed through the front door of the house as though it was not there, Damian hurrying in after him.
‘SFPD!’ Damian yelled. ‘Do not resist arrest, or…’ He trailed off as the realisation set in that the house was very quiet. Dali’s Muse, the strange, almost elfin psychic, swept in behind him, hovering just above the ground and ready to unleash her mind-twisting powers on the building, and Damian raised a hand. ‘Wait. I’m not sure there’s anyone else here.’
Mink’s heels sounded on the boards outside. She frowned as she stepped through into the hallway. ‘It is very quiet. All right, Bony and Fuego, sweep upstairs. Muse and Fox, take this floor. Detective, you come with me. These places always have basements.’
‘Couldn’t wait to get me alone?’ Damian asked as he followed Mink down a flight of brick steps into the basement.
‘Hmm… One rule I forgot to mention. I’m Mink. You only know me professionally. No matter where we are. Two rules, sorry. You don’t know who Mink is unless we’re somewhere we absolutely know is secure.’
‘That’s… logical.’ They went down into a brick-walled corridor under the house with various doors off it. The light was too dim to see properly and Damian’s senses cut over to their ‘dark vision’ mode. He could sense nothing that could be considered a threat. ‘Are there lights down here?’
Something, a dim, blue-shaded glow, registered on his vision, but did not really seem to illuminate anything. ‘You don’t need it, and I have a UV light. And I think we’re alone down here.’ Mink opened a door beside them and her torch created art on the walls which Dali’s Muse would undoubtedly have found fascinating. ‘Someone died in this room.’
‘Messily, yeah.’
‘Diamond’s work.’ Mink turned from the room and scanned her torch down the corridor. ‘Oh…’
Damian sensed it more or less as Mink saw it. ‘Is that a tunnel? I can feel a void down at the end.’
‘It looks like they dug an escape tunnel out from here to… probably next door. We need to check on the neighbours.’
‘Yeah…’ Damian frowned. ‘There’s something else…’
‘This is the Fox. There’s no one on the ground floor. Over.’ Damian ignored the words in his ear, trying to identify whatever was wrong with his environment.
‘Fuego here. Upper floor seems to be clear too. Over.’
There was a scent, a smell. What was it?
‘They cut a tunnel out of the basement,’ Mink said. ‘They’re gone. We go through the place and–’
‘Shit! Fertiliser!’ Damian snapped. ‘I can smell fertiliser.’
‘Damn.’ Mink grabbed Damian’s arm and started pulling him toward the stairs. ‘Everyone, they’ve rigged the place to explode.’
Damian did not really need the encouragement. ‘We can call the bomb squad in once we’re outside.’
‘We’ll be fucking lucky if she hasn’t got it on a command detonator.’
They were, apparently, lucky. ‘Apparently, she didn’t want to stick around to watch,’ Damian commented as they stopped on the opposite side of the street and looked back at the still intact building.
‘You are sure there are explosives in the building?’ Fuego asked.
‘I could smell–’ Damian began, and then the building exploded.
It was something like a small earthquake. The ground seemed to ripple and then heave. The building itself appeared to lift up, developing a malign, looming quality for what seemed like seconds but was probably not. Then it collapsed back, along with a section of roadway and the yard to either side. When it settled again, the lower floor was less than half the height it had been, the roof had entirely lost its pitch, and the upper floor was leaning inward alarmingly. Flames began to lick up through the wreckage.
‘Yeah,’ Mink said. ‘I’m absolutely positive there were explosives in there.’
~~~
‘You think any of them were inside when it went up?’ Rex asked.
‘We’ll see when the news reports come out in the morning,’ Diamond replied, smiling. ‘I think that would be too much good fortune, but we can hope. Is the new place as nice as the last, sugar?’
‘I think you’ll like it.’
‘Good. I could use the boost. I sorely underestimated Mink. That is one wily lady. I figured, since she works solo, that we needed to remove the Stars, but that just isn’t the case.’
‘We’re going after Mink?’ Jack asked from the driver’s seat of their limo. He checked the rear-view mirror for the vans containing the rest of the suit and nodded.
‘Yes, we are, but that is going to take a little time. The Nine Kings have been trying for a while and she just beat their flush every time. Her poker face is far too good. We have work to do consolidating our other businesses. We’ll get to Mink when we’re good and ready. But there is one thing I need you to do sooner, Jack?’
‘Taverner?’
‘We can’t have him talking, sugar. Take care of it, won’t you?’
Jack smiled. ‘It would be my pleasure, Diamond.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘You’re sure this is our guy, Andy?’ Cygnus asked.
‘No,’ a rather sullen Fire Bug replied. ‘It’s a partial print. A good lawyer would rip evidence like that apart in court. But Arnold’s on my list and it matches his right index finger.’
They were in an elevator, riding up to the tenth floor of an apartment block in Friendship. Cygnus, Fire Bug, and Svetilo, all there to confront an arsonist who was also an arson investigator. ‘This is uncomfortable for you.’
‘I know him. He’s been with the department for years. He was on the ladders when I was a rookie. Came down here from New York when I did. His work has put arsonists behind bars, and now it looks like he’s out to do worse than any of them.’
‘He has to be stopped, Andy.’
‘I know, but I want to try to do this quietly. That’s why I asked you to come in plain clothes.’
Cygnus, in jeans and a blouse, had rarely seen Fire Bug without his old fireman’s outfit. He looked smaller, just an average guy in casual clothes, though he was hunching a little with the weight of what he had to do. ‘How do you want to play this?’
‘We talk to him. If he’s… uncooperative, you two can handle him, but I’d like to take him in without violence if we can manage it.’
‘We do this, Andy,’ Svetilo said as the elevator came to a halt, ‘but for you, da? This man has killed, not by accident but on purpose. He placed bomb in hospital. He does not deserve your compassion.’
‘Yeah,’ Fire Bug said, his tone resigned. ‘I know, but…’ Shaking his head, he started out of the elevator car and down the corridor to apartment 1004. There he knocked twice and waited.
After a few seconds, there was rattling from inside, a click, and the door opened half an inch but no further. Fire Bug reached for the door, but Cygnus stopped him with a hand on his shoulder, easing him back and going first. When she pushed the door open, however, they saw a short and quite empty entrance corridor. Of the apartment’s resident there was no sign. Cygnus walked in, setting her rescue configuration up and scanning with her radar sense. She could see what looked like a bathroom off to the right, a lounge up ahead. In the latter, she could make out a human shape settling onto a seat which faced the door.
‘He’s in the lounge,’ Cygnus said. ‘Straight ahead. It doesn’t look like he’s armed or anything. He’s just waiting.’
Nodding, Fire Bug took the lead, heading for the lounge door. Cygnus glanced back at Svetilo and the Russian settled herself just inside the front door, legs set apart and arms folded over her chest. If the bomber made a run for it and got past Cygnus, Svetilo would stop him. Turning again, Cygnus followed Fire Bug.
‘I was expecting you a little sooner, Andy,’ a voice said as Cygnus reached the doorway. ‘And you brought Cygnus with you.’ The man in the recliner was in his fifties, his hair was grey, and his face showed a lot of worry lines. Being in the business of investigating fires had to put a strain on a man. Perhaps some more than others. ‘Arnold Willard, ma’am. We’ve never run into each other at a fire. I usually turn up after it’s over.’
Cygnus gave him a nod. ‘Captain Willard.’
‘Why, Arnold?’ Fire Bug asked. ‘Why did you do it?’
Willard’s smile was weak, but he met Fire Bug’s eyes. ‘They abandoned Churchton, Andy. Long before the riots, they were cutting back on resources. They had you, and then they had Cygnus. What did they need normal firemen for? Cops too, but that’s their problem. When the riots happened, we lost the only two firehouses they’d left functional and what’s their plan to deal with that? They moved us all out into the richer areas and they’ll get to rebuilding when they can. When they can…’
‘It takes time and money, Arnold. It isn’t going to happen overnight and you–’
‘They aren’t even sending us to investigate fires in Churchton now. I haven’t been up there since the riot. They’ve abandoned the place. I wanted them to know what it’s like. I wanted them to feel the pain I feel, that everyone up there feels. I wanted–’
‘Revenge,’ Cygnus snapped. ‘You wanted revenge and you didn’t think about the consequences.’ Fire Bug turned toward her, opening his mouth to cool her down perhaps, but she lifted a hand to silence him. ‘We’ve been raising money to help get Churchton and Deale back on their feet. People are sympathetic. What do you think is going to happen to that sympathy when they find out these fires have been caused by someone wanting to show everyone else how horrible it is to lose your home? The bomb in the hospital alone was going way too far.’
Willard seemed to shrink a little, his face contorting as if in pain. ‘That wasn’t… I had to try so hard to make… make the simplest mistake. It all got twisted.’
‘What?’
‘I… I met the Devil and he twisted everything. Warnings… Was going to give… warnings for the… for this weekend. He made me… I couldn’t…’
‘The Devil made me do it? Really?’
‘Arnold,’ Fire Bug began.
Willard looked up at him, his face clearing. ‘You have to leave. He doesn’t want… I can’t be taken alive. I’ve already… already primed it.’
Cygnus’s eyes widened as Fire Bug stepped closer to Willard’s chair. She reached out, grabbed the fireman, and lifted him off his feet, hurrying back toward the entrance lobby. ‘Dom, get out!’ she yelled.
Behind her, Willard said, ‘Too late.’ There was a sound something like a firework going off, a spitting, hissing sound, and then a wash of flaming vapour erupted out from beneath Willard’s chair and he started screaming.
Cygnus felt the fire wrapping around her, but the heat was kept back by her force field, which filled the corridor and held the flames back in the room.
‘Stop!’ Fire Bug yelled. ‘We have to stop the fire or it’ll take out half the building.’
‘Yes, sorry.’ Cygnus let go of Fire Bug and slammed her control field down on the flames, feeling Fire Bug doing the same. The fire died away quickly, but not quickly enough for Arnold Willard.
Cygnus wrinkled her nose. The smell of burned meat was horrific. ‘Shit.’
‘Thermite and a pyrophoric vapour,’ Fire Bug said. ‘We’d better get someone up here with some of the neutraliser.’ He walked over to the slumped form of Willard and checked for a pulse. It was not with much hope: the base of the chair was a smoking ruin and Willard’s thighs and buttocks were charred husks. Fire Bug shook his head. ‘The Devil. What the Hell did he mean by that?’
‘He lost it? The stress pushed him over the edge and…’ Cygnus trailed off. ‘Unless… The clubs that were hit yesterday? The Gates of Hell wasn’t among them, right?’
‘No. He tried to hit Red’s place before then, but the Gates went unscathed. Sweet let us check the place to be sure, but there was no sign of anything there.’
‘Newest club in the city should have been a big target, I’d have thought.’
‘Da,’ Svetilo agreed from behind them. ‘Gates of Hell should have been among first targets. And Sweet would make a good demon.’
‘Circumstantial. Very circumstantial.’
‘This is our middle name, is it not?’
‘Yeah, we’ll look into it.’
~~~
‘Could someone tell the guy with the drums to stop?’
Twilight was on her feet and at Heather’s bedside before Jacob had even registered the sentence. ‘Sorry, we paid him for the full hour and he won’t stop until then.’
Heather groaned. ‘What happened? I remember being cold, and a lot of pain… And I think I blacked out.’
‘No, that would be me arriving. You were conscious for a few minutes after I broke you out of the ice. Then I guess you blacked out from the pain and a little hypothermia.’
‘Not that we were worried or anything,’ Jacob added. ‘We knew you’d be fine.’
‘Tell that to my head,’ Heather replied. ‘You got him?’
Twilight shook her head. ‘He was gone when I got there and going after him wasn’t an option. We were hoping you can tell us who he is?’
Heather shook her head and then winced. ‘Remind me not to do that. He was wearing a mask. Full face. I never saw him. But…’ She frowned. ‘I think it was Gary Hopper.’
‘And he is?’
‘I interviewed a woman called Adele Hopper. She reported her husband missing and it could be the dismembered corpse, and… There was something that wasn’t right. She set my alarms off. Her son’s the right age, build. It’s all pretty weak, but I think it was him.’
Jacob shrugged. ‘I’ll put him under surveillance.’
‘No offence, my love,’ Twilight said, ‘but you’re not exactly inconspicuous.’
‘That, my love, is the point. If he’s it, he’ll make a try for me.’
‘It might well work,’ Heather said. ‘I just bet they aren’t letting me out of here to help, are they? What happened with the fires?’
‘No, you’re not getting out,’ Twilight said. ‘Tomorrow, if you’re lucky. They got the fires under control by about two a.m. Fire Bug, Cygnus, and Svetilo got the bomber this morning.’
‘Got him?’
‘Well, he killed himself, but there won’t be any more fires. We just need to nail the serial killer and we get a clean sweep.’
‘I’ll get right on that then,’ Jacob said.
~~~
Eric Hoffman had never really liked stakeouts. You sat in a car or, if you were really lucky, a building, drinking far too much coffee, watching a lot of nothing happening, usually accompanied by someone who would run out of conversational topics after the first hour or so. The latter was not a problem here because, in or out of costume, Night Shift worked alone. That just meant the silence was louder, but at least it was not uncomfortable. The coffee was just as bad and, for no reason Hoffman could fathom, his quarry seemed to be staking out a doughnut shop, so the coffee was plentiful. The doughnuts were not that bad at least.
As far as Hoffman could tell, Dannon had not worked out he was being watched. Then again, Dannon was also clearly not that experienced at stakeouts. It was almost as though he wanted whoever he was watching to know he was there. He had been into the shop a couple of times, not bothering to hide the white suit he seemed to be constantly dressed in. He sat in his car, munching on doughnuts and drinking coffee, and in full view of the shop windows. Not wearing the suit’s helmet seemed to be his only concession to stealth.
The thought occurred that an ex-UID agent, with field experience, would know better. Dannon did want to be seen? Okay, so… Why? Well, if he was hunting his next victim, this was an amazingly stupid way of doing it. Dannon’s partner, Bryant, had apparently been attacked by the killer so maybe she had been able to provide information Hoffman had no access to. Dannon had, also apparently, been helping with the fires when Bryant was attacked, but Hoffman had been unable to verify his location. Dannon could have attacked his partner, but even Hoffman had to admit that it was becoming increasingly unlikely that Dannon was the man they were hunting.
Playing catch-up ranked just below stakeouts on Hoffman’s list of things he enjoyed, but he needed more information. He picked up a tablet computer linked into his home system and began running queries. Maybe, just maybe, he could work out why Dannon was so interested in a doughnut shop in Deale Harbour.
~~~
Jacob sensed the shadows thickening around him, but he kept his eyes on the building he had trailed Gary Hopper to. He was not surprised when he heard Twilight’s voice.
‘He’s in there?’
‘Yeah. That’s his apartment block.’
Twilight stepped up to stand beside Jacob, looking up at the same building. ‘I assume he’s seen you?’
‘Unless he’s the most unobservant man on the planet, yeah, he’s seen me. I’m almost certain he saw me on the way here. I’m giving it half an hour to let him see me watching, then I’ll call it a night.’
‘I’ll set an imp watching the place, just in case.’
‘Wise precaution, but he won’t go out again tonight.’
‘Probably. You know Night Shift is tailing you?’
‘He’s been sitting in his car watching me watch a doughnut shop all afternoon.’ Jacob sounded amused.
‘That guy is a pain in the ass.’
‘I won’t disagree. The man employs a PR consultancy so he’s not exactly on my list of likeable Ultras. Still, we’ve shared stakeout boredom, even if we were in different cars. It’s a sort of bonding experience.’
‘Maybe you should invite him to join you tomorrow.’
‘I don’t think he’d appreciate how cold I keep the car.’
‘Huh. I stopped by at the hospital after work. They’re letting Heather out in the morning. You’ll probably need to dissuade her from joining you.’
Jacob shook his head. ‘Heather’s sensible about stuff like that. She won’t want to sit in a cold car when she’s recuperating from mild hypothermia. I might have to remind her about the cold, but she’ll stay home. Besides, Roman and Hill called today to ask about us doing some work. She can start things off with that.’
Twilight smiled. ‘We did say they’d have work for you.’
‘Yeah. I wasn’t expecting it this soon, but I’m not complaining. I’ve got bills to pay.’ Above them the lights in the windows of the Hopper apartment went out. ‘Looks like that’s it.’
‘I’ll get that imp set up and meet you back at your car.’
Jacob gave her a slow smile. ‘Staying the night?’
Twilight returned an innocent look. ‘Well, your place is closer to Radium Comics than mine…’
29th December.
The apartment block had been a big clue. Hoffman had been getting nowhere with his research until he had tailed Dannon back to the apartment block. The address was in his case database, in the section on missing persons. So, it seemed that Dannon was focussing on the Hopper case and a little research indicated that Gary Hopper, son of the missing Donald Hopper, worked at the doughnut shop. A small deductive leap and Hoffman concluded that Dannon suspected Gary Hopper was the serial killer.
Obviously Bryant had not been able to make a positive identification or the police would already be involved. Unless they were aiming at revenge rather than arrest, but no matter how Hoffman looked at Dannon’s psychological profile, that seemed an unlikely eventuality. Of course, the emergence of Ultrahuman powers could be traumatic and trigger personality shifts… But no. Whether rightly or wrongly, Dannon suspected Hopper.
And Hoffman had to admit that the young man fitted the rather broad parameters of the case. He worked in the right area of Deale and his home was at the other end of the catchment area for victims. The times of the crime fitted with Hopper’s schedule on leaving work. The same could be said for a lot of people, but there was the added matter of the missing father and the frozen body parts.
Hoffman spotted a woman, brunette hair poking out from under a woolly cap, walking toward Dannon’s car. She was wearing what looked like Arctic gear, and he could not see her face but she had to be Bryant. Maybe the two detectives were on to something. Maybe Dannon was not the killer.
~~~
‘Before you say anything,’ Heather said as she closed the car door, ‘I’m not staying long and I got dressed up really warm.’
‘Huh, yeah,’ Jacob said. ‘How can you actually bend to sit down in that?’
‘It’s not easy. I’m actually starting to sweat in this thing. Anyway, I had a meeting with Mister Hill and we’ve got our first paying job.’
‘At the rates we worked out?’
‘He didn’t even flinch. Offered a bonus for swift completion too. It’s not exactly exciting. We’re tracking down possible beneficiaries of a will, though the deceased was an Ultra. No one famous, but there’s a rumour he may have a couple of kids out of wedlock and with his mask on, so to speak.’
‘Ouch. That’s going to take some doing.’
Heather smirked. ‘I thought you’d know all about making kids with a mask on.’
Jacob rolled his eyes. ‘Finding the kids, not making them. The mask adds a bit of spice, actually. You should try it.’
‘I’m not really into girls and Twilight’s too into you.’
‘Twilight’s kind of flexible. Andrea wouldn’t like her going for it.’
Heather raised an eyebrow. ‘Twilight sleeps around?’
‘Oh, no. I just mean… She’s maybe more inclined to. Recreationally. With another girl. I don’t think she’d… Can we get off this topic?’
Heather giggled. ‘Sure. This is what you get for having a complicated love life.’
‘It’s not complicated, it’s–’
‘You’re dating two women who share a body. Any normal person would consider that complicated. I’ll head home and start researching the thing with the will. Hopefully you’ll get something on Hopper soon and I won’t be doing it alone.’
Jacob turned his eyes back to the doughnut shop. ‘I don’t think it’s going to be too much longer before he tries something.’
‘Great. I’m going to leave now. And when I get home, I’m turning the heating up.’
~~~
Penny looked up at the big screen and raised an eyebrow. ‘Working on Viviane’s costume?’
‘Yeah,’ June replied. She was working with a tablet while the TV echoed the display in much greater detail. ‘I’ve got a couple of designs to show her. This one’s more of a rustic look. Wiccan, sort of.’
The outfit featured a lot of earth tones. There was a boned bodice, an asymmetric skirt with a lot of folds and pleats, and heeled boots which still managed to look quite functional. It managed to show off a reasonable amount of skin while still looking a lot more respectable than Viviane’s tabard dress.
‘I like it,’ Penny said. ‘It’s really different from her current outfit.’
‘Yeah. I’ve got a more… classic outfit too. Lots of draped silks. Blues. I’ll show her everything I’ve come up with and she can decide which she prefers.’
‘Uh-huh. What about Brightstar?’
June grinned. ‘Oh, I’ve done the designs for her. Actually, she might go for one of them. I think it looks good on the model, but it shows less skin. She’s got great legs. It would be a bit of a shame to cover them up, but it’s tight enough that you still get the form. If she really wants something new, that’s an option.’
‘You’ve got some more designs too?’
‘Oh yeah. When she realises what she’ll be wearing, she’ll change her mind.’
‘So how come you put me in outfits like that?’
June shrugged. ‘You, Cygnus anyway, have the body confidence to wear it. Brightstar doesn’t, for all her general confidence. Plus, I like looking at your ass, obviously.’
Penny smirked. ‘Obviously.’
~~~
When Jacob saw Gary Hopper slipping down an alley on the way home, he knew that this was it. Hopper had been walking with his shoulders hunched and looking back when he thought he could do so without it being obvious. He knew Jacob was behind him and now his temper had got the better of him. He was fed up of being followed, which Jacob could get right behind even if Night Shift was just about to get a graphic demonstration that Jacob was not the killer.
The alley was dark. There were a couple of dumpsters in it, one pile of highly illegal garbage bags piled against a wall, and no sign of Hopper. Jacob walked on, wondering which of the various covers Hopper was going to be hiding behind. The bags were close, maybe too close. One of the dumpsters would have required running to get to it. That suggested the first of the dumpsters, but Jacob slowed a little as he reached the garbage bags, just in case.
That was when Hopper stepped out from behind the dumpster, raising his arms. Jacob had a second to comprehend the wash of white crystals and freezing air that was sweeping toward him, and then the ice was hardening around him.
‘Ha!’ Hopper barked. ‘Weren’t expecting that, were you, freak?’
Jacob barely heard the taunt through the ice blocking his ears, but he was busy anyway. His muscles, super-cooled and super-charged, flexed. He clenched his fists, feeling the ice crack around his fingers, twisted his shoulders and torso, and his vision cleared as the ice prison shattered around him. ‘You were saying, Mister Hopper?’
Hopper’s face twisted in anger. ‘Triple Point! My name is Triple Point!’ He lashed out again, ice swirling around Jacob as he took a step closer. This time it continued to swirl, thickening, but Jacob broke free of it and took another step. Another shell formed and was broken, and Jacob was barely three yards away from his target.
‘So Dannon was right.’
Hopper flinched as Night Shift, in full armour, stepped up beside Jacob. With a gasp, Hopper turned his power on Night Shift, wrapping him in a cocoon of ice before he could say another word. The ice creaked, but did not budge, and Hopper turned his attention back to Jacob, right about the time Jacob closed the distance and slammed his fist into Hopper’s face.
‘That,’ Jacob said, ‘was for Heather.’
But Gary Hopper did not hear him. Eyes rolling back in his head, the young man staggered back a step and then fell backward onto the dirty tarmac floor of the alley.
He looked at the frozen detective in the power armour for a second. ‘You, uh, need a hand with that, Night Shift?’
With a loud crack, the ice gave way and fell away from Night Shift’s armour in shards. ‘No, I got it. You’re stronger than you look and that stuff’s harder than it looks.’ Jacob saw the shadows thickening behind Night Shift but said nothing. ‘I owe you an apology,’ Night Shift went on. ‘I guess I jumped on the obvious suspect.’
Jacob shrugged. ‘I went through a phase of thinking I might be responsible too.’
Boot heels sounded on the tarmac as Twilight stepped out of her darkness. ‘That’s men for you. So insecure.’
‘Evening, Twilight,’ Jacob said.
‘Evening, Frostburn. Denny said you were in combat. I thought I’d come and make sure you didn’t need help, but I see you got some anyway.’
‘Not that that kid looks like he could punch through a paper bag,’ Night Shift said, ‘but your boyfriend’s got a mean right. One punch and he was out. I might as well not have bothered.’
‘Hey, giving him a second target gave me the chance to hit him,’ Jacob said in turn. ‘I’d have got there, but those ice cages were getting annoying.’
Twilight walked over to look down at Hopper. ‘He’s got a bloody nose, but I think he’ll probably survive to be locked up for the rest of his natural life. Denny, put in a call. We should have cops here pretty soon.’
‘Well, he’s not going anywhere.’
‘Huh,’ Night Shift said. ‘Not the way you hit him. A big “Pow!” bubble should have popped up beside him, or maybe animated birds circling around his head.’
‘I think you’ve got a fan,’ Twilight commented, smirking.
‘What?’ Night Shift responded. ‘I appreciate a man with a good right hook.’
~~~
‘Seriously,’ Night Shift said to Cygnus, ‘it was something to see.’ Night Shift had actually taken his helmet off to talk, which made the experience more pleasant, but there was a weird feeling of camaraderie to the situation that it seemed only Night Shift was entirely comfortable with. ‘Hopper was freezing Frostburn and then the ice just shattered and he took another step closer, and then another freeze. And then it was bang! Kid went down like a log. Only reason I could see it was the infrared in my visor, but… Yeah, not a bad night.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘I just came down to check when I heard you’d got him, Jacob. Shouldn’t the cops be here by now? It’s been, what? Fifteen minutes or so at least.’
‘UID were notified and they insisted on coming down to take custody,’ Jacob replied.
‘They’re taking their sweet time about it,’ Twilight added. The four of them were standing in the alley in a circle and Twilight had her back to Hopper, who was still laid out on the ground, still sleeping. ‘It’s not really like we’re in that much of a hurry.’ She saw Cygnus’s eyes widening but had little time to wonder why before she was grabbed from behind.
Looping one hand around her waist and the other around her chest so that he could place his hand on the bare skin between her breasts, Hopper pulled Twilight back a step. ‘None of you move! None of you move or I’ll suck the heat right out of her body!’ To emphasise his point, he concentrated, pulling on the heat he could feel beneath his palm and… nothing happened.
Hopper was just wondering what was going on when Twilight reached up and gripped his wrists in her hands. ‘That, Mister Hopper,’ she said, ‘is called “inappropriate touching,” and you’re doing it completely wrong.’ Before he could respond, she had lifted his hands and slapped his palms down on the plastic over her breasts.
‘Whu?’ Hopper managed.
‘That’s how you do it, and now that I have your attention…’ Shadows rushed up from the ground around them, rising into a black column which swallowed them both. Cygnus winced in something like sympathy, but there was no screaming, not a single moan. The shadows collapsed back to reveal Hopper half-collapsed behind Twilight, held up by the fact that she was still holding his wrists. ‘I think he fainted,’ Twilight said.
Jacob leaned sideways and peered around his girlfriend. ‘I think he’s got his nose stuck in your butt.’
Twilight shrugged. ‘Probably the closest he’s ever been to–’
‘Don’t finish that thought.’
 



Part Six: The Prince of Lust
New Millennium City, MD, 30th December, 2014.
Andrea walked up to the reception desk and got a smile from the girl behind it. It was an improvement over San Francisco.
‘Miss Morgan,’ the receptionist said, ‘what can Roman and Hill do for you today?’
‘I need to see Mister Hill,’ Andrea replied, returning the smile. ‘A personal matter.’
‘Of course, Miss Morgan. Go right through and I’ll call ahead.’
‘Thank you.’ Andrea walked around the desk, ignoring the looks from a couple of people waiting in reception.
Hill had a corner office at the top of the building, of course. Andrea felt that was reasonable, if clichéd. It also came with a big desk and some comfortable seating, even if Andrea was not planning to stay for any length of time.
‘Grand Mistress,’ Hill said, smiling and rising from his seat as Andrea entered his office. ‘How can we be of assistance?’
Andrea smiled back. ‘I see the memo got sent round.’
‘It did. I must say that things have got administratively better since those two young ladies took over in Italy.’
‘If you want something done right, get a woman to do it. Now, we arrested a man for the series of deaths recently. The frozen bodies?’
‘I’m aware of the cases. And of the arrest.’
Andrea grinned. ‘I had no doubt you would be. In one of his more lucid moments… Uh, Jacob punched his lights out once, and then I scared him into fainting. He wasn’t lucid much, but he kept saying that “the princes” would come and free him. He’s the second criminal we’ve come across in the last couple of days making comments about someone moving behind the scenes.’
‘The fire bomber?’
‘He said he met the Devil who had twisted his mission to kill more people. Run “the princes” through a search, and see what you can find out.’
Hill frowned. ‘It’s not a lot to work with, Grand Mistress.’
‘I know, and it’s almost New Year. I’m not expecting fast results. I’d just like to get to the bottom of this if possible.’
‘We’ll do our best to discover any bottom there may be.’
~~~
‘Andrea?’ Zoe was almost whispering and she had been doing her best casual saunter as she moved closer through the stacks, just as though she had arrived beside her colleague by accident. She was up to something.
‘Zoe, what’s up?’
‘Well… You know you’re having that little party tomorrow night?’
‘We’re having a few friends around and getting drunk. Yeah, I know.’
‘And you know Dom’s invited?’
‘And Dom asked if she could bring you, yes.’
‘Yeah… That’s not a problem is it?’
‘Why would it be?’ Andrea asked, genuinely puzzled.
‘I don’t know… We work together. Um, I’d be kind of all up in your private space. Uh…’
‘It’s not a problem. You’re not going to find out anything any of us want to keep secret and you’re a friend. Why are we whispering.’
Zoe’s blush deepened. ‘I didn’t want Roger to hear. He might feel left out.’
‘Huh, Roger has a semi-no-strings kind of thing going with his next-door neighbour. Quite the MILF from all accounts. They’ll be buck naked and doing things I don’t want to think about before midnight.’
‘Oh. Oh! Eww, no, not thinking about that. I didn’t know he had anyone.’
‘It’s a holidays and when they’re desperately horny thing. I don’t think either of them wants anything permanent right now. And this is going to be your third date with Dom.’
‘More like the fifth. Uh, if a glass of wine before we throw ourselves at each other counts as a date.’
‘Wow. For Dom, that almost counts as a marriage.’
‘Yeah, she seems a little surprised about it too. I think she’ll come to her senses eventually, but I’m going to enjoy it while I can.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Good policy, and we’ve allocated a guest room for you and Dom, so there’s no problems there. The soundproofing in our house is pretty good.’
Zoe’s cheeks reached an incandescent level and she developed a mortified expression. ‘We’re not that loud!’
Andrea looked at her. ‘If that’s true, Dom hasn’t even started trying with you.’
‘Oh… Maybe we are, actually.’
‘That’s more like it.’
31st December.
‘Andrea?’ Penny called out from the front door. ‘This guy needs you to sign for this.’ She looked back at the courier, narrowing her eyes a little, but the package he was delivering was the wrong shape for a bomb. It looked more like documents, in fact.
‘Sorry,’ the courier said, ‘but the instructions are very specific.’
Penny gave a slight shrug as Andrea jogged up, and then had the pleasure of seeing the courier’s eyes widen when he noticed Andrea’s eyes. ‘What is it?’ Andrea asked.
‘Contents are just listed as “documents,” ma’am,’ the courier supplied, holding out his PDA for her to sign on.
‘Right.’ Andrea was opening the cardboard envelope almost before the door was closed. Tipping it up dropped a flash drive into her palm, but then she pulled a few sheets of paper out as well, and then she nodded when she noted the letterhead on the coversheet. ‘Roman and Hill. They said this would take a while.’ She started back to the lounge with Penny at her shoulder.
‘It’s from the Court?’ Penny asked.
‘Yeah, I asked them to dig up anything they could find about “the princes.” It was kind of a vague request… Ah, and here we have Hill apologising for not finding more useful information. Bunch of overachievers.’
‘Arranging delivery by courier at six thirty in the evening on New Year’s Eve? Yeah, that’s overachieving, but you are their goddess.’
‘Huh. Well, they haven’t found very much, that’s for sure.’
‘The Court?’ June asked as Andrea and Penny re-entered the lounge.
‘Yeah. I’ve got all this on flash drive, Denny. I’ll plug it in later and you can… assimilate it, or whatever.’
‘Thank you, Andrea. I always enjoy new input.’
Andrea grinned, dropped onto a sofa, and continued reading. ‘It’s not much, but it’s promising. The only reference they could find that fitted at all is a rumoured criminal group which mostly works out of California. L.A. specifically. They are thought to have connections in DC, however. They’re known as the Seven Princes, which probably means there are seven of them, but only two have been identified.’
‘Tell me one of those is Sweet,’ Penny said.
‘One of those is Jason Alan Sweet, but this says he goes by Asmodeus within the Princes.’
‘Isn’t that another name for the Devil?’
‘Asmodeus,’ Denny said, ‘or Asmodai, or a large number of alternate versions, is a king of demons and a Prince of Hell in a number of mythologies. In Binsfeld’s classification of demons, he is identified with the sin of lust.’
‘That certainly fits Sweet,’ June said. ‘What about the other one?’
‘The other known prince is Lucifer, one Dallas Iain Brightman. Comes from a lot of money, but his family went broke when he was in his late teens. He managed to put together a substantial personal fortune, apparently from nowhere. That tends to suggest criminal activity anyway, but no one’s ever nailed him. Sweet and Brightman are known associates. Brightman part-financed Sweet’s first club.’
‘A man named Brightman becomes Lucifer, the Morningstar,’ Penny said. ‘That’s… kind of unimaginative. Is Lucifer in Binsfeld’s list, Denny?’
‘Lucifer is associated with the sin of pride, Cygnus.’ The TV screen began displaying a list of names and the sins associated with them.
‘I have never heard of Sathanus or Belphegor,’ June said. ‘Wrath and gluttony. That brings images to mind.’
‘I’ve heard of Belphegor,’ Penny said. ‘Beelzebub, Abaddon, and Mammon. Okay, so we maybe have names for the five unidentified ones, but we just don’t know who they are. What do we do about Sweet?’
‘According to the Court,’ Andrea said, ‘the Princes gather influence through blackmail, bribery, all that stuff. Violence is a relatively rare thing, but they have been known to push people in the right direction to benefit them. The Court thinks they have at least one telepath in the group and they note Sweet’s ability to influence actions. I think he’s here setting things up to make it easier for the Princes to move into New Millennium. If he’s a telepath, I think it’s time I met him.’
‘Isn’t that a bit dangerous?’
‘There’s a risk. If I come back from the club singing his virtues and detailing an amazing sexual encounter, get Viviane here to deprogram me. But I think he’ll discover he’s bitten off more than he can chew if he tries digging around in my mind.’
‘When?’
‘We have guests arriving in… under an hour,’ June said.
‘Yeah,’ Andrea replied. ‘I was thinking Friday night. That’ll give me time to get something inappropriate to wear and actually pluck up the courage to wear it. It’s going to have to be me that goes in, not Twilight.’
‘I don’t think I like this,’ Penny said. ‘Jacob is really not going to like it.’
‘So we won’t tell him until after. Anyway, when I leave the club, he’ll get the benefit of my inappropriate outfit so he won’t have a thing to complain about.’
‘Unless you end up in bed with Jason Sweet.’
‘Trust me, I won’t.’
~~~
‘It’s been one Hell of a year,’ Fire Bug said. He was in casual clothes again, which was kind of weird. Cygnus had almost asked if he had his costume with him so he could get changed and look like Fire Bug. ‘Let’s hope twenty fifteen is a bit less… hot.’
‘It’s going to be pretty cool for me,’ Jacob replied. He was in his suit, on a sofa between Andrea and Heather.
Fire Bug was sitting on the other side of Heather who had elected to dress up in her catsuit again which seemed to be making Fire Bug a little uncomfortable. ‘Yeah, and it’s always a little warm for me.’
‘And the chances of us not getting another year of emergency this, that, and the other are pretty slim,’ Cygnus said. ‘There’s always someone trying to blow the place up.’
‘That’s… true. Still, this year has been pretty bad.’
‘Not disagreeing.’
‘I think it’s just been louder,’ Andrea said. ‘I mean, it used to be more behind the scenes. There was the war between Ghostfire and Tonaldo, but hardly anyone knew about it. This year we’ve had riots and large-scale arson.’
‘Not to mention the Excelsior releases Diamond arranged,’ Cygnus added. ‘You’re right. It’s been more public.’
‘Don’t forget Slapstick’s atom bomb,’ June said. ‘That was pretty public.’
‘He’s got cancer,’ Heather said, which seemed something of a subject change. ‘Slapstick, he’s got cancer.’
‘I thought he just regenerated anything that went wrong with him. Including falling into a lava flow.’
‘That’s his problem. He was created in a radiation accident, which gave him powers and cancer. His cancer is as regenerative as he is. When he comes back from the dead, it comes back just as strong as ever.’
‘But he can’t die!’
‘Yeah… Sometimes having powers can really suck.’ Heather patted Jacob’s forearm, or his suit anyway. ‘When you’re thinking how bad things are having to wear this around us temperature-tolerant folk, just think of Slapstick.’
‘Having to wear a power suit to a New Year party does seem less of a burden suddenly,’ Jacob agreed.
Heather grinned. ‘Sorry, that was a bit of a downer. Let us instead consider Cygnus, who clearly rolled ten consecutive critical successes on the power-acquisition table when she created her character.’
Andrea almost snorted her wine out her nose. ‘You are into role-playing games?’
‘I had an ex who was when I was doing my degree. It was cute the way all these geeks fawned over my strawberry-blonde elf thief. Actually, I think that’s why he became an ex. He couldn’t stand me getting all that attention.’
‘His loss,’ Fire Bug commented.
‘Why, thank you, Andy. Yes, it was. Not that I thought so at the time, though I think I missed the game more than him.’
‘I think,’ Svetilo said, ‘if ex could see you in that outfit, he would know what he missed too.’
Heather gave her a grin. ‘Are you flirting with me, Dom? Because I think the cute blonde in your lap might have something to say about that.’
Zoe, who was perched in Svetilo’s lap, shook her head. ‘Flirting’s cool. I think that suit looks really sexy too.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘And we are all now required to comment on Heather’s sexy catsuit so that she goes scarlet. I got to fly her across Chesapeake Bay when she was wearing that.’
Heather, blushing already, grimaced. ‘And then we got buried under rubble in an ex-bioresearch establishment.’
‘Meh,’ Andrea countered, ‘you had it easy. Jacob and I got dosed with Excelsior and left in a freezer, and then I died.’
‘Yeah, but you got better.’
‘We’re on to one-upping each other on weird survival situations?’ June asked. ‘Because I’m pretty sure Zoe and I have got nothing there.’
‘I’ve only really got the incident that triggered my powers,’ Fire Bug said. ‘Burning building, got trapped, bring on the amazing fire-control abilities.’
‘That had to be pretty scary,’ Zoe said.
‘Most terrified I’ve ever been in my life. Painful too. I’ve got the burn scars on my back to prove it.’ Fire Bug turned and lifted the back of his T-shirt to show the wrinkled, mottled area of skin just above his left hip.
Giving a wince, Heather reached out and ran her fingers over it. ‘That looks bad. I’ve seen worse burns, but… That looks bad.’
‘Killed off some of the nerves,’ Fire Bug said. ‘I can barely feel your fingers.’
‘Oh! Sorry.’ Heather pulled her hand back and Fire Bug turned around again, grinning.
‘Not a problem.’
‘And now we’re on to the battle scars portion,’ June said. ‘Again, I have nothing to give.’ She tapped at her right breast. ‘These are natural, so there aren’t even scars from that.’
‘Da, but you could show us them anyway so we can check,’ Svetilo said with a thoroughly mischievous grin on her face.
‘I’d say “you first,” but you’d just do it.’
‘Net. Am in mini-dress and would have to make Zoe get up. I like Zoe where she is.’
‘Huh. Cygnus should have a great big scar on her stomach where she was shot with an elephant gun, but that healed without even a little mark. Thinking about it, that might be the most scared I’ve ever been. I was right there when it happened.’
‘Technically,’ Cygnus said, ‘it was a sniper rifle, not an elephant gun, though I’m not totally sure what the difference is.’
‘There isn’t really one,’ Andrea replied. ‘You could say an elephant gun is a civilian hunting rifle, and a sniper rifle is military, but the two definitions overlap a lot. The famous elephant guns tended to be double-barrelled, and they’re always big calibres, whereas sniper rifles don’t have to be, but I think Conrad was using a sniper rifle that would have made a good elephant gun. Of course, he’s dead now…’
‘More downer. Denny, what’s the time?’
‘It is twenty-five minutes until midnight, Cygnus,’ Denny replied. ‘I can display a countdown timer if you require or show video feed of the clock on the Americas Trade Center.’
‘Give us the clock feed.’
‘I still can’t quite get used to your house talking to you,’ Zoe said as the screen lit up with the broadcast on ACPN.
‘It takes a little getting used to,’ June admitted, ‘but Denny’s great. And I’m not just saying that because she will one day become our invincible electronic overlord.’
‘Don’t worry, June,’ Denny replied cheerfully. ‘When my robot army marches out across the world, I’m keeping you on here.’
‘Thanks, Denny. That’s very reassuring.’
‘I’ll need a pet or two, obviously.’
‘She’s joking,’ Cygnus said. ‘I think.’
‘About the robot army,’ Zoe asked, ‘or keeping June as a pet?’
‘Both. I think.’
1st January, 2015.
Andrea peeled her T-shirt off over her head and grinned at Jacob. He was standing near the foot of her bed, just watching her, his glowing eyes fixed on her as she undressed.
‘You getting out of that suit?’ she asked. ‘It’s thirty-six in here. All the rooms have individual thermostats and really good insulation.’
‘Yeah… sure.’
Jacob sounded far too thoughtful for a man about to get laid, but Andrea ignored that for now, stripping out of her jeans and asking, ‘You want to make a bet on whether Andy and Heather are looking sheepish in the morning?’
‘Huh, no. I saw the look on Andy’s face when she unzipped that suit of hers. Plus, the “isn’t it warm in here” line was a giveaway. Plus, telling him it was stupid for him to sleep on the sofa and they were both adults… Yeah. Let’s hope she doesn’t break his heart.’
‘Neither of them has anyone current. And Andy could do with the stress relief after the last few weeks.’
‘Not arguing.’ The bed shifted as Jacob laid down beside where Andrea was sitting. ‘What I’m not sure about is why you stick with me.’
Andrea turned and looked at him. ‘What’s brought that on?’
Jacob gave a small shrug. ‘New Year, new thoughts? Sitting there in a suit that keeps me alive with the rest of you in casuals? I’m cold, Andrea. My skin is cold. I’m not sure how you can stand to–’
Andrea moved, swinging around in a move which ended when she was straddling his hips. ‘Cold doesn’t bother me, Jacob. You’re not cold to me.’
‘Maybe not emotionally, but–’
‘Hush. You’re not cold to me. You called yourself Frostburn and I don’t think you know how appropriate that is. I can feel your fire under me right now. I can feel the heat. When you’re holding me, I feel warm. When you’re inside me, it’s like I’m burning. When you fill me, I catch fire. I’m not giving up on this until you get tired of me.’
‘After a speech like that, you think there’s much chance of that?’
‘Well, I certainly hope not. Now, are you going to light the match, or do I have to resort to an alternative form of oral stimulation?’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, we have ignition.’
‘Yeah, but if you want to…’
Andrea began to shift her hips back and forth. ‘I think we’re getting there without.’ She let out a soft moan. ‘Yeah, I’m feeling warmer already.’
~~~
Fire Bug was looking a little sheepish in the morning. Heather was looking rather pleased with herself, though she did mutter something about doing the walk of shame since she only had her catsuit to wear. Svetilo did not help at all by slapping Fire Bug on the back and calling him a sly dog.
By midday, everyone had left except for Jacob and the house was settling back into normality, or what passed for normal when most of the occupants were Ultras. And Jacob had been introduced to Penny.
‘I need to get some powers,’ June said as she started putting together a light lunch.
‘Why?’ Penny asked.
‘I feel left out. Everyone else has them.’
‘Hardly everyone.’
‘Everyone here. Zoe and I were the only people there last night with nothing. Even Heather’s a little bit Ultra.’
‘Be careful what you wish for,’ Jacob suggested.
‘I know, but… I think I’d like gravity-control powers.’
‘Explain,’ Penny said.
‘Well, I could probably fly, and that’s cool. And I’d never need to wear a bra again. I mean, gravity’s going to get to me eventually. There will be sag. If I could anti-gravity my boobs, problem solved.’
‘I actually can’t see a fault in that logic.’
‘It’s maybe a little worrying that she’s obviously thought about this,’ Andrea said.
‘Cellular regeneration might be better,’ Jacob said. ‘Everything stays firm and you’d never have to worry about scars. No flying though.’
‘An interesting alternative,’ June said. ‘Penny was lucky she got that, considering how often she used to cut her fingers chopping vegetables. Andrea, is it worrying that your boyfriend is considering saving my boobs from sagging?’
‘Not after what he did to mine earlier, no.’
June giggled. ‘Any plans for today?’
‘Get him to do it again.’
‘That’s fair.’
‘Oh, and drop in to Schatten Schloss, then Boston later. Wish everyone a happy New Year and that.’
‘No patrols today?’
‘I think we deserve a couple of days off. We’ve done pretty well on the clear-up rate recently.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny agreed. ‘I think you’re right. You coming back here tonight?’
‘Tomorrow morning, I think.’
‘Okay. Quiet night in on the sofa then.’
Andrea laughed. ‘Quiet, right, sure. Just make sure everyone’s panties are cleared up before I get back.’
2nd January.
‘You’re quite sure about this?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I’m sure,’ Andrea replied. ‘Okay, I’m a little nervous, but that might be the outfit.’
‘You’ve almost got used to your new costume and you’re worried about that dress?’
‘The costume doesn’t make me look like I’m out to get some in a club full of people who probably want to give it to me.’
‘Yeah, well, don’t worry about them, just worry about Sweet.’
‘I know. Don’t worry. He’s going to ask me some questions, I’m sure of it. When he does…’
‘Let’s just hope he wants to do that more than anything else then.’
The shadows drew up around Andrea. ‘Let’s hope,’ she said as she vanished.
~~~
Jason Sweet was having a good night. The Gates of Hell had a full crowd in it and he had already persuaded three young women to go up to the VIP section. One was an assistant DA, but he would collect all three of them in a short while, take them to a private room, and take a few pictures while they entertained him. Then he would have an assistant DA in his pocket, which was always useful.
The last week had been less enjoyable. The loss of the arsonist had not been that bad: his role in things had been essentially completed. Losing Triple Point so quickly had been annoying. Hopper had been a misjudgement. He lacked self-control. Sweet knew a lot about self-control and tried to ignore most of it as much as possible, but rising to obvious bait was not something he indulged in. Still, Hopper did not know enough to be any form of threat. The New Millennium project would continue without delay or issue, and he would be reporting that to the others at the next meeting.
Something, a stirring in the crowd, made him turn and his first thought was that someone must have decided that this really was his lucky day. He knew the girl by sight, even without the jet-black eyes. But then he remembered his thoughts on Hopper’s mistake: rising to obvious bait was likely to get you in trouble. Why was Twilight in his club, alone?
Rising to bait was out, but equally, not introducing himself was not an option either. Sweet followed Andrea from the bar, where she bought a cocktail, to a booth at the side of the room. He took his time about it, playing the host along the way so that his arrival looked both casual and quite normal.
‘Miss Morgan, isn’t it? Twilight?’ Sweet asked as he stepped up to Andrea’s table.
‘That’s right. Andrea.’ Andrea gave him a smile and sat up straighter, and Sweet did his best to keep his mind on the job. She was wearing a very short, sleeveless, black latex dress with a deep-cut cleavage held in place by four belts across the gap. There was a little translucency to the latex, enough to tantalise but not quite to show. She also had black latex stockings up to mid-thigh and high heels, and a lot of dark make-up which emphasised her eyes.
‘I am Jason Sweet. This is my club.’
‘Pleased to meet you, Mister Sweet. I wasn’t looking for any special treatment or anything. I’m just out for the night. I don’t do it often and this place is new. Also one of the few places open after the fires.’
‘Most unfortunate. Might I sit for a moment?’ Andrea shifted over to allow him to sit down beside her. The movement pressed flesh against latex and tantalised all the more. If this was bait, it was very good bait. ‘We had Cygnus here on opening night. I sent you an invitation too…’
‘I was busy. A serial killer to find. We found him and I think I deserve a night off, don’t you?’
‘Most certainly. I’m happy you decided to spend it here. Especially in such a wonderful ensemble.’
Andrea grinned. ‘It’s a bit much, maybe.’
‘It is perfect. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. You’re a beautiful and exotic woman, Miss Morgan.’
Blushing, Andrea took a drink quickly and then said, ‘Andrea.’
‘Andrea then.’ And Sweet decided that the opportunity was too good to miss. This was not a woman with her guard up, not at all. ‘I do believe you’d find it much more comfortable in our VIP section, Andrea,’ he said, pressing the suggestion home with his mind.
Andrea blinked at him. ‘That would be really nice.’
‘I’ll take you up there myself.’ Sweet smiled. He had her. He could feel it, feel the control. Maybe it would be a foursome tonight with the assistant DA. Sweet could enjoy all of them once the evidence had been gathered, but there was something he needed to do first.
Slipping an arm around Andrea’s waist, he guided her toward the stairs. ‘You don’t mind the familiarity,’ he said, and he slid his hand down to cup her behind through the latex.
‘I don’t mind,’ Andrea repeated.
‘I think we’re going to have a wonderful time tonight, Andrea. I have some friends for you to meet and then we’ll get very comfortable together.’
‘That sounds good.’
The bouncer on the door of the VIP area let them through without comment. The VIP room was large and fitted out with a lot of booths which had enough shadow to allow the occupants a degree of privacy, along with a lot of deep reds rather than the black and chrome downstairs. Sweet steered Andrea to an empty booth. He needed to talk to her before he compromised her.
‘Sit down and give me your hand,’ he said, and Andrea slipped onto the bench seat, holding out her hand for him to take. Sweet’s powers had some annoying limitations as far as he was concerned. Generally, they were not an issue, but they could be. They all revolved around his voice: he had to speak to his victims personally. Transmission over any medium rarely worked, but he believed that was to do with distance. The problem was even worse when he wanted to interrogate someone. He had to touch them while he asked his questions, but then he could just reach into their minds and rip out the answers. His control did not allow him to force answers from them either, which was annoying.
‘Now, Andrea,’ Sweet said, smiling and looking into her eyes, ‘I want you to tell me who Cygnus really is.’ He reached out, into her mind, seeking the answer. Knowing who Cygnus was would be incredibly valuable to the Princes and…
Jason Sweet found himself standing in the dark, a bleak landscape under louring clouds. The place seemed to be composed of obsidian rock that had cracked long ago, leaving a weathered, infinitely deep chasm. Across that chasm, he could see Andrea, or it looked like Andrea, but she was dressed as Twilight and, even at this distance, she seemed to be smiling at him. Why was she smiling?
And then he felt something. Something was behind him, coming closer. He did not want to turn around and find out what it was because he had a horrible feeling that he did not want to know, but it was coming ever closer. Looking down, he saw the first trails of shadow wrapping around his ankles and rising up his legs, and then it was all around him and he was definitely not alone.
~~~
Andrea blinked and shook her head as Sweet’s control broke. She pulled her hand free and he just sat there, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. He was stunned, but she wanted more than that. She pulled the shadows up around them, thickening them to the point that no one else could see into the booth.
‘What… What was that?’ Sweet said as his senses came back to him. ‘Why’s it still dark? Who’s there?’
‘I am,’ Andrea replied and he flinched. ‘I’ve got a few forceful suggestions for you, Mister Sweet. If you ever pull that mind-control shit on me again, I’ll pull your tongue. This town doesn’t need people like you making things worse. I suggest you find business in another city. Otherwise…’ And she let the fear hit him again.
Technically, what he had been hit with inside her head was worse, but a second dose of the same kind of horror so soon after apparently had quite the effect. Sweet shuddered once, then his eyes rolled back and he slumped over the table.
Andrea let the shadows roll back from around them and then eased herself out of the booth. Three other women, all looking a little confused, were getting up to leave at the same time, which was interesting. Andrea gave Jason Sweet one more look and then headed for the door. She really needed Jacob to chase the memories of that away, but she had a feeling that Sweet would be leaving town shortly.
San Francisco, CA.
Mink walked into the Stars’ HQ feeling a little unsure. Only Elaine and Lament were in the big room, standing beside the city model, which just made things weirder. ‘Backroom said you needed to see me, Lament,’ Mink said.
‘I do,’ Lament replied. She was looking nervous and a little angry. Her posture was all wrong, hunched and very not-Lament. ‘Simon’s dead.’
‘Your brother? He was alive when I left him.’
‘Someone got into the hospital wing at the prison and injected him with strychnine. He… Um…’
‘That isn’t a nice way to die. I’m sorry.’
‘He was a pain in my ass and he tried to kill me, but he was still my brother. I’ve thought about it and there’s really only one suspect.’
‘Diamond. She was worried he might spill something he’d heard.’
‘Yes,’ Lament said. ‘I think she persuaded him to go after me in the first place. He’s never gone so far before. I want her behind bars, preferably for good, and…’ She took a deep breath. ‘I need your help.’
‘You do?’
‘The Stars don’t do what you do. Bony and Fuego are on the streets, but they take on street-level crime. We handle bank robberies, hostage situations, and emergencies fairly well. Elaine does her best at the detective side of things and she’s really good with forensics, but we don’t do much investigation. You’re the detective and you know organised crime. I want Diamond. I really want Diamond nailed, but you’re the one most likely to get to her and I need your help.’
Mink raised an eyebrow. This was really weird. ‘Do I have to come to meetings and stand around your table feeling stupid?’
‘If you want, you can just call when you’re ready and tell us where to hit.’
‘Huh. I think the Stars are likely to be more useful than that. Okay. I’m going to go after her anyway and I could probably use a little help. We have a deal.’
Lament actually looked like she was going to cry in relief. She took a step forward. ‘Oh, thank you,’ she began.
Mink raised a finger. ‘Just… No hugging. In this outfit, it’s just a little more intimate than I’d prefer.’
‘And if you can’t resist,’ Elaine said, ‘could you wait until I’ve got a camera ready? I think Lament and Mink hugging is one of the prophesied signs of the End Times. It should be recorded for posterity and, you know, blackmail.’
Lament pursed her lips and looked between them. Her cheeks were reddening. ‘I’ll resist. You know, I wish I could pull off looking like a pole dancer while fighting crime.’
‘Oh… That’s more like the Lament we know and love.’
Mink smirked at her long-time rival. ‘A push-up bra and a bit of a redesign, you too could be stripperific. I know a good designer in New Millennium City…’
New Millennium City, MD, 4th January.
Brightstar, famous for her composure and poise, less well known for her temper, was looking nervous as she sat on one of the sofas looking up at the large TV screen which was currently displaying a rendered image of her in her current battle costume.
‘So,’ June said, stroking a finger over her tablet to rotate the image on the screen, ‘this is what we have currently. A fairly classic white leotard design with the blue star logo. Knee-length boots. You’ve already got quite a high hip there to emphasise your legs. I think it’s sexy, but not excessively so.’
‘Well,’ Brightstar said, ‘yes, but–’
‘But you wanted to try out some new looks and I said I’d come up with a few. So’ – June began tapping her tablet and the image on the screen changed – ‘here’s the other extreme.’ The new costume retained the white, and the blue star on the chest, but it was sleeveless, much higher in the hip, and with a much narrower crotch and thong back. It also had variations in the colour density, with much of the fabric being semi-transparent. Bands of solid white hid the important parts, but there was more of the Brightstar model on display, that was for sure.
‘Uh… It’s certainly sexy, but maybe that’s going a little too far.’
Without comment, June changed the image again. On the other sofa, Cygnus and Andrea sat quietly and watched the show, biting their lips to avoid giggling. June had ordered them not to giggle on pain of anatomically unlikely punishment.
‘This one is far more like your usual costume,’ June said, ‘but I’ve pushed the hip line up, narrowed the crotch a little, and it’s designed for a new fabric Fullerton Technologies are producing which would actually give you protection from small arms fire.’
‘That’s pretty good,’ Brightstar said, looking more enthusiastic.
‘I like it, but’ – June rotated the image – ‘that high a hip leads to a rather slim back.’ Slim was being generous: June had designed in little more than a string between the buttocks.
‘Oh! Oh… maybe not. I’m, well, not sure my behind is quite up to that much display.’
‘I assure you it is, but I actually think we could go entirely the other direction with this.’ June switched the image and now the model was clad in a full bodysuit. Essentially, she had just filled in the fabric over the legs and butt. ‘Go the full-body route, cover everything. It’s form-fitting enough that it’s still really sexy, but you’re not worrying over what’s exposed.’
Brightstar sighed. ‘Yeah, but Adam really likes my legs… Okay. You said I’d end up realising what I’ve got is a good design and… Well, you’re right. That fabric is interesting though. The bulletproof stuff. Maybe you could work that into a design matching the original one?’
June smiled. ‘I could even edge the hips up a little so Adam can admire more leg.’
Giggling, Brightstar nodded. ‘That would be good. Um, you know that first design you showed me? The one with barely any cloth and my boobs showing through? Could you make that one too?’
‘I thought we’d just decided–’
‘Oh, it’s not for public consumption. I thought I could wear it around my apartment. It’ll drive Adam nuts.’
June bit her lips. ‘Okay, so I should design in breakaway seams.’
‘You can do that? Uh, I mean, um… How are the designs for Viviane coming along?’
Accepting the change in subject, June tapped up a bank of images of the three designs she had to show Viviane. ‘Getting there. She has so many potential aspects to her persona that I’m coming up with options and letting her choose.’
Brightstar grinned. ‘So you don’t just go for tight T and A outfits then?’
‘No, and if you want some new options for your gown outfit, I’ll be happy to work some up. You helped buy me this system and I don’t think I’ve quite justified the money yet.’
‘Huh. Demonstrating graphically that what I’ve got is damn good makes it a good investment from my point of view, but if you want to design a new gown, I’m not going to stop you.’
‘She’ll make you look like a goddess,’ Cygnus said.
Brightstar preened a little. ‘Oh, well… Been quite a year for you three, hasn’t it? Looking forward to the new one getting into full swing?’
‘I’m hopeful,’ Andrea replied. ‘There are signs of a new organised crime group moving into the city, but that’s just about normal compared to some of the stuff we’ve had recently.’
‘Not to tempt fate,’ Cygnus added, ‘but this year could be a fairly quiet one. No riots, no arson sprees, just honest crime. That would be kind of nice.’
‘Not to tempt fate?’ Andrea asked, raising an eyebrow.
‘I had my fingers crossed.’
 



Epilogue
Guardian Cruiser Tinalki, Sol System Oort Cloud, 30th March, 2015.
‘This system is definitely the source of the transmission, Guardian.’
Naryan looked down at the sensor operator of the Tinalki. ‘But?’
‘The transmission has stopped, sir. We have no way of narrowing the search.’
‘I find that difficult to believe. Rho should be detectable if we begin a search of the planets in this system. He will be on one of the planets.’
‘Yes, sir, the third from the star. That’s the problem. Sensors are detecting extensive use of radio wavelength signals. Their electromagnetic signature is chaos. There is also a perplexingly high level of cosmic energy activity.’
‘Explain.’
‘The world… seems to be emitting a large amount of cosmic energy. Natural and artificial sources. Forms of modulation I’ve never seen before and the computer does not have in its database. With that kind of clutter, identifying a single guardian or his vessel is going to be… difficult at best.’
Naryan sighed. Those among the crew who had been there the longest had learned to recognise the signs: the Guardian’s temper was building. ‘Then I suggest you begin searching for a way to overcome this difficulty. Rho Ashigna’s criminal activities cannot be allowed to continue. Rogue Guardians cannot be allowed to roam the galaxy, even in backwater sections like this.’ He turned, addressing the bridge crew in general. ‘Set course for the third planet. We will examine it more closely. We will determine the nature of this cosmic energy anomaly. And we will bring Rho Ashigna, or whatever host his essence now inhabits, to the justice he so richly deserves!’
###
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