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Part One: When Gangs Go to War
New Millennium City, MD, 26th July, 2014.
‘What do we have?’ Cygnus asked into her headset.
Twilight’s voice came back almost immediately. ‘What we have is a full-scale war. Svetilo’s in Friendship helping deal with an apartment block someone demolished. We think that was one of the ex-Tonaldo groups taking out another one. I’ve got reports of Fire Bug in three different locations. There are fires in Downtown and Friendship, so he’s probably trying to help at the most serious ones. Skadi’s in Churchton trying to keep the low-level thugs from shooting civilians.’
‘And us?’
‘There’s a major build-up of troops in Deale, around Dock Twelve, and there seems to be something big brewing around an amusement arcade in Fairhaven.’
Cygnus turned in the air, looking out across her city, the one which had decided to make her its official protector. She was not sure how good a job she was doing, but she could not find fault with any of the individual steps which had got to where they were now. Here, a couple of thousand feet above Downtown, she could see some of the fires her partner had mentioned, and those were only the visible signs. It had started with the destruction of the Tonaldo crime family by a woman calling herself Diamond, and then the removal of Diamond from the scene by Cygnus and Twilight. The remaining fragments of the gang had begun fighting over territory, but they had kept it out of the public eye, mostly. Then some Russian gangs had moved in and begun trying to grab ground, and things had begun building. And now, it seemed, the lid had finally blown off the pot and a lot of burned stew was pouring out.
‘How about I take Deale and you handle Fairhaven?’ Cygnus suggested.
‘Works for me,’ Twilight replied. ‘June says to be careful. If you get hurt, she’ll berate you with a rolling pin.’
‘Uh… Shouldn’t that be “beat me?”’
‘She said “berate.” I’m not going to argue with her; she’s holding a rolling pin.’
‘Right. You be careful too.’
‘Huh. I’ve got backup. You’re doing this solo.’
‘Yeah… See you soon.’
Cygnus looped north, heading for the docks. She was still not sure she really liked Twilight’s ‘backup,’ but she had to admit it was effective. They would not have managed to keep such a good handle on the various gang activities without it for one thing. Red Huntress had her sources, and Svetilo had been helpful when the Russian contingent had moved in, but Twilight’s new friends were… accomplished at uncovering secrets.
The fact that there was definitely something going on at Dock Twelve was made abundantly apparent as Cygnus began her descent toward the pier. Something exploded. Debris was blown into the air and she heard screams. It had been a relatively compact explosion, which suggested a grenade and not anything bigger, but… They were using fucking grenades! She was guessing at the Russians, mostly because the locals were low on heavy munitions. Maybe Russians hitting the ex-Tonaldos.
It turned out to be even worse. One group was holed up in a warehouse unit and it looked like another, who did look more Russian than anything, seemed to have come in on the seaward side in an attempt to catch them off guard. And then the police had rolled in to try to stop the shootout and they were now under fire from the building. The men on the pier had less cover, but they had enough and were holding their own. The cops, pinned behind their vehicles, were not doing so well. One car was on its roof, on fire. Cygnus could see at least one wounded officer.
All right, first things first. Focussing her will, she prepared something she had been working on for a while, just in case. Sucking power out of her physical strength, she redirected the energy into a different form and then dropped toward the dock. Hitting the tarmacked surface with a resounding thud right in the middle of the Russian gunmen, which caused several of them to look around in shock, Cygnus straightened up and raised her arms, and a pulse of white light burst out from her body. Around her, twenty-five gangsters collapsed on the spot. Thirty or so yards away, inside the building, the same happened as the energy burst passed through the walls and kept going.
One man fired a burst of bullets at her from one of the windows and there was still a lot of fire coming from the far end where the police cruisers were still pinned. Cygnus rearranged her powers again as she lifted into the air and glared at the surviving gunman until he ran away. Then she flew down the building until she came to a halt in front of the windows being used to hit the cops from.
‘Oh shit! It’s Cygnus.’ The sound came from inside the building and Cygnus saw the aim of the guns changing.
‘That’s right, it’s Cygnus,’ she yelled back. ‘It’s a really pissed off Cygnus. First man who shoots at me gets to spend the first six months of his sentence in traction. Who wants to be first?’
‘She just took out all the Russians in one go!’ That was yelled from somewhere at the back and, because she was supposed to be mad, Cygnus had to concentrate to keep from grinning.
‘Well?’ she shouted.
For some reason, no one wanted to be first.
~~~
July, Twilight mused, was not the best of times to be the Avatar of Shadow. Eight in the evening and it was not even starting to get dark.
‘Still plenty of shadow,’ Andrea commented from the back of their mind, ‘and they’re fighting it out inside the arcade. Looks like at least half the lights have gone.’
Twilight scanned the interior through one of the windows and nodded. ‘Yeah…’ There seemed to be more light coming from muzzle flashes than there was from the few bulbs still hanging on. Except for the carrousel in the middle which, for some reason, had been started up and was revolving around with most of its multicoloured lights still on, and its field of wooden ponies rising and falling as they mock galloped. Some of the horses were galloping along with missing heads or tails or legs, or chunks blown out of them, which made the effect even more disturbing.
‘Damn shame,’ Andrea commented. ‘Rides like that are just about antiques and these assholes are shooting it up.’
‘Zombie ponies,’ Twilight said. ‘What will they think of next?’ She located an area of shadow near the front, opened the door, and slid in, yanking the darkness toward her as she went. The sound of gunfire was deafening, but in shadow she was as safe as houses: nothing these men had could get to her. ‘I don’t really think we need the backup. Not if we can get to that carrousel.’
‘Agreed, but isn’t that the main junction box? Over on the back wall to the right. Be easier if this place was darker…’
‘And this is why we have each other. You’re the cautious one, and I’m the loon.’
‘You’re not a loon, Twi. You’re just… enthusiastic.’
‘Sure.’ Twilight dropped through the shadows around her, emerging in near darkness, which was as bright as day to her, at the back of the room. ‘I’m thinking this lot are all Russians. We know they’ve been making heavy inroads into Fairhaven. I’m thinking this is a treaty negotiation gone bad.’ Despite wearing stiletto-heeled, thigh-high boots, she moved silently across the floor and reached up to the box on the wall. No one seemed to notice the moving darkness, not that it would have mattered much if they did.
‘That does seem like a reasonable supposition.’
‘Not that it makes much difference.’ Popping the cover on the box, Twilight smiled a little maliciously at the big lever switch she found and pulled it down. The entire room fell into darkness.
There were a few more bangs and then… ‘What happened to the lights?’
‘Dunno… Is it… Is it getting darker?’
The only light was coming from the windows at the front, and they were all east-facing. And the light from that end of the room did seem to be fading, which it was given that Twilight was enveloping the whole room in her darkness.
‘What was that?! Is there something in here?!’
‘There’s nothing here but us, you– Oh shit!’
And the room dissolved into chaos. There were a few sounds as though men were slumping over, but they were largely drowned out by the shrieks and sounds of running feet and the cries of ‘where’s the door?’ from various people who had a sudden, massive desire to be somewhere with light in it.
‘If you gentlemen will put your guns down,’ Twilight called out from the, now silent, carrousel, ‘I’ll turn the lights back on and you can give up quietly. Otherwise… Well, I have some friends who haven’t fed on anyone’s guts in days.’
There was a loud clatter of guns, almost overshadowed by one, presumably hardened, gangster wailing ‘No!’ at the top of his lungs.
San Francisco, CA.
The girl in the grey hoodie shuffled more than she walked. The hood was pulled up, but there was a fringe of short, black hair just about visible under it. She wore a lot of dark eyeshadow around her brown eyes. Her lips looked pale, thin, a stark contrast to her tanned skin. The hood was up, but the zip on the garment was not pulled up all the way, so you could see a tattoo which spread wide wings out under her collarbones and above the low, off-white tank top she was wearing. There was a short red pleated skirt as well, thick black thigh-length socks, and a pair of block-heeled boots which were not laced up properly. Another tattoo was visible on the exposed skin on her right thigh: something tribal.
Billy Hung took all of this in as the girl shuffled toward him down the sidewalk, because he had never seen her before and she looked like she was heading his way. Billy had a regular spot on Sutter Street which he had held for the past four years without trouble because he could always spot a cop, and he could always spot trouble. The girl did not look like trouble. She looked pathetic, but not troublesome. He could see the symptoms: she shuffled, hunched, and had the expression of a depressed cat, but she was also wired and twitchy.
‘You Billy?’ she asked as she shuffled up. Her voice was rough. She probably smoked the stuff.
‘Who’s asking?’
‘Friend said you could help me. Set me up.’ Brown eyes looked up at him, pleading. ‘Please, you gotta.’
‘I don’t gotta do nothing. I don’t know you.’
‘Linda. I’m Linda. I just moved down from L.A. I got no contacts, man. I need–’ She stopped, clamming up and looking around quickly before lowering her head. ‘I gotta have some,’ she mumbled.
Billy made her wait, watching her shuffle and fidget. ‘One bag, thirty. You want more, you come back tomorrow.’
He saw her fists clench in the pocket at the front of the hoodie. Her legs twisted together. ‘Okay,’ she said, finally. She pulled ten-dollar bills from her pocket and counted out three.
Billy pulled a small bag from his pocket and the exchange was made quickly and efficiently, and the girl turned and hurried away. Billy smiled as he watched her leave. That one would be back. Soon. The new stuff had them coming back pretty quickly. Most of them.
~~~
The girl in the grey hoodie walked four blocks, over Market Street and down 2nd, until she got to an expensive-looking black sports car which she climbed into. There, she pulled a small box from the glovebox, opened a cover on it, dumped the contents of her precious plastic bag inside, and closed the cover again. Then she started the car, checked her mirror, and pushed out into traffic.
A minute later, she checked the box. It had two indicators on it, white circles cut into the black plastic. One of them was now blue and she smiled.
Okay, so Billy was selling the new opiate, and she knew where he had picked up his product, because he always got it from the same place and had done for four years. Selling heroin on the streets was bad, but stop him and another would spring up without a gap. If the cops could not be bothered, neither could she.
But this new stuff… It had about twenty times the potency of standard diamorphine and that would have been okay if the producers were cutting it more, but they were not. The addiction was faster, the withdrawal worse, and the fatalities were starting to add up. Overdoses tended to result in people just stopping breathing. The stuff was poison and it needed to be stopped.
And that meant that Mink would be paying a visit to someone that night.
New Millennium City, MD.
Twilight stepped out of the darkness and immediately saw the midnight-blue town car and the two people crouching behind it. There were police cruisers parked up with the Ultrahuman Investigation Division vehicle, but Twilight headed for the town car.
‘Hey, Jacob, Heather. What are you two doing here?’
‘Huh,’ Jacob said, ‘we’re just warm bodies. The mayor is considering calling out the National Guard. We have manpower, so we offered the help.’
‘You’re better than the National Guard.’
‘We’re not enough,’ Heather said. ‘They’ve got a damn grenade launcher in there, at least one light machine gun…’
Twilight looked up at the apartment block. She could see at least three barrels sticking out of windows, one of which had the distinctive shape of an M60 machine gun. ‘What are they doing in there?’
‘Best anyone can tell, one group hit another one,’ Jacob said. ‘Some Russians trying to push out a bunch of Tonaldo’s men. And then the cops turned up and the victors turned on the men and women in blue. We’ve got SWAT on the way.’
‘Can you cut the power to the building?’
‘Huh. They did that. We think someone dropped a grenade in the wrong place.’
‘Tell SWAT to find someone else to play with.’
‘Wait, you– Damn it!’
Heather looked around at the space Twilight had been occupying. ‘What are you worried about? You’re dating some sort of dark goddess.’
Inside the building, someone screamed. ‘Yeah, I wasn’t necessarily worried about her.’
~~~
Skadi dropped into an alley off Avenue N in Churchton, turned, and let an arrow fly. It began to glow a dull green just before it hit its target, a man with a sub-machine gun standing near the end, and exploded into a flare of brighter green as it hit. The man sagged, fell to his knees, and crumpled forward onto the tarmac, deeply asleep.
Beside him, his partner turned, looking for the source of the light burst, and Skadi reached for another arrow. She blinked and looked down at her hip where her quiver hung. It was empty. Had she been out here that long? Or was it just the volume of thugs she was having to take down?
Looking up, she saw the barrel of an Uzi rising to aim at her… And then it was obscured by something bright red which reached out and grabbed her, pulling her in as the sound of automatic weapon fire echoed down the alley. The sound stopped and the figure in red uncurled from around Skadi, turned, and fired a bolt of white light. There was a scream and the clatter of a gun hitting the ground, and then running feet.
Skadi looked up into blue eyes which glowed. Right now there was an element of ferocity behind that glow. ‘Thanks, Svetilo,’ Skadi said.
‘You are not hurt?’ the Russian Ultra asked. She turned and started down the alley, her red high-heeled slingbacks clicking as she went. Her red dress was a latex tube which barely covered her behind.
Skadi followed her. ‘I’m fine, aside from being out of ammo. I still can’t believe you go out fighting crime in outfits like that.’
Svetilo stopped beside the sleeping thug, but she flashed Skadi a grin before looking down. ‘It is an affectation, da? And I do not normally hunt criminals. I am only here because Red asked me to check on you, which was not a bad thing. This vyrodok
I recognise.’
Looking down at the thick-jawed man with a day’s growth of beard, Skadi frowned. ‘Who is he?’
‘Oh, this I cannot remember, but I have a good memory for faces. He was one of KGB trainees at American familiarisation facility when I was training.’
‘He’s KGB?!’
‘Is not an absolute certainty, but it is a good chance. Both me and Red thought there might be some involvement in this from SOP or KGB.’ Grabbing the man’s jacket, she lifted him and slung him over a shoulder with no apparent effort. ‘You pick up the guns. There is politsiya precinct two blocks down. We will drop this one off and have FBI brought in, and then I will fly you back to Red’s place for more arrows, da?’
Skadi grabbed the fallen weapons and set off after the Russian woman. ‘Okay. Sounds like a plan, but no groping.’
‘You are no fun. Little groping?’
‘Maybe, but if I get shot because all I can think about is sex, Red’ll never let you play with me again.’
‘Chjort! You make valid point.’ There was a short pause and then, ‘Only very little groping then.’
~~~
Uptown was playing host to a car chase involving two SUVs with armed thugs blasting away at each other with automatic weapons. There were also a couple of police cruisers. The latter seemed to be there primarily so that their sirens cleared out the civilians from the line of fire, though with all that was going on, only the stupidest of New Millennium’s residents were out on the streets.
Cygnus had made her name in the city, right back at the beginning, by stopping a car chase. She had stolen Ultranova’s thunder that day and, thinking back on it as she lost height to intercept, that might have been the reason that he had started hating her guts. That and the fact that the robbers in the car back then had been working for the secretly criminal hero of the city. Well, today it was just thugs and there was no one else around to do the job.
Coming in low and behind, Cygnus swept over the roof of the trailing car, drew back a fist, dropped lower over the hood, and slammed her fist down and through the sheet metal. Then she felt around for anything that felt like a cable and yanked it out through the hole she had made. The car’s engine gave a cough and died, and Cygnus powered ahead to the next car.
The occupants had seen what she had done to their opponents and, being typical of the criminal fraternity which seemed to flow into New Millennium, they started concentrating their fire on the leggy blonde in the barely-there costume. Nine-mil slugs felt like gnat bites to her, but they were annoying. She lifted a little, flew over the top of the SUV, lifted both arms, and caved in the roof over the driver. The car wobbled alarmingly, swerved hard left, and turned over, tumbling down the street for a hundred yards, scattering safety glass fragments as it went, before coming to a stop on its side.
With a sigh, Cygnus checked over her shoulder to be sure the cops were handling the first car without trouble, and then she flew over to see if anyone in the second was still conscious. It was not entirely impossible that she had killed someone in there, but with the way things were shaping up this weekend, she thought she could probably handle that. At least until she had time to think about it. Dropping onto the car’s side, she reached down and yanked the rear door off its hinges, tossing it aside before looking in.
‘Anyone still–’ She stopped as a hailstorm of lead came up from the interior and hammered into her chest. Jacketed slugs flattened against her large breasts, pancaked entirely against her sternum. She closed her eyes and waited for the bullets to stop, and then looked down at the bleeding man, lying on top of his colleague, as he tried desperately to find another magazine. ‘Are you entirely demented?’ Cygnus asked him. ‘Maybe the blow to your head has eradicated whatever sense you had. I’m fucking bulletproof, you moron!’
The gunman tossed his gun aside and coughed. ‘Amerikanskiy suka,’ he half-mumbled.
Cygnus reached down into the car, grabbed the man’s jacket, and yanked him up and out. Then she punched him in the nose. ‘I know what that means, mudak.’
~~~
Twilight watched the grenade bouncing down the corridor toward her, closed her eyes, and sighed. There was the sound and the light, and she felt the floor vanishing from under her feet, but it was dark in the corridor and she was just a mass of shadow: gravity was not an issue.
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said, ‘but now we have nothing to walk on.’
‘I should cut his head off for the inconvenience,’ Twilight replied, looking down to where the grenade’s owner was picking himself up off the carpet. He had, apparently, misjudged the effect of letting off explosives in a confined space. Flicking out a hand, she tossed a pair of shadow darts into his chest and watched as he fell, curling up on the floor.
‘I can’t hear any more gunfire,’ Andrea said.
Taking a short port and a very long step to where there was solid ground, Twilight bent to check her latest victim’s pulse. Not exactly strong, but it was there. ‘Might be he was the last. This is the last corridor and we’re close to the end.’
Twilight moved down to the last door because there was a dim light showing under it. It was nowhere near bright enough to stop her, but it indicated that someone was probably in there. And the door being unlocked was another sign, so Twilight opened it and her shadows flowed into the room beyond, killing the light as they went.
‘That’s far enough!’ The voice was male, and it sounded desperate. ‘Come any closer and they get it!’
There were four people in the room. The owner of the voice had a handgun, a .38 Special, and a wound in his left shoulder. From the way he was holding his left arm, it was basically useless, but he was waving his pistol at a woman and two kids, a boy and a girl, huddled together and sobbing in the way kids do when they knew what fear is. What had taught them that was not Twilight’s immediate concern.
The shadows pulled back and Twilight stepped out of them. ‘If you kill them, I’m going to make sure you spend your entire time in prison eating your meals through a straw. And you know you can’t stop me, so it looks like we have something of a stalemate.’
‘That’s right, so you stay back.’
‘Except that you’re bleeding. I can smell it, taste it. You’re bleeding out. Maybe fifteen minutes, probably less. You must’ve been hit before I entered the building.’
‘So?’
‘So, all I have to do,’ Twilight said, her voice getting softer as she went on, ‘is wait. I wait for you to fall over and the only person who gets hurt is you.’
The gunman blinked. ‘It’s going to be a lot less than fifteen minutes,’ Andrea said.
‘Look, Marco,’ Twilight went on, and the gun shifted, pointing at her, which was better.
‘How’d you know my name?’ Marco asked.
‘I know a lot of David Tonaldo’s people. I used to watch him pretty closely. He was the only real game in town after Ghostfire died.’
‘Then that bitch came and it all went to shit. Jonny’s in prison. We tried to get Tonaldo’s son in. We practically begged him to come in and take over his father’s empire. He’s family… Someone got to him. He just vanished.’
‘David Junior is in Italy, with Lena, and quite safe. I arranged it. Got him and his family out over a month ago. He’s helping Lena handle something for me. He never wanted any of this, and I’m seeing to it that he doesn’t need to worry about it. If we don’t get some paramedics to look at you soon, Marco, you’re not going to have to worry about it either. Give me the gun.’
‘Well… shit,’ Marco said, and then he lowered the pistol, letting it hang from one finger for Twilight to take.
‘That’s a win,’ Andrea said.
Twilight stepped forward and took the revolver from Marco’s hand. ‘Yeah,’ she replied silently, ‘this one worked out okay. Not sure about some of the others I took out on the way up.’ She stepped over to the window, looked out, and yelled, ‘We’re clear. Get some paramedics up here, pronto.’
‘They decided to start a war,’ Andrea said. ‘In a war, there are casualties. Hopefully, mostly among the bad guys.’
‘You know I’m supposed to be the one coming out with that kind of line, right?’
‘I know. Thinking like you is the only way I’m going to get through this, so I figured I might as well supply the platitudes.’
‘And there I was trying to be reassuring.’
‘Nights like this, reassurance is kind of pointless. What’s the next disaster we need to deal with?’
San Francisco, CA.
Chinatown was still busy at two in the morning. People walked the streets, hopping between the drinking establishments which were still open, as well as a few less salubrious entertainment venues. The Nine Kings tong ran plenty of places outside their supposed home turf, but they still had many of their more prestigious operations here, and for those who knew what to find and where, almost any form of vice could be obtained in those houses.
Mink was only interested in one fairly nondescript building located in a back alley off Clay Street. It looked like any number of apartment buildings in the area, and there were actually apartments on the upper floors: six of them, all occupied by members of the tong who acted as security for the activities on the floors below.
Getting in was fairly trivial. Mink located one of the apartments where the resident thug was on duty or otherwise out, cut the window glass to get to the catch, and slipped inside from the fire escape. She was not worried about her intrusion being discovered, not with what she had planned.
Her high-heeled boots were silent as she stepped out of the apartment and into the corridor beyond, senses straining to detect any sign of life around her. She paused outside a door, listening. Three male voices. They were playing cards and it seemed a shame to interrupt them… for now anyway. Mink moved on down the corridor to the stairwell at the end where she stopped again to listen. Silence; not an unsurprising situation given that the front door was closed and locked. Smiling, she started down the stairs.
The upper floors were used to handle distribution and were empty now. Picking the locks on a couple of offices took little time and netted a complete list of the current street vendors selling the new drug which was carefully photographed using the micro-camera she carried tucked inside her costume. They were starting to ship outside the city, it seemed: there were dealers listed in San Diego and Los Angeles, but the records indicated that the new drug had only begun shipping there within the last week. That definitely suggested that this was the primary distribution point, but she was pretty sure it was more than that.
She heard a boot scrape on concrete as she got to the top of the last flight of stairs. There was someone on the floor below, almost certainly a guard and likely the one who now had a hole in his window. She took her rope dart, with its odd metallic cord, from where she carried it as a belt around her hips, looping the end of the rope around her left hand and letting the silver dart hang on a couple of feet of cord from her right. Then she moved down, twirling the weapon slowly as she descended.
The guard spotted her as she set foot on the floorboards at the bottom. His eyes widened: every member of the Nine Kings tong knew Mink, at least by description. They both feared and hated her, and for good reason given that whenever she came calling, they knew their criminal career was, at minimum, about to take a severe downturn. He went for his gun, which told Mink he was not too high up the ranks: the more experienced of them knew not to try shooting at her. He was maybe five yards away and she turned, spinning as she stepped closer, and then set her dart loose. It punched through his jacket and shirt, and into the flesh of his right bicep. It was hardly a lethal strike, but the man’s eyes rolled back and he was slumping to the floor even as Mink yanked her weapon back. The dart only carried a couple of doses of the drug, but it was effective. She stepped over the sleeping guard and into the lab he was supposed to be watching over.
It was very high-tech for something hidden away in a ratty apartment block basement. Benches with various types of chemical apparatus occupied the back while machines of some sort took up much of the room nearer the door. Mink figured these were automated processors of some sort: they had industrialised the production process.
There was a burst of rapid-fire Cantonese from the back of the room: someone was asking why the guard had entered the room, and whether there was a problem. Mink started through the machines and a second later, a head appeared looking down toward her. She almost smiled: a Chinese man with buck teeth and bottle-bottom glasses working in a drug lab?
‘You cannot be here! Why are you here? You must leave now!’ All in Chinese, all spoken with words that tumbled over each other. The man was in a lab coat, working away in front of various kinds of glassware and Bunsen burners. Mink’s dart whipped out, smacking the chemist on the side of the head and knocking his glasses off. ‘Yah! What do you want?’
‘Not from around here, are you?’ Mink replied.
‘You are an Ultra. You cannot be here.’ The word he used, Guàiwù, meant monster or freak and it was the commonest Chinese word for Ultrahumans. Mink found it offensive, even if she was not one.
‘My name is Mink, and I’m not an Ultrahuman, but I don’t like that word.’ Her dart flicked out again, and glass shattered in a wide arc over the workbench. Flames burst up as the chemist burst into angry shrieks. He turned hard eyes to Mink which widened as he saw what she was pulling from her costume. She smiled at him, pulled the pin from the small grenade she was holding, and said, ‘Run.’
Mink followed him at walking pace as he ran for the door. The fire on the workbench was really starting to set in, but she wanted the lab thoroughly trashed, so she tossed the grenade back in and closed the door behind her before dragging the sleeping guard toward the stairs. The explosives were not powerful in themselves, but the incendiary filling would make the room into an inferno pretty quickly and she did not want the man caught in the flames, even if he probably deserved that fate. The guard began to stir and she dropped him. If he was awake, he could run, and she had better places to be, like out of here. She hit the stairs as a dull thump announced the detonation of the grenade.
The chemist had got to the top floor. You could tell that because of the running feet on the stairs above. Mink turned for the back of the building where there was another door onto a narrower alley. Her dart swung up, the cord extending as it flew, to loop around a pole fifteen feet in the air. She jumped and the line snapped back, propelling her upward to catch the pole, swing up and balance on top of it in a smooth, practised action. Another jump powered by the strangely elastic rope and she was catching the edge of the roof, and then up onto it, and then there was no chance that anyone was following her.
Another successful operation. Another job done with no one spotting Mink aside from the bad guys, and she did not care about them. She wanted the criminals to know who had destroyed their lab. It was everyone else that Mink hid from.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘They’re calling it the Red Weekend,’ June said. She was perched on one of the sofas in the lounge with the big TV showing ACPN, a network which specialised in live and recorded crime reports. Their helicopters had been very, very busy. The cushion June had been cuddling for most of the night now lay beside her because her housemates were home, unharmed.
‘That’s… unoriginal,’ Andrea said. She was slumped on the other sofa, still in most of her costume. The mask was gone and Twilight was taking a well-deserved rest in the back of Andrea’s mind. ‘I think it was more orange and black, personally.’
‘Do you think it’s over?’
‘Hard to tell.’ Penny was belting her wrap around herself as she walked out of her bedroom. Glasses perched on her nose, she was now far from the shape of the stunningly attractive Cygnus, and oh so glad of it. ‘Things have cooled off out there, and I’m hoping we get some sleep now, but they might kick off again later. Pretty sure we haven’t locked them all up. Also pretty sure the ones we didn’t get weren’t all killed by the others.’ She dropped indecorously onto the sofa beside June. ‘Did we lose anyone?’
June gave a little grimace. ‘David Chou. He was shot six times trying to save a hostage. They declared him DoA at the hospital, but I think taking him there at all was wishful thinking.’
‘Oh,’ Penny said. She did not like the leader of the Walter Knights: he had refused to train Cygnus when Penny had first got her powers, but then she would never have met Bobby Lee if he had said yes… ‘The hostage?’
‘Skadi was there. Chou refused to let her help, made her wait outside, but she took the guy out with one arrow after Chou was shot.’
Penny closed her eyes to stop herself rolling them. ‘I’m having a lot of trouble stopping myself making comments about poetic justice.’
‘I’ll make them for you. Chou was the only hero hurt, that I’ve heard of, but three cops are dead, another twenty or so injured. It’s been a bad night. I was worried about you. Both of you. Hell, I was even worried about Dom and Skadi.’
‘We were in absolutely no danger,’ Andrea said. ‘Neither was Dom. None of the goons out there were armed for Ultras.’
‘Skadi nearly got herself shot,’ Penny said. ‘I ran into Dom at one point. She had to rescue Skadi when some guy got the drop on her. Red gave her such a chewing out for not being more careful.’
June really tried to keep the grin off her face. ‘Oh. What a shame. Not that I want her getting shot, and the make-up sex is probably going to be wild, but I can’t feel sorry for her getting yelled at.’
‘Don’t see why you should,’ Andrea said. ‘She stole your girlfriend. And when you two finally stop pussyfooting around and get on with it, I hope you remember it was Skadi that made it possible.’ She knew she had hit with that one when both Penny and June blushed.
‘How’s Jacob?’ June asked, hoping to deflect the conversation.
‘The UID were helping the NMCPD. I ran into Jacob and Heather at an apartment block siege.’
‘I saw that on ACPN. How many did you take down in there?’
‘Twenty, twenty-five. I stopped bothering to count.’
‘And three hostages rescued.’
‘Yeah… That was a good one. Mostly it was just scaring or beating assholes. Jacob seemed to be doing okay. I’ll call him when I can think straight. I’d imagine he’s in bed by now. I sure hope so.’
‘You should get some rest yourself.’
‘We all should,’ Penny said.
‘Yeah,’ Andrea agreed, ‘but I don’t think I can move.’
‘Oh. Uh… maybe I shouldn’t have changed back. With super-strength, I might have been able to crawl to bed myself.’
June looked between them. ‘Well, I’m not carrying either of you.’
‘Meany.’
San Francisco, CA.
Detective Damian Inman looked up at the apartment building in Chinatown and shook his head. ‘Robson, do you hate me for some reason?’ he asked wearily.
‘No, sir,’ Robson, the patrol officer who had called in Narcotics and Vice, replied. He sounded a little perplexed. ‘I went in with the firefighting team and we found what looks a lot like a drug lab in the basement, where the fire started, and I figured–’
‘Look up at this building and tell me what you see, Robson.’
‘Uh… It’s a three-storey building, brick construction. Signage in Chinese–’
‘Exactly. It’s a drug lab in Chinatown. So if I even walk into this building, TAATF will chew me out. They’re on their way already, you can put money on it. I’m amazed they didn’t get here before me. Anything related to the tongs is theirs.’ Inman sighed. ‘How did the fire start?’
‘Well…’
‘Out with it, Robson.’
‘One of the ones we caught says he saw Mink.’
Inman’s face darkened. ‘Mink… He’s sure?’
‘It sounded like her, but the description was a bit… basic. Short black hair, some sort of mask, and there were a lot of comments about breasts.’
‘Nothing about the legs?’
‘No… just breasts, but he went on and on… Uh, he wasn’t sure exactly what she did, but there were a lot of burned-out machines down there. This place had to be something pretty big.’
‘A freak like her wouldn’t hit a place like this unless… There’s been some new form of heroin hitting the streets recently. A lot of overdoses from it. This was probably where they were processing the stuff and she torched it.’
‘Uh… At least the stuff’s off the streets…’
‘But for how long, Robson? For how long?’
~~~
Lying on the roof across the alley, Mink was wondering that herself. The problem was that the Nine Kings could probably start up the operation somewhere else: the chemist had got away. She had information which could be used to drive further nails into the distribution network, but there was no one to give it to.
Inman had hit the nail on the head again there. She knew the man, knew his history. He had been part of the SFPD’s Tong Affirmative Action Task Force, so he knew they were not going to do anything about that lab, and they would not be touching the Nine Kings’ distribution network. And handing the data to Vice would just result in the TAATF stepping in and claiming it was theirs.
Not that she really felt like handing information over to someone who was prone to describing Ultras as ‘freaks.’ He was a good cop, excellent at picking up clues at a crime scene and entirely wasted in Vice, but he had a thing about Ultras. He had a real bug up his butt about Ultras, actually. Maybe worth looking into, but it was not an immediate priority. She could do something about the distribution outside of San Francisco; taking care of that business would have to be enough for now.
Her attention returned to the alley as a new cop arrived. This one had a strut in his step, an arrogant swagger that suggested he was about to enjoy himself. ‘Inman,’ he said as he approached the building, ‘what are you doing here?’
‘Robson here says there’s a drug lab in the basement,’ Inman replied. ‘I’m just standing here waiting for you to turn up, Venkman. Haven’t been inside. I’m sure this one belongs to you.’
‘It’s a Red Flag front. We’ve been watching it for a while.’
‘Red Flag, huh?’
‘Yeah, Red Flag. What happened?’
‘One of your witnesses says Mink happened. She must be after the Red Flag tong too.’
Mink smiled. Inman might be an asshole, but he was almost the right kind of asshole. The task force had been bandying the name ‘Red Flag’ around quite a lot. There had never been a Red Flag tong, but they supposedly had links to China and communist leanings, which gave the TAATF even more sway since they were supposedly dealing with potential terrorists.
‘Who knows what she gets up to,’ Venkman said. ‘She won’t work with the Stars. Goes off on these… crusades against whoever she thinks is a criminal, right or wrong. Woman’s crazy, a loose cannon. Not unlike some other people I can think of.’
Mink could hear the sour note in Inman’s voice as he turned away and started down the alley. ‘Good luck with your crime scene, Venkman. Though I’m sure you don’t need it.’
‘Because I’m such a damn good detective, right?’
‘Of course, Venkman. Of course. What else would I mean?’
Mink slipped back from the edge of the roof and got to her feet. Inman was far from pleased with the current state of affairs. Maybe he was worth some study sooner rather than later. But not today. In a little more than an hour, it would be getting light and Mink tended to prefer the dark. Anyway, it was about time she got some rest. At least it would be Sunday and no one cared much if you had a lie-in on a Sunday.
New Millennium City, MD.
Penny opened her eyes a crack and then closed them again. She was snug and warm in bed, and at some point June had crawled into bed with her, spooning against her back. Firm breasts pressed through the camisole Penny was wearing, and smoothly muscled thighs cradled her own, rather less developed, limbs. It was, Penny had to admit, not even slightly unpleasant.
It had been happening with increasing frequency. If June awoke in the night, or just before Penny did, she would walk over to Penny’s room and cuddle up. Not once had she tried to do anything more and maybe Penny was starting to find that… less to her liking than she would have thought. Mind you, Penny had been sleeping as Penny pretty much every night and June knew that Penny was straight. Penny was straight.
Well… stuff that.
‘Oh…’ June grumbled as Penny began to move. ‘Don’t get up; it’s early.’
‘It’s half past one,’ Penny replied. ‘In the afternoon.’
‘Oh.’
‘Don’t worry. I’ll be back. Just have to… y’know?’
There was a mumbled reply and Penny slipped out of bed and headed for the attached bathroom. Closing the door behind her, Penny did not y’know, but she stripped off her camisole and panties, and focussed her will. The world shifted around her as she grew several inches. Long, platinum-blonde hair fell down across suddenly larger breasts. The whispering of distant, alien voices which she had not even really heard starting suddenly cut off. Okay, so Penny had been a little nervous. Cygnus’s beautiful, angular face grinned back at her in the mirror because nerves were the last thing Cygnus felt.
Opening the door, Cygnus padded lightly across the thick carpet to the bed. Leaning over June, she pulled strands of long, dark hair away from June’s face, and then slid the sheets down from her shoulder until the brunette made a mumbling, giggling sound and turned onto her back.
‘What are you up to?’ June asked, grinning.
‘This,’ Cygnus said, leaning in closer. She heard June’s breathing quicken, felt her breath against her lips as June parted her own lips in preparation.
And the phone started ringing.
‘You have got to be fucking kidding me,’ Cygnus said, not moving from where she was, lips hovering barely a quarter-inch from June’s.
‘Andrea will answer it,’ June whispered.
‘And when it turns out to be the UID calling about some emergency?’
‘Not fair…’
Cygnus straightened up and then pointed a finger at June. ‘Rain check. That’s all.’
‘There’s no hurry, you know? Otherwise I’d have done something.’
‘Yeah, well…’ Cygnus marched around the bed, heading for the door. ‘Rain check.’ She walked out just as Andrea stepped out through her own bedroom door, rubbing at her eyes. Cygnus went on walking, unabashed at her nudity, to pick up the phone. ‘This had better be world-shaking,’ Cygnus said into the receiver.
Andrea yawned, watching an annoyed Cygnus listen to whoever was on the other end. She was not really bothered about a naked Cygnus either. It was not as though the woman wore a whole lot in costume.
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’ll be down there in… thirty minutes.’ She slammed the phone down with a little more force than was necessary. Andrea was a little surprised the offending instrument survived.
‘So?’ Andrea asked. Her eyes flicked sideways: June was coming out of Penny’s room.
‘Someone hijacked a bus with a kiddie-league baseball team on it. Bus and kids are missing. NMCPD are out hunting for them and they’re asking for our assistance.’
Andrea looked at the light showing through the blinds. ‘It’s broad daylight. I’m next to useless.’
‘Jacob wants to take you out in a car. You know the Tonaldo hideouts better than pretty much anyone. I don’t think it’s an excuse to get you alone in a car with him.’
‘We’d better get some clothes on then. You more than me.’ Andrea sniffed. ‘They interrupted something.’
‘No, not really. We were just–’
Andrea turned and started back to her room, waving the rebuttal away as she did so. ‘I might not have Red Huntress’s nose, girl, but I know you were up to something. Good.’ She paused to yawn before adding, ‘The sexual tension was starting to get to me.’
~~~
‘I don’t buy it,’ Twilight said as they drove through Downtown. ‘This isn’t the kind of operation David Tonaldo would have authorised. Not kids. If Jonny had taken over… yeah, but no one wanted Jonny in charge.’
Jacob shrugged. ‘Things change. David Tonaldo was sliced into cold cuts by Diamond. Maybe some of his men aren’t as upstanding and moral as you thought.’
‘They’d have to be roasting their own babies over a spit to be less moral and upstanding than I thought, but I still don’t think they’d kidnap a busload of kids.’
‘You think Tonaldo would have let this weekend get started at all?’ Heather asked from the back seat.
‘It wouldn’t have been needed. The Russian goons would never have dared move in here with David around. He was an utterly ruthless bastard. He bought a guided missile to take out Cygnus, for God’s sake. But he was a family man, in both senses of the word. Kids were off limits. Well, aside from selling them drugs.’ She looked around. ‘Next left. Lennie Belissa managed to pull a fairly big group together on Third Avenue.’
Jacob turned the car at the next junction, frowned, and pulled over to the side of the road, right behind a school bus. ‘That’s the right plate. You sure Belissa wouldn’t kidnap kids?’
‘His daughter’s six. He’s got a four-year-old son. He dotes on both of them. I don’t like this.’
‘The weird thing is,’ Heather said, ‘that this road is on a patrol route and no one reported seeing the bus before now.’
Twilight frowned. ‘Patrols come past here every forty-five minutes or so. It can’t have been here longer than that. I’m guessing someone dumped it here to point the blame at Belissa. Can we keep this under wraps until–’
‘Nope,’ Jacob said, pointing across the street.
Twilight followed the direction his finger was indicating, and saw the police cruiser. One of the occupants was talking into his radio with a lot of animation. ‘Damn. This is going to turn into a real clusterfuck.’
~~~
‘Opening fire on the cops when they turned up outside his building did not make Belissa look innocent,’ Red Huntress pointed out. Twilight had gone to Red’s office, with Cygnus, to discuss the situation.
‘But you’d agree this isn’t his style?’ Twilight asked.
‘Yes, I’d agree. Belissa has stayed out of the conflict thus far. He’s been letting the others fight it out and staying behind locked doors.’
‘But then he shoots at cops who’ve just knocked on the door,’ Skadi said. Of course, she was there too. ‘And he’s not negotiating. So… why?’
‘Dirty Harry,’ Cygnus said.
‘Huh?’
‘There was a Dirty Harry movie where someone wants Harry and some crooks dead. So they send Harry to serve a subpoena and they tell the crooks someone is coming to kill them, and that the killers will announce themselves as cops. Hilarity ensues.’
‘Think someone watched the same movie?’ Twilight asked.
Cygnus shrugged. ‘It’s got Clint Eastwood in it. And with all that happened yesterday, I figure a tip like that would provoke anyone’s paranoia.’
‘So they park the bus where it’ll be found and linked to Belissa, and we have a siege. Who’s competing with Belissa for Downtown?’
Red frowned. ‘The only group with the manpower for this kind of operation is Yanesh Tolnikov’s mob. They’re pressing for control of Uptown, but I’d imagine they want Downtown too.’
‘Dom mentioned that name,’ Skadi put in. ‘Tolnikov. She thinks he’s KGB.’
‘He has demonstrated considerable organisational skill.’
‘Oh…’ Twilight grumbled. ‘This just gets better. Do the Feds know?’
‘Dom was talking to them about it,’ Skadi supplied.
‘They won’t be pleased if we bust up Tolnikov’s operation.’
‘There are children in danger,’ Cygnus said. ‘They can go spin on it.’
‘Oh, I didn’t say I cared what they thought.’
~~~
It was late in the afternoon by the time Red’s contacts along with Twilight’s ‘new friends’ located the missing children in a warehouse Tolnikov had purchased through a cover company. The siege was still going in Downtown, a complete stand-off though the police were preparing a full-scale assault.
‘I’ve got confirmation that the kids are on the second floor,’ Twilight said. Everyone had gathered on a roof opposite the warehouse, which was in Deale Harbour.
‘And there are three men on the roof that I can see,’ Skadi said.
‘Not to mention the squad in the main warehouse area. I’m told there are twelve, including Tolnikov.’
‘Told?’
‘You could say I have inside information. Anywhere there are shadows anyway.’
The copper-haired archer turned from her examination of the opposite roof and looked at her dark companion. ‘That’s kind of scary.’
Twilight grinned. ‘Want me to tell you what time you went to bed last night?’
‘I’m going to assume that’s a joke. So, how do we handle this?’
‘Can you take out the guys on the roof?’
Skadi looked back to the other roof. ‘The way they’re operating… Yeah, I can do it without raising an alarm. I assume that’s what you want.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Twilight turned to Cygnus and Svetilo. ‘Then we run a reverse Cygnus and Twilight op.’
‘A reverse one?’ Svetilo asked.
‘Normally,’ Cygnus said, ‘I run distraction while Twi sneaks in the back and reduces grown men to quivering lumps of boy-flesh.’
‘And I still plan to do that,’ Twilight said, ‘but now that’s the distraction while you two get the kids out via the roof.’
‘It’s daylight.’
‘There’s enough shadow in that warehouse. They’ve got lights in there, but they’re not strong enough.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Okay. You’re sure you can keep them talking long enough?’
‘I’m sure that once I get in there, they won’t be bothering checking upstairs.’
~~~
‘Guards are down. We’re moving in.’
Cygnus’s voice sounded in Twilight’s ear and she opened the side door of the warehouse and stepped inside. ‘Give me a minute to engage,’ Twilight said.
‘Understood.’
There was little in the warehouse to indicate it was being used. A few crates decorated the concrete floor near the main loading area. A couple of larger piles occupied the far end. Lighting came from single bulbs hung from the ceiling twenty feet up which gave the place a dull, flat quality. It was actually quite a good tactic since it effectively eliminated much in the way of shadow. Soft light was the worst.
‘I count nine of them,’ Andrea said as Twilight advanced toward the men at the back, gathered around various tables. ‘That makes three upstairs watching the kids.’
‘Let’s see if we can’t get them down,’ Twilight suggested. Then she took a leaf out of Cygnus’s playbook and raised her voice. ‘Hey guys, how’s it hanging? I’m doing a tour of historic warehouses in Deale Harbour and this place is noted for its distinctive wildlife.’
Men started yelling things in Russian, some of them swear words Twilight recognised from listening to Svetilo, and a they scrabbled around for their weapons. One of the men raised his voice louder than the others and things suddenly got more organised.
‘That’s Tolnikov,’ Andrea said. He was a big man, handsome in a rugged, slightly slab-like way, though the buzz cut did nothing much for him. He certainly seemed to have authority and a degree of tactical skill: men with sub-machine guns spread out along a line to cover more ground and make it harder for anyone to take them out in bulk.
‘You have made a mistake coming here, shadow girl,’ Tolnikov called out. He had a perfect American accent.
Twilight kept walking, keeping it casual as though she actually was out for a stroll on a Sunday. She spotted two men appearing through a door on the left, one of them running for a scaffolding rig while the other ran to join his comrades. Up on top of the scaffold something had been hidden under a large tarpaulin. ‘One guard left upstairs,’ Twilight said, sotto voce. Then she raised her voice again. ‘Really? There’s no interesting wildlife here?’
‘There is just us and we do not like visitors in foolish costumes.’
Twilight stopped, apparently at random, and struck a pose, cocking her hip and grinning. ‘Seriously? You don’t like the costume? I suppose Russian Ultras wear thermal underwear a lot. Though I hear it gets pretty warm in Moscow this time of year.’
‘The guard’s out of the picture,’ Cygnus said into Twilight’s ear. ‘We’re starting to move the kids. They look unharmed, mostly. Couple of bruises and they’re scared.’
Up on the scaffold, the tarpaulin was pulled aside and Twilight realised that they had put more effort into this than she had initially thought. A second later she had to shade her eyes as a huge spotlight was directed at her.
‘We have studied you, Twilight,’ Tolnikov said. ‘You need darkness for your powers to work.’
‘That’s amazingly clever of you, Tolnikov,’ Twilight called back. ‘We can come back to that in a minute. So, what I really wanted to know is… Well, what were you hoping to do? Take over organised crime in the city… and then what? You have to know you’d have every agency in the country breathing down your neck in a week, right? That’s without me and Cygnus, and Svetilo has taken it as a personal insult that the KGB is taking an interest.’
‘KGB? What do they have to do–’
‘Don’t bullshit me, Yanesh. I can call you Yanesh, right?’ Twilight gave him a smile. ‘Let’s not be formal. You’re Yanesh Tolnikov, born in Klin, inducted into the KGB from the army, trained in infiltration and assassination. Your first kill was a CIA agent in Moscow four years ago. You’ve been to the US once since then. You successfully assassinated a Soviet defector in Wisconsin. God knows why, the guy was a nobody. This op is, however, your big moment. Your superiors were a little dubious about sending you, and they figured you wouldn’t actually last too long, but they viewed you as expendable and you were likely to cause at least some disruption. But what did you think you were going to achieve?’
‘We’ve moved all the kids out onto the roof,’ Cygnus said over the radio. ‘We’re moving them across now.’
‘I mean,’ Twilight went on, ‘kidnapping schoolchildren? What’s with that?’
Tolnikov smiled and shifted the MP5 he was holding: he was getting ready to end things. ‘A misdirection. The police have fallen for it too. They are preparing to assault the last of my competition. And you will not live to inform them of their mistake.’
‘Really? Okay, well, two things before you start shooting. First, the cops already know about your “misdirection,” so there won’t be an assault. Second, your data on me? You need to update it. I don’t work alone.’
‘Cygnus cannot save–’
‘Not Cygnus.’
There was a sound from the back of the room, something like a low growl, but it seemed to come from something huge. Men said things in Russian which Twilight imagined was probably ‘What was that?’ or something similar.
‘Shouldn’t have taken those kids, Yanesh,’ Twilight said, and then she dropped behind the crate beside her.
‘Fire!’ Tolnikov ordered, but what he got in reply was a lot of screaming. He let off one volley of shots which thudded into Twilight’s cover, and then he made the mistake of turning around.
There were four of them: big, maybe eight or nine feet at the shoulder, each one a little different, but all of them looking like misshapen, demonic, ape-things with heads out of a Lovecraftian monster movie. Bulging, overlong arms ended in ten-inch talons, and they had mouths filled with far too many teeth. And while they were visible, and terrifying just to look at, they somehow seemed to be unreal, not quite solid, as though they had been constructed out of shifting shadows.
Gangsters collapsed at the sight of them, falling to the concrete and gibbering like mad men. Others fired their guns only to see the bullets pass through with little effect. Those who fired were hit with the talons, an experience not unlike having all your energy pulled out of you in an instant.
Bulbs exploded as the dark-loving monsters sought to eliminate what light there was in the room. The spotlight moved as its operator swung it toward the back of the room and Twilight risked poking her head out to throw a stream of shadow darts at the man on the scaffolding. There was a roar of pain as the searchlight’s beam hit one of the demons for an instant and then swung up to point at the ceiling. And Twilight dropped back behind the crate and waited for it to be over. She was their mistress, the Avatar of Shadow and the leader of the Shadow Court, but even she did not want to look at four shadow demons at work.
Silence fell, aside from a few groans coming from the back of the room, but Twilight remained where she was for a little while longer. Cygnus’s voice stirred her. ‘We’ve evacuated all the kids. Are you okay?’
‘Situation’s under control,’ Twilight said. ‘Stay out there until I tell you it’s clear.’ Then she got to her feet and, slowly, turned around.
The demons had done as they had been told. How many of Tolnikov’s men had survived Twilight was not sure, but they had all been incapacitated, and then the demons had gone back to wherever it was they came from. Twilight was still not clear on what spawned the monsters now that the Darkness was gone. Andrea had considered the fact that the Darkness was not exactly gone, but seemed to live in the back of their combined minds, and had decided that she really did not want to know where they came from.
Slipping her sword from its scabbard on her back, Twilight walked over to Tolnikov. He was still breathing. His eyes were open and he seemed to be conscious, but while there was not a mark on him, he looked like he was struggling to keep from going under.
‘What were… those things? What are you?’
Twilight gave him a bleak smile. ‘That’s easy. I’m your worst nightmare. And those things? They were my worst nightmare. Don’t worry. I’m sure that if you tell the Feds everything you know, they’ll let you sleep in a cell with the light on.’
~~~
‘And so the Red Weekend comes to an end.’ The speaker was one of ACPN’s main anchors, and she seemed to be reporting the facts. With the arrest of Lennie Belissa and his crew, the city had gone quiet, almost unnaturally so. ‘It appears that organised crime in New Millennium City has been almost entirely wiped out, largely thanks to the actions of those very criminals.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said to the screen, ‘but at what cost?’
‘The cost?’ the announcer said, almost as though she had heard the question. ‘One hundred and seventeen people dead, another two hundred injured, nineteen of those on the critical list awaiting surgery or Ultrahuman aid. Nineteen buildings destroyed, twenty-two damaged, and the clean-up of wrecks on the streets continues. And we have twelve traumatised nine- and ten-year-olds, rescued this afternoon by the combined efforts of Cygnus, Twilight, Svetilo, and new heroine Skadi. This will be a weekend New Millennium residents remember for a long time.’
‘Good,’ Penny said, and clicked the mute button. ‘I am so glad I don’t have a job to go back to tomorrow.’
‘But what happens next?’ June asked. ‘Like she said, there are basically no organised gangs left in the city, but that can’t last, right? And now we won’t know who anyone is.’
Penny grinned at her. ‘I like the way you include yourself there.’
‘It was more of a’ – June waved a hand as though trying to pull meaning from the air – ‘societal “we.” No one’s going to know who the new players are until they show their hand.’
‘Please don’t make card analogies. We had enough of that when Diamond was here.’
‘But you’re right, June,’ Andrea said. ‘We get a rest, probably, while someone works out how to handle this, and then we’re going to get groups moving in from outside the city. And we won’t know who until they do.’
June looked across to where Andrea was sitting on the sofa, dressed in a robe, with her knees pulled up to her chin. ‘You… weren’t entirely comfortable about letting your demons loose on Tolnikov, were you?’
‘Those things scare me. Seven dead, one critical, the rest of them severely exhausted and a whole lot more traumatised than the kids they grabbed, no matter what they say on TV. The little ones aren’t so bad, but the big ones…’ Andrea gave a shudder. ‘As long as I’m ready for them I can usually shake off the effects, but I don’t like looking at them.’
‘I remember what it felt like being hit by one,’ Penny said. ‘Not nice. They just kind of… suck the life out of you. I mean, Cygnus is like that rabbit from the battery commercials and one of them dropped her like a brick. A really tired brick.’
‘Just be happy it was invisible.’
‘Do you think Diamond would come back?’ June asked. ‘There’s a power vacuum…’
‘I think she wanted a ready-made organisation she could just assume control of. Wherever she is, I doubt she wants to come back and put effort into building a crime syndicate from scratch.’
New Orleans, LA.
‘Have you seen the reports coming out of New Millennium City?’
Diamond made a final swipe at one of her long, carefully manicured nails and then looked up to favour Rex with a smile. ‘I’ve seen them. Looks like some of the boys up there have really had themselves a fun ol’ time.’
‘And left a big hole where the Tonaldo family used to be.’
Her big lieutenant’s meaning was fairly clear, but Diamond was not biting. ‘And we’re up to strength, a full suit of Knaves and enough chips to do as we wish, but we’re not going back to that city, hun. Not any time soon.’
‘Why not? Cygnus and Twilight won’t expect–’
‘First, we’d need to build from the ground up and I can think of better things to do with our money than that. And second, I think Twilight’s got herself some hole cards that’ll trump just about anything.’ When Rex frowned, Diamond smiled again and went on. ‘Did you see the coverage of the men being carried out of that warehouse they found those children in?’
‘Yeah, I saw it.’
‘Did you hear the guy on the stretcher screaming about demons attacking them?’
‘I… oh.’
‘And it was Twilight that went into that warehouse, hun. I think she killed Durant and took his monsters from him. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be anywhere where someone is going to use those things against us.’
Rex was a big, strong man. He feared little, especially when he had Diamond beside him with her careful plans and vicious nature, but he nodded. ‘So, what’s next?’
‘We head west. I want to be as far away from New Millennium City as possible. There’s no Plain Jane pestering them in L.A. now. I think we should make sure they don’t forget the fairer sex can be just as dangerous as the men, don’t you?’
New Millennium City, MD, 28th July.
‘You were busy this weekend,’ Roger said as Andrea walked through from the back of the shop. ‘You sure you don’t need a day off? I wouldn’t complain. I doubt there’s going to be much happening today.’
Andrea flashed her boss a smile. ‘That means I get the chance to work through that huge pile of new purchases you brought in without getting disturbed. Believe me, mundanity is something I crave after a weekend like that.’
‘I locked myself in my apartment and watched ACPN the whole time,’ Zoe stated flatly. ‘I considered ringing and asking whether I was needed, because I didn’t want to go outside. But the O was running and they were saying it was all done with, so…’
‘It is,’ Andrea told her. ‘All done with, that is. We basically have no organised crime in New Millennium City. Still plenty of disorganised crime, of course. And the local addicts are going to be going nuts for a couple of weeks. That might cause some problems.’
‘They’ll just go to DC, or Baltimore.’
‘That’ll cost them. That means they’ll be working harder for their cash. That means more burglary, so make sure you lock your doors. And keep your eyes open on the streets if you go out at night. Muggings will be up.’
‘That’s a nice thought,’ Roger said, ‘but it won’t be for long. Someone will move in to take over things here soon enough. Wherever there is a demand, someone will be there to handle the supply.’
San Francisco, CA.
Kam Chao’s anger gave way to nervousness as he passed through the doors of Zhu Lei’s apartment. Kam was what the Nine Kings called a Business Manager, a Yewu Jingli, and that made him a very important man. On his word, men died, or became rich. His own worth had grown considerably on the back of his supervision of the opium trade in the Nine Kings’ regions outside of San Francisco.
But Zhu Lei was the Lingdao, the leader of the Nine Kings, and having to make this report was something Kam would have preferred to have avoided. The situation was not his fault, but Zhu had been known to not so much shoot the messenger as pound him into a smear on the carpet and set light to the remains. Zhu was not known as Jade Flame for nothing.
To make matters worse, Zhu was eating breakfast. No one who wanted their lives to be longer than the next few seconds ever called Zhu fat, but he was. It was not that there was not muscle there, there was a lot of muscle on Zhu’s six-foot frame, but his belly was bloated and his jowls were starting to sag noticeably. He had never been especially attractive, but even the best tailoring did little to disguise his shape. When he wanted women, he had them, but not due to his looks. His hair was thinning and grey at barely forty-two, so he kept it shaved to near-baldness. His nose was bulbous, but his face was quite thin and he had a small mouth with almost feminine lips. His only redeeming features were his eyes, which were a bright, emerald green, and those likely had more to do with his powers than anything else.
‘Kam,’ Zhu said as the man walked into his dining room, ‘I assume that this interruption will be explained to my satisfaction.’
‘Lingdao… The San Diego and Los Angeles police executed several raids in the early hours of this morning. They dismantled our entire distribution chain.’
Zhu laid down his knife and fork, and rested his palms flat on the table. He took a deep breath, in through the nose, hold, out through the mouth, and repeated the action four times. ‘Mink,’ Zhu said, and Kam knew that he had survived. ‘She must have copied the data from the computers in the lab she burned. I suggest you begin rebuilding your network immediately, Kam. Do not disappoint me a second time.’
‘Yes, Lingdao. It will be easier with the new–’
‘No. The new drug attracted Mink’s attention. It will not be supplied again until she has been taken care of.’
‘Taken care of, Lingdao?’ The Nine Kings had been trying to eliminate Mink for several years. Kam had to wonder what made Zhu think they were going to succeed any time soon.
‘We provoked her wrath with this new form of opium, but she has provoked mine with these actions. I am convening a meeting of the Council of Eight to allocate resource for her demise. Specialists are required. It may take several months, but the Nine Kings will be victorious. We are declaring war upon the troublesome Mink.’
 



Part Two: Another Year Older
San Francisco, CA, 8th August, 2014.
Working nights had disadvantages. It was Hell on your social life, but Damian Inman had never been much of a social animal. It tended to throw your body clock out, especially in winter when you rarely saw daylight, but humans were adaptable creatures. And it had a few compensations, like running in Golden Gate Park when the majority of wage slaves were at their desks.
Sometimes, out in the fresh air in the summer sun, Damian found he could forget the job, the night shifts, the tide of drugs he tried to hold back, and the victims of the trafficking he could never promise justice to. Today was not one of those days. The birds were singing, the temperature was up around seventy, and the sun was bright in the sky, but Damian could not pull his thoughts away from the seventeen women Vice had found in a brothel’s basement right on the edge of Nob Hill. They had been Asian, primarily Chinese, trafficked in and chained up in a cellar. The TAATF had swept in to take over as soon as the women were moved out and Damian was quite sure that no one would be brought to any kind of justice for the women’s treatment.
It was maybe the heat, or maybe his mind was not on what he was doing, but he pulled up at the halfway point of his run, right where he turned onto John F Kennedy Drive to head back, feeling more than usually tired. It always took him a bit more than an hour to run what he thought should be an hour’s run. He was a fit man, but his route was a bit over six miles and he had found that a short break at the midpoint stopped him from really regretting it when he got to the end.
So he paused, took deep breaths, and looked back to where he had come from, and that was when he saw the blonde. She was running up from behind him, and she was not pacing herself at all. Shoulder-length hair shone in the sunlight and bounced as her long legs powered her down the path. She was tanned and lithe, and had to be wearing an industrial-strength sports bra under her low-cut, cropped shirt. As she got closer, Damian could see the muscles flexing in her calves and thighs: she had fairly slim legs, but the definition on them was amazing. Her abs were just as toned. She ran past, flashing Damian a quick grin, and he got the impression of a pretty face with sharp, blue eyes, and then she was past him and he turned to watch her retreating back as she made the turn he was about to and accelerated away.
‘Wow,’ Damian said to no one in particular. ‘Girl’s going to be flaked out on the path in another hundred yards.’ Shaking his head, he set off to continue his run.
Things were going better for the return leg. There was no sign of the woman he had seen, but the image of her retreating behind clad in tiny athletics briefs kept his mind off the women from the night before, mostly anyway. However, Damian still found himself flagging, and pushing to keep going, as he entered the final stage of his run. Only a few hundred yards, and then he would…
‘Coming through on the right!’
The voice came from behind him, and Damian shifted to the left as far as he could. The blonde ran past him, still at the same sprint. Holy Hell, Damian thought, because saying it was out of the question. The urge to try to keep up was fairly strong, but he doubted he would have been able to even if he was not struggling to maintain his current pace. A minute or so later, when he pulled to a stop and bent over to rest his hands on his knees, the woman was there, sitting on a bench with her long legs stretched out and a plastic bottle lifted to her pursed lips.
Multicoloured running shoes appeared in Damian’s vision field a second or two later, followed by a red-and-black bottle. ‘Here, try some of this.’
Damian hauled himself upright, despite the pain in his guts, dragged his eyes away from the deep valley of cleavage her top showed off, and looked at her face. She was beautiful, no two ways about it. The blue eyes were crystal clear, set under dark, arched eyebrows and thick lashes. Her nose was straight and a little flat, and she had full lips which had a bit of a pout to them. Then there were the high cheekbones, firm jawline, and hollowed cheeks. The woman looked like she should be gracing catwalks… and there was something familiar about her.
‘Thanks,’ Damian managed, taking the bottle and pulling down a few gulps of the contents. It tasted of tropical fruit, guava and passion fruit maybe. He handed the bottle back. ‘I don’t… generally take drinks… from strange women.’
She laughed. ‘I’m not that strange.’ Then she shrugged. ‘Well, maybe I am, but this is just an energy drink.’
‘Did you really… just sprint twelve miles?’
‘Little over.’ She took another swig from her bottle. Nonchalant, like it was nothing. She was barely even breathing hard.
‘You training for something?’
‘Nothing specific. I did Ultraman last year, but I’m not bothering this.’
‘The triathlon?’ That explained the fitness… Despite its name, the Ultraman trial was quite clear on not accepting Ultras, and with modern testing they were fairly assured of keeping them out.
‘Uh-huh. I like to keep my hand in, even if I’m not competing.’
‘Nice. Where did you place?’
‘Second. I don’t compete that hard.’
‘Right…’ Whatever was in that drink, it was working: the burst of energy it was providing was almost a rush. Damian pulled himself upright, feeling a lot better. ‘Uh… Do I know you from somewhere?’
‘Ha! That old line?’ She was grinning. Damian’s cheeks heated up.
‘It wasn’t… I just feel like I know you from… somewhere.’
‘Read the society pages?’
‘Not really.’
‘How about TV. I’ve been on TV.’
She seemed determined to make him guess. ‘I work nights. Don’t get a lot of time to watch anything that I’d be interested in. What were you in?’
‘The news, usually.’ She thrust out a hand. ‘Bianca Fullerton. Pleased to meet you.’
Damian’s eyes widened. The CEO of Fullerton Technologies Inc. was standing in front of him in a bra and briefs, offering her hand. He took it before it seemed like he was being rude. ‘Oh… Pleased to meet you, Miss Fullerton. Damian Inman. That’s… my name.’ Lame!
Her grin got wider. ‘Bianca. I hate formality for the sake of it.’ She pointed at his chest. ‘That real?’
Damian looked down at his chest and the SFPD patch design printed on his grey tank top. ‘Well, I’m a cop. Detective. Narcotics and Vice.’
‘Woah, tough job.’
‘You run an entire company, a big one.’
Bianca gave a shrug. ‘That’s mostly boredom. Boredom can be tough, I grant you, but it’s not drug-raid tough.’
Damian bit back the urge to point out that, with the TAATF operating, drug raids were relatively few and far between. ‘Most of police work is boring. Paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork.’
‘I guess that’s the same for everyone. I’d better get back to it before the pile on my desk gets too high.’
‘Uh, sure. It was nice meeting you.’
Bianca turned and started away. ‘Maybe we’ll bump into each other again.’ Then she picked up the pace and loped away.
~~~
‘Hey, boss, how’s it going?’ Elaine Ellis was perched on a stool in front of one of several computers which decorated her workspace in Fullerton Technologies Building A. The room also featured a number of benches upon which sat various robotics and electronics projects Elaine was currently working on.
‘The usual,’ Bianca replied, wandering over from the door without any haste at all. ‘I just wanted to check up on the Everglades project.’
‘It’s all set to go. We’ve arranged things with Ever. The nanobots are programmed. Projected start date is the twenty-fifth. I think. I think it’s the twenty-fifth.’ Elaine turned back to her computer and started clicking.
Bianca smiled. ‘It’s the twenty-fifth. I got the report. I just wanted to check that you agreed with what it said.’
‘Haven’t read it, but if what I said agrees with it, then I do.’
‘And you’re okay going out there for three weeks to handle the operation?’
Elaine turned back again. ‘Three weeks with Ever? I can handle that. Mostly. I mean, she’s scary, but she’s so hot.’
‘She’s not that scary,’ Bianca replied. ‘Okay, she’s a little scary. I mean, she got information out of a guy while I was there by threatening to have him eaten by alligators. Slowly eaten by alligators. But she wants this to work and… Look, you remember June Summerfield?’
‘Oh yeah.’ Elaine nodded enthusiastically. ‘I remember June. She’s hot too.’
‘For a woman who finds it hard to actually get a girlfriend, you do
seem to have an extensive list of hot women around you.’
‘Uh-huh. You’re one of them.’
‘Thank you, Elaine. Anyway, June knows Ever and didn’t seem at all scared of her.’
Elaine pointed to the calendar on the wall above her desk. ‘I am aware that June knows Ever and Cygnus, who is also incredibly hot. I’d point out they’re also way out of my league. So are you.’ Elaine had the classic African American feature set: tightly curled black hair, full lips, deep-brown skin, big hips, and ‘more booty than a Cadillac,’ as she was given to putting it. She was not over-endowed in the bust department but claimed that if she had been, her boobs would have been heading for her knees anyway. She was an attractive girl, maybe not model-attractive, but definitely attractive, and her worst feature was that she did not realise she was.
‘I prefer men anyway.’
‘I know it. It is a fact which causes me no end of distress and frustration.’
‘Sure.’
‘I can’t even get you drunk and persuade you to experiment.’
‘That, my dear Elaine, is because you get drunk faster than almost anyone I’ve ever met. Oh, I actually met an interesting guy today. A detective. He was running in the park, same route as I use. I lapped him.’
‘Bianca, that is no way to get a man to like you. Their egos bruise easily. Is he bed worthy?’
Bianca pursed her lips. ‘Six foot, maybe one sixty of tight muscle. Broad chest, and that’s always good for lying against. Strong jawline with a bit of a manly stubble-thing going. Hazel eyes and light-brown hair. Nice mouth. Kind of sensuous. I wouldn’t kick him out.’
‘Sounds better than the usual types you’re linked with.’
‘Who is it this week?’
Elaine grinned. ‘One of the gossip columns is trying to link you to Fuego again.’
‘Oh God, kill me now.’ Bianca looked up imploringly at the ceiling, but apparently God had better things to do than put rich women out of their misery.
‘At least it’s not Snapshot.’
‘Because they know I’d sue. Are they going to be at the party?’
Elaine shook her head. ‘Snapshot knows you don’t like him and Fuego is, as usual, determined that the city cannot manage without his patrol. Bony is going to stick with Fuego. He’s not really that big on high society parties anyway. Muse hasn’t made up her mind yet, but Lament says she’s going.’
‘Of course she does. She’d never miss a chance to get her picture in the papers.’
‘You know, it’s your birthday. You could just–’
‘I’m Bianca Fullerton, CEO of Fullerton Technologies Inc. I’m expected to throw these stupid parties and invite people I can’t stand. Oh, Lament will be okay. We’ll let her sing and she’ll be happy. And it’s only until eleven. Then we can have some fun.’
‘By eleven, I’ll be too drunk to care.’
Bianca gave her friend a slightly malicious grin. ‘I know. That’s when we put on the stripper music and get you up on the stage.’
Elaine sagged on her stool. ‘Oh no. I am never getting that drunk
again. Not ever.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘So,’ June said, ‘what are we doing for your birthday?’
Penny blinked at her. ‘My birthday?’
‘Uh-huh. One week on Monday, you, Penny Worthington, will be one year older and, thankfully, not even vaguely in debt. We should celebrate. Get some friends together. Have a party.’
‘Well, that’s a week away, so–’
‘A week during which I will be in L.A. getting my picture taken a lot. If there’s planning to be done, now’s the time to decide.’
Penny grimaced. ‘It’s my twenty-fourth. I don’t want to do anything big for that. Why don’t we just get some booze in and make it just the three of us? That’s all we did for your twenty-fifth.’
‘We don’t have the threat of snipers hanging over our heads now, but… If that’s what you want.’ June turned her head as Andrea walked out of her room, in costume. ‘You okay with just the three of us celebrating Penny’s birthday, Andrea?’
Andrea raised an eyebrow. ‘When?’
‘Eighteenth. Week Monday.’
‘Uh… sure. I could stand a night in. It’s not like there’s that much point in patrolling anyway. I’m only going out to give Twilight something to do.’
‘Pretty quiet out there?’
‘Too quiet. Dun dun duuun.’ Penny did not sound like the relative peace was that ominous.
Andrea nodded in agreement. ‘I’m going to sweep through Friendship. The Knights have been letting it slide since Chou died and I’ve spotted a few dealers moving in.’
Penny nodded in turn. ‘That’s one area that’s suffering a little. I’ll hit the parks in a few. Muggings are up and we need to put a nail in that before the area starts really going downhill.’
~~~
Cygnus dropped to the ground between a twitchy-looking man with an eight-inch switchblade and a horribly scared, middle-aged woman clutching her handbag as though her life depended on it. They both looked rather scared when the white-clad heroine hit the gravel path in Friendship Park.
‘You are the third tonight,’ Cygnus said, stabbing her finger into the mugger’s chest.
‘Ow!’ the mugger said. ‘Hey, you can’t–’
‘Shut up. You lost the right to talk when you started waving that knife around. And if you even think about using it on me, I will tap dance on your gonads. And I’m wearing high heels.’
‘Okay,’ the mugger said in a very small voice.
‘Good.’ Cygnus turned around. ‘And you. What are you thinking? He’s got a knife. Do you want to get stabbed? You can’t go around assuming one of us is going to drop in and save you.’
‘I… Sorry?’
‘I should think so. Even if you’ve got your life savings in that purse, and you’d better not have, it’s not worth your life.’
‘Uh… no. A-and I haven’t got my life savings in here. I’ve got, um, twelve dollars and change.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus turned around again. ‘So, you’re mugging people for twelve dollars. What are you on? Heroin? Cocaine? You’re not going to get anything for twelve dollars.’
‘I–’
‘Well, you’ll be going into rehab now, won’t you? Because you’re going to do time for attempted mugging, aren’t you?’
‘Yes,’ the man moaned.
‘At last, someone speaks wisdom.’
9th August.
Andrea sat on the sofa in a robe with her head laid back and one arm over her eyes. She looked tired. ‘We scared the crap out of eight of them,’ she said. ‘Had to stop when we put one in the hospital.’
‘Hospital?’ Penny asked, frowning.
‘He ran out in front of a car. Broken legs, head injury from hitting the hood. They say he’ll survive, and he had about eight hundred dollars in coke on him so no one’s exactly shedding tears, but the paperwork was annoying.’
‘Huh. My total came to two dealers, five muggers, and a burglar. All the muggers were addicts. I mean, the professionals have all shifted to Churchton and Deale. They know they’re too easy to spot in Friendship.’
‘The dealers Twi… had a word with were all from out of town. DC. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m starting to wish we had David Tonaldo back.’
‘You’re tired,’ June said. ‘Get some rest and I’m sure you’ll get over that.’
‘Probably.’
‘What if we go nail the suppliers in DC?’ Penny suggested.
‘Uh… We’ll get more in from Baltimore, but I guess I could check into who we’d need to hit and we could see where to go from there.’
‘Sounds like a plan. You going to Italy?’
Andrea shook her head. ‘No need. There’s a big branch office in Washington. I mean, the Court deals in secrets and where better to find them than our centre of government?’
‘Do you think they know who really killed JFK?’
‘Probably. But, you know, there are some things it’s probably best to just not know.’
San Francisco, CA.
The victim was some idiot student in a T-shirt, scuffed jeans, and a rather battered leather jacket. You could read ‘student’ from the logo on the T-shirt and the fact that he was moronic enough to walk down an alley in Chinatown at two in the morning. His eyes widened further as he saw a dark something drop into the alley behind his would-be mugger.
The mugger was on shaky ground as it was, given he was plying his trade on turf the Nine Kings considered theirs. Their recruits, xinbing, cut their teeth ripping off tourists and clubbers here. Mind you, he looked desperate: he was dressed in light slacks and an old army jacket which had both seen far better days, and his weapon of choice was a kitchen knife. He ignored the look of surprise on the student’s face because everyone knew that trick.
Mink stepped in behind the mugger, drove the heel of her boot into his right gastrocnemius muscle, waited for his leg to fold under him, and then caught his chin in her left hand and slammed his head into the wall of the alley.
‘Kind of stupid walking down dark alleys at this time of night, don’t you think?’ Mink said.
It was a dark alley, and the student could see little more than a female-shaped shadow. ‘Uh… I guess… Yeah.’
To Mink, the darkness was far from complete. She could see the slightly perplexed look on the kid’s face, and the huge form coming up from behind him. ‘Hello, Bony. You heard that rather girly scream too?’
‘I heard it,’ Bonehead said, and the student almost jumped out of his skin. The big man’s nickname was Bonehead, had been since he was a kid, and he was not the brightest of bulbs, but those who knew him preferred not to use that name. He was built on the gentle giant archetype: six foot four of cosmic-energy-enhanced muscle, buzzed black hair, and quite pretty blue eyes. He dressed in roughly cut and sewn leather, and he looked like a thug, but he was just the man you needed on your side in a fight.
‘You want to run this jerk in? I was just passing and I don’t need the paperwork.’
Bonehead looked down at the shape lying slumped against the wall. ‘I suppose he might be better off in a cell.’
‘Maybe. Make sure you take this witness in too. That can be his penance for being an idiot. And for the girly scream.’ Turning, Mink slipped her rope dart from around her waist, took a few strides forward, and launched the dart upwards. Then she was gone, vanishing up to the rooftops.
‘Who was that?’ the student asked.
‘Mink,’ Bonehead replied. ‘You’re lucky. She doesn’t usually do muggings. Must be real quiet.’
‘That was Mink! Damn, I could barely see her. She’s supposed to be beautiful.’
‘Yeah, she is.’
‘And she said I had a girly scream.’ It was almost a moan.
‘Yeah,’ Bonehead said, trying to stop himself smirking, ‘you do.’
~~~
Mink loped across the rooftops at a steady pace, accelerating only when she had to clear a larger gap between buildings. Bonehead was right: things were very quiet.
For the last ten days, there had been very little happening in the city. The Nine Kings had pulled in their horns and it did not make that much sense. So the cops in San Diego and Los Angeles had burned their distribution chain. So Mink herself had destroyed their lab. They had never reacted in this way to anything she had done to them before. Hell, they had even cut down on street dealers, though that might have simply been down to not having the new drug to sell.
Still, Mink found herself unable to clear the nagging doubt that the Nine Kings were up to something. Changes of tactics disturbed her. They showed original thinking she had never previously noticed in San Francisco’s organised crime contingent. Their boss, a man only identified as Jade Flame, was not a stupid man, but he had done only one thing that could be called innovative since he had taken control, and that had been to start bringing Ultras on board.
Stopping on a rooftop above Pacific Avenue, Mink looked down and spotted a familiar haircut. Inman was not in his usual suit and raincoat, but she recognised him. Tonight he was decked out in an old camouflage-pattern army surplus jacket, a colourful T-shirt, faded jeans, and running shoes, and he seemed to be trying to blend in. He was blending in. Perhaps not the way Mink did when she chose to, but he moved right, he looked right, and he gave off no indication of being a cop. Some of his colleagues looked like cops even when they were dressed as hobos. Her interest piqued, Mink trailed along his route as he kept on going down Pacific.
Inman stopped at the corner of Stockton Street, looked around, and then approached a woman leaning against one of the walls. Mink was a little disappointed in the man, though she had to admit she was making a snap judgement. The woman was of Asian origin, and the short skirt and cropped T-shirt suggested only one reason for her to be hanging on a corner at this time of night. As Inman took up a posture which mimicked the prostitutes, leaning casually against the front of a grocery shop, Mink used her rope dart to drop silently to the top of the signage above them.
‘How’s business, Sally?’ Inman asked.
‘Slower than I’d like,’ Sally replied. ‘Foot traffic is low. I think the tourists are staying away this year.’
‘I’ll notify the Chamber of Commerce.’
‘Huh. Girl’s gotta make a living, right? Don’t suppose you’d like to…?’
‘Have I ever?’ Above them, Mink smiled: her perception of the straight-laced cop had not proven inaccurate.
‘Well, I keep asking. Maybe one day you’ll try a taste. Once you’ve had Sally, there’s no going back.’
‘Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of. You got anything for me?’
There was a second or two of silence and then, ‘You know what’ll happen to me if anyone finds out about this?’
‘And you know I’ll make sure no one does.’
‘Three more went missing this last week. That’s probably their limit so they’ll be shipping out in the next day or so. Word is they’re using Pier Eighty. It’s a big area to cover and I don’t know more detail.’
‘I’ll… arrange something, somehow. The task force will step in as soon as I move on it, but at least they won’t make the shipment. You’ve done a good thing, Sally.’
Another, shorter, pause. ‘I didn’t do it for that.’
‘No, but you can buy your kid something nice. Maybe take a night off.’
‘Huh, I wish.’
‘Well… whatever. Hey, you any idea why the local dealers are so thin on the ground?’
Sally sounded a little insulted when she replied. ‘I don’t do that shit. Four years clean, Damian. You know that.’
‘Just thought you might have heard something.’
‘Couple of clients have bitched about supply drying up. Mink took out a lab around here.’
‘Yeah,’ Inman said, ‘I was called out to it. It’s just not like the Kings to slow down their operations like this. Not for the loss of one lab.’ So, Inman had noticed it too.
‘No idea. I try to stay off their radar as much as possible.’
‘I know. That’s why I’m thanking you for the shipment information. Be careful, Sally. Any sign of trouble, you know how to contact me.’
‘I know.’
Mink heard footsteps moving away and then spotted Inman as he crossed Stockton, continuing east along Pacific. A shipment out of Pier 80, and Mink was pretty sure what kind of shipment. It was a large area for one man to cover and Inman was probably planning to do the work himself: it avoided complications with the TAATF. Well, maybe he did not have to do it entirely on his own…
New Millennium City, MD, 10th August.
‘You know I could get a taxi out here, right?’ June said as Penny walked her to the departure gate at Starblaze International.
‘I like seeing you off,’ Penny replied. ‘Plus, I bought the car and I barely use it.’ Having their own vehicle had seemed like a good idea, but it spent most of its time gathering fallen leaves outside the house.
‘Maybe if you’d bought something with a little pizazz we’d use it more.’
‘Oh yeah. I can just see me driving around in a Ferrari. Anyway, I think my little runabout is cute. When you get rich, you can buy something with all the pizazz you want.’
‘Huh. Working on it.’
Penny nodded. ‘This job’s paying pretty well, right?’
‘Uh-huh. This one’s top-scale. I lucked out.’
‘No you didn’t, they did. Now get a move on or you’ll miss your flight.’
June smiled down at her friend. ‘You’re beautiful, you know that? Always saying the right thing.’
‘I’m just–’ Penny was cut off as June’s lips met hers. Penny’s eyes widened: it was not a chaste little peck. June’s tongue flicked out, parting Penny’s lips and sending a warm thrill through her body.
‘Just beautiful,’ June whispered, and then she was striding away, leaving Penny to watch her retreating back.
San Francisco, CA.
Pier 80 was not the easiest place to keep an eye on. There was no container shipping from here, but it was a big open space with a crane that could handle the large metal boxes, and companies barged individual units in, storing them on the site before they were moved out by land. That meant that there was not a huge amount of cover, but you could not simply pick a spot and watch the entire area.
So Damian was forced to keep moving. He did most of that at a shuffle, playing the down-on-his-luck vet in the army jacket looking for somewhere to spend the night. At eleven p.m. on a Sunday, it was not like there was anyone around to really pay attention. Saturday night had been a bust, so if Sally was right, tonight was going to be the night. Except…
He had gone to the trouble of checking on Sally after giving up on the docks. He had heard something when he had spoken to her. Someone, or maybe something, had been above them. When he had checked back from a safe distance, there had been no one visible on the sign which had been over their heads, but he had heard something. Maybe, if it had been someone, they had been listening. Sally had not been touched, so the listener was probably not with the Kings. Unless this was a setup and Sally had sold him out.
Damian moved on, stretching his senses for any indication of trouble, or his target for the night.
~~~
Through the night-sight scope, the sniper could see the man in the heavy jacket, but not much in the way of detail thanks to the green the instrument painted everything in. His orders were to watch but only take action if a random endangered the operation, or Mink showed up. Mink had interrupted shipments before and everyone in the organisation had been instructed to take any opportunity to eliminate her now. Of course, there was no sign of her. There probably would not be any sign of her until she–
‘Looking for me?’
The voice came from behind him, and the sniper turned, bringing his rifle around and just knowing that he was out of luck. His weapon was stopped by one of her arms and then the base of her fist smashed into his nose. Disoriented and stunned, he put up no resistance as she clamped an arm around his throat and tightened her grip, blocking off the flow of blood to his brain for just the right amount of time…
Mink picked up the sniper’s rifle, lifting it to her eye to look out across the flat expanse of the pier. It took her a second to spot Inman, but she spotted him. He had hidden his hair beneath a woollen cap and tonight’s jeans looked scruffier than the last pair, but the jacket was the same.
The night before, the two of them had been more or less alone on the pier. Mink had watched over him, and the dock, for a couple of hours before deciding that nothing was going to happen. Tonight there was a sniper on duty which meant Inman was going to either get lucky or very unlucky.
Mink stripped the bolt and magazine from the rifle and heaved both out into the nearby channel. Then she laid the gun down beside its unconscious owner, stole his radio, and slipped over the side of the building.
~~~
Damian frowned, squinting out over the water from the cover of a couple of containers. There were lights out on the water: what looked like the running lights of a boat. There was also a full moon and it did not take long for the shape to resolve. It was a ship, not a huge one, but big enough to be ocean-going. Damian had always had good night vision. From the age of about twelve it had just got better and that was clearly a ship out there, trying its best to be inconspicuous.
Okay, so this was probably it. Maybe they were just coming in late after a trip around the bay, but that seemed pretty unlikely. As the ship got closer and Damian spotted men on the forward deck holding what might have been assault rifles, he decided that this was definitely it, and that it was going to be far more trouble than he had thought.
~~~
The radio Mink was carrying hissed and then a voice said, ‘Watchtower, this is Sea Otter. Everything clear? Over.’
She waited a second to be sure no one was going to answer and then pressed the transmit key. ‘All clear. Over.’ She was pretty good at changing her voice. Affecting masculine tones was not that hard, but she had not heard the sniper speak, so she scraped a thumb over the microphone as she spoke. Apparently it had the desired effect.
‘Get your radio checked, Watchtower. Docking in three. You’re clear to proceed, Chain Gang. Over.’
‘Chain Gang proceeding to rendezvous. Out.’ The third voice was presumably the delivery team. Mink looked back toward the gates of the pier and a few seconds later, she spotted a truck driving up. Behind it was a black SUV, and you could never trust a black SUV in a situation like this.
Mink was betting that Inman had not counted on a large number of troops guarding the shipment. Would he try calling in reinforcements? Given his distrust of the TAATF and the probability that they would be called in to handle the situation if the detective did make the call, it seemed likely he would try to deal with this alone.
Dropping off the container she had been perched on, Mink moved quickly to the south side of the pier, holding behind a metal box until the van drove past. She moved fast, keeping low, as the SUV followed it. Three quick steps out of the shadows and then her dart snapped out, punching through the sidewall of one of the car’s rear tyres. She pulled her weapon back in and was retreating before the echoes of the explosion had settled.
‘Chain Gang Two here. Lost a damn tyre. Over.’ Mink smiled at the radio.
‘Chain Gang One, continue. We’re seeing nothing. Over.’ That was ‘Sea Otter,’ the ship. The tyre blowout would keep the guards at the far end for a little while, but when Inman moved that was likely to change.
‘On our way. Out,’ the guy in the van announced.
Given the tactical situation, Mink switched frequencies on the radio and pressed the transmit key. It was time to call in a friend.
~~~
Damian heard the bang and drew his SIG, and then realised that the sound had not had the characteristic signature of a gunshot. A tyre blowout: someone had got unlucky. But a few seconds later, he saw a box van rolling up beside where the ship was settling itself at the dockside.
He moved, cutting back between the containers to let him come at the van from the rear. There were men with guns on the ship and now, looking back down the dock, he could see an SUV with men around it about eight hundred yards away. They would have guns too. The situation was ‘tactically disadvantageous.’ Well… Well, if he had to shoot, he would have to do it fast and not miss.
Damian moved as the two men from the truck opened up the back. As soon as the doors opened, he heard muffled sounds and one of the men said, ‘Shut the fuck up!’ Damian spotted the cargo a second later, made sure he was coming around at an angle which kept the truck between himself and the ship, and stopped, raising his pistol and his badge at the same time.
‘SFPD! You are under arrest for–’
One of the two turned, swinging a pistol around as he did so. Damian fired, punching a hole in the man’s chest. Damian snapped his pistol back to aim at the other man, but he was raising his hands… and grinning.
‘You’re toast, man. You’re gonna be another corpse in the bay.’
Damian risked a glance back over his shoulder and, sure enough, the gunshot had drawn the attention of the guards in the SUV. He looked back and saw the pistol being drawn, and briefly wondered whether he could aim and shoot in time. And then both criminal and cop were frowning as something bounced across the tarmac between them: a cylinder which flared brightly at one end before disgorging huge amounts of thick, white smoke.
It seemed to take less than a second before the entire area was swallowed in the white cloud, and Damian’s senses cut over into ‘backup mode.’ Without his eyes to give reference, his other senses worked overtime. He figured it was something akin to what blind people did, but… not. He knew that he was not alone with the smuggler. Someone else was there, moving fast. The man let out a screech of pain and fell, and Damian moved toward the sound, his senses straining. He felt something move beside him and put out a hand which contacted skin.
‘Keep down.’ The voice was feminine, low, kind of sexy which, given the circumstances, was not an appropriate thought. ‘They won’t risk damaging the cargo. Let’s just hope the smoke lasts until the cavalry arrives.’
‘Cavalry?’ Damian asked. ‘Who are you?’
‘I’d have thought that would be obvious. Shut up, they’re coming.’
Damian turned his attention to the direction the SUV had come from as a male voice said, ‘You see them?’
‘No. Definitely saw her run in there.’
‘We off her, Jade Flame will give us the fucking moon!’
‘Right, but we have to get her first.’ Something disturbed the smoke, shifted the air. A man… Two men moving into the cloud. A third joined them, then a fourth.
Damian felt the body beside him move, darting forward into the smoke. When she took one of them out, with a chokehold Damian thought, it was quick, quiet, and none of the others noticed, but they were closing on the back of the truck. Another of them went down before they could get close. Then Damian drove his fist up, lifting from his crouch to smack a gunman in the face. The man let out a yelp of pain, but it was Damian’s turn with the chokehold. Judo was not exactly one of his best skills, but the man was surprised and hurt, and he made a good shield since the smoke was starting to clear and the last of them was turning around.
And now there was enough light and clarity for Damian to see a weighted, silver cord wrap around the man’s neck. The man let out a strangled cry as he was yanked sideways, his rifle falling from his hands. And she was there, bracing herself against his back as she tightened the noose around her victim’s neck until he fell to the ground, unconscious.
She was tall, maybe an inch shorter than Damian. Long, long legs were clad in chocolate-coloured thigh-high boots with six inches of steel high heels on them. The legs rose into wide hips which narrowed into a slim waist. Her chest was quite broad for her build, but you did not notice that immediately, if you were of a certain inclination, because you were probably more aware of her quite substantial, firm breasts. She wore a one-piece suit, high hipped with a halterneck, in the same chocolate shade as her boots, but with a copper band around the wide vent at the front which left a lot of chest and abdomen on display, along with the inner third of each breast. Damian imagined it was distracting for a lot of men, including him if he wanted to be honest. The vent, along with her arms, bare aside from some ancient-looking leather-and-bronze bracers, showed off a lot of tight muscle. Not unsurprising considering all the stories about this woman.
The stories said she was beautiful, but Damian had always figured it was exaggeration, or selective memory, or… There was a savage beauty about her as she dropped a thug at her feet and freed the weapon she had used to strangle him. She had a lot of angles to her features, a sharp jawline leading to quite a small chin. There were high, narrow cheekbones and a fairly small nose with a very slight hook to it. Her eyes were the colour of aged whiskey, almost amber, and they were surrounded by her characteristic mask which seemed like it was painted onto her skin, black overlaid with a pattern of burnished copper, like lace or fractals. She had full lips, the upper one painted a dark brown, the lower one paler, and her hair was a jet-black feather-like cap, cut close to her head.
Damian had never really seen her before, except in the few, usually blurry, pictures in the newspapers. But there she was, in the flesh: Mink. She moved, stepping closer and into the shelter of the truck. ‘Come on, big guy,’ she muttered. ‘This is going to get dicey real soon now…’
‘Who are you–’ Damian began, and then there was a sound like a thunderclap and a lot of shouting.
‘There he is,’ Mink said, grinning. ‘Knew I could count on him.’ She turned, stepping around the truck, and her dart flicked out before she continued.
When Damian followed, he noticed the fallen gunman lying beside the cab of the truck, and then his attention was drawn to the ship where a gleaming, silver man was marching across the deck, dropping men in their tracks with a touch. ‘Isn’t that…?’
‘Ultramech,’ Mink said. ‘No one better to have handy when you’ve decided to take on an army singlehanded.’ Her dart shot out again, the cord wrapping around the neck of a smuggler who seemed unsure of where to shoot. She pulled and he was wrenched over to her, and she slammed the back of his head into the front of the truck. ‘I think we can let the silver guy handle the ship. There are far more important things to take care of.’ She walked back, past Damian, heading for the back of the van.
‘How did you… I mean, you don’t work with–’
‘The Stars? No. Lament doesn’t like me very much, which is fine, because it’s mutual. I get on fine with the others. I called Ultramech, told him what was going on, and… Let’s just say he doesn’t like this kind of thing very much.’ Arriving at the back of the truck, Mink looked inside and sighed. Twelve bound and gagged women looked back at her and Damian.
~~~
Mink cut the last of the women free from the baton on the side of the truck where they had been tied. ‘There you go. Now, sit still. I know you don’t want this, but you’re going to need to talk to the cops.’
There was a sort of electronic whine from the rear of the van and then, ‘The smugglers on the ship have been incapacitated.’ Ultramech spoke with a slightly flat but moderately pleasant voice which did not sound synthesised at all. ‘Unfortunately, the vessel sustained some damage and is sinking. I will contact FTI in the morning regarding its salvage.’
Mink gave the robot a smile. ‘Thanks, Ultramech. As usual, a job well done.’ He was, basically, a very tall, well-built, bald Ken doll in shiny chrome with glowing blue eyes as well as various glowing blue components showing through various gaps in his armoured chassis. The gaps mattered little as he was also equipped with a quite effective force field.
‘Thank you for bringing me in on this one, Mink. I find this kind of activity particularly reprehensible.’ Ultramech’s eyes shifted to Damian. ‘Detective Inman, I believe you were responsible for the discovery of this enterprise.’
Damian flicked a glance at Mink. ‘Yeah, I guess I was. I’m not sure how I got the help…’
‘Little bird told me,’ Mink replied.
‘And a much larger Mink informed me,’ Ultramech went on. ‘I have taken the liberty of informing the police department of the situation and requested the attendance of victim support personnel.’ He paused and then added, ‘And Lament is asking why I blasted out of the base at such high speed.’
Mink gave a small grimace. ‘Two reasons for me to get the Hell out of Dodge then. You two can handle this, right?’ She pointed at Ultramech. ‘You’ll want to stick around and make sure this is handled properly. Trafficking like this falls under federal statute, so make sure the FBI is brought in, not just the TAATF.’
‘Understood, Mink.’
Mink nodded and then held out her hand to Damian. ‘Detective. Not, perhaps, the best thought-out intervention ever, but if you hadn’t uncovered this, I wouldn’t have known and Ultramech would still be on Alcatraz Island. Well done.’
Damian looked down at her hand and took it. Mink saw his eyes widen a little. ‘Thanks, I guess,’ he said.
‘You seem surprised.’
‘Uh, well, you have a reputation for… not playing well with others.’
Mink smiled. ‘There are a lot of stories about me. Some of them are even true. I’ll see you around.’ She let go of his hand and went to the back of the truck, dropping lightly to the ground. ‘Thanks, big guy. I owe you one. You can tell Lament now.’ And then she was off, running away through the containers and thinking about Damian Inman.
The detective was something of a conundrum. He had lied about the reason for his surprise, and his body language had shifted noticeably just after shaking her hand. He had been… reluctant to be with her, even though they were helping the women out of their bonds. One touch of her hand on his and he had shifted. Suddenly he was a little confused, pleased, and a lot more attracted to her. What had caused that change of heart?
~~~
Damian watched Mink’s retreating back. It was, he had to admit, worth watching: that costume did not leave a whole Hell of a lot to the imagination and she had a really firm behind. The woman had to be just about all elastic muscle.
‘She is exceptionally attractive, is she not?’ Ultramech commented.
Damian blinked. ‘Uh, yeah, she is.’ She was, but that was not what had Damian confused and just a little surprised. She was not an Ultrahuman. It was another thing Damian had found he could do, though he had not discovered it until he had arrested a low-grade Ultra while he was still in uniform. He really needed to touch them, but he could just sense whether someone was an Ultra when he did. Sometimes he did not even need the skin contact, but it was far more sure when he did. And Mink was human. ‘I guess we wait for backup?’
‘Yes, Detective. I am listening to transmissions on the police band. Expected ETA is within five minutes. There will be FBI agents here within ten.’
‘There’ll be people from the TAATF here first. You need to make sure they don’t try to corner this for themselves.’
‘I am aware of this requirement. Rest at ease, Detective. With me here, there will be no failure of procedure.’
‘Right.’ Damian sat down on the back of the van. His dislike of Ultras probably should have extended to a super-powered robot, but that kind of felt like hating a toaster for being a toaster. And this thing had just saved his butt. ‘Uh, if you don’t mind the comment, I’m surprised you’d notice that Mink is attractive. I mean… you’re a machine.’
‘I am an artificial intelligence in a robotic shell, Detective. I admit that I rarely understand human mating practices, especially when, for no reason I can truly fathom, they are directed at me. However, I am quite capable of appreciating aesthetics, and Mink is aesthetically pleasing. Even to a machine.’
‘No offence meant.’
‘None taken.’
‘Good. Because you could fold me in half without even breaking a sweat, right?’
‘I could, Detective, since I have no sweat glands. I would never do that, however.’ Behind them, metal groaned loudly as the smugglers’ ship finally sank to the bottom of the harbour.
‘Good,’ Damian said. ‘That’s really good.’
Washington, DC, 12th August.
Cygnus looked down from a rooftop in the Ivy City area of Washington, at a shopfront across the street. It looked pretty normal, an average, nondescript, unused, retail building built from red bricks. ‘Well?’ she asked.
‘The imps confirm it,’ Twilight replied. ‘This is the place. Or it’s a place and this is where the Court says they package the stuff.’
‘I was kind of hoping it would be outside the DC boundary. This is going to cause complications.’
‘It might, but it won’t.’
‘Twi, they could suspend our registrations.’
‘They could, but they won’t. Because if they do, the press will crucify them.’
Cygnus raised her eyebrows. ‘You sound pretty sure.’
‘The Court isn’t just an information source. It’s got influence. In this city, it’s got a lot of influence.’
‘I’m not sure I want to know that. Okay… Dark enough in there for you?’
Twilight smirked. ‘They’re not exactly working under high-wattage bulbs. Fly down. I’ll let you in the front door, and then we can have a little fun.’
‘Sometimes, partner, you worry me.’
‘Andrea says I worry her too, but you both find me adorable. I just know it.’
Cygnus lifted into the air, trying not to grin. ‘Go open the door.’
Twilight stepped back into the gathering shadow, and a second or two later as Cygnus landed on the sidewalk, the black-clad heroine was opening the front door of the shop. Twilight held a finger to her lips. ‘I can hear sounds coming from the back,’ she whispered. ‘There are about twenty of them in there, but I doubt many of them are armed.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Just be careful of the product. Get a lungful of that stuff and you’ll be flying.’
Twilight produced a filter mask. ‘Got it covered,’ she said, and slipped the device in place.
‘All right, let’s do this.’ Cygnus marched straight for the door into the back of the building, slammed both hands into it, and launched it off its hinges and into the space beyond. ‘Federal Garbage Collection Service,’ she called out. ‘We got a call to come down here and take care of some particularly disgusting trash. And I see it’s right here.’
The room was meant for storage, but it had been converted into a small factory for packaging cocaine, taking it from large plastic bags, cutting it with something which was also white and powdery, and putting the mixture into far smaller plastic bags. A pair of benches had been set up for the purpose and the workers were lined up along them, all wearing paper masks. At least health and safety had been considered.
One of the workers was currently lying under the fallen door. The rest of them seemed to think this would be a good time to run in the opposite direction, but the fire escape door they were probably heading for suddenly vanished behind a wall of dark shadow which began to grow out into the room as they watched.
‘I really suggest you just put down any weapons you have,’ Cygnus began, and then someone threw a bag of cocaine at her. It hit her right in the face and exploded into a shower of white which cascaded down around her, settling on her hair, her shoulder, her breasts, and the floor. She opened her eyes. ‘That was just plain rude. It’s going to take me ages to get this out of my cleavage. Twilight, they’re all yours.’ Then she turned her back on them and began brushing powder off her shoulders.
‘I don’t mind if I do,’ Twilight said from within her shadows and soon the room was filled with screams.
13th August.
Penny looked up as the alarm system chimed and the wall screen displayed an image from one of the security cameras. She sighed: there was a car coming up the drive.
Thirty seconds later, as Heather Bryant reached for the buzzer, the door opened and Cygnus was standing there in a short robe. ‘Heather,’ Cygnus said. ‘Or is this official and I have to call you Special Agent Bryant?’
‘Uh…’ Heather was looking just a little discomforted. ‘It’s official, but I’d still rather you called me Heather.’
‘You’d better come in then, Heather.’ Cygnus turned and strutted off toward the lounge, leaving Heather to close the door and follow her.
‘Is Twilight around?’
‘At ten a.m. on a Wednesday? She has a day job.’
‘Oh… I was hoping to catch you together… It’s about last night and–’
‘That’s why Jacob isn’t with you. Coffee?’
Heather looked across at the tall heroine. Cygnus was holding a coffee pot up and smiling. ‘No. Thanks. Um…’
‘The Secret Service are upset because we went in and trashed a drug distribution facility in DC. The UID have been tasked with passing their displeasure on, because the Secret Service wouldn’t dirty their hands with such a chore. I’m sorry for putting you in that position, but not about the drug lab. Apparently, the Secret Service won’t dirty their hands with real criminals, and they won’t let anyone else into their federal sanctum, which is almost certainly why this bunch were set up in DC in the first place.’
‘They… Uh, they’re suggesting that we suspend your registrations pending review.’
‘Go ahead. I could do with a break.’
‘You won’t be able to fight crime. Skadi can’t–’
‘She’d have to, and with that bunch out of the picture, there’ll be far less for her to deal with. Or she won’t, and when the reporters come around and ask why I’m not out there, helping Skadi to safeguard this city and its citizens, I’ll tell them.’
‘Oh. Is that what Twilight thinks too?’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Oh, Hell no. Twilight will do far worse.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘How’s the birthday party preparations coming along?’ Elaine asked. She was having lunch with Bianca in one of the restaurants near their office. Small talk was a necessary part of any such meal, even if both of them professed to dislike it.
‘Well, the big party is being handled by the corporate entertainment department, and the after-party involves me dragging a few bottles of wine out of the cellar at home. So the first is not my problem, and the second is not worth worrying about until the day before.’
‘This is where I say something like “it must be nice living in a big house with a wine cellar,” right?’
Bianca grinned. ‘Probably.’
‘Well, assume I did. Hey, June Summerfield is in the papers.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yeah, they got some pictures of her and a couple of other models on Venice Beach. She’s down there doing a photoshoot and, what with the calendar, she’s got enough pull for it to be worth printing.’
‘Hmm…’ Bianca pursed her lips and sat there, tapping one finger to them.
‘Oh, I know that look. You’re plotting.’
‘Me? Plotting? I don’t plot.’
‘And I don’t have a fat ass.’
Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘You don’t. However, I think I’ll invite June to the party.’
‘Not that I’m complaining, because she’s hot and I’m not, but why? I mean, she spent a while here and you seemed to get on, and she’s a nice girl…’
‘But?’
‘Well, you hardly know her, really.’
‘Hmm, maybe. But the invitation will be plus one, and I’m pretty sure I know who her one will be.’
‘She was dating Red Huntress.’
‘Nuh-huh. I mean, she was. They broke up.’
Elaine sat up at that. ‘They did?’
‘Don’t get your hopes up. I got the distinct impression that she had another friend she was quite fond of. At the very least, I don’t think she’s dating anyone else so she’ll probably invite–’
‘Cygnus. Who will make just about every other woman in the room look like dog shit. Especially Lament.’
Bianca presented an innocent smile. ‘You think so? My, I’d have never thought of that.’
~~~
Damian opened his eyes, groaned, and then rolled out of bed. He had spent the last couple of days pulling double shifts because the brass were pissed off at him for his activities on Sunday night, but he had a day off coming, an extra one, because the regulations required it and there was fuck all they could do about it. Oh, they had tried. They had tried really hard to guilt him into not taking it. And he had almost caved, not because they wanted him to but because he was just that stupid.
What had killed whatever guilt he might have felt was the request for an interview at the TAATF office at nine a.m. after he had just spent eighteen hours at his desk. They were playing games, and Damian knew how to play them right back, so he had politely declined, citing health and safety regulations, and told them they would have to reschedule for after his required rest day. His captain had shouted at him some, but Damian could tell that his heart was not in it. The human trafficking bust was about the only noteworthy thing on the department’s record in the past two years. The chief of police had received an email from Ultramech commending Damian for excellent policing, though Damian only knew about it because the robot had copied both him and his captain in on it.
And, in reality, it would have all gone a far different way if Mink had not been there. She, he realised, had been listening to his conversation with Sally. She had decided that the situation deserved her attention. She had called in Ultramech as backup. She had eliminated most of the gunmen. And neither of them were getting the credit they deserved for the bust.
Damian had had little time to do more than work and sleep since Sunday. Now he showered, got himself coffee and a bowl of cereal, and sat down with his personal laptop. He ran a search for Mink.
What he got was a lot of anecdotes. Mink was just about the epitome of enigmatic. People had seen her get shot. Some claimed she dodged machinegun fire. Others said she was hit, but the bullets failed to penetrate her skin. Yet more said that the ornate bracers she wore were magic. There were stories of her felling bad guys with but a gesture, but Damian, and almost everyone else, was of the opinion that this was down to the rope dart she used as her signature weapon. But then the stories about that were numerous and wide-ranging. It too was magic, some said. The stories of it chasing targets around corners were probably exaggerated, but it seemed able to reach out a considerable distance and pull her up or across gaps. One touch of it could put a man to sleep.
So, Mink was a witch, or a sorceress, or a mutant. She was an exceptional martial artist. She was supernaturally fast, strong, and beautiful. And no one seemed to know much about her that was not conjecture or just plain crazy talk.
Damian knew she was not a mutant, but the rest of it… All he knew for sure was that she was fascinating, and he wondered whether he would ever see her again.
Los Angeles, CA, 14th August.
June looked around at the door of her room and frowned. Someone had just knocked on it, which probably meant someone from the shoot wanted her for something, but this was supposed to be her alone time. She felt like she had earned it: the public exposure on this shoot had been a little excessive, in June’s opinion anyway.
Feeling grumpy, June swung her legs off the bed and padded over to the door, peering through the spyhole with every intention of telling whoever it was to get lost. It took her a second or two to recognise the distorted face she saw on the other side, and then her eyes widened and she opened the door, grinning. ‘Bianca! I wasn’t expecting… Wow, hi.’
Bianca smiled back. ‘Hey, June. Can I come in?’
‘Of course.’ June stepped back to let Bianca in and let the door close behind her. ‘I didn’t know you were in L.A.’
‘I’m not. Wasn’t. I flew down after work. It’s not that long by chopper.’ Her gaze swept around the fairly standard, nondescript hotel room. ‘You know, I’d expect better accommodation for a famous model.’
‘Oh it’s… not that bad. Clean. The TV has a lot of channels. To what do I owe the pleasure? I mean, getting yourself flown down from San Francisco seems–’
‘No, I flew myself. I’ve got a licence for helicopters.’ Bianca settled onto the room’s desk chair, so June perched on the corner of the bed. ‘I wanted to know if you fancied coming to a party. Not now. It’s next week, the twentieth, in San Francisco.’
‘Uh… What’s the occasion?’
‘I’ll be turning twenty-eight.’ Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘There’ll be a big, company-run thing, with press and a load of people I don’t know. You get to stay for the more private party after.’
‘Oh…’ Well, that was after Penny’s birthday so that would not be a problem. ‘Do I get to bring anyone?’
‘I was kind of hoping you would. I, uh, heard you broke up with Red Huntress. Sorry.’
‘Yeah… But I think I could find someone else to join me. Um… why? I mean, we spent a few days together, but…’
‘You’re more fun than most of the people who’ll be there. I like you. Elaine likes you. Plus, I sort of thought you might bring Cygnus, and she’ll put Lament in the shade. I wouldn’t say needling Lament is a life goal, but it does give me a happy.’
June giggled. ‘Honest. Okay, I’ll ask her. She might be busy. I’d be happy to come.’
‘Great. I’ll get an official invitation sent to your home. Let me know if you’ll be available and I’ll get a jet sent out to collect you.’
‘You don’t need to–’
‘My birthday, my rules. Uh, the party’s in our hotel in Hunter’s Point so I’ll arrange for you to stay there. Do I need to make sure there are two beds?’
June shook her head. ‘Oh no. One will be fine. So, what’s new with you?’
San Francisco, CA, 15th August.
‘Coming through on your right, Detective.’
Damian smiled to himself and shifted left to let Bianca run past. The timing was slightly different from the week before, and Bianca’s outfit was black with green detail instead of black with purple detail. He had to run a couple of hundred yards more before he caught up with her at the end, but she still handed him her bottle and grinned as he sucked some of the fruity liquid down.
‘Thanks,’ Damian said, handing the bottle back. ‘That stuff really hits the spot.’
‘I’ll get you the recipe. I make it myself. Old recipe, but it’s easy enough to whizz up.’
‘You do this every Friday?’
‘Only when I get the time. Next week’s dodgy and then I’ll probably be too busy for a few weeks. Big project in the Everglades.’
‘Huh. I think I saw something about that on the news. You’re handling it personally?’
‘Well, it’s new technology, something big, and we’re cooperating with Ever on it so there’s a diplomatic and PR angle. Plus, it’s interesting and I can work on my tan.’
‘Nice for some.’
Bianca grinned. ‘Being horribly wealthy is both a burden and a blessing. Detective… do you like parties?’
‘Sorry?’
‘It’s my birthday next week. Wednesday. I’d like to invite you to my party.’
‘Uh, I work nights…’
‘Oh, of course.’
Except… ‘Though Wednesday’s supposed to be an off day next week. Things have been a little… tense recently, but if nothing comes up, I guess… Uh, I guess I could…’
Bianca smiled. ‘I’ll get an invitation sent out. And don’t worry about work getting in the way. I’m quite sure it’ll be fine. And please don’t bother getting me anything. There really isn’t anything I want that I haven’t already got.’ She turned and started away.
‘Um, thanks, Miss– I mean, Bianca.’ Damian found himself wondering what had just happened, and just what was going on with his life right now.
‘My pleasure, Detective. See you next week.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Twilight stopped in the lounge doorway, leaned against the frame, and looked across the room at Jacob. He was still dressed for work, more or less. His jacket had gone and was lying on the sofa as though rather carelessly discarded. His tie had been pulled loose and his collar button undone. His gaze was fixed on his TV and there was a bottle of beer in his hand, and he had not noticed her yet.
‘Special Agent Dannon,’ she said, smiling. ‘More casual than usual.’
‘Huh?’ Jacob looked around and then down. ‘Huh, yeah. I just got in about thirty minutes ago.’
‘Tough day at work?’ Twilight pushed off the doorframe and began to prowl across the room toward him. ‘Don’t worry. We’re here to make it all–’
‘Yeah, tough day.’ Jacob managed a slightly forced grin. ‘I… need to talk to you before… It’s about the DC thing.’
Twilight stopped in the middle of the room. ‘Now?’
‘Yeah. Look–’
He stopped as Twilight reached up to her face and pulled her mask off. Andrea let out a gasp and stumbled a little as she was suddenly pushed into the front of their mind. ‘Damn, Twi,’ she muttered. Then she frowned at Jacob. ‘Twilight can be a little childish at times. She’s refusing to talk to you.’
‘Uh, well, I’m s–’
‘In this case, however, I happen to agree with her.’
‘Andrea, look, I was ordered to–’
‘No, Jacob.’ Andrea kept her voice level. She was seething inside, angry enough that serene calm seemed the best way to express it, even if she was only barely aware of the choice. ‘We have a personal relationship which your superiors are aware of because, due to quite an enlightened policy decision, they only ban secret affairs with Ultras. They have ordered you to talk to me about this because they know we will be meeting privately, and that is abusing our relationship. You let them.’
‘It’s not like I have much choice,’ Jacob growled, his own anger simmering.
‘Of course you had a choice. You know where I work. You could have come to the house before I went on patrol. You chose to do this here, now. This is our time, Jacob. You, me, and Twilight.’ She paused and her eyes widened. ‘Damn! Cygnus and I both noticed more air traffic the last couple of nights. Helicopters. The UID is watching us.’
‘Trying to,’ Jacob replied. ‘You’re very difficult to keep track of. Andrea, they’re still talking about pulling your registrations.’
‘Then they should do it. See where it gets them.’
‘They weren’t exactly pleased at being threatened either.’
‘No? Now they know how it feels. Maybe, just maybe, if law enforcement in DC was actually doing its job, we wouldn’t have had to go in there to break that place up.’
‘That’s not fair.’
‘No? It took a couple of days to work out where the new supplies were coming from. Once we’d worked out it wasn’t Baltimore, that the DC operation was responsible, it took two hours to find out where they were operating from. It’s just about an open secret. That place could have been eliminated any time in the past six years. Six years, Jacob. That’s how long it’s been operating without any interference.’ She paused, but Jacob just frowned. ‘So, here’s a threat. If they pull our registrations, I’ll pull down the federal reserve status of the District of Columbia. The police in there are corrupt. They exist in an environment where the only Ultras allowed in are the presidential protection detail. Criminals moved into the area because it was safer, and then they bought the cops to make it safer still. I can name three wanted Ultrahuman criminals hiding out in Washington, and I know there are more than that.’
‘You can prove all this?’
‘If I have to. So… So tell your damn bosses that.’ She turned and started for the door. ‘Somehow, the mood’s gone. See you, Special Agent.’
Jacob watched her back and knew there was no point in going after her. He saw the shadows thicken in the hall and then recede, and he knew she was gone. Angry with himself as much as anything, he lifted his bottle to his mouth but nothing came out. He frowned and peered into the bottle, and saw ice. She had frozen his beer? She could do that?
‘Damn,’ Jacob said to the room. Then he got up to find something stronger than beer.
~~~
Penny’s eyebrows went up as Andrea, in a robe, walked out of her room and headed for the kitchen area. ‘You’re back early,’ Penny said.
‘Sure am,’ Andrea replied. ‘Now I’m going to drink too much.’
‘Something up with you and Jacob?’
‘Damn right there is. When we got there, Jacob wanted to talk about the drug lab thing.’
‘Oh.’
Andrea walked over and slumped onto a sofa with a glass of wine in her hand. ‘So I’m pissed off and frustrated, and Twi is sulking. They’re still trying to hold our registrations over us, so I told Jacob just exactly what I’d do if they pulled them. Then I left.’
‘You can’t let them break up what you have with Jacob, Andrea.’
‘Why not? What exactly is it I have with Jacob? We get together some nights and bang each other into submission. We don’t go out because I’m terrified of someone using him against me. Well, someone has, and it’s the fucking UID. And he let them do it. That’s what pisses me off most.’
‘Maybe he thought that if he was the one to talk to you, he could avoid something more official.’
‘Maybe. If he’d come to work or here, I’d have accepted that as a motive. I’d have been angry, but I’d have accepted it. He waited for tonight. Our time, our personal time.’
‘Yeah, well, he is a man…’
Andrea snorted out a laugh. ‘Valid point. I’ll sleep on it. See how I feel in the morning. And whether Twi’s still sulking.’ Pause. ‘Yes, you are sulking. Like a nine-year-old who didn’t get a pony for Christmas.’ Pause. ‘No, you can’t have a pony.’
16th August.
‘Here we go,’ Andrea said.
Penny looked up at the TV to see a trio of large, black cars on the drive. Two SUVs, one big town car. They all had government plates. ‘Crap,’ she said, and headed for her room.
‘I’d just about decided I was over last night too. Want me to get the door?’
‘I will. My house.’
Andrea turned her attention back to the screen where the cars were shown pulling up outside. A squad of black-suited men emerged from the first of the SUVs. Two of the four were carrying lightweight SMGs. Another group emerged from the second SUV, none of them so heavily armed, and one of those agents walked over to the town car, opening one of the rear doors. A woman stepped out: a tall, slim woman in a designer skirt suit. Andrea’s eyes narrowed. ‘Delphine’s with them,’ she said as Cygnus emerged from her room, belting her robe closed.
‘Delphine, huh? Right.’ Cygnus started for the front door, refocussing her powers as she went. The trick was crude, and she was not absolutely sure it would work. It was something Viviane had mentioned to her on one of her check-up visits to Andrea, but Cygnus had never had cause to try it. Well, now was probably a good time…
The buzzer sounded just as Cygnus opened the door. ‘Delphine, a pleasure to meet you,’ Cygnus said, smiling. ‘And you brought some friends with automatic weapons. How nice.’
Delphine was attractive and blonde, noted for her diplomatic attitude, and for being one of the most powerful psychics in the US. She returned the smile. ‘You must be Cygnus. I’m hoping that Twilight is here too?’
‘Yes, she is.’ Cygnus gave no impression that she planned to invite them in, but Delphine’s smile continued to look pleasant and relaxed.
‘I’ve been asked to come here to assist UID Senior Special Agent Hammond’ – she indicated the man on her right – ‘with his investigation. Could we come in?’
‘Sure. Just try to keep your voices down. One of my housemates got in very early this morning from L.A. and she’s still in bed trying to catch up on some sleep.’ Cygnus stepped back and Delphine walked in, followed by Hammond and a second man, as yet unnamed but wearing a Secret Service pin on his lapel, just like Delphine’s. One from the UID, two from the Secret Service. Interesting. Cygnus closed the door and then led them through into the lounge.
Andrea watched as the Secret Service guy positioned himself beside the lounge’s entrance, standing in one of those poses you saw agents take up while guarding the president. Her eyes flicked over Delphine and Hammond. Delphine was not armed, but then she had formidable mental capabilities…
‘And you must be Twilight,’ Delphine said. ‘Or Andrea Morgan. I’m Delphine, and this is Senior Special Agent Gareth Hammond. Agent.’
Before Hammond could speak, Cygnus indicated the second sofa. ‘Please, sit down.’ She took a seat beside Andrea, crossing her legs and straightening her robe.
Delphine sat down, but Hammond remained on his feet. ‘I’ll stand,’ he said, and then he cleared his throat. ‘The UID has been called upon to investigate your recent activities. Specifically, your incursion into the federal reserve area of the District of Columbia. Until this investigation is completed, your registrations under the Special Policing Act nineteen ninety-three are suspended. You will cease all crime-fighting activities until notified of the result of the investigation. Your UltraNet access will be revoked.’
‘Good luck with that,’ Andrea broke in.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘We’re associate members of the Union of Ultrahumans. Our UltraNet authorisation comes directly from the UoU, not through the US registration process. Oh, and Doctor Ultimate takes a very dim view of governments interfering with his network, so don’t think about it.’
Hammond coughed again. ‘You will be required to submit to interview at a time and place designated by–’
‘Uh… no,’ Cygnus said, interrupting him. ‘Associate members of the UoU, remember? The US government has an agreement with the UoU regarding the interrogation of its members. Of course, the US signed it happily assuming it would apply to members operating in Russia and China, but it applies to all of us. We will submit to any interview you wish, at the UoU base in Antarctica, with legal representatives of the Union in attendance.’
Another cough. ‘This investigation is under press blackout. You will not communicate any details of this to anyone in the media.’
‘We won’t if you don’t,’ Andrea replied, smiling.
Cygnus was watching Delphine, who was sitting there, silent, looking a little uncomfortable. When Delphine reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, Cygnus smiled and said, ‘Is something wrong, Delphine?’
‘What? No. I just… This isn’t what I’d describe as a pleasurable experience. It’s never easy to see fellow Ultras in trouble.’
‘Of course. I understand perfectly. But you’re sure it’s not that you’re trying to read our minds and finding a lot of noise instead?’ A flicker of annoyance danced across Delphine’s features and was quickly suppressed. ‘Obviously, such an attempt would be illegal without a warrant, so it can’t be that.’
Hammond seemed to have something of a problem with his throat. ‘Be that as it may, I intend to conduct a thorough investigation of this incident and determine whether further sanction is required.’
‘I’ll get my evidence together then,’ Andrea said.
‘Pardon?’
‘I have a lot of it, and you don’t want to see it. Let’s be frank, you’ve got about three days before ACPN starts wondering why neither of us is patrolling. They’ll ask us, and we’ll say we’re not allowed to comment. They’ll broadcast that. Every petty criminal in the city is going to take that as their signal to do whatever they damn well like. The Walter Knights only cover a small area of Friendship, and they’ve been far less effective since David Chou died. Skadi’s pretty good, but she’s a novice and doesn’t have anything like our power. Street crime is going to explode. I’d say you have two weeks to get somewhere with your investigation before the city authorities are screaming at the state authorities to override the federal ban.’ Andrea looked at Cygnus. ‘Don’t know about you, but I could use a two-week break.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘I wouldn’t say no. I could pop down and visit Ever, maybe.’
‘I have things to do in Italy.’
‘So, not a problem.’ Cygnus turned back to Hammond and Delphine. ‘Now, assuming that’s all you have to say, I’d appreciate it if you left.’
‘The suspension comes into effect at midnight tonight,’ Hammond said. ‘That’s, uh, it.’
Cygnus smiled and got to her feet. ‘Let me show you out.’
When Cygnus returned from letting the agents out of the house, she found Andrea watching the screen and June settling onto a sofa with a mug of coffee. ‘You heard?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I heard,’ June replied. ‘Uh, so I don’t know whether this is a good time to mention this or not, but I bumped into Bianca Fullerton in L.A. Well, “bumped” is wrong, she flew down specifically to invite me to a party. It’s her birthday next week too. On Wednesday.’
‘Oh…’
‘She wants you to come too. It’s kind of a public thing with a private after-party. There will be a lot of press there to begin with…’
‘Sounds perfect to me,’ Andrea said. ‘The pair of you can get out of town and people are going to wonder why the official protector of New Millennium feels she can skip out of the city for a couple of days without a care in the world.’
‘You seem to be planning this out like a campaign. I didn’t think you were that kind of sneaky.’
Andrea shrugged. ‘Maybe some of the Shadow Court is rubbing off on me. They’ve been way sneakier than me for thousands of years.’
18th August.
Penny opened her eyes and smiled. June had snuck into bed with her again and was spooned against her back. She was warm, and comfortable, and it was her birthday.
Cygnus and Twilight had run one last patrol before their suspension began, just for form’s sake really, and then Penny and Andrea had settled into their holiday. For Monday, that had meant a marathon eighteen-hour session of True Powers, which Andrea had never seen. She had not really looked sorry to have never seen it before when they had gone to bed, but she had said it was not as terrible as she had expected, which probably constituted high praise. It had been fun, eating junk food and chatting, and purposefully not checking anything which might have had news on it.
Penny’s eyes widened as a hand slid under her camisole and began to skim over her stomach. ‘June?’
‘Mmhmm?’ The hand teased its way higher, stroking over skin which seemed to have suddenly developed hypersensitivity.
Penny suppressed a shiver. ‘Your hand is… kind of nice, actually, but, um…’
‘But what? You said “rain check,” and it’s your birthday, and no one’s going to interrupt.’ June’s hand found one of Penny’s small breasts, cupped it, and began teasing at her nipple.
‘Oh… Give me… Give me a second and I’ll turn–’
‘No, you won’t. Not now anyway. I want Penny now. Tonight, when we go to bed, you can be Cygnus, and we’ll fuck until we pass out. I want to do that too. Now I want Penny.’ June squeezed at Penny’s now swollen nipple and Penny bit her lip to stop herself moaning.
‘I… I’ve just never… I mean, with a woman. I don’t… oh… I don’t want to mess it up.’
‘You’ve done it with me before now. And Svetilo.’
‘That was Cygnus.’
‘That was Penny not worrying about how she would perform, or what anyone thought about what she was doing, or about anything else except her own pleasure and that of her partner. Well, there’s no one here who’s going to judge you, so all you have to do is let yourself go.’
June’s fingers continued their teasing and Penny’s breath started coming in pants. She had not realised her nipples were that sensitive to the touch of another and she wondered whether any of the men she had been with had ever bothered to find out. And June did not care that Penny was not some sort of supermodel, and she would not judge, or be disappointed, and she would make Penny feel absolutely glorious, and…
‘I’ve never… been that good… at just… letting go,’ Penny panted.
‘Do it for me,’ June whispered into her ear. ‘Just let go, Penny. Just let go, love.’
It was just a tiny orgasm, a pre-shock, but it ripped through Penny, leaving her breathless. When she could think again, she was on her back and her shorts were gone and June was… Oh God, what was she doing with her tongue? And her fingers? Oh, yeah that, but this body had never felt that and… ‘Oh, I’m gonna– Ah!’
Somewhere in her addled brain, Penny was aware that June had crawled up beside her. She heard ‘That’s my girl’ whispered in her ear.
‘Give… second. Still… seeing colours.’ There was a giggle. June’s fingers pushed short, brown hair from Penny’s eyes, and then began stroking over her stomach again. June’s lips were on her neck. June’s breath was tickling Penny’s skin. Penny’s vision cleared. ‘Oh no, now it’s my turn,’ Penny said.
‘You don’t have to if you don’t want,’ June told her. ‘It’s your birthday, so–’
‘So you do as I say, and I say “spread ’em, lover.”’
~~~
‘So, you two finally did it then?’ Andrea said as Penny and June emerged from Penny’s room, both with wet hair. It sounded more or less like a question, but there was a lot of statement in it.
‘How can you tell?’ Penny asked.
‘You’re looking kind of pleased and a little shell-shocked. June looks like the cat who got the jumbo-sized, deluxe cream with the special topping.’
‘I have a right,’ June said. ‘I have been waiting four years to do that.’
‘Persuaded her to stay Penny for it, huh?’
‘Persuaded,’ Penny said, pouring coffee. ‘I’m not sure I’d call it that, exactly. I think you might have called it seduction. She basically got started and wouldn’t let me switch forms. I’m not sorry.’
‘And neither am I,’ June added. ‘I have no idea what you were worried about, Penny. You were… mmm, dreamy.’
Penny giggled. ‘I’ll accept technically competent. I didn’t mess anything up anyway.’
June fixed her with a shrewd look. ‘Dreamy. I saw stars.’
‘Stars?’
‘Constellations.’
‘Oh. Well, it was a Hell of a way to start my birthday.’
~~~
‘I’m just saying,’ Andrea said, ‘that on my birthday, we’re doing less True Powers.’
‘You weren’t even here for all of it,’ June pointed out.
‘And I’ve run out,’ Penny added. ‘I’ll have to think of something else to watch tomorrow.’
‘You two didn’t sit here watching that stuff all day, did you?’ Andrea asked, frowning.
‘It was on,’ June said. ‘I didn’t let her get dressed until about half an hour before you got home and I’m very distracting.’
‘I can believe that.’
‘Remind me to wash the sofa covers,’ Penny said.
‘And I did not need to hear that.’ That produced a lot of giggling from Penny and June, which Andrea joined in. ‘But you enjoyed your birthday? With all that’s going on, I was a little worried.’
‘I don’t think it changed a thing. I think June’s kept my mind off the subject and maybe I’d have been more worried about things if I hadn’t spent half the day not really thinking at all.’
Andrea smirked at her. ‘Early night then?’
‘We’re going to put some music on, and I’m going to change into Cygnus so I can dance without falling over, and you have to dance with me.’
‘Well, I guess it’s your birthday…’
‘And we’ll drink some more, and then I’ll take June to bed. But the soundproofing on the rooms is pretty good, don’t worry.’
‘Yeah, well, if Jacob doesn’t get his act together soon and call me, I’ll put my mask on and let Twi do what she’s been talking about since we split.’
‘You could call him,’ June suggested.
‘Nope. His choice. He pissed me off; he gets to make the call.’
‘Oh, well, true I guess.’
‘If you do decide to crawl into bed with us,’ Penny said, getting up to get changed, ‘give me a little warning. The top room has a California King. Much more room for a threesome, but the sheets probably need changing.’ Grinning, she headed off to her room.
‘I think she was joking,’ June said. ‘I mean, I don’t think Penny is quite ready for that yet. Cygnus, maybe… probably, but not Penny.’
‘Don’t worry,’ Andrea replied. ‘I think I was joking too.’
19th August.
‘Yeah, it was all over ACPN’s one p.m. news broadcast,’ Penny said into the phone. ‘An unnamed source is saying that the UID are investigating us over “irregularities.” Absolutely no details. Well, they’re saying that we refused to be interviewed without UoU representation.’
‘Makes sense,’ Andrea replied. ‘That all makes it sound bad. The last thing they want is for anyone to hear what we’re actually being investigated over.’
‘Huh, like the drug bust is why they’re doing it.’
‘No, it’s political. Applying pressure to stop this becoming a precedent and expose the problems in DC, but if anyone makes the connection to the bust, it’ll make us look a lot better.’
‘You going to do anything about it?’
‘Not yet. They screwed up leaking this. Let’s see if they screw up some more.’
Penny sighed. ‘Okay. I’m playing this by your book.’
‘It’s a good book. The protagonists are great. Cool under pressure, strong-willed, and let’s not forget sexy as Hell.’
‘I don’t think they’ll make a movie of it. Too much sitting around waiting.’
‘If sitting around waiting is all we have to worry about, I’ll be really happy.’
~~~
June frowned and hit the mute button on the telephone. ‘It’s some reporter from ACPN. Wants to speak to Cygnus.’
Penny’s eyebrows went up, but she held out her hand for the handset. ‘How did they get this number? Never mind. Here goes.’ She turned the mute off and said, ‘This is Cygnus.’ She listened for a few seconds and then, ‘I’m afraid I’m unable to comment on that.’ Pause. ‘Legal stipulation of the investigation, yes.’ Pause. ‘I can neither confirm nor deny any connection between that event and the investigation. Sorry. Could I ask how you got this number?’ Pause. ‘I see, thank you. Have a nice day.’ Then she hit disconnect and handed the phone back.
‘Well?’
‘They asked about the hit on the drug workshop, so someone over there is thinking. They got the number from the local UID office. Remind me to get it changed.’
‘Someone at the UID gave your personal number to a television news network?’
‘Remind me to add that to the list of complaints too.’
The phone rang again. Rolling her eyes, June picked it up. ‘Hello… Oh, Bianca, hi. I take it you’ve seen the news? If there’s a prob–’ She stopped, apparently as Bianca broke in on her. ‘Well, no, I think she’s looking forward to it. It’s a chance to get out of town and now she’s not worried over missing a patrol.’ June looked across at Penny, who nodded in agreement. ‘Well then, we’ll be at the airport bright and early. See you in San Francisco.’
‘Checking we were still coming?’ Penny asked.
‘Uh-huh. She was worried you might have to cancel. Or that you’d prefer not to be out under the circumstances.’
‘Not at all concerned about me being investigated?’
‘Nope. Not in the least.’
‘Huh. She must really dislike Lament.’
~~~
Andrea flicked the TV over to ACPN just as the opening music of the evening news was finishing. The anchor appeared, face serious, and Andrea said, ‘Let’s see how we’re doing.’
‘Details continue to be sketchy regarding the UID investigation of New Millennium City Ultras Cygnus and Twilight,’ the man on the wall said.
‘That’s vaguer than lunchtime,’ June commented.
‘News of the investigation was leaked to ACPN reporters late this morning. The UID were unavailable for comment, citing an ongoing investigation, and when Cygnus was contacted this afternoon, she would only confirm that she was also unable to comment. ACPN’s source has indicated that the Union of Ultrahumans is involved and that interviews are only being conducted under UoU supervision.’
‘So far,’ Penny said, ‘not much difference.’
‘Further investigation by ACPN suggests a connection between the breaking up of a drug distribution centre in the Washington, DC area with the suspension of the two heroes. Cygnus would not confirm or deny that the bust was the cause of the investigation, but the UID denied that there was any connection.’
‘Stupid,’ Andrea said. ‘That’ll come back to bite them.’
‘The distribution operation, hit late on the twelfth of August, was being used to cut and repackage cocaine for sale in the DC and Baltimore areas and, since the virtual elimination of other drug channels in New Millennium, it had become the major source of supply to that city. Our sources indicate that it was well established and had been operating in the same location for several years. Being within the federal reserve meant that no Ultras other than those on the presidential protection detail would have been able to uncover it and, apparently, none of them, nor any of the local police, had done so.’
Andrea nodded and hit mute as the story changed. ‘Not bad. They did their homework, and they didn’t lay the accusation on too thick. Just a nice coating of muck to muddy the waters.’
‘I’ve never liked muck-slinging,’ Penny said morosely.
‘They started it, and we haven’t had to do any ourselves.’
‘The press are going to be all over Bianca’s party…’
‘So? Stick to no comment. Act like you don’t care. You’re going to a birthday party. Have fun and forget about this as much as possible.’
‘We will,’ June said. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’
San Francisco, CA, 20th August.
‘Exactly how is it that you know Bianca Fullerton?’
When Damian had been summoned to his captain’s office, he had been expecting a dressing down of some sort, even if he could not imagine what he had done to deserve one. Captain Rolf’s question caught him entirely off guard.
‘You moving in social circles your average vice cop barely sniffs at, Inman?’ Rolf asked when he did not get an immediate answer.
‘Uh, running in ones anyone can, sir. Miss Fullerton takes runs in Golden Gate Park and… so do I. This is about the party invitation?’
‘This is about the party invitation. Though, frankly, I wanted to make sure you hadn’t morphed into a movie star or something while I wasn’t looking.’
‘If it’s a problem, I’m sure she’d accept–’
‘You’re going. The chief’s office got wind of it somehow, he’ll be there with his wife, and it was strongly suggested that we made sure you were able to attend.’
‘Uh…’
‘Fullerton Technologies practically outfitted the city’s SWAT unit, at cost. They have a programme assisting officers crippled in the line of duty. Miss Fullerton personally contributes heavily to the widows and orphans fund. So don’t make a fool of yourself. Don’t show up the department. You got a tux?’
‘I was going to hire one,’ Damian said, his voice flat. He imagined this was what it was like for soldiers in the trenches after a really heavy bombardment.
‘Black. Nothing turquoise or some other fancy colour.’
‘You can imagine me in a turquoise pimp suit, Captain?’
Rolf’s lips curled a little. ‘No. Then again, I can’t imagine you in a tuxedo at all. Go home and get some sleep. And try to have a good time.’
Yeah, because that was going to happen.
~~~
‘I do not understand how you could possibly be scared on that plane,’ June said as their limo swept them north from the airport. ‘It’s like riding in your own private flying hotel room. It had everything. And you can actually fly yourself.’
‘That’s the problem, I think,’ Cygnus replied. ‘It’s the lack of control. If it’s me doing the flying, then I’m in control of smashing into the ground.’
June shook her head. ‘Weird. Bianca’s really laying it on though. Private jet. Limo from the airport. I feel like royalty.’
‘I think royalty involves more of an entourage. Armed guards. Stuff like that.’
‘We’ve got you. You might not be officially registered at the moment, but if someone attacked you, you could defend yourself.’
This was true. Like any other citizen, Cygnus was still allowed to defend herself against attack. Right now, she could not go out looking for people to attack her, which was currently fine by her. ‘I’d rather not have to. Someone would decide to complicate things over it.’
‘Is there anyone gunning for you at the moment?’
‘Just the UID and the Secret Service.’
‘Probably not an issue then.’
At some point they had swung off the freeway and into a built-up area, and soon they were turning east. ‘There’s a fairly large building up ahead,’ Cygnus said. ‘Looked pretty modern, but I didn’t catch a name or anything on it.’
‘Might be the hotel,’ June replied. ‘I didn’t get much of a chance to see the city, and I doubt I’d have seen much of this part if I had.’
The car slowed, turned, and passed into shadow as it began to go down. ‘Looks like this is where we’re stopping.’ A few seconds later, they did, and the door was opened to allow Cygnus to step out.
A man in some sort of livery was holding the door, and smiling a lot. ‘If you would proceed to the elevator, ma’am. Reception is marked on the panel. Your luggage will be taken directly to your room.’ Actually, the smile was kind of forced, like he wanted to drool and was holding it in. That just got worse when June stepped out.
‘Thank you,’ June said, flashing him a smile, and then she linked arms with Cygnus and they started off toward the elevators. ‘How old do you think he was? Nineteen?’
‘Physically,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Mentally he’s just hit puberty.’
‘Maybe you should have worn a longer skirt.’
‘Pot, kettle.’
‘Ah, but I’m a model. It’s expected. Nay! Required.’
They stepped into an elevator car and Cygnus stabbed the button marked ‘Reception’ before looking around at June. ‘Well, right at the moment, I’m just a model too. I’ve just done the one calendar, but I wasn’t even wearing a skirt for most of the shots in that.’
‘You have a point.’
The doors opened and they stepped out, and June smiled at the blonde woman who was standing there beaming at them. ‘Bianca!’ June exclaimed. ‘Happy birthday! You didn’t have to meet us personally.’
‘It’s my birthday,’ Bianca replied. ‘If I can’t do things I like doing, what’s the point?’
Cygnus stepped forward, offering her hand. ‘Bianca, nice to finally meet you. And a happy birthday, obviously.’
‘Thank you.’
‘And thank you for looking after June in May.’
‘Technically it was June in May and June,’ Bianca said, smirking. ‘But you must get jokes based on your name a lot, June.’
‘A couple,’ June said. ‘Thanks for the jet and the limo.’
‘Not a problem. Let’s get you up to your suite.’
‘Suite?’
‘The Shockley Suite. They’re all named after important names in electronics. I know you said you only needed the one bed, but… more space is always nice.’ She started for another elevator. ‘I got you checked in when I knew the car had arrived. You’re up at the top, overlooking the bay. And I’m on the opposite corner on that side, the Bose Suite.’ She stepped into a car, waited for them to enter, and hit the topmost button. ‘You’ll be joining me in there when we’ve kicked the more corporate guests out. I like to have at least a bit of time with friends at the end.’
‘Thank you for including us,’ Cygnus said.
‘Anyone special?’ June asked. ‘To you, I mean.’
Bianca raised her eyes and tilted her head to the side a little. ‘There’s someone coming who… might be interesting. He’s not special yet, but we’ll see how this evening goes.’
‘What’s his name?’
‘Damian.’
‘Film star? Male model?’
‘Cop. Detective in the SFPD’s Narcotics and Vice Division. I met him in a park. We were both running the same route. Poor guy’s going to have to wear a tux.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘We have to wear heels. I think that kind of balances things out.’
~~~
‘Yeah, yeah,’ Damian grumbled as he headed for his buzzing intercom. ‘I’m coming.’ He pressed the button. ‘Yeah?’
‘Delivery for Damian Inman.’
Damian frowned. He was not expecting anything. ‘Uh, be right down.’ Then he ran back to his bedroom, grabbed a robe and his pistol, and headed back to the elevator. It was basically a cage with a pair of collapsing doors. With it up at the top, it was a little like pulling up the drawbridge and he liked the security. At the bottom, the side door gave access to a more conventional door, which opened onto the alley at the side of the warehouse.
Damian kept his SIG hidden behind the door, which was probably a good thing given that the kid in the brown uniform really was holding a fairly large, flat box, and looked like a genuine courier.
‘Mister Inman?’
‘That’s me. I wasn’t expecting anything.’
The kid shrugged. ‘I just get paid to deliver them. If you’d sign on the screen.’
Damian signed, took delivery, and closed the doors wondering what he had just been handed. It was not light but not especially heavy. And he did not think anyone disliked him enough to blow him up. Still, when he got the box upstairs, he slit the packing tape carefully and checked under the flaps before opening it properly. There was no explosion, just an envelope sitting on top of a white box. He opened the envelope and found a handwritten note.
Damian, I made an intuitive leap and figured you didn’t have a tux. Hope you don’t mind. This should fit, and I made sure there was room to hide a SIG-Sauer under the jacket. See you at the party, Bianca.
Blinking, Damian opened the box. ‘Well… I won’t have to hire one, I guess.’
~~~
The suite was huge. Lounge, two bedrooms, a small kitchen, and a bathroom with a huge shower and a whirlpool bath. The TV in the lounge did not quite rival the one back at their house, but neither Cygnus nor June had any intention of using it, and it was a close call. The lounge also had those over-stuffed sofas which hotel rooms seemed to buy on special order, but both king-size beds in the bedrooms were a nice balance of firm and comfortable.
There was also the view. The legendary fog of San Francisco had decided it should take the afternoon off, and there was a fairly clear view out to Oakland.
‘You can’t see my place from here,’ Bianca said. ‘The city’s in the way for one thing. But you can see some of our glorious empire if you go out on the balcony and look left.’
Cygnus flashed her a smile and slid open the balcony window. Then, because she could, she lifted into the air and floated out a couple of yards to look over Hunter’s Point. ‘There’s a lot of pretty clean-looking buildings,’ she said.
‘Show off,’ June commented as she joined Bianca on the actual balcony. ‘From what I can see, there are a few not so clean ones too.’
‘Those are mostly the dry dock facilities,’ Bianca said. ‘The cleaner ones are offices, labs, research and development facilities. We do still do some ship fitting and the like for the navy here.’ Cygnus floated back in and dropped lightly onto the balcony, and Bianca added, ‘It must be amazing to be able to do that.’
‘I’ve become used to it,’ Cygnus replied. ‘The first time I did it… Well, I was scared as Hell, actually, but the second time I started thinking it was pretty cool. Sometimes, when I’m just hovering over the city, New Millennium, and it’s just me, a few birds, and the wind… It’s still a bit of a thrill then, but mostly it’s just a way to get around.’
‘The second time she did it, she was carrying me,’ June said. ‘I was scared and thrilled at the same time.’
‘The landing was a bit clumsy. I’ve got better.’
‘I don’t think I’d ever get over flying without an aircraft,’ Bianca said. ‘Um, is there anything I should know about this stupid business with the UID? We have the SFPD chief coming to the party, but no one from UID, so that shouldn’t be an issue. I figure if anyone asks me about it, I’ll just say it’s none of my business.’
‘That about covers it,’ Cygnus told her. ‘It has nothing to do with me being here, and I’m not allowed to discuss it, so it’s a non-issue. Or should be. Someone will ask about it, but they should also know they won’t get an answer.’
‘Right. Well, this suite is booked for you through tomorrow. If you feel like staying over longer, we’ll move you to my place.’
‘Oh… Even if I do feel like being out of New Millennium right now, I think we’d better get back. They haven’t given us dates for the interviews yet, but they’ll get to that soon enough.’
~~~
Damian walked through the reception area of the Bayview Grand Hotel with his head down. The kid in the car park downstairs had directed him to the ‘Grand Ballroom’ and there were signs indicating where that was, but to get there meant walking past reporters of various kinds. There were TV cameras!
Off on the left of the wide foyer, Damian spotted the local senator, a retired actor Damian had not voted for, holding forth on something or other for a TV reporter. To the right, the attractive, blonde form of Lament could be seen, in her customary costume of a green-and-gold asymmetric gown, smiling for another camera. There were local politicians, actors, and a lot of people Damian had no clue about. Wondering what he had got himself into, Damian headed for the stairs at the back of the room which led up to the ballroom.
Thankfully, no one seemed to know who he was, so the reporters ignored him, but as he got to the top of the steps, a woman started toward him with clear intent and he paused. Her dark skin was in sharp contrast to the flowing, pale-blue gown she was wearing and he had the vague feeling he should know who she was, but no name was springing to mind.
‘You’re Damian, right?’ the woman said, smiling brightly.
‘Uh, yeah…’
She stuck out her hand. ‘Elaine Ellis. Bianca asked if I’d come make sure you made it in safely.’
Damian took the offered hand. ‘Hello, Elaine. Um, do I know you from–’
‘Maybe. The Stars call me Backroom. I don’t get out much, but you might have seen my picture. I mean, the name’s a giveaway, right? Anyway, Bianca’s having to do interviews’ – Elaine rolled her eyes in a particularly expressive display of weariness with that requirement – ‘so I said I’d get you out of the scrum.’
‘Right…’ Backroom was, if Damian remembered right, the technical genius behind the San Francisco Stars. She was not an Ultra, which was a tiny bit surprising, but then brains did not have to mean super-powers… ‘I saw Lament on the way through.’
‘In front of a camera?’
‘Uh, yeah, she was.’
‘Figures. Come on in. I’ll introduce you to some people with smaller egos.’ She turned and started off into the ballroom. ‘Bianca is hoping to get away as soon as possible. She’s really not that happy when she has to do the PR thing.’
‘How do you know her?’
‘I work for her. Crime-fighting doesn’t pay bills. Robotics, mostly.’
‘Ah, right. Didn’t you build Ultramech?’
‘Yeah, uh-huh. And I keep him from falling apart. I mean, can you see me beating up slave smugglers? So I built someone to do that kind of stuff for me. He mentioned you.’
‘Oh.’ Damian’s embarrassment over that was warring for attention with his shock at the sight of the throng in the ballroom. He was not really sure who most of them were, but they were almost certainly more famous than he was and they were all in expensive-looking outfits. And then there was the room itself, which was big and opulent. No less than four crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Tables groaning with food stood on either side of the room and there was a stage of some sort set up at the back.
‘He said Mink seemed to like you,’ Elaine went on. ‘That probably puts you into a collection of cops you could count on one hand.’
‘I think I was in the way more than anything.’
‘The way I heard it, you were the one who found out about that shipment. Don’t put yourself down. Everyone’s got talents.’ They seemed to be heading for one of the rear corners with some purpose, though Damian was not sure why. ‘I’m good with electronics. Bianca’s into some sports I wouldn’t dare try. Mink’s trained to be what she is since… God knows when.’
Elaine now seemed to be making a beeline toward a couple, both women, who were standing in the corner, chatting, with glasses of wine in their hands. Both were tall, the effect enhanced by high heels, and both were stunning to look at. Maybe the blonde had something the brunette lacked, though it was something undefinable, an almost supernatural quality which suggested some sort of Ultrahuman, but they both looked like models. They wore gowns which complemented each other: the same basic design, strapless, straight, floor-length, and split to the hip down the right leg. The brunette was in a vibrant, silky red. The blonde was in white, with a framework of silver around the bodice.
‘What talents do those two have?’ Damian asked.
Elaine giggled. ‘Aside from the obvious?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Well, June designed their dresses. Made them herself too.’ Elaine came to a stop beside the two, grinning.
‘Elaine,’ the brunette said, shaking her head, ‘we have to talk about your wardrobe.’
‘We do?’ Elaine looked down at her dress, which was fitted around her bust and then flowed out from there.
‘Uh-huh. You’re trying to hide the booty, aren’t you? The booty is not to be hidden. It is to be gloried in.’
‘I think I prefer keeping it under wraps. Otherwise I have to have a rapper for a boyfriend and that is just not happening. So, introductions. June Summerfield, this is Detective Damian Inman.’
June smiled and held out her hand. ‘Detective. I’ve heard good things about you.’
Damian shook her hand and raised an eyebrow. ‘You have?’
‘Well, one good thing, but I trust the source. We only got in at lunchtime and Bianca’s been running around like a mad thing this afternoon.’
‘Not how I’d want to spend my birthday,’ the blonde commented.
‘And this,’ Elaine said, indicating the blonde woman, ‘is Cygnus.’
Damian turned and took Cygnus’s hand almost without thinking. It was a little like being hit in the face with a sledgehammer. The sheer power he felt was incredible and it had to show in his face because she looked concerned. ‘Are you all right, Detective?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Yes. I’m fine. You’re an Ultrahuman?’
Cygnus smiled. ‘You don’t pay much attention to the news, I take it? Though… If you want to be technical, it does depend on who you talk to.’
Damian frowned. ‘I’m not a big news watcher, no. But, um, surely you’re an Ultra or not?’
‘According to Doctor Ultimate,’ June said, ‘she’s probably not. Something to do with the way she manipulates cosmic energy.’
‘Ultrahumans,’ Elaine said, ‘shape and direct cosmic energy. Ultramech mimics the same trick.’
‘I… produce it,’ Cygnus said. ‘So I’m an Ultra, common version of the term, but I may not be an Ultrahuman in the technical, scientific sense. Anyway, at the moment I’m just a civilian, and one that’s kind of pleased you don’t seem to know why. Bianca said you worked Vice.’
Damian was self-aware enough to realise that various deeper parts of his brain were fighting over whether to like or hate this woman. She was some sort of Ultra, a really powerful one, but she was just so… Beautiful did not quite cut it, but it was what he had. He could at least be civil. ‘That’s right.’
‘Damian was in the local papers recently,’ Elaine supplied. ‘Stopped some people smuggling a truckload of young women out of the country.’
‘I had help,’ Damian said quickly. ‘Mink and Ultramech did most of the work.’
‘You met Mink?’ June asked. ‘I heard she was more secretive than Twilight.’
‘And Ultramech,’ Cygnus added, turning a beaming smile on Elaine. ‘I have to meet him before we leave. I’m sorry, but I need my geek fix.’ The beautiful, angular face, the figure off a glamour magazine, the voice that melted your insides, and suddenly she was a fan-girl and the effect was a little jarring as well as being almost too human for the almost alien woman in the long, white gown.
Elaine giggled. ‘I’ll arrange something.’
‘Twilight’ll hate you,’ June predicted, and then looked around at Elaine and Damian to explain. ‘She works in a comic shop. Cygnus was always a little bit of an Ultra fan before she was Cygnus. Twilight can actually tell you which obscure issue of which comic which unknown Ultra came out as gay in, or something.’
‘I, uh, don’t have much to do with Ultras,’ Damian said. ‘I’d never met any until the other night. Vice doesn’t tend to attract them.’
Cygnus laughed, deep and resonant. ‘I assure you it does. But I don’t think you meant it like that. Muggers and drug dealers probably make up ninety per cent of the people I’ve run in. Maybe it’s different in San Francisco. I’m from New Millennium City.’
‘The Stars do tend to do violent crime more than vice,’ Elaine said.
‘Enough shop talk.’ Bianca stepped in, right beside Damian. ‘Birthday party. No shop talk until we’re too drunk to realise we’re doing it.’
‘Fine by me,’ Cygnus said. ‘As long as you provide us with something else to talk about.’
Bianca frowned and pursed her lips. ‘Sex is always good. And hello, Damian, I’m glad you could make it. The tux looks good on you.’
‘Uh, thanks. You really shouldn’t have–’
Bianca waved a hand. ‘I flew these two out from New Millennium. It’s my birthday, I get the guests I want’ – she turned to scan the room behind her – ‘as well as all the ones I have to invite.’
‘I think that’s shop talk,’ Elaine commented.
‘You might be right.’
‘Okay,’ June said, grinning, ‘back to fashion since Damian’s tuxedo came up. Bianca, do you think Elaine needs to show off that booty more?’
Elaine shrank a little and turned to Damian. ‘Save me?’
‘Sorry, I’m just one man surrounded by four attractive women. I have no chance at all.’
~~~
‘Cygnus, do you have a moment? Lydia Feltz with the Bayview Chronicle.’
Cygnus turned to find a short, blonde woman wearing a form-fitting, dark-blue gown and clutching a notepad and pen. There were not many people from the press in the ballroom and, since Feltz was not trying to hide what she was doing, Cygnus figured the Bayview Chronicle had some sort of in with FTI. ‘I can spare a couple of minutes,’ Cygnus said, ‘but I’m just here as a guest, not an Ultra.’
‘Of course. You’re usually seen in New Millennium City, but you’re here as a guest of Miss Fullerton. How do you know her?’
‘Well, I don’t really. She met a friend of mine, June Summerfield, and looked after her for a while in May. So, I’m a plus-one.’
‘I see. Is there some romance there?’
‘Well, I really prefer not to discuss my private life. The last time people knew much about it, I lost my boyfriend.’
‘Yes, of course. And you were then accused of his murder.’
‘So you see why I’m not keen to discuss things like that.’
Feltz made a couple of notes and tried a different angle. ‘That’s a beautiful dress and modelled after your usual costume, I think.’
‘Same designer. June again. She thought I should have something for formal occasions, especially since I’m an associate member of the Union of Ultrahumans now. So she designed, and made, this for me.’
‘A talented woman.’
‘Talented, beautiful. Really she’s just the kind of woman you’d hate if she wasn’t so nice. We did the Everglades calendar together.’
Feltz nodded and scribbled notes. ‘Of course. I thought I knew the name. There are a couple of them around the office.’ She gave a little grimace. ‘Look, sorry, I know what you’re going to say, but my editor will do something unspeakable to me if I don’t ask about this suspension of your UID registration.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Well, you can tell your editor you asked and that I said “no comment.” I can’t talk about it.’ She held up a hand as Feltz opened her mouth. ‘I know someone’s broken the gag order, but I won’t.’
‘The information released seemed rather calculated. It was kind of damning, even if some press research has shed new light on it. You don’t want to add your own twist?’
‘I’d love to give my side of things, Miss Feltz. I really would. But if I do that, I’m in the wrong, and I simply won’t do it.’
Feltz smiled. ‘Oh, believe me, I can make some good copy out of that. Want my advice? Stand on your principles. Everyone knows the leak came out of the government or one of the agencies.’
Cygnus laughed. ‘No comment again, but thanks. You seem to like Ultras.’
‘Oh, Hell, I’d be dead without Ultras. Guy with a gun last year. Bonehead and Fuego stopped him.’
‘I’m glad the Stars are doing their job. I just wish I could get back to mine.’
~~~
‘So you don’t really like Ultras,’ Bianca said.
Damian thought, for a second, about lying, but somehow he figured she would know. ‘I’m not exactly fond of them, no.’
‘Any reason?’
‘Oh, lots of them that often don’t apply to specific cases when it actually comes down to it and… Honestly, I think it’s just a prejudice I picked up from my father and it’s too ingrained to really shift. He was just prejudiced enough to call them all “mutants” and view them as monsters. I know they aren’t, but…’
‘It can be hard to shift a mental image like that. You seemed pretty okay with Cygnus. A little stiff, but nothing too bad.’
‘You noticed that… Well, it’s kind of hard to think mean thoughts about someone who looks like her. If you’re a heterosexual male anyway.’
‘Oh, I think she’s gorgeous and I’m a straight woman. Lament, on the other hand, has been looking daggers at her whenever they’re anywhere near each other. I can’t really say anything bad about Ultras given that some of our best technology has come out of studying them. Elaine’s work on Ultramech has produced some amazing advances.’
‘He’s quite a… person.’
Bianca smiled. ‘Elaine would be very pleased to hear you say that. I need to circulate. Try to talk to Cygnus a little. She’s more than just a great body.’
‘I’ll, uh, try to do that.’
~~~
The cool, clear voice rang out across the ballroom, unaided by amplification. Lament was singing a popular ballad which Cygnus did not really like, but the local heroine was certainly singing it well.
‘She’s pretty good,’ Cygnus commented. ‘She’s not…’
‘Using her powers?’ Elaine suggested. ‘Not on a number like this. She needs relatively pure tones. And you can hear it, sort of. The sound is multi-harmonic with some ultrasonics rolled in, not really music as such. No, she’s just good with her voice.’ Smirking, Elaine leaned in a little closer. ‘Bianca’s actually a better singer, but don’t tell Lament that.’
‘My lips are sealed. So why does she hate my guts?’
‘Oh, your guts are probably not an issue. Skin, eyes, hair, boobs, legs… Pretty much the whole of your outside. She only gets on with Muse because the girl tends to avoid upstaging our glorious leader. Muse is a little… abstract.’
‘Dali’s Muse is abstract. Who’d have thought it?’ Smiling, Cygnus reached out for the glass of wine June had just arrived with. ‘Oh, thanks, love.’
‘No problem,’ June replied. ‘I found a detective wandering, lost and lonely.’ Damian was trailing along behind her.
‘Bianca abandoned you to the trials of having to be sociable?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I’m not sure “abandoned” is the right word,’ Damian replied.
‘Saved you from it, perhaps?’
‘Pretty sure Bianca would like someone to save her from it,’ Elaine said. ‘Can you dance, Damian?’
‘Uh… badly.’
‘Don’t worry, Bianca will make it easy for you.’
Damian’s eyebrows went up. ‘Is there anything she’s bad at?’
‘Um… no. Well, she’s no scientist, but physical stuff… She’s got all the physical stuff pretty much wrapped up. She learned the social stuff so she could handle being a Fullerton, which is probably why she hasn’t beaten anyone to death with a tray or run screaming from the room. But what she really loves doing is using her body.’ Elaine frowned a little. ‘That may have come out wrong.’
‘It sounded just right to me,’ June said. ‘And she’s using it, just not for sport. That dress suits her body type perfectly. Plain, string-strapped, floor-length, perfectly fitted. Shows off her musculature, doesn’t draw the eye from her face. And the side split shows off her legs. She has great legs.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘I’m glad I’m not the jealous type.’
‘You have great legs too.’
‘Right back at you, but I’m going to suggest you have one thing wrong about the dress.’
‘I do?’
‘Damian, would you say it’s that easy to keep your eyes on Bianca’s face in that dress?’
Damian felt his cheeks heating. ‘I’m male. It’s an unfair question.’
‘Admittedly.’
‘Okay,’ June said. ‘Yeah, the cleavage does draw the eye.’
‘Agreed,’ Elaine said.
‘It’s not like she’s the only one I can’t look in the eyes,’ Damian tried, and then realised that was not helping.
‘Why thank you, Damian,’ Cygnus said, smiling. ‘June does put some effort into showing off my boobs in these outfits. It’s nice to know her efforts pay off.’
‘Shouldn’t you be telling me off for objectifying women?’
‘Probably. If it makes you feel better, consider yourself chastised. Or possibly chest-ised. And I really wish I hadn’t made that joke.’
~~~
‘Okay, so I admit it,’ Damian said, his voice soft since, via some form of hypnotic suggestion, Bianca had persuaded him to slow-dance with him, ‘Cygnus is… nice. Human, even if she doesn’t look it.’
‘Told you so,’ Bianca said.
‘She did say she wasn’t exactly an Ultrahuman though. I could make a strong case for not generalising.’
Bianca chuckled softly. Damian felt the vibrations through his chest and it reminded him of her breasts pressed there. Somehow or other, despite his basic ineptitude, she was dancing with her body almost glued to his and he had yet to step on her toes. ‘You’ve enjoyed yourself so far?’ she asked.
‘I… Yes, I guess I have. The chief said hello, like I was a family friend. His wife complimented me on my dress sense. I wanted to crawl into a hole, but compared to the way that guy usually talks to me…’
‘It’s not what you know, but who you know,’ Bianca said. Her hips shifted, sliding across his. ‘Or sometimes how well you know them.’
Damian swallowed and tried not to think about how she was moving. ‘That’s not how it should work.’
‘You’re saying that to an attractive businesswoman? Not that I’m complaining. Much. The number of people I’ve suckered into things because they saw blonde hair and boobs, and missed the brain. I can’t actually deny the sheer utility of a society that takes too much at face value. Social connections are important. Maybe they even should be. No man is an island and all that stuff.’
‘I guess.’ Her body shifted against his again, sliding and pressing closer, and then easing back. He found himself trying to follow when she moved away. Maybe the woman was using some sort of hypnosis on him.
~~~
‘She is good,’ Cygnus said as she drifted along with June in her arms.
‘Who?’ June asked softly. Her own attention was entirely on her partner because, no matter what shape Penny took, June loved being close to her and this was the first time they had ever really done anything like this in public.
‘Bianca. Damian really isn’t much of a dancer, but she’s making him look good. She’s also just about having sex in public. If they’re not in bed together tonight, he prefers guys.’
‘He doesn’t. You know, this has to be the first time we’ve done this. In public.’
‘Dancing? We’ve danced at Red’s place.’
‘Not like this.’
‘We’ve… Okay, not like this. You know this has me a little worried, don’t you?’
‘Uh-huh.’ June placed a delicate kiss on Cygnus’s neck, just below her left ear. ‘I was already a target. I might as well get all the benefits for it.’
It was a valid point. They were where they were, dancing at Bianca’s party, because June had been targeted as a friend of Cygnus’s. ‘I suppose I might as well get the benefits of worrying about you too.’
‘Exactly. So shut up about it. I am not giving this up because of what might happen. Things are wrapping up. We probably have too more slow numbers and then everyone will be leaving.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, though which statement she was agreeing with was not clear.
‘I want to take a dance with Elaine. She’s sweet, and she doesn’t have anyone at the moment.’
‘I can cope with that. I said I wasn’t the jealous type.’
~~~
‘I thought they’d never go,’ Elaine said as she poured drinks.
Bianca lay back on one of the sofas in the lounge of her suite and sighed. ‘I usually feel like I should have armed thugs ready to persuade the last few to leave.’ Beside her, Damian was looking a little uncomfortable at his current circumstances. Bianca turned her head to look at him. ‘Take your jacket and tie off, Damian. We’re stuck with these outfits, but you can relax now.’
Damian gave a little grunt and began undoing his tie. ‘Don’t know how you got this to fit so well. The collar is actually comfortable.’
‘I found out where you got your uniforms and got your sizes from there. One of the benefits of having a huge, influential, wealthy company behind you. One with a really phenomenal research department.’
‘I have to make do with Red and Twilight,’ Cygnus said, ‘but between them, they can usually find out just about anything.’
‘Though we’ve never asked them for someone’s suit size,’ June pointed out. ‘That might be a tough one.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Twi would probably just sneak into their room at night with a tape measure. You’re drinking now, Elaine? You barely touched any downstairs.’
‘Yeah, well, June can tell you about my alcohol tolerance. I didn’t want to end up… I don’t know, stripping on the stage or something. Now it’s not a problem.’
‘Yay!’ June said, grinning. ‘Unleash the booty!’
Elaine handed Damian a glass of whiskey. Her cheeks were colouring. ‘I have a big ass.’
‘You have a gorgeous ass,’ June countered. ‘It’s all round and… and…’ She gave up and just went for miming squeezing motions with her hands.
‘You just worry about Cygnus’s ass,’ Elaine told her.
‘I don’t really have one,’ Cygnus replied.
‘You do,’ June said. ‘It’s all firm and tight and…’ More squeezing mimes followed.
‘Aren’t I the one supposed to be doing that kind of thing?’ Damian asked, fixing June with a bemused look.
‘Well, maybe, but I’m a little drunk and you’re being too much the gentleman.’
‘Huh. Okay, let me spoil it. I don’t really want to bring the mood down, but this UID business…’
‘She’s not allowed to talk about that,’ June said quickly.
‘To the press,’ Cygnus said. ‘Damian’s a policeman. If it goes no further…’ There were nods from the others. ‘We’re under investigation, Twilight and I, for taking out a drug distribution facility in Washington, DC.’
‘They don’t like having anyone on their turf,’ Damian said. ‘We have something of a similar problem here.’ Cygnus raised an eyebrow, so he went on. ‘There was a task force set up to take on the local tongs. That means that pretty much everything to do with prostitution, drugs, human trafficking, and a fair number of other things tend to fall under the jurisdiction of the TAATF. Generally, if we find anything, they take it off us.’
‘That actually sounds legitimate. The place we hit had been operating for years. It took Twilight’s… contacts a matter of hours to find the place once we knew it was in Washington. I… don’t like to speak ill of the police in front of another one…’ Cygnus trailed off and frowned. ‘You think this task force is corrupt.’
‘I have… suspicions.’
‘Okay, we’ll leave it at that. Anyway, I think this is an ass-covering exercise by the authorities in DC, but… Well, we broke the rules so there should be an investigation.’
‘The question is,’ Bianca said, ‘whether that investigation will be a fair one.’
‘I think,’ June said, ‘that the question should be why aren’t we drunk yet?’
‘That’s a good question. Catch up, Elaine, and then the rest of us can get on with it.’
Elaine frowned. ‘You might as well get started. You know what I’m like once I start.’
21st August.
‘I think that Elaine may have had enough,’ Cygnus said, smiling at their drinking companion. ‘She does have a cute snore.’
Bianca looked across at her friend, who had curled almost into a ball on the sofa, and frowned. ‘I suppose we should wake her up. She’s going to ache all over instead of just in her head…’
Cygnus shook her head. ‘We’ll take care of her. We have that spare room in our suite and I think I can manage to carry her.’
‘If you can manage a submarine,’ Damian said, ‘I think Elaine should be no problem. I still can’t believe you did that.’
Cygnus shrugged and got to her feet. ‘I was improvising. I usually do something stupid when I have to do that.’ She paused in the middle of reaching down for Elaine. ‘Thinking about it, it’s usually something stupid involving lifting heavy objects.’ She lifted Elaine up from the sofa as though there was no weight to her at all.
‘Nm… Jus’ ten more min… ’s a cucum’er…’ There was an exchange of looks at the little speech, but Elaine appeared to settle again.
‘I’ll handle the doors,’ June said. She got to her feet, wobbled a little, and then reached down to slip her heels off. ‘Okay. Had more than I thought.’
Damian got up, apparently because it seemed like good form. ‘It was nice meeting you both. Have a good trip back to New Millennium.’
‘We may see you in the morning,’ Cygnus said, ‘but thanks. It’s always nice to meet an honest cop.’
‘Thanks. Uh, I should really be getting home.’
‘Nonsense, you’ve had as much to drink as I have. Driving is out and you’ll never get a cab at this hour.’
‘There’s a spare room here,’ Bianca said. ‘I won’t take no for an answer. You can stay here and head out in the morning.’ She turned to Cygnus and June. ‘I will see you both before you leave, so I’ll just say goodnight.’     
June flashed Bianca a rather knowing smile. ‘See you in the morning,’ June said. ‘Maybe early afternoon.’ Then she set off with Cygnus behind her holding a bundle of Elaine.
As the door closed behind them, Damian turned to Bianca. ‘Spare bedroom?’ he asked.
Bianca nodded. ‘Mmhmm.’ She pointed off to the right. ‘It’s that one over there. En-suite bathroom and a nice, big bed.’ Damian turned his head to look at the closed door. When he looked back, Bianca was sliding the straps of her dress off her shoulders. The silky garment slipped down her body to pool at her feet. She was naked beneath it. ‘I was kind of hoping you would sleep in my room.’
It should not have come as a surprise, but Damian found himself momentarily paralysed. ‘I expect there are a few hundred good reasons why I shouldn’t do this,’ he said after a second.
‘I expect there are.’ She was not moving. She just stood there, naked, letting him make the choice.
‘I can’t actually think of any of them right now.’
‘I’m hoping that’s because all the blood is draining away from your brain.’
‘Uh… Yeah.’ He stepped forward, hands sliding over her hips, and their mouths met. Her skin was hot. Her tongue slid over his and tasted of red wine. Her scent filled his nostrils and told him there and then how much she wanted him. She was a riot of impressions assaulting his senses.
Somehow his shirt was undone and her hands slid it off his shoulders. Her fingers began to work on his belt. ‘Last chance to think of one of those reasons,’ she said.
‘Think. Yeah, not happening.’
His slacks dropped and he gasped as her hand slipped into his boxers. ‘Let’s see if I can’t take away your power of speech too.’ And she slipped to her knees, pulling his shorts down as she went.
~~~
Damian’s eyes snapped open, and then he relaxed with a long groan. There was a soft pop, like someone pulling a lollipop out of their mouth, and Bianca’s grinning face appeared above him.
‘Oh good,’ she said, ‘you’re awake.’
‘Like I had much–’ She was moving, straddling his hips and sinking onto him in one move, and he cut off with a gasp.
Bianca leaned forward, resting her arms on his chest while her hips performed some sort of intricate geometric progression which stopped him thinking about speaking again. ‘So, I thought we could have a shower and some breakfast,’ Bianca said. ‘You don’t have to go immediately, do you?’
‘Go? No.’
She giggled and lifted slightly to lick the tip of his nose. When she sank back, it almost killed him. ‘If you need to come sooner, that’s not a problem. I did kind of spring this on you, and I did say we would have a shower before breakfast.’
~~~
June fell back onto the bed with a gasp. ‘O-okay… Okay… Not saying… Cygnus isn’t better… in bed.’
Grinning, Cygnus crawled from between June’s thighs and up the bed to lie beside her. ‘Maybe you should catch your breath before you try coherent thought.’
June took a deep, steadying breath and let it out. ‘Caught it. But, as my still-singing nerves will attest, you’re good at that. All I’m saying is… Penny’s plenty good enough. If we really want to get gymnastic about it–’
Cygnus kissed her friend on the cheek. ‘I get it. I think the reason Penny isn’t freaking out about doing it is… is you. I don’t know why you think of her the way you do. I couldn’t ever understand it, even before I changed, but the fact you do…’
‘I just think she’s beautiful. Okay, not physically. If we’re being all philosophical, Penny’s not the most attractive girl in the world by a long stretch. She’s got inner beauty in spades. I don’t think you’d exist if she didn’t. And you’re not quite the same, in bed or out of it. I don’t see why I should stick to just one of you, in bed or out of it.’
‘Okay, well, as long as you keep thinking of Penny the way you do, I don’t think there’ll be a problem. I mean, you really make her nerves sing too, and you love her… us… me. It’s mutual, by the way.’
‘It’s just not something she’d normally express in such a physical manner.’
‘Yup. Think we should go see whether Elaine needs painkillers?’
‘After a shower.’
Cygnus sniffed. ‘Okay, yeah, after a shower.’
 



Part Three: It’s a Riot
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 22nd August, 2014.
‘I’m not making any such statement,’ Cygnus said. ‘I have no proof of wrongdoing regarding anyone in Washington. And neither I nor Twilight have made any claims to that effect.’
‘The press–’ Special Agent Hammond began.
‘And you know that. You’ve been monitoring pretty much everything we do, so has the Union.’
‘We have,’ Alice Last stated. The wife of Doctor Ultimate was not actually a lawyer, but she was representing the Union of Ultrahumans and their two members.
Well, since Delphine had insisted on being present in the interviews, the Union had insisted on another representative as well. Viviane was standing behind Alice and Cygnus, not at all pleased with the enclosed space of the interview room. Cygnus had the feeling there was a growing ball of barely suppressed anger there, waiting for a reason to explode. ‘We have monitored all the media presentations of this matter,’ Viviane said, her cool eyes fixed on Delphine.
‘No statement made by either Cygnus or Twilight has indicated any lack of confidence in the DC police, the UID, or any other agency,’ Alice went on. ‘The press has made their own deductions.’
‘Quite reasonable ones,’ Viviane added.
‘Conjecture,’ Hammond stated flatly.
‘Then you should talk to Twilight,’ Cygnus told him. ‘I don’t have proof, but she does. She told you she does in the first interview today, but you ignored her. We found that interesting.’
‘Very interesting,’ Viviane said, looking daggers at Delphine.
~~~
‘She tried no less than seven times to invade Cygnus’s mind!’ Viviane was not in a good mood. ‘Seven! Twice, even three times, shows a degree of persistence. Seven is either desperation or sheer, bloody-minded idiocy.’
‘Calmly, Viviane,’ Alice said. ‘I know the environment is taxing, but–’
‘I’m angry, Alice, not phobic.’
‘And,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘Viviane has a point. My own instruments detected seven cosmic energy events with frequencies associated with psionic abilities. I’m calling a meeting of the Grand Council.’ He was frowning when he said the last sentence. ‘Twilight, you’d best begin the next interview. I have something to do.’
Viviane and Alice were silent as he left the room. Cygnus waited until the door closed before saying, ‘He didn’t stutter or anything. Not once.’
‘No,’ Alice said. ‘That’s not always a good thing. Come on. Twilight, Viviane, let’s get this over with.’
~~~
Twilight sat down at the interview room table and fixed her jet-black eyes on Delphine. Then she took a memory stick from her boot and placed it on the table. ‘Everything I’ve gathered, to date, on the corruption in the DC police department.’ She paused and then added, ‘And a few other people who were bribed to ensure that the federal reserve remains inviolable.’
Delphine reached for the stick, but Hammond beat her to it. ‘Where did you get this information?’
‘It was obtained for me by sources I’m not prepared to reveal,’ Twilight replied. ‘The actual sources of the information are all included. Police files. FBI files. Secret Service internal investigations and vetting. The CIA have been using the reservation to hide people since the Special Policing Act was put in place.’
‘That’s ridiculous,’ Delphine snapped.
‘You’re not in there, Delphine. I guess you didn’t get read in. Look, it’s not as bad as it sounds. It just needs the right people in the right places. Conspiracies work best when there are few people in on them. Believe me on this. I have some experience.’
‘How can we be sure this information isn’t falsified?’
‘You go to the original sources. This is just the collated package.’
‘If you want this to be believed, you’ll allow a scan of–’
Twilight held up a hand and smiled. ‘You don’t want to be inside my head, and I can’t allow it. Everyone has secrets they don’t want revealed. I can get pretty much any of them. Any of them that anyone reveals in the dark, in the shadows. Like, for example, where the drug distribution facility allowed to operate for years within the DC reserve is. That was easy, actually, because a lot of people knew it. But it comes at a cost, and you don’t want to know what that cost is, Delphine.’
‘She’s telling you the truth, Delphine,’ Viviane said. ‘You should really stop trying to get into her head, or I may decide to let you.’
‘I have not been…’ The psychic trailed off, frowning at the table. ‘I have orders.’
Hammond glared at her. ‘You idiot. Without a warrant? It invalidates everything!’
The door chose that moment to open and the slim, majestic form of Brightstar came through it. She was not one of the Union’s Grand Council, despite the fact that she quite often acted like one. That included acting as the spokeswoman for them, generally because she was attractive, diplomatic, and popular. Right now, she was wearing a frown. ‘I’m afraid it’s much worse than that, Senior Special Agent,’ she said.
Viviane frowned at her colleague. ‘Brightstar?’
‘Hugh called me in to consult on the Council’s decision. And, of course, to deliver it. I get all the best jobs.’ She turned back to Hammond and Delphine. ‘Considering the handling of this… circumstance to date, and your abuse of Union associate members under our own roof, the Union of Ultrahumans is suspending support for the United States of America pending our own investigation.’
Twilight looked around. ‘Oh shit.’
~~~
In the observation room, Cygnus turned to Doctor Ultimate. ‘Hugh? You can’t be serious.’
‘I’m afraid we are. The Americans don’t complain when we do it to the Soviets or the Chinese. They signed the same agreement and they know what it means. Someone did not consider the implications of this cover-up before attempting to carry it out in this way.’
‘Alice is right. When you get focussed, it’s not always a good sign.’
‘Oh, it’s frequently a very bad sign. It generally means something is happening which deserves my full attention. If you feel it could be a problem for you to return to the US, we can arrange lodgings here.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘No… No, I’ll go back. If we duck out, they win.’ She gave the genius Ultra a smile. ‘Besides, if things go bad, Twi can hop out to Italy, and I’ll just fly out of there.’
‘They would likely come after you.’
‘Yeah, but I’ve been trying out some of that power-shifting we discussed. I think I can push some power into my speed. I’m not actually sure how fast I could go…’
Ultimate smiled. ‘I suspect you can leave them a long way behind you.’
‘Hopefully. Anyway, I have June to take care of, and I have another way of hiding from them. And Twi’s pretty sure that this ban will get revoked at the state level fairly quickly.’
‘I’ll make you a deal. If that happens, we’ll reconsider our position. The Union is here for the people of the world, not its governments. If those people trust you, we won’t punish them for what a few idiots are doing.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Thanks. I’m just worrying about what’s going to have to happen before the state government gets forced into acting.’
~~~
‘It’s all over the news channels,’ June said. ‘There have been protests in Annapolis and Baltimore as well as here. There’s a report stating that a request for a protest march in Washington has been denied due to security concerns. There are civil liberties people screaming their lungs out all over the internet and every talk show they can get on.’
‘Swell,’ Andrea said. ‘Meanwhile, I said I’d go into the shop tomorrow to handle some stocktaking I had to miss today because of that farce.’
‘Heavy boxes?’
‘Some. Why?’
‘We’ll come with you and help. Well, I’ll come and lend moral support, and Cygnus can lift heavy boxes. Oh, and she’s great for shelves that are difficult to reach.’
‘Oh, thanks,’ Penny said.
‘You know how you love being helpful.’
‘Well, probably more fun than spending the day watching the news channels.’
23rd August
‘Okay, so I shouldn’t have even looked at the news channels.’
‘Probably not,’ Red said over the speakerphone, agreeing with Penny. ‘Skadi says Deale and Churchton got pretty bad last night.’
‘The reports are muttering things about the police being unable to cope.’
‘From what I’m told, they couldn’t. Between you, you have a pretty big suppression effect on the street crime up there. Twilight especially. Everyone’s scared she’s watching every dark alley. I’ve heard reports that street crime is up in Friendship too.’
‘You think it’ll get worse?’ Andrea asked.
‘What do you think?’
‘I think it’s going to be crazy tonight, and there’s nothing we can do about it.’
‘No, there isn’t. You two are civilians. You act like it.’
~~~
‘Where does this one go?’ Cygnus asked, holding up a glossy magazine sealed inside a plastic bag. ‘And I thought this place sold comics, not… whatever this is.’
Andrea looked up from the books she was sorting through. The magazine was titled, in large red letters, Ultrajugs! Andrea shook her head. ‘It’ll be signed. Roger really doesn’t buy things like that unless he thinks they’ll sell for a small fortune. Top shelf at the back you’ll find all the adult stuff.’
‘I should probably be outraged.’ Cygnus lifted lightly off the ground as she got to the right section. She glanced at the cover again and then slotted the mag into a box. ‘And there is no way that cover image hasn’t been retouched. Pretty sure the model’s been remodelled too.’
Andrea laughed. ‘You’re one to talk.’
Cygnus dropped back onto the floor. ‘It’s not the same. And I’m not that big.’
‘You’re an F-cup, love,’ June said. ‘That’s big. I’m bigger, but I have a narrower ribcage.’
‘I’ll just carry on being average,’ Andrea said. ‘Meanwhile, men’s magazines have existed since they invented the printing press. I figure they had dirty illuminated manuscripts before that.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘I guess the calendar made money for some good causes. And that was without much visible nudity.’
‘Sideboob is the new naked. Anyway, men will be men and until we fix them, possibly with surgery, we’ll have things like that.’
The door from the storeroom at the back elected to open at that point and Roger stepped through. His smile vanished as he found himself suddenly faced with two Ultras on alert.
‘Roger,’ Andrea said, letting out a slightly exasperated breath, ‘what are you doing here?’
‘Uh, I own the place. Plus, I thought I’d check up on you and, um, I got paranoid I hadn’t turned the alarm on when I locked up last night.’
‘Sorry,’ Cygnus said. ‘With everything that’s been going on, we may be a little overwound too.’
Roger gave a shrug. ‘I’m not sure I could be angry with you if I tried.’
Cygnus flashed him a grin. ‘You haven’t met our other housemate, June.’
June hopped off the shop’s counter to shake Roger’s hand. He grinned. ‘Miss Summerfield, a pleasure. I’ve been following your work since the calendar. I was just expecting to find Andrea here.’
‘Well,’ June replied, ‘Cygnus is helping shelve things and I’m… providing eye candy and coffee.’
‘Yeah, we were just talking about you, Roger,’ Andrea said. ‘Cygnus was filing a copy of Ultrajugs!’
‘Ah, yes.’ Roger smiled, not the least bit abashed. ‘Signed by all of the models. That should sell for upwards of two hundred dollars. I’m hoping for significantly more.’
‘Seriously?!’ Cygnus squeaked. ‘The cover said ten.’
‘And I paid fifty. The vendor really had no idea. The more complete the signature set, the better the price.’ He narrowed his eyes at June. ‘Could I get you to sign a few copies of that calendar while you’re here?’
‘I guess, but it’s August already. People aren’t going to–’
‘Signed copies of that calendar will sell for years.’ He looked around at Cygnus. ‘You should talk to Svetilo about making it annual. Pick some suitable charities. Change it up each year, though getting Ever on side for it would be good. Maybe swap out some of the celebrities and… Wasn’t part of the idea to give new models a break?’
‘Yeah,’ June said, frowning thoughtfully. ‘That’s how I got mine. You know, that’s not a bad idea…’
Cygnus looked at Andrea. ‘If I’m doing another one, you’re going to do it. You’ve no excuse this time.’
‘Not yet,’ Andrea replied, smiling. ‘But I’ll think of one.’
~~~
The announcer on ACPN sounded a little grimmer than usual. ‘Police in New Millennium City have been moving into the Churchton and Deale Harbour areas since nightfall. Reports indicate a continued rise in tension in the areas. Police Commissioner Harold Mainworthing had this to say.’
The image on the big screen changed to show Mainworthing, a rather brusque man in his late forties with a thick, greying moustache and little hair. He was looking serious, but then he looked serious while presenting medals. ‘New Millennium City will not tolerate the level of criminality we saw last night and the NMCPD is standing ready to control the situation in a measured and suitable manner.’
‘Commissioner,’ someone said from off-camera, presumably a reporter, ‘would you say that there has been over-reliance on the city’s Ultrahumans prior to today?’
‘I would say that the police budget has assumed that policing would be significantly enhanced by deputised civilian crime fighters and that the city’s administration is about to reap the rewards of their choices. That’s all.’
‘Ouch,’ Andrea said as Penny hit the mute button. ‘Do you get the feeling he had a bad meeting prior to that interview?’
‘Can’t blame him,’ Penny replied. ‘They do assume we’ll be around to hold the line and now we aren’t. I mean, look how fast they were to push me forward as the city’s “protector” when Ultranova was no longer in the picture.’
Andrea nodded. ‘The budget for policing in New Millennium hasn’t matched inflation any time in the last five years. It was frozen last year. For that matter, the fire department can only handle major incidents because of Svetilo and Fire Bug.’
‘Do you think they’ll be able to hold things down in Churchton and Deale?’ June asked.
‘No idea. It depends as much on how the cops react to things as it does on the bad guys. There are a lot of on-edge people with guns out there at the moment, on both sides. It’s not exactly a recipe for a happy street party.’
~~~
Somehow the phone’s perfectly normal ringtone seemed to have a dark, depressing quality to it. Penny lifted the handset with a vague sense of dread. ‘Hello?’
‘Cygnus? This is Dom speaking, da?’
‘Hi, Dom. What’s up? You sound like you’re in a war zone.’ The noise in the background of the call was loud: Penny thought she could hear screams amid the more general sounds.
‘That is good analogiya, uh, analogy.’ Penny frowned: Dom’s English usually only got that bad when she was stressed. ‘There is riot in Churchton. Looting, fires, fighting. I cannot ask you, but I am asking you. We need you down here.’
‘Dom… I can’t. If the UID sees me doing anything–’
‘The UID can kiss my perfect ass! You come here as citizen. You help me with fires. We have people trapped, Cygnus. Fire department cannot cope. Andy asked me to call, but people are getting desperate. They have set up triage centre for wounded, Cygnus. It is that bad here.’
‘Shit… All right. I’ll be there as soon as possible. Where are you?’
‘Avenue C and Twelfth. Just look for the smoke.’
The line went dead and Penny looked around at her friends. ‘Dom needs me helping with the fires. They’ve got a triage centre set up and… It sounds really bad.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Okay, well my first aid isn’t too bad. I’ll go to this triage place and see if I can help.’
‘Me too,’ June said.
‘June…’ Penny began.
‘No! It’s my city too. I have no idea what I can do aside from looking pretty, but if you two are going out there to help, I’ll damn well do the same.’
‘You drive Andrea up there and stick with her. I’ll fly out to meet Dom and Andy. Just remember, please, no heroics. We’re just civilians doing our civic duty.’
‘With Ultrahuman powers where needed,’ Andrea added.
‘Yeah, just try not to need them.’
~~~
Cygnus dropped to the roadway outside an apartment block which looked like it had seen many better days. Churchton had been built up as housing for those working on the city’s construction, then shifted to housing for the workers in the harbour area, and then neglected. Narrow streets and dark, tight alleys predominated, and were Twilight’s natural home. Now they were a liability as fire jumped between buildings with ease.
Svetilo, Dominika Zuyev, dressed in exercise pants and a cropped top, rushed over as soon as she spotted Cygnus arriving. ‘Buildings to side have been evacuated. We probably lose whole block, but most people are safe. Andy needs us inside. People trapped on top floor.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said.
‘And thank you for coming,’ Svetilo said as she started into the air. ‘Never thought I’d see you at scene out of costume.’
Dressed in denim shorts and a camisole top, Cygnus was feeling a little out of sorts, but… ‘I was in a hurry and I didn’t think getting in costume was a good idea.’
‘You may have point.’ Svetilo landed on the roof near an access door, grabbed the handle, and pulled. Metal screamed, briefly, in protest, and then flames were pouring out of the doorway. ‘Chjort!’ Svetilo plucked a radio from her waistband and pressed the key. ‘Svetilo to Fire Bug. Access stairwell is burning. Over.’
There was a slight pause and then, ‘Fire Bug here, Svetilo. I can’t get out to you. I’ve got a dozen people here and if we move, someone’s going to get hurt. Over.’
‘Chert voz’mi… How do we–’
‘Hold on,’ Cygnus said, looking at the flames. ‘I’ve seen Andy do it…’
Svetilo pressed the key. ‘Wait there, Fire Bug. Cygnus is going to try something…’ She trailed off as the flames in the stairwell began to die away. ‘How are you… Never mind. Andy, we are coming to you. Svetilo out.’
The stairwell was a mess, the staircase almost burned through, so they took to the air to get down to the next floor, but that proved to be no problem as Cygnus drove the fire back ahead of them all the way to ground level.
‘He’s up ahead,’ Cygnus said as they moved down the corridor. ‘I can sort of feel his control joining up with mine.’
‘I still do not understand how you are doing this,’ Svetilo said. ‘I do not care, because you are doing this, but I do not understand.’
‘Well, I had to give up some basic strength to do it, so if there’s a door to kick in, that’s your job. Damn it’s hot. I can kind of shift powers around. If I can work out how to do it. I learned force fields from you. I learned fire control from Andy.’
‘Udivitel’no. Amazing.’
The door was not burning, but the heat had jammed it into its frame and Svetilo did have to apply her foot to it to get it open. They found the flame-eyed Fire Bug in one of the apartments which was entirely free of fire, but packed full of people who had not been able to get out before the floors below became impassable.
‘How,’ the fireman said, ‘are you doing that?’
‘Same way you do,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I think.’
He shook his head. ‘The field you’re generating is bigger than mine.’
‘Sorry, I wasn’t sure how much power to stack into–’
‘This isn’t me being macho and male. With a bit of overlapping, we might be able to contain the flames, stop them getting down the chain.’
‘Oh. Oh! Uh, if I really push it, I could maybe make mine larger.’
‘Can you cover the whole building?’
‘Uh… I have no idea. I can try. You’d have to help Svetilo with the civilians. I’ll be… just me.’
‘Do it. I’ll carry an elephant out of here if I have to. Stop the fire.’
Cygnus nodded and started for the door, focussing on diverting every ounce of power she had into controlling the flames around her, suppressing them as far as she could stretch her will to reach them. She stopped at what looked like the middle of the corridor and waited a second. She felt weak, unprotected, and the heat was stifling, but it seemed to be working.
‘Okay,’ Cygnus yelled back over her shoulder. ‘I think I’ve got this. Start getting them clear.’ Now all she had to do was keep control of it.
~~~
June was feeling a little useless, but she was getting smiles and thank-yous from various medics, paramedics, and civilians with enough expertise to help, like Andrea, as she rushed around the tent structures someone had hurriedly set up on Dock Two.
That particular pier had more or less gone out of use in the last decade. A couple of companies ran tourist trips around Chesapeake Bay from there, but it was mostly an open space and a couple of small buildings, and it was near the border of Deale and Churchton, so they were using it as a clearing centre. The wounded, shocked, and severely injured were brought in by whatever means available, checked over by a doctor, and then shipped out to Friendship for further treatment, if needed.
‘Okay, kid,’ Andrea said as June arrived with a new stock of bandages and surgical tape. She was just finishing up wrapping a boy’s hand. ‘You’ll be fine. Just a nasty scratch.’ Andrea looked up at the boy’s mother, hovering over her. ‘Fingers always bleed worse than the wound is. You’ll want to get those changed tomorrow, just to be sure, but he should do fine.’
‘You have funny eyes,’ the boy said. There was no fear in his voice, just the kind of curiosity small children had for the strange.
Andrea gave him a smile. ‘I have weird eyes.’
‘What can you see through them?’
‘Oh… everything.’
‘When I grow up, can I have eyes like yours?’
‘Believe me, kid, you don’t want them.’ She got to her feet and lifted the boy off the gurney they had available to work on. ‘Now, you go with your mom and stay safe. I don’t want to have to bandage any more of your appendages.’
‘Okay.’ And, amid more thank-yous from the mother, they left.
‘Cute kid,’ June said, handing over bundles of cloth.
‘Yeah, I guess. I’m not big on children.’ She looked around and saw no one immediately waiting to be seen. ‘I’m grabbing a coffee before the rush starts again.’
‘I guess I could use one.’ June followed Andrea to a small area set aside at the back of the tents where someone had managed to get an extension lead run out and a kettle set up. The coffee was instant, but it was coffee. ‘This is pretty bad, isn’t it?’
‘This is… not fun. You never saw the mess I left in Schatten Schloss after my dark side got out.’
‘Why am I thinking I’m glad about that?’
‘Because you’re intelligent. No kids there though. I’m not competent to handle the severe cases here, for which I am not really sorry, but I’ve seen a few people coming through who might not make it.’ Andrea poured boiling water onto granules, and then noticed a tired-looking man in a white coat appearing beside them and added a third mug before he could ask.
‘You’re an angel,’ he said before looking at her. His eyes widened. ‘An angel with black eyes. You’re Twilight.’
‘Not tonight, though you can call me that. Makes it easier.’
‘I saw you working on a couple of people. Didn’t realise it was you. You do good work.’
Andrea grinned. ‘I do basic work fine. Thanks. When you occasionally use a sword on people, it’s advisable to learn some first aid.’
‘I feel safer suddenly. If the riots do get down here, at least we’ve got you.’
‘If the riots did get down here, I guess I could defend myself and those in immediate danger. My registration–’
‘I heard. What moron thought up that idea? Hell, if it wasn’t for that, we could probably have the UoU in here to help!’
It was a valid point. ‘Yeah, sorry about that.’
‘Oh no. Nothing for you to apologise about. You’re down here helping. You brought June there and she’s doing what she can. You seen any UID here?’
Andrea frowned and glanced at June, who shrugged. ‘No, I haven’t. They were deployed for the gang violence in July…’
‘Won’t poke their noses in where they know they’ve caused the mess,’ the doctor said.
‘Or they’ve been ordered not to.’
24th August.
Cygnus emerged from a hardware store blinking water out of her eyes. She was soaked through and there was water running out of her hair in rivulets. Her shirt, which was starting to look the worse for wear anyway, was glued to her, but at least she had decided that the shorts were a good idea. Plus, the store was no longer on fire.
On the other hand, she did seem to be getting a lot of attention from the firemen who had spent the last fifteen minutes hosing her down on the basis that the shop needed to be cooled. ACPN had a cameraman there as well: he was grinning as though he had just got something he could win a Pulitzer with.
Svetilo rushed over with a blanket and wrapped it around Cygnus’s shoulders. ‘Bottle fed, all of them,’ the Russian said.
‘Oh, I don’t mind really…’
‘Mind you, you do look fantastic with that camisole glued to your–’
‘Thanks for the blanket, Dom.’
Dom smirked at her. ‘My pleasure, Cygnus.’ Her face straightened and Cygnus followed her eyes to see a large, black car driving up.
‘Oh, well this looks like great fun,’ Cygnus said. ‘UID?’ Two men got out of the car, both in suits.
‘Looks like it. Though they look more like Soviet police the way they act.’
Cygnus started toward the car. ‘Well, let’s see what they want.’
‘Special Agents Brent and Caldwell,’ one of the two said in a clipped tone as soon as Cygnus was within range. He flashed identification and was tucking it away before anyone normal could tell it had been there, and he made sure Cygnus could see his pistol in its shoulder holster while he was doing it. ‘You are the Ultra known as Cygnus, Maryland registration number fifty-five?’
Cygnus stared at the man, Brent she presumed. He had a sort of rugged attractiveness, with a hint of stubble forming along his jawline, cropped blonde hair, and blue eyes, but his eyes had a distinct hint of ice in them. His companion, Caldwell, was darker in colouration, warmer, and looking a little uncomfortable.
‘You know she is,’ Svetilo said. ‘What is this about?’
Brent ignored her. ‘You’re aware, Cygnus, that your registration is currently under suspension?’
‘Yes,’ Cygnus said, ‘I am.’
‘Then I am arresting you under section seven of the Special Policing Act nineteen ninety-three.’
‘Section seven?’ Svetilo asked.
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s the unregistered performance of law enforcement activities, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, it is. They made me learn entire thing for citizenship.’
‘Fighting fires falls under law enforcement now?’
Caldwell was looking around and had noticed that the ACPN crew and the firemen were all closing in around the two Ultras and the agents. He was looking even more uncomfortable. ‘Alan, we can’t–’
‘You’re using your powers,’ Brent snapped. ‘We are required to take you into custody to determine the extent of your activities.’
‘I’m volunteering, as a private individual, to assist the New Millennium City Fire Department in this crisis, Special Agent. If that’s illegal, I apparently didn’t get the memo. You are not required to detain me, but you apparently want to. Now, I could volunteer to go with you, but I think saving Churchton is more important so I’m going to have to decline. If you wish to press on with an arrest, I’ll have the Union legal team meet us at your office. Or you can be reasonable and put through a request for an interview.’
Brent’s eyes flicked to the light from the TV camera. His jaw worked.
Caldwell got in before he could formulate an answer. ‘There doesn’t appear to be any infraction of the rules going on here. We’ll be reviewing the evidence and may require you to come for formal interview in the future.’ Brent turned, anger on his face, and Caldwell lowered his voice. ‘Don’t be a moron, Alan. You’re about to make a fool of yourself, and the agency, on national TV.’
Not saying another word, Brent stalked off toward their car.
‘We’ll… be in touch,’ Caldwell said, and then he went off after his partner.
‘Some of them join UID for the chance to beat on Ultras, da?’ Svetilo said
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Some Ultras register for the chance to legally beat on normals.’ She turned around and forced herself to smile. ‘Okay, guys, where’s the next place you’re going to use as an excuse to soak me to the skin?’
There were actually cheers.
~~~
There was light showing in the sky to the east when Andrea noticed Heather Bryant working on someone a couple of gurneys down the row. The brunette agent looked tired, and Andrea was not sure she had ever seen her in casual clothes before.
Wrapping up the patient she was working on, Andrea walked down to where Heather was dealing with a woman with a minor head wound. ‘Heather?’
Heather looked around quickly, flashed a smile which had too much worry in it, and turned back to her patient. ‘This is going to be fine. I’m going to tape you up and then we’ll get you sent for some X-rays, just to be sure. Hi, Andrea. Just, uh, give me a minute…’
‘Okay,’ Andrea said once the patient was being taken away by another of the volunteers, ‘spill.’
‘What am I spilling?’ Heather sounded defensive: not a good sign.
‘You guys turned out for the Red Weekend, so how come you’re the only UID agent I’ve seen today?’
‘We were ordered to keep out of it. The order came from Washington. I’ve been watching the reports all night and I couldn’t… If they want to reprimand me for volunteering here, they can fucking well do it. No one justified it in my presence. It’s stupid.’
‘Okay… Jacob?’
‘He’s hurting, Andrea. He’s been acting… weird around the office since they made him talk to you. He’s called in sick the last three days. Said he had a cold. But he probably wouldn’t be here anyway. They ordered him to stay away from you. They’ve got a watch on him and he thinks they’re tapping his phone.’
Andrea frowned. ‘Explains why he didn’t call, I guess. I’ll check up on him when I get the chance.’
‘They’re watching his house.’ Heather held up a finger and then squeezed the bridge of her nose. ‘I’m forgetting who I’m talking to. Either it’s because you’re not in costume or I need more coffee.’
‘We’ll get coffee as I’m not getting changed. Besides, what’s with you? I didn’t think you owned a T-shirt.’
‘I do actually have a life outside the agency, you know?’
‘Really? I thought they packed all you guys away in your boxes when you were off-duty.’
~~~
Cygnus and Svetilo dropped to the ground just outside the tents of the triage centre. Cygnus noticed the kettle almost immediately and developed a slightly delirious grin, but June intercepted her halfway there, leaping into her arms while wrapping her own around Cygnus’s neck. Svetilo looked on with a raised eyebrow.
‘They finally got together on Cygnus’s birthday,’ Andrea supplied, walking up to the Russian.
‘They make a good couple,’ Svetilo said. ‘And I don’t think there’s no hope for me if I supply alcohol.’
‘Huh. Do I take it from you two being here that things are easing off out there?’
‘There is some easing of the fighting. Rioters have been pushed back to the far north of the town. It is not safe for the firemen to go where there are still fires, so we back off for now.’
‘We’ve been getting fewer casualties for the last forty minutes or so. Um, what time is it anyway?’
‘I have no idea. Maybe ten o’clock?’
Andrea fished her phone out of a pocket and checked it. ‘Ten thirty-eight. They’ve been at it for over thirteen hours.’
‘Churchton is a mess,’ Svetilo said. ‘Shops and housing burned or trashed. Hundreds injured.’
‘More than a few dead…’
‘Much as I’m happy to see you too, love,’ Cygnus said at that point, ‘you’re stopping me getting to the coffee.’
‘Nope. I’m saving you from it,’ June replied.
‘June…’
‘Okay, but you’ve been warned. Anyway, I want to talk to all three of you.’ She looked over Cygnus’s shoulder at Svetilo and Andrea.
‘This sounds interesting,’ Svetilo said, ‘but we make the coffee first.’
With coffee mugs in hand, the foursome gathered at the back of the triage centre and June set about explaining her plan. ‘Basically, Churchton is a wreck, right?’
‘Parts of it,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Between the looting and the vandalism, a lot of shops are more or less gone. There are burned apartment blocks all over. The north end is going to be a real mess before they get everything under control.’
‘Okay, so how about we get some money together to… regenerate the area.’
Svetilo narrowed her eyes. ‘You are thinking of second calendar.’
‘I am thinking of a second calendar. It wasn’t entirely my idea. Andrea’s boss mentioned it and I thought it seemed like a good idea, but now… Well, I was thinking we could split it. We could do something counterpoising city and nature. Money for Ever’s projects and money for a Churchton redevelopment fund. And we see if we can get some different models in. New Ultras and new unknown normals. I mean, Red might do it and Skadi’s an attractive girl, and Twilight would have no excuse.’
‘I bet I could think of one,’ Andrea said quickly. ‘But… I guess…’
‘Right. So if Dom handles the talent…’
‘Never let it be said that I will not handle the talent,’ Svetilo put in, grinning.
‘…then I’ll do the admin. Maybe we could get Susan to take on the local stuff in Miami again.’
‘I’ll call her and see about availability. You’re thinking of shooting in the Everglades and here?’
‘That’s the plan. Twilight’s really more of an urban Ultra and we can’t ask Ever to leave her swamp.’
You could tell the Russian model was getting enthusiastic about the idea: her eyes were shining a brighter blue. ‘I think you should go down to ask Ever about this. Earliest convenience. Next week, da?’
‘Fullerton will be kicking off that nanotechnology project next week,’ Cygnus said. ‘Ever will be busy. That said, she was just monitoring and Bianca could probably help you get in touch with her.’
‘Oh, getting in touch isn’t a problem,’ June said, ‘but I wouldn’t want to get in the way. I’ll call Bianca and see if we can arrange something. We’re doing this?’
‘I am willing,’ Svetilo said, grinning.
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘Churchton’s going to need all the help it can get after today.’
Everyone looked around at Andrea. The jet-eyed Ultra sighed. ‘Twilight will do it,’ she said.
25th August.
‘The State of Maryland issued twenty-four hours’ notice to the UID today, indicating that they would be lifting the ban on Cygnus and Twilight, New Millennium City’s foremost Ultras, as of three p.m. tomorrow. Officials stated that–’
Penny hit the mute button and said, ‘That they’ve discovered the place goes to Hell in a handbasket without us.’ She stretched and various joints popped. ‘My back is killing me.’
June licked her lips. ‘I’ll give you a backrub later. How is the clean-up going?’
‘Slowly. They got the riots under control by about thirteen hundred yesterday. They wouldn’t let us start clearing until ten this morning. It’s going to take weeks. I’ve said I’ll help as much as I can. Svetilo’s on side too.’
‘I’ll help where I can,’ Andrea said, ‘but you guys are the heavy-lifters.’
‘I think you should stick with patrols. I may have to cut back a little if I’m pushing myself during the day. How’s the calendar thing going, June?’
‘I’m going down to Miami on Wednesday to discuss it with Ever and Susan. Bianca’s arranging it. She’s down there already with Elaine. And Dom’s going over some possible candidates for the normal models she’d like to bring in.’
‘Twilight’s coming up with ideas for how you can shoot her,’ Andrea said. ‘She’s far too keen on this.’
June grinned. ‘You, or she, will look great. We’re going to try to get moving on this as soon as possible since we’re shooting in two locations and we’d kind of like time to get more publicity out for this one.’
‘Do you think Roger would do another signing session?’ Penny asked. ‘Once we have some stills to work with, we could arrange that. Maybe with all three of us there.’
Andrea sagged. ‘Oh, he’ll jump at it. How we’ll get the three of us in the shop I don’t know, but he’ll crawl over hot coals for that opportunity.’
‘Well, let’s just hope things are relatively quiet around here so we can get it all arranged.’
~~~
The shadows in the front hall of Jacob’s house thickened and then fell back as Andrea stepped out of them. Maybe there were UID agents watching the house, but that was not going to stop her checking up on him. If he was really just down with a cold, she could slip out again, probably without him even noticing she was there.
The house was dark and quiet. There was no sign of Jacob in the lounge. Maybe he was sick. She headed toward the back of the house, to the bedroom, moving silently so that if he was sleeping or whatever, she would not disturb him.
And then she noticed steam forming in the air in front of her as she breathed out. Cold did not bother her now, not even deep cold. She was not entirely sure how low she could go, but any normal temperature was comfortable. But her breath was steaming, inside a house, in August. Just having the air conditioning set too low did not quite seem to cut it.
Frowning, she reached for the doorknob. It was cold, freezing, and the door was jammed solid. It took effort to get the knob to turn and it gave with a crack, and then the door itself seemed like there was something against it. She reached out with her mind and found the room beyond in dim light: dim enough that she could gather the shadows and walk through. Fading into darkness, she stepped through the wood, and into a winter wonderland.
The walls, floor, and ceiling of Jacob’s bedroom were covered in thick frost. It sparkled in the light from the bedside lamp, glistened on every surface. Jacob lay naked on the bed, covers thrown aside. He was shivering, his skin had an unhealthy pallor, and sweat gleamed on it. It was not until Andrea stepped closer that she realised that the rivulets of sweat were actually frozen. Jacob was covered in tiny glaciers.
‘Shit,’ Andrea breathed. ‘Jacob.’ There was no response so she tried louder. ‘Jacob?’ Still nothing. She reached out to touch him and his skin was like ice. But he was breathing and there was a pulse. She pushed one of his eyelids and gasped. His normally brown eyes were glowing an icy blue.
Stepping back, Andrea found her phone and flicked through her contacts for the emergency number the Union had given her. Why had Penny had to go wish for it to be quiet?
 



Interlude
San Francisco, CA, 1st September, 2014.
‘Miss Hung?’
‘Yes.’
The immigration officer looked up from the Taiwanese passport he had been presented with, checking the photograph against the face. The photo did not do her justice, but then passport pictures were notorious for that. She was a beautiful woman, her face a little narrower than classic Chinese features would give, high, arched eyebrows sat over pale-brown, almost amber, eyes. There was a straight, petite nose and red-painted lips with a pronounced bow. She was wearing one of those high-collared dresses you saw in Chinese movies, red with a flower pattern woven into the material, and the officer could see some sort of flower tattooed on her throat rising up what little he could see of her neck.
‘Rose Hung,’ she added when he did not immediately continue.
‘Are you here on business or for pleasure?’
‘A little of both. My company has sent me to negotiate a contract for export of grapes to my country, but I hope to have some time to see your beautiful city while I am here.’ She had a Chinese accent, but her English was perfect.
He stamped her passport and handed it back to her. ‘Have a nice stay, Miss Hung.’
‘I am sure I will.’
~~~
The girl in the short, red, oriental dress, red hose, and high-heeled pumps walked into Zhu Lei’s apartments with the poise and elegance of one trained to achieve it. Zhu watched her as she moved to stand before him, coming to rest with her ankles together and her hands clasped before her, her head slightly bowed. She was a beautiful creature, and a very deadly one.
Her passport claimed she was Rose Hung, a resident of Taiwan, but Zhu knew her by another name. ‘Diao Hua, I presume,’ he said in Cantonese.
‘Mr Zhu,’ she replied in the same language. ‘You have a mission for the Sisters of the Silver Cord.’
Zhu took a brown file folder from one of his desk drawers and placed it down in front of her. ‘There is a woman in this city who is causing me considerable difficulty. I wish her to die. Unfortunately, finding her may not be easy as she is a very secretive woman. The only name she is known by is Mink.’
Diao Hua, Elder Sister of the assassins known as the Silver Cord, picked up the folder. ‘Consider her dead, Mr Zhu.’
 



Part Four: Whispers
Antarctic Ocean, 24th September, 2014.
Cables strained. Twin gantries creaked. The freezing waters parted to reveal something smooth and metallic. Someone had sealed plastic over part of the streamlined shape and, as more of it emerged from the light swell, the front section could be seen along with the damage to it. Whatever the thing was, it had crashed and crashed hard.
‘Hold it there,’ Aquarian ordered. ‘The forward section needs to drain before we can lift it onto the deck.’
There was already water streaming from breaks in the hull, but the winches stopped, as ordered. Aquarian watched the thing as though it might, in some way, come to life at any moment. It had taken thirty-six hours to rig the lines to it and cover over the window onto the flight deck, and all that time the aquatic Ultra had been feeling more and more uneasy.
‘Doctor Ultimate,’ Aquarian said, ‘it’s above water. We’ll complete the lifting operation within the hour.’
‘Thank you, Aquarian,’ Ultimate’s voice said from a speaker in the control room. ‘Be careful. I’m registering a small but significant increase in cosmic energy emission. It appears to be modulated in some way.’
‘Modulated? It’s transmitting something?’
‘That’s certainly one interpretation of the data.’
Aquarian frowned. ‘Transmitting what?’
‘A very good question. However, I believe a better one would be to whom is it transmitting?’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Penny? Are you okay?’ June was looking concerned.
Penny had noted that her friend was concerned, but right now she had other things on her mind. Or in it. ‘The voices,’ she said.
‘Those weird voices you hear? I thought they only appeared when you were stressed.’
‘Sometimes they just happen. Rarely. Stronger. Louder. I’m going to change.’ With one eye half-closed as though she had a headache, Penny lurched to her feet and headed for the bedroom. It was not that she cared about June seeing her transform, but all her clothes were there. The voices were not just louder: they also seemed clearer. There was something there, on the edge of perception, as though Penny might reach out and grasp it and finally understand…
Silence descended upon Cygnus’s mind as the transformation completed itself and she let out a breath she had not realised Penny had been holding. There had been something else in among the random voices, the chatter of alien tongues, the roar of battle, the screams… There had been something urgent, almost demanding: a new tone in the cacophony.
But it was gone now. Cygnus pulled on a robe, belted it around her waist, and walked back out to meet June’s concerned expression. ‘Much better,’ Cygnus said before June could ask.
‘Yeah, but what brought it on?’
‘Well, I don’t know what causes it to begin with, so I’ve no idea what might have caused it to get so loud all of a sudden.’
‘It happened once when that sniper went after you. Do you think this could be some sort of warning?’
‘I have no idea. And if it was, I have no idea what it was warning me about. It’ll go again. I’ll change back later. So, anything special you want to do with the afternoon?’ Cygnus dropped onto the sofa beside June.
June grinned. ‘I spent all last week in rainy Washington state. You know what I want to do.’
‘We spent most of the last two days in bed…’
‘I wouldn’t say most.’
‘…so we should probably…’
‘Quite a lot, sure.’
‘…try to do something a little more…’
‘Well, you might be right, but you were busy before I went.’
‘…constructive with our time.’
‘Sex is constructive.’
Cygnus shook her head, grinning. ‘You know what I mean. What about the calendar?’
‘Dom’s on the model list. Nothing for me to do there until we have a shortlist. I’ve got a studio in Uptown that’s willing to rearrange slots as needed when we’re ready. Susan and Ever are picking out locations in the swamp. We won’t be able to organise locations up here until we know who we’re shooting. All in hand.’
‘Very efficient.’
‘Well, I used to be a PA. I was a good one, even if half the qualification was to look pretty.’
‘Yes, you were. A good PA. And you’re still pretty.’
June smirked. ‘Prove it.’
Cygnus sighed and undid the belt on her robe. ‘Oh, what the Hell.’
~~~
‘You two spent all day banging each other senseless again then,’ Andrea said as she poured coffee.
‘What makes you say that?’ June asked as innocently as she could manage.
‘You’re both in robes at six p.m. and Cygnus just went to get changed.’ Andrea frowned. ‘Though there is a pair of panties lying on the floor so one of you must have been dressed at some point.’
June coughed. ‘Those would be mine. We had good intentions. We got dressed and Penny was being Penny. Then her weird voices kicked in with a vengeance and she had to change form, and things went sort of downhill from there. Or uphill, depending.’
‘Huh.’
‘How’s Jacob?’
‘Fit as a fiddle but still on medical leave.’
June nodded. ‘And they still have no idea what caused it?’
‘Doc Ultimate’s working theory remains that Jacob’s body had an unusual reaction to the doses of Excelsior he got caught by. He caught the flu, his temperature went up, and his body massively overreacted. But now he’s fit there’s no sign of any Ultrahuman powers or cosmic anythings.’
‘But the UID is still insisting on a full medical before he can go back to work.’
‘Yeah, well, the UID are being dicks at the moment.’
‘Tell me about–’ June stopped as Cygnus walked back in from the bedroom, closing her robe. ‘You didn’t change?’
‘I did,’ Cygnus said, ‘but the voices were still there. I got about fifteen seconds of normal and then they were back, just as loud.’
‘Oh. That’s–’
‘I’m not going to worry about it unless it keeps going. I can be Cygnus for a while. You were talking about Jacob?’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said. ‘His medical’s on Friday. I’ll go see him after it.’
‘Have you two made up? Properly?’
‘He’s been a bit… edgy. If he’s cleared on Friday… We’ll see what happens then. His bosses are still being pissy about it.’
‘Well… Utah caved today and lifted the ban. Not many states left. Soon it’ll just be DC and we weren’t allowed in there anyway.’
‘I can’t believe they’ve strung this investigation out for so long,’ June grumbled.
‘Like I said,’ Andrea said, ‘they’re being dicks.’
26th September.
With June at a meeting with her agent, Penny had some free time. She grinned as she stepped into the shower: okay, so June’s enthusiasm for catching up on their sex life was both catching and easing off, but the respite was welcome.
That was especially true since the voices seemed to have cut back on their recent assault. They were still there, constantly, but not as loud or as insistent. It was almost like they were a little further away, but Penny thought the urgency she had felt was gone. Now she seemed to be listening to whispers almost all the time where, previously, the voices had been a stress-related, louder, annoyance. She could work with this.
With the pressure off and the water streaming around to relax her, Penny felt she could almost understand what some of the voices were saying. Maybe it was just her imagination, but some of the ‘words’ triggered associated memories. It was like hearing something in a language you knew just a little of, so you got a vague, jumbled impression rather than a clear sentence. Not that what she heard ever seemed complete anyway. There were a lot of snatches of growled syllables, rapidly cut off streams of sounds which almost seemed like singing.
‘Protect,’ the voices said. ‘Guardian… Justice… Punish…’ The words matched the sense of purpose she had when she took the form of Cygnus, but there was an almost sinister edge to them which made her feel uneasy. Cygnus had none of that unease: her purpose was clear. If that purpose came from the same source as the voices, then it had to be… filtered, clarified, but by what?
Washington, DC.
Jacob walked into the office, uncharacteristically nervous. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest and that was not like him.
‘Special Agent Dannon,’ the man behind the desk said, ‘please take a seat.’
Jacob sat down and tried not to look as nervous as he felt.
‘We’ll be running further biochemical tests,’ the man said, ‘but we have the results of the physical ones and, subject to review, you are cleared for active duty as of Monday.’
‘Uh, thank you, Doctor. Subject to review?’
‘The biochemical tests. Given Doctor Ultimate’s theory regarding your condition, we may need to revise your status if something abnormal is revealed. It would need to be something… Something which compromised your ability to function as a UID agent, I would imagine.’
‘Ah, right. Of course. So, there’s no indication that I’m an Ultra?’
‘None.’ The doctor gave a slight grimace. ‘Well, there would appear to be a slight rise in gamma wave activity on your EEG. It’s a characteristic of Ultrahumans and Doctor Ultimate detected much higher levels during your illness. Excelsior is believed to increase that kind of activity, among other effects. However, you are not exhibiting unusually high levels and we can detect no cosmic energy radiation from you. It’s likely a side effect of the Excelsior.’
Jacob nodded slowly. ‘Okay. That’s okay then.’
‘Would it be a problem? If you were Ultrahuman?’
‘Well, I’d lose my job. The UID doesn’t employ Ultras. For anything. I’m not quite sure what I’d do if I didn’t have my work.’
The doctor smiled at him. ‘Hopefully you won’t need to find out.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘You’re officially cleared?’ Andrea asked.
‘Subject to review,’ Jacob replied. He was sitting in his favoured chair in his lounge. Andrea sat on the sofa, looking how he had probably appeared in the doctor’s office.
‘Right. They’ll find something. I mean, not necessarily something dangerous, but something. I mean, there has to be something a little odd in your biochemistry, right? Otherwise you–’
‘Wouldn’t have turned into a walking cryogenic unit?’
Andrea managed a half-hearted grin. ‘You weren’t doing much walking.’ She had come straight from work, determined to find out what the results of his medical were. Now, sitting there in front of him, she was almost as nervous as she had been the night she first came to him.
‘Okay, yeah. A not-walking cryogenic unit.’ There were a few seconds of silence. ‘Look. I really didn’t want to bring that shit here. I didn’t want to have to talk to you about… I’m sorry. You were right. I should’ve told them where to stick it.’
‘And then they’d have suspended you, come up with some “conflict of interest” bullshit, and reposted you to Alaska or something.’
‘Yeah, but you can teleport. And you like the cold.’ Andrea snorted out a laugh at that. ‘Anyway,’ Jacob went on, ‘I do have a conflict of interest. And I overcompensated. I’m sorry.’
Andrea looked across at him. ‘Apology accepted. So… You’re officially fit?’
‘I am, yeah.’
She got to her feet and took a step closer. ‘I’m not going to trigger a relapse if I raise your temperature, am I?’
‘I’m willing to risk it. I mean, if that is going to be a problem, it’s better to find out sooner rather than later, right?’
‘Right. I’d better try really hard to get you hot then.’
Jacob grinned. ‘Why? It’s never been that difficult for you before.’
San Francisco, CA.
Mink did not patrol. The San Francisco Stars, or some of them, did a perfectly good job of keeping street crime down, and even the police were not exactly inefficient in that area. Duplicating effort was pointless and Mink had bigger fish to fry. She was most effective when she was working on a planned intervention of some sort.
However, that kind of planning needed information and some of that information was best gathered on the streets. The Nine Kings continued to keep their operations low-key, which was starting to get worrying. Checking on the distribution of the local dealers, monitoring traffic in and out of the brothels they ran, and just keeping an ear to the ground seemed like a good idea.
An hour of running across rooftops, leaping between buildings, and generally criss-crossing Chinatown got her not a whole lot of information. The biggest bit of data Mink picked up was, however, nothing to do with the Kings: someone was tailing her.
That was fairly impressive in itself, but the fact that her watcher seemed to have been at it for a while was even more interesting. A woman, tall, possibly Asian, with very long, black hair tied up into a ponytail which fell to her behind. She was dressed for warm weather, or a lingerie catalogue: some form of strappy bikini and leggings, and flat shoes of some sort. Mink had caught hints of someone behind her thirty minutes or so before actually seeing the girl. So she was fairly good at what she did. The outfit and the fact that she was keeping up maybe suggested an Ultra.
Mink broke line of sight and doubled back along the alleys before moving back up to rooftop height and finding a place to observe. The moon had gone down an hour ago, but the light from below and ultraviolet from above gave Mink enough illumination to catch a few details. At first she questioned the bikini idea, but a second glimpse suggested that the girl had some impressive tattoos: some sort of bird on her chest, maybe a crane, and other oriental patterns on her right arm and both thighs. Her face was not especially concealed, but she had fairly intricate patterns of red, white, and black around her eyes and along the sides of her nose which broke up her features a little. The flat shoes seemed to be split-toed designs, like you saw in ninja movies. And it looked a lot like this girl had a rope dart wrapped around her waist.
That last little titbit of data was, perhaps, the most interesting. Mink turned and slipped away, double-checking behind her at several points as she made her way out of the area. The rope dart was not exactly an unheard-of weapon, but there was one person who knew more about it and those who used it than anyone else Mink knew. If there was a new player in town, and she was interested in Mink, then Mink needed to know who it was, and why.
New Millennium City, MD, 27th September.
Marty Koslowski was not having a good night. Finding anyone on the streets was damn hard, especially at three in the damn morning. When he did find them, he got pocket change. The riots had been fun, but the end result was that Marty was finding it really hard to make a living. Not even his Colt Python could scare up more money.
He was out at three a.m. because he had come up with a genius plan. If he went out when hardly anyone was actually on the streets, then there would be no Twilight about since she had no one to protect. Brilliant!
‘Next time you come up with a genius plan,’ Marty grumbled to himself, ‘just forget it.’
And then he spotted the guy in the leather jacket on Avenue C. Yeah, he was trying to look like a local, but that jacket was far too new, way too clean. Oh yeah, that guy was going to have something good to steal.
Marty crossed the street and moved into the man’s tracks. Yeah, the guy had not noticed yet. Someone local might have spotted that move, but not this guy. Marty reached into his own jacket and settled his hand around his Colt. Half a block and then it was going to be pay-dirt city!
And then the shadows reached out from an alley, something grabbed Marty’s collar, and the next thing he knew he was sprawling in a pile of black trash bags. ‘What the f–’
‘Now, now, Marty,’ Twilight said as the shadows sank to curl around her ankles like mist. ‘Let’s keep the profanity to a minimum.’
‘Shit! What are you doing here?!’
‘Churchton might be a mess, but it’s still my turf.’
‘Don’t you ever sleep!’
‘I had a nap after work. You are a seriously lucky man, Marty.’
‘I… I am?’ Marty looked up into the pitch-black eyes of the woman standing over him and was fairly sure that ‘lucky’ was not a word he would have used to describe himself.
‘Yeah. See, prior to my nap, I got very expertly laid so I’m in a pretty damn good mood.’
‘You’re going to let me go?’
‘On one condition.’
‘O-okay…’
‘You need to spread the word. Cygnus and Twilight are back on the clock, full-time. We are not going to let scum like you screw things up worse than they are. Get another line of work, Marty.’
‘I will. Honest.’
‘Damn right.’ The shadows swelled up around her, leaping forward to engulf Marty, and half of Avenue C was woken up by his screams.
San Francisco, CA.
‘Nice office,’ Damian said.
Bianca looked up from her computer and smiled. ‘Thanks. It gets the job done.’
Damian looked out through the panoramic window at the view of the bay. If this was an office, there was something seriously wrong with his apartment. Bianca had a pair of nice, cosy sofas set around a smoked-glass coffee table, a drinks cabinet, a wall screen bigger than Damian’s, and a desk which looked like it could run a spaceship. Plus the view. ‘I just bet it does.’
‘And thanks for coming in here. I’ve got a few things I need to take care of and I didn’t want to break our date. Grab a drink. I’m not too far off finishing and then we can… whatever.’
Damian gave her an easy grin and headed for the cabinet. ‘Whatever, huh? That’s careful planning at its best.’
Bianca returned her attention to her screens. ‘I wasn’t sure what we should do. Lunch? There are a few good restaurants around here.’
‘Sounds good. What’s got you in here on a Saturday?’
‘Huh, I’d tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.’
‘Seriously?’ There was a coffee machine purring away in the cabinet: Damian figured that was possibly safest.
‘Well, partially seriously. We’ve got something sudden that’s come up. UID, UoU, lots of letters and security concerns.’
‘I suppose you get that kind of thing a lot. FTI has military contracts and stuff, right?’
‘Yeah, we do. Nothing like this. This is… Yeah. God, but I wish I could tell you. It’s like… Sorry for the crudity, but it’s fucking amazing! Elaine is just about ready to explode over it.’
‘Elaine is? The woman who built Ultramech is excited about it? Yeah, that would have to be amazing.’
Bianca giggled. ‘Oh yeah. Work doesn’t start until the seventh or eighth of next month. We may have to sedate her. She’s still going over the data from the Everglades thing, so that might calm her down. A little.’
‘Huh.’
There was silence for a minute or two. Damian drank coffee and let Bianca work. They had developed what could not really be called a steady relationship, but they had been on several dates, usually ending up somewhere with a bed, or a flat surface of some description anyway. Bianca Fullerton was not what Damian had expected. She ran a multi-billion-dollar company, so she had to be intelligent, but she was also funny, charismatic, and down to earth. She listened. She was perfectly happy to hear his gripes about the TAATF and maybe he had told her a few things which were not exactly wise about his suspicions concerning that group. He had told her why he had been kicked out of it, and she had listened and frowned, and she had seemed to understand. There had been no pity in her eyes, and that had counted for a lot.
‘And done,’ Bianca said, tapping a few keys. Damian heard the machine powering down as Bianca got to her feet and walked around the big desk.
‘All wrapped and security locked?’
‘Oh, encrypted and sealed and all that good techy stuff.’ She had obviously dressed for their date rather than the office: her dress was a simple tank, with a hem up above mid-thigh and a low, scooped neckline. She settled her behind on the edge of the desk, leaning back a little to rest her hands on the surface. ‘You hungry?’
Damian shrugged. ‘Well, I could eat.’
‘Late breakfast?’
‘I was working last night so, yeah, didn’t eat that long ago.’
Bianca’s lips curled a little. ‘I’m good for a little while and, you know, this desk is almost a year old and I’ve never once christened it.’
‘Here?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Now?’
‘Now, right here on the edge of the desk.’ Her grin had turned a little challenging.
Damian got to his feet and looked back at the view. Well, if anyone out there was watching, they probably deserved the show. ‘What the Hell,’ he said and started toward Bianca.
28th September.
Her name was Sugar Gold and she strutted her way down Eddy Street in a red latex dress and thigh-high boots as though she owned the place. Sugar had a lot of messy, platinum-blonde hair which fell to the upper slopes of high, firm breasts. Her right breast was decorated with a tattoo of a rose and, at two in the afternoon on a Sunday, Sugar’s lips were painted bright scarlet, her cheeks were rouged, and her blue eyes were lined and highlighted with red shadow. She had a beauty mark on the left side of her upper lip. Those who saw her made immediate assumptions about her chosen profession, and those who knew the area and saw her entering a certain unmarked building near the corner of Leavenworth Street had their assumptions confirmed.
Sugar nodded to the thickset man in the lobby as she passed. He returned the nod, saying nothing, as she went on through a door at the back and into a parlour beyond. There were girls there, waiting for customers, and a couple of men considering their options. Sugar kept walking, a bright smile on her face for anyone who looked her way, making her way through another door and into a corridor which had an old, cage-style elevator at the back. She stepped inside and pressed the button for the top floor.
‘Juan?’ she called out as she stepped out of the cage. ‘Are you here?’ Sugar had a southern accent: she was originally from Louisiana.
‘In the lounge,’ a woman’s voice replied. ‘Alone, so you can drop the act.’
The entire upper floor of the building belonged to Qie Juan, the mistress of the brothel below. She was sixty-two and losing some of her looks, but she was still an attractive woman even if there were streaks of grey in her jet-black hair. She was still trim and fit, though she was not as nimble as she had once been. Brown eyes watched Sugar enter the room, a sharp intelligence behind them. Qie Juan was more than the madam of a brothel.
But then Sugar Gold was not quite what she appeared either. For one thing, she did not exist. Of course, everyone assumed the name was fake, but they did not realise quite how fake it was. Sugar was just another character: Mink had a lot of them.
‘Good afternoon,’ Mink said, bowing to the old woman sitting in a large, wing-backed chair in her parlour.
‘Good afternoon, Mink. To what do I owe this pleasure?’
Mink settled into another chair, crossing her legs and sitting back comfortably. ‘Well, for one thing, I haven’t been around in a while.’
‘True, but I suspect something prompted you to make the trip.’
‘Yeah… Have you been training someone else?’
Qie Juan smiled. ‘Aside from a little basic self-defence for my girls, no. You’ve seen someone else using sichou xian quantou?’
‘No, but I was followed recently. A woman, tattooed, Asian. Wearing a fairly non-existent outfit and with a rope dart strung around her waist. Long, black hair. Very long. She knew what she was doing, but I didn’t see her fight.’
‘She is not mine. I wonder…’ Qie Juan’s brow furrowed.
‘Juan?’
‘There is a… sect of assassins, the Yin Xian.’
‘Silver Cord.’
‘Indeed. They have existed for several centuries, supposedly founded by three women who learned the art and found the strictures of Chinese society too binding. A noble goal, but over the years the Yin Xian have changed. Now they train assassins, bodyguards, and concubines. They take orphan girls, or second children, and they brainwash them, for want of a better word. And they believe that sichou xian quantou is theirs and theirs alone. They have been known to put considerable resource into eliminating any other practitioners they find, and they are not tolerant of defectors.’
‘You think this girl could be one of them?’
‘You have wounded the Nine Kings badly in this past couple of months. Yu Huoyan may have decided that he needs to deal with you and the Yin Xian would seem a perfect tool to achieve that.’
‘Great. Well, I guess if he’s bringing in a specialist to get me, it means I must be getting to him.’
Qie Juan smiled. ‘A positive attitude is important. But be careful. Either they have sent more than one or the one they have sent is likely to be very good.’
Mink nodded. ‘Yeah, that was what I was thinking. You should take care too, Juan. If she’s hunting for me, she might hear of someone else who uses a rope dart. I found you, so she may too.’
‘That thought had crossed my mind. I may be getting old, but I’m far from defenceless. Besides, I expect you to find her first.’
Mink rolled her eyes. ‘No pressure then. I’m going to make some tea, and then you can tell me everything you know about these Yin Xian.’
New Millennium City, MD, 29th September.
Jacob walked into the office feeling somehow out of place. The UID had been his home for his entire working life, but now he was getting odd looks from his fellow agents. Word had obviously got around that he had exhibited some rather strange symptoms during his recent illness.
‘Hey, welcome back.’ At least Heather seemed to be entirely unconcerned. Of course, she had visited him a couple of times while he was on leave, and he had been told she had taken the trip down to Antarctica with Andrea at least once.
‘Thanks.’ Jacob took his seat in the bullpen opposite hers. ‘Not that I’m feeling that welcome.’
‘They’ll get over it.’
‘Huh. How much of it is what happened, and how much is it that Twilight’s my girlfriend?’
‘Mostly the former. With the brass it might be more even. The guys have pretty much come to believe the whole ban thing is bogus. No one’s officially said anything about investigations into corrupt policing in DC, but the news stations are still going on about it and there’s too much smoke for there to be no fire. Officially, however, the UID still considers Cygnus and Twilight to be suspended.’
‘Is there anywhere that hasn’t rescinded it at the state level?’
‘Uh… Idaho and Montana. They’re voting on it this week. DC, obviously.’
‘Right. Bit of a farce. The UID’s rep has gone right down the pan since they pulled this. I’ve had a lot of time to watch news and discussion programmes recently.’
‘I think it could have been handled better, yeah.’
‘Heather, they suspended you for three days, without pay, for helping out in an emergency tent on your own time.’
Heather frowned. ‘I didn’t tell you about–’
‘ACPN got a hold of it. Not only did they order all agents to stay away from the riots, but they punished one for helping. It made the agency come over as wanting the riots to be as bad as possible.’
‘I don’t think–’ Heather stopped at the sound of Jacob’s desk phone ringing.
Jacob sighed. ‘Here we go.’ He picked up the phone and did not even get to announce himself before he was being spoken to. He said ‘Yes, sir’ and put the handset down.
‘Called to the headmaster’s office?’ Heather asked, managing a half-hearted grin. ‘Want a textbook to stick down your pants?’
‘No, but a bulletproof vest might be nice.’
San Francisco, CA, 1st October.
Diao Hua scanned the skyline once again, saw nothing, and sighed. Four nights without a single sighting. She was not sure that her quarry had seen her during her last foray, but it had been a distinct possibility at the time and was becoming more likely with every night that passed without Mink showing herself.
Was the woman hiding? Ultrahumans had a pattern and hiding was not part of that pattern. They hunted, stopped crime, gathered information… Except that it was rare for Mink to stop street crimes. She targeted specific criminal enterprises. What was needed was–
The sight of a figure highlighted on the skyline two blocks away had Diao Hua running almost immediately. Little more than a shadow on a rooftop at this point, but unmoving. If it was Mink, then she had not seen Diao Hua yet. And who else would be up there right now? For what possible purpose would someone climb up onto the roof of an apartment block in the Tenderloin area this close to midnight in October?
Diao Hua slowed as she got closer, dropping low and cutting toward the north side of the block. The figure, now more identifiable as female, was looking south. She was also looking less like Mink with every second. Diao Hua dropped into the shadows of an access structure as the woman turned. Light caught her briefly, showing a figure in a grey hoodie and jeans, and then the woman sat down on the flat roof and picked up something she had obviously left there.
The assassin almost hissed in disgust as the girl began shooting up. Another wasted night. And how could anyone possibly use that crap on themselves? The girl sank back onto the roof and Diao Hua turned to leave.
No, this was not working. Her employer was becoming impatient and if Diao Hua had to spend much longer in this disgusting hole of a city, she would never get the stink out of her skin. She needed to draw Mink out. She needed a way of trapping the woman, of flushing her out and driving her into the open. She needed to do something that Mink would be unable to ignore…
Diao Hua ran, heading for her hotel room where she could plan.
And behind her, on the rooftop, Mink watched her leave. She had been observing now for four nights, watching the girl criss-cross her way through Chinatown and Tenderloin in search of an Ultra in a costume. She had not noticed the hooker on the corner, the addict in the alley, the drunk, the bagwoman…
Now it was time for Mink to head home. She had enough in the way of photographs and other evidence. If this Yin Xian assassin had ever shown her face before now, Mink was going to find it.
New Millennium City, MD, 2nd October.
‘Okay,’ June said, ‘what’s up?’
Cygnus paused in the drying of her hair, standing just outside the bathroom door of what was now, more or less officially, their bedroom rather than just Penny’s. ‘What up would be up?’
‘That does not make the slightest grammatical sense. Also, you know what I mean, stop hedging.’
‘I… really don’t.’
‘You haven’t been Penny for a couple of days now. This isn’t to do with me, is it? You’re not having trouble with us when you’re Penny?’
‘Oh… No. Hell no. You know something? I was… Penny was being an idiot. Right, okay, maybe a little uptight about being heterosexual, but she never factored in how flattering it is to be thought of as any kind of sexual. She still gets the odd twinge of… guilt, maybe? She looks at you, gets excited, and feels a bit embarrassed about it. If you suggested a threesome with Dom, she’d run a mile, but she’s pretty comfortable with the idea of you and her.’
‘Oh. Good. The Dom-threesome idea? Not going to be something I suggest.’
‘I can handle Dom. You’d be safe.’
‘Still not something I’m going to suggest. And not the point. Why are you Cygnus now and not Penny?’
‘Ah. I didn’t want to worry you…’
‘Too late.’
‘Yeah.’ Walking over to the bed where June was still lying, half-covered, Cygnus sat down. ‘The voices are getting louder again. I switched over yesterday and they were louder than the day before. I’m worried that I might not be able to get the concentration together to shift.’
June frowned. ‘I’m not letting your weird voices get in the way of my having two gorgeous girlfriends, you know?’ She was making a joke of it and they both knew it.
‘Yeah, well, you’ll just have to make do with the one who can put her ankles behind her head for now.’
‘I have no idea how I’ll cope. If this keeps up, you need to take it to Doctor Ultimate. Viviane knows who you are and she’s said nothing. Doc Ultimate would keep it secret if you asked him to.’
‘I know… Let’s give it a week. Next Friday, when Andrea gets back from work, I’ll switch over. If the voices are screaming so hard I can’t change, Andrea can get me to Antarctica and Hugh can… run lots of tests. Someone over there might be able to keep me from going mad while he does them.’
‘That would obviously be a preferable outcome.’
‘Uh-huh. As the potential madwoman, I have to agree. Now get up and get dressed before I give in to the urge to get back into bed with you.’
‘You are not giving me incentive,’ June replied, but she twitched the sheet aside and swung her legs up and around Cygnus to get out. Rising to her feet, she headed for the shower, hips swinging.
‘Temptation on legs,’ Cygnus muttered, and got up to follow.
San Francisco, CA, 4th October.
‘Dinner and a movie,’ Bianca said. ‘Have you any idea how long it’s been since I did that?’
Damian turned a little to look at her. She was leaning against the back wall of the elevator which went up to his loft dressed in a high-collared, black dress with a keyhole front which had been tantalising him all evening. She looked like the kind of woman men should wine and dine on a regular basis, probably every night, but he knew that was not her style.
‘No,’ Damian said. ‘Honestly, I couldn’t even guess.’
‘Huh. Honestly? Neither could I. I was probably in my teens. Dinner would have been a burger.’
The car stopped and Damian opened the doors. ‘Welcome to my home, such as it is.’
‘Well, I hope it’s at least up to code. Reasonably well-appointed even.’
‘Huh, well… Yeah, it’s both of those, though I’ve never been quite sure what “well-appointed” means.’
Bianca giggled and walked down the short length of corridor which let into the main part of the loft. It was open-plan with windows all down the wall on her left and a kitchen area at the far end divided off primarily by a counter. On the right of the entrance was a blocked-off area which, she suspected, contained the bathroom. Stairs rose up on the left side of the lounge to an area built over the kitchen: likely the bedroom. There was a sofa and a coffee table, and a TV on a stand set to face them. It was not much, but it looked comfortable.
‘I like it,’ Bianca said. ‘You know I’m your landlord, right?’
‘You are?’
‘The warehouse downstairs is used as storage by Fullerton Technologies Inc. The building is owned and managed by one of our holding companies. So, yeah, ultimately I’m your landlord.’
‘So if I have any complaints about the plumbing?’
‘I’ll send Elaine round with a wrench. Seriously, the girl can fix anything.’
Damian chuckled. ‘Okay, two nights off, nothing to do before you have to go to work on Monday, right?’
‘Right.’
‘So, I got wine in.’
‘A balanced diet is important. You got potato chips?’
Damian frowned. ‘Uh, yeah, I think so. Yeah. Why?’
‘Carbs. For stamina.’ Bianca grinned at him and then her expression shifted to a slight frown. ‘We’ve been going out for a while.’
‘Over a month.’
‘Yeah… There’s something I think I should trust you with.’
Damian frowned along with her. ‘That sounds kind of serious?’
‘Well… It is to me. My dark secret. Go pour some wine. I’m going to freshen up and then we’ll talk.’ She turned, opening what she suspected was the bathroom door, nodded, and went through.
Damian watched the door close. ‘Well, that wasn’t ominous at all.’ He started for the kitchen, and the fridge. ‘Not a problem, Inman. If she turns out to be a serial killer, you’ve got a gun.’ He opened the fridge and took out the bottle of wine he had stored there. ‘If she’s a really good serial killer… At least the sex was good.’
Retrieving two glasses, Damian walked over to the sofa and sat down. He cracked the seal on the bottle. It was a screw-top, but he had heard that could actually be better for the wine than a cork and the vineyard was supposed to be a good one. Did the serial killer in the bathroom know much about wine? She had never professed to be a connoisseur, but he figured she had more experience of the stuff than he did. It occurred to him that he knew relatively little about Bianca Fullerton. They had talked over meals, after sex, just random chatter and some more meaningful stuff. But he seemed to have told her more about himself than she had about herself. He had not felt an imbalance, but now, thinking about it, it was there.
The bathroom door opened and Damian turned his head. Bianca stepped through and moved around… slinked around to stand where he could see her properly, and Damian’s jaw dropped. It was partially that she had emerged dressed in her pumps and a lacy teddy which left a deep cleavage and most of her stomach bare, but it was mostly because she now had a short, black cap of hair in place of tousled, blonde, and shoulder-length.
‘Oh,’ Damian said after a second.
‘Is that a good oh or a bad oh? I mean, some guys really like blondes…’
‘It’s a surprised oh. Why the, uh…’
‘Wig? When I was a teenager, I had it long and dyed it blonde. They have more fun, or so I’m told. Now, everyone knows Bianca Fullerton has long, blonde hair, so when I want to be… not Bianca Fullerton for a while, I can have short, black hair and no one seems to notice it’s me. My “dark” secret.’
‘Right. You’re not a serial killer then?’
‘Only on weekends.’
‘It’s Saturday night.’
Bianca held her fingers over mouth, formed an oh with her lips, and said, ‘Oops.’
‘You still look beautiful. I don’t have a major thing for blondes. Actually, Mink has the same hair. Uh, more or less.’
‘So I’m told. Never been introduced to the lady, but Elaine’s met her.’
Damian’s eyes narrowed briefly and then he shook his head. ‘No… No, I think she’s a little taller… Her breasts are a little larger and her face is a little narrower. Your brow is more prominent. Oh, and her eyes are brown. Well, more like amber…’
Bianca raised an eyebrow. ‘Should I be jealous?’
‘Ha! No. She’s an attractive woman, but so are you, and you’re standing in my lounge with more or less nothing on.’
‘Like the outfit?’ Bianca posed for him, hip cocked and one hand on it.
‘Like the outfit. Like the contents more.’
‘Charmer.’ She walked over to the sofa, picked up a wine glass, and sat down, crossing her legs. ‘I do expect you to have me out of this before the glasses are empty.’
‘Shouldn’t be a problem.’
‘Didn’t think it would be.’
5th October.
He lay behind her, in much the same position they had been in when they awoke, but now he was within her, the length of him a delicious, slow torture as he moved, almost constantly on the edge. He was taking it slow; lazy sex for a lazy Sunday morning.
‘I think you’re killing me,’ Bianca whispered as another flare of languid heat rolled up her body. She reached down between her legs and placed just the tips of her fingers against him, feeling the slickness of her own juices as his shaft slid past.
‘I thought… you were the… killer.’ It seemed that she was doing a reasonable job of killing him too. He squeezed her left nipple and a sudden jolt, a pre-shock, bolted through her. Her muscles clenched and he groaned.
‘Kill me,’ she said. ‘Kill me now.’
His hand clenched around her breast and he upped the pace suddenly, almost harshly. Her back arched and he pulled her against him. Fire burned up from between her legs, engulfing her, yet still not giving her what she wanted. She felt him tense, felt his body struggle to hold back, felt it fail, felt him fill her. And Bianca went over the edge as though it was a precipice waiting to claim her…
The first thing her senses took in when they returned was his laboured breathing and the fact that he was calming quickly. Then she was aware of him within her, relaxing slowly, but still filling her and pulsing occasionally. Each pulse sent a ripple through her body and she squeezed, smiling as she did it.
Damian groaned. ‘Murderer. I’m sure I died for at least a few seconds.’
Bianca giggled. ‘Don’t move yet. You feel wonderful.’
‘I’ve no plans to go anywhere. No power to for that matter.’
Another giggle. ‘Let’s go out to my place this afternoon. I’ve seen yours, so it’s only fair that you see mine.’
It was Damian’s turn to laugh. ‘Nice phrasing. Sure. I can go swan around that big mansion you’re supposed to have.’
‘I do, but I don’t live in it. I live in the pool house.’
‘The pool house?’
‘Uh-huh. We can drink wine in the hot tub on the deck, and we can snuggle up in front of my frankly enormous TV and watch movies.’
Damian smiled. ‘If we snuggle up in front of a TV, there won’t be much watching going on.’
‘God, I hope not.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘Where’s the pool?’ Damian asked, and Bianca laughed.
‘Everyone asks that. In-joke. The pool is that big one at the bottom of the hill.’
Damian looked out through the huge picture window, which was the entire front of the building, out over the bay to Angel Island. They had eaten brunch in a diner in North Beach and then taken the ferry across to Tiburon and been collected from the terminal by a limo. Now he was standing on a small private estate on the side of a hill with a huge house at the top and the biggest, most luxurious pool house Damian had ever seen near the bottom.
‘So this is how the other half lives,’ Damian said, mostly because it was sort of expected.
‘I tend to think Libby lives in the other half. Okay, this place is nice, and I’ve got a way bigger TV than you, but it’s not exactly lord-of-the-manor territory.’
Damian turned to face her. She looked a little nervous, as though she was worried he might be put off by the sudden revelation of how rich she was. In truth, maybe he was, just a little. ‘So why live here and let your sister-in-law have the big place?’
‘She has the kids and I absolutely rattle up in that place. I never really liked it. So, I leave Libby to take up the south wing, with the staff, and we use the north wing for corporate stuff.’
‘And Libby doesn’t know about the wig?’
Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘God no. If she knew, it would have been blabbed all over.’
‘But you told June Summerfield.’
‘Uh-huh. Well, I was fairly sure she was used to keeping secret identities. To be honest, I’d have told you sooner, but I was waiting for… I don’t know. The right moment, I guess.’
‘Like when you were half-naked and all the blood was rushing away from my brain?’
Bianca grinned at him. ‘Something like that. So, not put off by my fabulously wealthy lifestyle?’
Yeah, she had been worried. ‘Just out of interest, what are you worth?’
‘Personally? A few billion. I haven’t checked the share prices today. My take-home is a little higher than a cop’s. Even a San Francisco cop’s.’
‘I suppose I should be scared out of my mind or plotting marriage. I’ll worry about why I’m not some other time.’ Without thinking, he turned his head a little at the sound of footsteps outside the front door.
‘Good. Now I’m going to–’ Bianca stopped as the phone buzzed. ‘Damn. Who’s that?’ She hit the intercom button. ‘Yes?’
‘Bianca? It’s Marie. You busy?’ The voice sounded young and a little hesitant.
‘I can spare a couple of minutes,’ Bianca replied. ‘I’ve got company.’ She hit another button on the phone.
‘Okay,’ said the voice, and a second later, its owner appeared from the little lobby. And stopped. ‘Oh… Uh, hi.’ She gave Damian a slightly wide-eyed look.
Bianca did her best not to smirk. ‘Marie, this is Damian, my boyfriend. Damian, this is Marie, my niece.’
Marie looked to be fifteen or sixteen: puberty had largely come and gone, but she still had a couple of years of flowering left in her and there was still some teenage insecurity hanging around. She looked like she might make the same height as her aunt, but was not quite there yet, and her body probably had a little more work it wanted to put in on her hips and waist. She already had a respectable bust and it looked like she put at least a little effort into exercise. Her face still had some youthful roundness to it but was narrowing. Maybe she would never get the sculpted, model looks of Bianca, but she was pretty and shaping up to be beautiful. Her lips were a little thin, set under a pert, fairly small nose with an upward tilt. Blonde hair fell long and straight to her upper chest and had bright pink streaks in it at the front, and she had clear, blue eyes. Dressed in a tank top and blue jeans, she looked like a teenager, but there was a distinct possibility that she could look a lot older if she wanted to.
‘Problem, Marie?’ Bianca asked, hoping to prompt the girl to speak.
‘Oh… Mom’s being impossible,’ Marie said, her attention refocussed on her annoyance.
‘I’d need more detail than that.’ The words suggested that Libby being ‘impossible’ was not an uncommon occurrence.
‘She won’t let me go to a beach party at Kirby Cove next weekend because Rory Taylor-May invited me and she says he’s too old for me, but–’
Bianca held up her hands. ‘Woah. Wrong argument to bring me in on, Marie. I happen to agree with your mother.’
‘I’m old enough to–’
‘You’re fifteen, he’s eighteen, but that’s not the point. The point is that Rory Taylor-May takes after his father. They’re both entitled dicks who won’t take no for an answer. Gregory’s just sleazy about it, but the only reason Rory hasn’t been locked up is good lawyers. I take that back. It was lawyers who know how to smear a sixteen-year-old waitress. If that little shit touches you, I’ll have to beat the crap out of him, and you don’t want your favourite aunt locked up for assault, do you?’
Marie’s face fell. ‘O-oh. Why didn’t Mom say that?’
‘Because she’s your mom. She gossips like an old woman, but she’s not going to go near something like that with you. You know that.’ Bianca let her expression shift to a grin. ‘Also, Libby couldn’t beat up a wet sponge so the assault bit wouldn’t apply.’
Biting her lip to stop herself giggling, Marie nodded. ‘Okay… I mean, I really wanted to go, but… Rory can be a bit grabby.’
‘I know it’s tough, but stay away from that kid.’
Marie nodded again. ‘Okay, Bianca. Promise.’
‘Ah, no. No promises. You do it because you know it’s what you should do. You don’t want what Rory Taylor-May has to offer. You can do way better than that.’
Another nod and Marie’s eyes shifted to Damian. ‘Yeah. You’re right. Nice meeting you, Damian. See you later, Bianca.’ She tripped out looking a lot happier than when she had come in.
‘That kind of thing happen a lot?’ Damian asked. ‘You seemed kind of used to arbitrating between Marie and her mother.’
‘Libby “being impossible” is not an uncommon occurrence. And Marie’s not wrong far too much of the time. Those streaks in her hair? You should have heard Libby whining about that. Marie’s fifteen, but Libby treats her like she’s twelve. Mark’s the opposite, sort of. He’s thirteen and she keeps telling him he’s the man of the house. Now, as I was saying, I’m going to go find a swimsuit. You change into yours. Then it’s hot tub time.’
‘I’ll pour the wine while I’m at it.’
Bianca smiled. ‘Heaven, here I come.’
San Francisco, CA.
Snapshot was not the best known of the San Francisco Stars, but he liked to think he was recognisable and an integral part of the team. He had skills. Primarily, he had an innate talent with pistols which let him get away with shots lesser men simply could not manage, and he had got by on that for quite a while. Well, that and the tricked-out ammo Backroom made for him. He used twin, silver-plated Colt .45 revolvers, which Backroom had also done a little work on to improve the reliability and accuracy.
He did have other skills though. Well, he was working on having other skills. The team did not really have a detective, so Snapshot was working on that. It was hard work, but Backroom was there to handle crime scene analysis, evidence collection… deduction.
At least he was the best-looking guy on the team. He had that. He looked damn good in his bright red cowboy outfit, even if he did say so himself. Big hit with the ladies. Well, Backroom was gay, Muse just looked at him like he was an alien, and Lament was… cold, but other ladies. Generally, the ones who had never met him before were impressed.
So with the detective work and the attractiveness, he had been both unsurprised and kind of excited when he got an email from Mink saying she needed his help on something. Obviously, she had heard of his skills as a detective and wanted him to assist on some investigation or other. And, obviously, that would result in him finding out what she looked like without her costume. These were given facts and he was not going to disappoint the lady.
As he walked through the container yard at Potrero Point, he was wondering what it might be, this investigation. More people smuggling? Maybe illegal export of high technology? Drugs was always a possibility: she had uncovered a stash waiting to be picked up? Something more sinister, like espionage?
Ahead of him, at the end of the row of containers, a woman stepped into view. It was dark and he could see no detail, but the shape was female. Mink was there, waiting for him, just as she had said. Except that, as he closed the distance, he began making out details which did not fit with what he knew. Mink, as far as he knew, wore high heels and this woman was in flats. Mink was reputed to be a big girl, while the shadow was slimmer than he expected and less well-endowed.
Snapshot slipped one of his pistols free of its holster and closed the distance. The closer he got, the more he thought that he was not about to meet the mysterious Mink and, inside of ten yards, it was pretty obvious he was not. This woman was wearing some sort of bikini and had a ponytail which fell to her behind. Snapshot raised his pistol.
The woman was moving before he registered it. Moonlight glinted off something metal just before it smashed into his hand. He let out a yelp and his pistol clattered to the ground. Well, he was ambidextrous: he reached for his second pistol. It was just clearing its holster when the business end of a rope dart punched into his throat. He choked for a brief second before the spike was pulled free and blood splashed the containers. His vision blurred. What the Hell had just happened? He was on his knees and there was blood on the ground. His blood. He fell…
Diao Hua watched for a second to be sure that Snapshot was unlikely to be able to call for help and then turned on her heel. The foolish hero would die and the evidence would lead to Mink. Things were progressing as planned: soon the SFPD and the local Ultras would be out doing Diao Hua’s job for her.
6th October.
It was around ten a.m. before Bianca had everything nailed down which she had put aside to clear the decks for her weekend. Okay, so she should have probably done some work, but two days with Damian was a rare thing given their schedules, and she was damned if she was going to feel guilty about it.
She felt a little guiltier when she walked into Elaine’s lab and found her friend looking distinctly frazzled. There had been no taking it easy for Elaine, apparently, and here Bianca was, coming in to check up on progress…
‘Morning, Elaine. Everything going okay for Wednesday?’
Elaine looked around, baffled. ‘Wednesday? Oh! The… thing. Yes, that’s all fine. I got most of the organisation at my end done by Friday night.’
‘Right, well, I’ve just got to chase Facilities for the extra power and make sure someone’s taking care of the hotel rooms, so it looks like we’re good. I’ll put a call through to Hugh later today… Uh, if that was done on Friday, why do you look like you haven’t slept?’
‘Because I haven’t.’ Elaine frowned at her. ‘You don’t know? What’ve you been doing all weekend?’
‘Damian was off work. We–’
‘Right. Stop there. I don’t need details. Bianca, Snapshot was murdered last night.’
‘What?!’
‘His body was found in a container yard at Potrero Point about midnight. Some rent-a-cop doing the rounds discovered it, but that’s not the half of it. SFPD issued an arrest warrant this morning, nine sharp.’
‘That’s fast work.’
‘Officially it’s for questioning. They’re still gathering evidence. The warrant’s for Mink.’
There was silence for a few seconds and then Bianca said, ‘Mink? They think Mink killed Snapshot?’ Elaine nodded, slowly. ‘On what grounds?’
‘Wounds consistent with a rope dart. Motive is entirely unclear.’
‘Mink didn’t do it.’
‘That’s pretty much what I said, but Lament’s on the warpath. Fuego is… being Fuego. Bony doesn’t believe it, but he’s going to bring her in if he sees her.’
‘Muse?’
‘As enigmatic as usual. She’ll follow Lament’s lead. I’ve been watching the evidence the cops are getting, going over what I can myself. Homicide is being a little tight about it. Currently, since the suspect in the case is an N-class, the UID are just watching. Mink needs to stay out of the way until this is sorted out.’
‘Let’s hope nothing comes up to draw her out then.’ Bianca paused, frowning. ‘I’m going to arrange extra security for your apartment.’
‘What? Why?’
‘Because someone took out probably the easiest of the Stars to hit. They may decide to go after more of you and if it were me doing it, I’d go for you next. All the others have powers that would need to be circumvented. You’re a natural human with a big brain.’
‘And Ultramech on standby.’
‘You’re right. I’ll start with arranging sweeps for explosives.’
Elaine paled visibly. ‘You really think–’
‘Not taking any chances. If the others haven’t figured it out, I suggest you warn them.’
8th October.
There were two docks at Point Avisadero. Both of them, and a large portion of the surrounding area, were swarming with UID personnel. Brightstar hung in the air, several hundred feet up, surveying the area which had been posted as a temporary no-fly zone. No one was taking any chances, though by lunchtime everyone in the city, possibly the country, would know that something big was happening down at FTI’s Hunter’s Point HQ.
The transport ship was docking at the southern side, beside the building they would be transferring its cargo to. Escort ships were already sliding into the northern dock. It was still dark, but that would change soon. The ship had been delayed a little and there was every possibility that they would be unable to make the transfer before dawn.
‘Annoying,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘but these things happen.’
Bianca nodded. ‘Security’s tight. Besides Brightstar, we have radar and a load of UID agents with hair-trigger nerves. If a pigeon flies over here, it’ll probably be shot down.’ She paused. ‘You know… I’m still not sure I’ll believe you found a crashed UFO until I see it.’
‘I assure you that it’s real.’
‘And definitely alien?’
‘Given that we have the pilot’s body, I would have to give a positive answer. There are some peculiarities we plan to examine more closely. It’s possible, but unlikely, that it could be human. You’ll understand when you see it.’
A large, mobile crane was settling into position beside the ship as they spoke. Now it began to swing its arm out over the ship to where a large, heavily reinforced container was resting on the forward deck.
‘Shouldn’t be long now,’ Bianca said.
‘My dear Miss Fullerton, it cannot be soon enough.’
~~~
It took almost two hours to get the container with the alien ship in it into position in the large, open space which had been set up for the analysis. By that time, the smaller crate containing the cryogenic unit the body had been stored in was in one of the adjoining laboratories and it had been opened up to reveal its contents.
‘It’s… kind of human,’ Elaine commented.
‘I’d accept humanoid,’ Bianca replied. The being in the cryo-tube was humanoid. Tall and slim, two arms, two legs. It was dressed in some sort of form-fitting suit so the form of its genitalia was open to question. Its head was broader in the skull than a human’s, the jaw narrower. There was no obvious nose or lips, just a thin slit where a mouth should be. Its eyes were large and black across the entire surface, and there seemed to be a pair of secondary eyes mounted above and between the main ones, both far smaller.
‘And therein lies the conundrum,’ Ultimate said. ‘Theory suggests… genetic analysis… would be far more… physiological analysis, obviously… tending to the idea that… neurological study might be informative…’
‘Hugh,’ Alice said, breaking into his vocal stream, ‘you’re switching between thought streams.’
Ultimate blinked at her. ‘I was? Apologies. I’ll serialise. It seems unlikely that an alien would appear so human. Evolution should produce divergence. We’ll need a full study of its DNA, physiology, and neurology to ensure that this is not, in fact, a highly mutated human.’
‘We have our best bioscience team ready to get started,’ Bianca said. ‘Actually, ready might not quite cover it. If we don’t let them at it soon, I think they might eat through the doors.’
‘I’m feeling pretty much the same about the ship,’ Elaine said. ‘Had to see this, but it’s the machine I’m really interested in. Still’ – she let out a sigh – ‘we’ll need to go over the outside and record everything before we can start on the interior.’
‘Then,’ Ultimate said, ‘let us get started.’
~~~
The man was old, perhaps in his seventies if Zhu Lei was any judge, but he held himself upright as he walked into Zhu’s apartment. His hair was grey and there was little of it left; his face was angular and gaunt, and featured a thick, Roman nose. He was dressed in a three-piece suit which was clean and pressed, but had seen better days, though you got the impression that that was because the man did not care. How he had managed to arrange contact with the Nine Kings, Zhu was not sure, but he had come forward with a business proposition and would speak only to the head of the tong.
‘Let me be clear,’ Zhu said before any introductions could be made, ‘I am unhappy with this meeting. You will convince me that it is worth my while, or you will not leave this building alive.’
The old man shrugged. ‘As you wish. Are you aware of a drug which was briefly available in New Millennium City named Excelsior?’ He had a German accent, Zhu noted.
‘I’ve heard of it. It kills Ultrahumans.’
‘In most cases, anyone with even a latent Ultrahuman gene dies on taking it, yes. It is also expensive to produce, difficult. The cartel who created it believe themselves the sole manufacturers. I have been able to refine both the drug and the method of manufacture. I can produce it more cheaply and in greater volume. The effects are slightly reduced but still highly addictive. Ultrahumans taking my drug suffer nothing worse than nausea and dizziness.’
Zhu’s eyes narrowed. ‘And you are offering this to us?’
‘I am in need of working capital and local information. Your organisation can provide both. In addition, the results of my work here may be useful to your organisation, should we continue our… partnership.’
‘You have bought yourself time to explain the details of your proposal.’
‘Thank you.’
‘You may call me Jade Flame. Sit down and give me details.’
The old man stepped forward, taking a seat opposite Zhu with a sigh. ‘Very well. My name is Kopf, Herman Kopf. Some people know me as Professor Blutadler.’
9th October.
‘You’re sure this is safe?’ Bianca asked. She was standing in the control area which had been set up on one side of the analysis chamber. The ship was visible in front of them but almost obscured by the huge array of monitors which had been set up to display the feeds from multiple cameras and instruments.
‘I am quite sure that we have considered all the known threats,’ Doctor Ultimate replied.
‘That’s… not entirely reassuring.’
‘Hugh’s a scientist, Bianca,’ Alice said. ‘That’s the best you’ll get out of him, and it means they’ve got everything they could think of covered.’
Bianca smiled at the red-haired woman with her quietly confident expression and down-to-earth demeanour. ‘Thanks for the translation.’
‘It’s one of my many duties.’
‘Without which,’ Ultimate said, ‘I am quite sure I would have provoked more international incidents. Elaine, all instruments are operational. Please proceed.’
Over at the largest of the hull ruptures, Elaine took a deep breath and stepped forward. ‘Entering the breach now,’ she said into the microphone hung in front of her mouth. The suit she was wearing did not make life easier as she edged in. They had been lucky that the alien was a tall stick. Elaine once again regretted her genetics as she felt her hips and butt scraping the sides of the rent.
However, close examination had revealed radiation emission from the ship. It was not at a dangerous level and seemed to be primarily alpha particles, but they were taking no chances that the level might be more intense in some parts of the interior. Hence the suit, which was the latest thing in radiation protection, and the drugs Elaine had gagged down prior to donning the suit, which were supposed to purge nucleotides from her system.
‘So far I’m showing no real increase in radiation level,’ Elaine said.
‘Confirmed,’ Ultimate replied. ‘It would appear that you are in an electronics bay.’
‘That’s certainly what it looks like. A trashed electronics bay. The technology doesn’t look like Earth engineering, but equally it’s not anything particularly amazing. There are circuit boards, but they just look a little weird. I think they use something different to package ICs.’
‘We can collect samples for materials analysis later. When they were extracting the body, they did not go beyond the cockpit area. I’d suggest going through to there. You should find a duct directly ahead of you which gives access. Once there, proceed to the rear.’
Elaine located the duct Ultimate was talking about. It seemed like this bay was not really designed to be serviced in flight given that there had to be no way you could work comfortably on any of the equipment. ‘You know, my butt was not designed for this. We should’ve sent Bianca in. She’s got slimmer hips.’
‘I heard that,’ Bianca replied. ‘I wouldn’t know what I was looking at.’
‘You’d recognise scrap just like me. Okay, going in. If I get stuck… Just make sure the rescue team uses lubricant.’ Elaine heard both Bianca and Alice giggling.
‘Water or petroleum base?’ Ultimate asked.
Elaine found herself blushing: she would never have thought the great Doctor Hugh Last was capable of bawdy humour. ‘Uh, either, but I’d like it strawberry flavoured.’
‘I’ll make a note. Radiation levels are remaining constant. I believe that we are seeing the result of a gamma ray emission event of some sort. This is residual secondary radiation.’
‘Not my main area of expertise, but it sounds reasonable. Think that’s what killed the pilot?’
‘A very large event could be responsible. Perhaps combined with impact damage from the crash. It would certainly explain the vessel crashing. Electromagnetic surges in the electronics and electrical systems could have easily disabled many of the flight systems.’
Elaine crawled out of the duct. It took a bit of twisting since she emerged almost under the flight chair, which was not especially large, but it held the pilot in a semi-reclined position and so took up a lot of space. She got herself into a semi-seated position, still mostly under the chair with her head poking up, and looked around. The flight controls were dark and indecipherable: certainly nothing like any military aircraft she had seen. The chair seemed to have a few panels built in, but there were no obvious sticks or wheels to direct the craft.
At the back of the room there was a door which looked a lot like a standard, metal, sliding door. Elaine crawled out from under the chair, got to her feet, and walked over to it. Unlike in Star Trek,
it did not open at her approach, but there was a panel beside it, so she tried pressing it before resorting to force. The door slid open.
‘Definitely still a source of power in there,’ Ultimate commented.
‘I figured the cosmic energy signature indicated that,’ Elaine replied. She found herself looking at a corridor with a pair of similar doors to the sides and a significantly heavier-looking one at the end. ‘Bulkhead door up ahead, do you think?’
‘We’ll examine this section first. Is that an access panel to your right?’
Elaine turned her head. The suit’s helmet cut her peripheral vision, but the cameras mounted on it gave the control room a very effective panoramic view. Sure enough, there was a panel there, about two feet by three, secured in place by six recessed bolts. ‘Uh, looks like it. I think I can open it, but maybe I should check the rooms first.’
‘Agreed.’
Moving on, Elaine picked right, hit the panel, and found herself looking at chaos. The room looked like a cabin, a fairly large one with, judging from the interior doors, more than one room. Loose objects had been tossed around, and something like glass crunched beneath her boots as she walked through to check behind the doors. She found a bedroom with a fairly conventional bed in it, the mattress lying against one of the walls. There was also a bathroom, probably.
‘Okay, I’m definitely going for aliens,’ Elaine said. ‘I mean, it looks bathroom-like, but their idea of plumbing is not ours.’
There was a shower-like cubicle in the room, but the fittings in it did not look like shower heads. They appeared more like those rotating gadgets you used to irrigate your lawn. The toilet facilities seemed to consist of a number of hoses with things attached. The term ‘waste management’ sprang to mind rather than ‘toilet.’
‘I do not want to know how you use those,’ Alice said.
‘Perhaps when the physiological analysis is complete, it will become more obvious,’ Ultimate suggested.
‘I refuse to read that report. It’ll give me nightmares.’
Smirking inside her helmet, Elaine backtracked and tried the door across the corridor. The room behind it was split into two sections, and neither was readily obvious as to their functions. To the right was some sort of machine with a hatch and a computer console. To the left was another console, this time facing a slightly raised, flat, circular area which occupied much of the floor.
‘Transporter pad,’ Bianca said. ‘I’m guessing that’s a teleport device. No glowing lights on the floor and ceiling, but that could have been taken right out of the USS Enterprise.’
‘If it is,’ Ultimate said, ‘that could be most interesting. Point-to-point transport, with a transceiver at each end, has been possible for a while. If this is a teleport projector, requiring a single terminal… That is technology which has thus far eluded us.’
Elaine turned back to the other side of the bay. ‘Okay, well if that’s a teleporter, maybe this is a replicator.’
‘Given our limited information at this time, it would resemble some form of manufacturing device, certainly. Computer control and an access hatch to retrieve the created object.’
‘Yeah, but add in that cosmic energy signature. If this thing has some sort of cosmic power source, maybe it could actually make matter out of energy.’
‘That would… not be impossible. Hopefully we can find out. Let’s check that access panel, shall we?’
‘I’m on it.’ Elaine found the small power-driver she had brought with her in a belt pouch, and then hunted through her selection of heads as she wandered out of the room and started back toward the cockpit. She had two heads the right shape and roughly the right size, and she checked them against the heads of the bolts, selecting the best fit. It was not perfect, but it would do. She locked the head to the driver, slotted it over the bolt, and pulled back on the button which would start the motor. The bolt gave…
‘Stop!’ Ultimate almost shouted. Elaine could hear alarms in the background. ‘Tighten it back up. Now!’
‘What happened?’ she asked as she pushed the switch forward and the motor reversed, driving the bolt home.
‘I’m registering a sudden, very large, increase in cosmic energy output. Is that bolt locked back in?’
‘Yes.’
There was a pause, a fraction of a second which lasted half an hour. ‘Get out of there, Elaine, with all expediency.’
‘The power’s not dropping off?’
‘No. Get moving. I don’t like this.’
Elaine pulled her driver free and just dropped it to the deck before starting for the cockpit door. ‘There’s something more than just the power?’
‘There’s a modulation in the signal. I don’t know what it is, it may not be dangerous, but I’m halting this operation until we can clarify the situation. I’m evacuating the facility. As soon as you’re out, we’ll back off and monitor remotely. Whatever that vessel is doing, I don’t like it.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Standard patrol plan tonight?’ Andrea asked. She was in costume but not wearing her mask. Cygnus was sitting on a sofa pulling on her boots.
‘Yeah, I guess,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’ll probably take a run over to Uptown before I swing back here. Things have been pretty quiet of late.’
‘True. There’s the basic level of street crime up in Deale and Churchton, but there’s not much to be done about that aside from supressing it. I’m not seeing anything new that’s organised.’
‘I’m sure it’ll happen. Maybe the mess in Churchton is making the place unattractive.’
‘Huh. Maybe. How’s the calendar thing going, June?’
June looked up from her magazine. ‘Pretty much settled. Shooting here is scheduled for the first week in November. Then we move to Miami the week after.’
‘Did you get Skadi on board for it?’
June smirked. ‘We’re doing a couple set. Red and Skadi in not a lot of costume with bows. Ever actually seems pretty excited about doing it again.’
‘Huh. Can’t say I am, but I won’t be in front of the camera. That’s Twi’s job.’
‘Speaking of jobs,’ Cygnus said, getting to her feet, ‘shall we go hunt–’ She stopped suddenly, wincing.
‘Cygnus?’ June was on her feet and at her friend’s side in an instant.
‘It’s… I’m okay.’
‘You don’t look okay.’
‘I can hear… It’s like the voices, but it’s more… distinct. Just a sound, repeated over and over.’
‘You don’t normally hear them when you’re Cygnus.’
‘I know… Like I said, it’s not quite the same. It’s like… It sounds like an alarm.’
‘Are you okay to go out?’ Andrea asked.
Cygnus was silent for a second. ‘Yeah. It was the shock of it that got me. It’s just background noise now.’
‘You should go see Hugh,’ June stated flatly.
‘I’ll see how it goes. Tomorrow was the deadline for calling him anyway. I’ll give it until the morning.’
June frowned at her. ‘First thing. No stalling.’
‘I promise. If this keeps up, it might be sooner.’
San Francisco, CA.
The vagabond disguise took longer to get into, but no one looked at a middle-aged woman in scruffy clothes as she wandered the streets. It took prosthetics, a greying-black wig, and the worst posture her acting talents could provide to turn Mink into Hetty, but Hetty was now a known figure among the street people of San Francisco and could go anywhere Mink needed her to.
Tonight she was wandering, watching, and chatting. Hetty had been something big in the movie business in L.A., according to Hetty, and always had some story to tell if anyone wanted to listen. Then the drugs had got her and she had dropped out, but she was always on the lookout for a cheap score so no one questioned her when she asked about new sources, or old ones.
The old ones were back: that was the word on the street. Dealers who had vanished for a few weeks were back in their old spots. Mink had noticed a couple of new ones, replacements or additions. There were whispers of a lot more. The Nine Kings had picked up their trade as though there was nothing to worry about, as though no one was going to interfere with them ever again.
To add to that were the other rumours. Someone had seen trucks driven by known lower-level tong members. Others had seen people unloading trucks. Equipment had been seen, but not understood. From what Mink had heard, yet more whispers, that equipment was for a new drug lab, but the reports had come from more than one location. Were they setting up two labs? Two labs suggested they were far too confident, unless they had something new they needed to compartmentalise…
New Millennium City, MD, 10th October.
Cygnus opened her eyes and groaned. The sounds in her head had kept her awake until after four in the morning when she had finally slipped into fitful sleep in one of the spare rooms. She could still hear them: they sounded like a short string of words, repeated over and over again, but what they were saying was beyond her.
‘You’re awake then?’ June said from the doorway. ‘Still there? The noises.’
‘Yeah.’
‘You’ll call Hugh?’
Cygnus was silent for a second, and then she swung her legs out of bed. ‘No.’
‘Penny…’
‘No. I’m going to find the source.’
June frowned. ‘The source? You can do that?’
Cygnus shrugged and started for the shower. She needed to wash the sleep out of her system. ‘Sure. I’ll just head in the direction that makes it louder.’
San Francisco, CA, About Thirty Minutes Later.
The radar cabin the UID had set up on the roof of the FTI research facility was a fairly quiet place. There was the gentle hum of electronics, the whir of fans, and the clink of the occasional coffee mug being put down. The screens displayed everything in the air within a hundred miles of the city, scheduled flights carrying a marker with their squawk idents. Everything neat and tidy.
The errant blip, unmarked, at the extreme edge of the display caused the agent on watch to pause. Sometimes the system took a second to register the squawk code… With nothing after ten seconds, he highlighted the target with the curser and selected details. The object was already a tenth of the way into the monitored area. The blip was tagged with data… and the agent blinked. That had to be wrong. Was the system failing?
Another ten seconds of indecision and the dot was at eighty miles. He grabbed his field radio. ‘Radar tower to command. Urgent. Over.’
A voice responded, but apparently they did not think it was especially urgent. ‘Command here. What’s the problem? Over.’
‘Sir, I have an unidentified aircraft, very small, approaching from the east. It’s on a direct line for this facility and–’
‘Damn, Hodgin, the thing’s a hundred miles away. What’s so urgent? Over.’
Hodgin swallowed, partially from annoyance. ‘That’s just it, sir. It’s not a hundred miles away. It’s now… less than twenty miles away, travelling at ten thousand feet, at Mach nine point five. Arrival time is ten seconds. Over.’
‘Shit! Carver to all operatives. Prepare for potential Ultrahuman threat. Full security lockdown. Move! Hodgin, where is it? Over.’
Hodgin checked his screen. The dot flashed over the site half a mile to the south and kept going. He relaxed. ‘It went past, sir. Still moving west… Wait, it’s slowing. It’s slowing and turning. Looks like it’s wheeling around, sir, and it’s–’ He stopped as the loud crack of the hypersonic wave from the object thudded into the cabin. ‘It’s losing height while it circles, sir. I can’t be absolutely sure, but I think it’s coming here. Over.’
~~~
Cygnus figured she could go faster, if she really needed to. She had drawn power away from her physical strength enhancement and poured it into more flight speed and some adaptations for high altitude, but she could have pushed higher. Coast to coast in thirty minutes seemed quite fast enough, and anyway it took almost five minutes to slow down.
She knew she had passed the source of the signal as she crossed San Francisco Bay, but she was already over San Leandro by the time she registered the fact and began to put on the brakes and circle back. Swinging out past Napa, she circled in over the Golden Gate Bridge and did another pass over the city. Once again, the signal began to die away, slower this time, as she passed over the park on the south side of the city. And this time she had a strong feeling she knew pretty much where to look for the source of her discomfort.
On the third circle, at three hundred feet, Cygnus spotted a lot of men in suits and bulletproof vests standing around something that looked like a warehouse on one of the docks in Hunter’s Point. That, she figured, was where she was going and it did not look like the reception was going to be friendly. She switched back to her usual power configuration before dropping in for a landing.
There was the loud rattle of a lot of automatic weapons being readied as Cygnus landed on the dock outside the building. The alarm sound in her head, and it did sound like an alarm, or a distress call, was loud now. She looked around at the ring of agents with UID printed on their vests and frowned. Before she could speak, one of them decided to get in first.
‘This is a restricted area,’ said a man. ‘You, Cygnus, are an unregistered Ultrahuman and if you do not leave immediately, I will arrest you.’
‘My registration is valid in the state of California,’ Cygnus replied, ‘and isn’t relevant anyway. I’m here on a private matter. I want to know what’s in that warehouse.’
‘That’s classified.’ The man raised his pistol, which Cygnus found amusing, and aimed it at her. ‘Vacate this area immediately or–’
‘What the Hell is going on?’ The voice came from behind the agent and Cygnus recognised it immediately. Bianca Fullerton marched out, stared at Cygnus for a second, and said, ‘Cygnus? What are you doing here?’
‘That’s my question,’ Cygnus replied. ‘You’ve got something in that building which has been screaming at me since about seven fifteen last night. I got far too little sleep, I can barely think for the noise in my head, and now these jerks are pissing me off. So stop doing whatever you’re doing or I’m going to break something.’
Bianca frowned. ‘Seven fifteen… That’s eastern standard, right? That’d be about… Shit. Hugh!’
‘Hugh? Hugh Last is here?’ Cygnus got her answer in the form of the rumpled genius as he followed Bianca out of the building and through the scrum of agents.
‘Let me just check I have the facts,’ Ultimate said. ‘You have been subjected to some form of telepathic assault since nineteen fifteen eastern standard time last night, Cygnus. It is still continuing, and you have managed to trace it back to here. Correct?’
Cygnus looked at him for a second, nodded, and then reconsidered. ‘Okay, actually, I’ve been “subject to some form of telepathic assault” since, uh, about the twenty-fourth of last month. I was able to block it out until last night when it suddenly got louder, and very specific. It seems like it’s an alarm or distress call now.’
‘Seems like?’
‘It’s… Hard to explain. It’s like it’s in some alien language. I’ve been hearing it on and off since I got my powers and… And this isn’t explaining what you’re doing that’s giving me a headache.’
‘No. I think you should come in and see.’
‘No!’ That was the agent who seemed to be in charge. ‘Cygnus is under investigation by the UID. Her registration has been revoked. You can’t read her in on–’
It was quite possible that no one there had ever seen Hugh Last, Doctor Ultimate, lose his temper. Cygnus never had, and she had seen him more than frustrated once or twice. He was a man who frequently had six different things running in his brain in parallel and could exceed that limit when he really thought it was important. He had an intellect beyond anyone else on the planet. Right now, all of that was focussed on being annoyed.
‘Do you want to be the cause of a major diplomatic incident, Senior Special Agent Carver!’ Ultimate roared. Carver’s eyes widened. ‘This operation is under Union of Ultrahumans authority. We agreed to allow the US government to have the UID secure this location out of expediency. We brought the vessel here because FTI has the best technology and facilities available for its study. We can, and will, remove it to another location if needed. And right now, I am feeling a dire need to do so, right after I convene a meeting of the Union Council to discuss sanctions against the United States.’
Carver’s mouth opened, but sound failed to emerge. His gun continued its slow fall to his side.
Doctor Ultimate nodded and continued more calmly. ‘Cygnus is an associate member of the UoU and, as such, can be called on for action or consultancy as required. She is clearly linked in some way to our mysterious ship and I am requesting that she consult on the matter. Do you have any further objections, Senior Special Agent?’
Carver rallied enough to say, ‘For form’s sake, I wish to state that I object to Cygnus being brought in on this project.’
‘Your objection is duly noted. Cygnus, please follow me.’ Ultimate turned and started for the door.
Bianca closed the gap as Cygnus started to follow and fell into step beside the blonde heroine. ‘You gave them a bit of a scare. Mach nine point five. I didn’t know you could fly that fast.’
‘That’s what speed I was doing?’ Cygnus asked. ‘I didn’t know either. Um… “mysterious ship?”’
‘Come inside and have a look.’
Unsure of exactly what to expect, Cygnus walked into the large, open space within the building and found herself looking at a broken spacecraft. It had to be a spacecraft, or some weird, experimental aircraft. It was dart-shaped with stubby, backswept wings. At the end of one of the wings was what looked like some sort of gun mount. There had been the same on the other wing at some point, but now there was nothing but sheared-off metal. The nose of the streamlined craft looked as though someone had decided to slow it down by flying it into a mountain. The weird thing was that it seemed somehow familiar.
Set around the craft, about ten feet out at all points, were portable metal railings with radiation warning signs on every one of them. That did not exactly bode well.
‘It’s alien?’ Cygnus asked.
‘It’s alien,’ Bianca replied. ‘We’re pretty clear on that now. We got back the genome analysis of the pilot.’ She paused. ‘That’s the dead pilot. He didn’t survive the crash.’
‘Where did you find it? When?’ Cygnus had followed Bianca and Ultimate to the control area by now. Most of the screens seemed to be showing various camera views of the vessel. She could see that there was a large breach under the nose on the port side, away from them. The rest of the displays were a mystery.
‘I started detecting an unusual cosmic energy signature on September the thirteenth,’ Ultimate said. ‘I narrowed it down to a point beneath the Southern Ocean and requested that Aquarian check it out.’
‘Do you know how long it had been down there?’
‘Not exactly. Our best guess is between eighteen months and two years.’
‘Uh… okay.’ Penny had become Cygnus on December twenty-first twenty twelve, which was within that time range, and Cygnus was starting to get a bad feeling…
‘The important thing, I believe, is that the vessel was raised to the surface on September twenty-fourth.’
‘When I noticed the increase in… telepathic noise.’
Ultimate nodded. ‘And at approximately sixteen fifteen last night, Elaine Ellis was doing our initial survey of the ship’s interior. Upon attempting to open a panel on one of the walls, she triggered a sudden increase in the ship’s cosmic energy output. A large and modulated signal was emitted.’
‘And there’s a three-hour time difference… That ship is shouting at me. Elaine triggered some sort of alarm, and I’m receiving it.’ Cygnus paused. ‘I need to go in.’
Ultimate nodded. ‘I suspect that would be the next logical step.’
‘You’ll need a suit,’ Elaine said. ‘The ship’s radioactive.’
Cygnus blinked. She had noticed neither Elaine nor Alice standing there watching. ‘Hi, Elaine. Hi, Alice. Sorry, I didn’t even… I feel like someone’s screaming in my ears and I can’t even cover them to block it out. I don’t need a suit. I can screen out radiation.’
‘Cygnus is extremely adaptable,’ Ultimate said, smiling. ‘It seems you’ve been practising.’
‘I’m getting pretty good at it. It’s still mostly automatic adaptation to the environment or copying something I’ve seen another Ultra do, but I’m getting there. How do I get in?’
‘Through that breach in the forward hull,’ Elaine supplied. ‘There’s a duct in there you have to crawl through. That gets you into the cockpit.’
‘I’m assuming the dead alien’s been removed?’
‘Oh yeah. He was in a sealed suit so there’s not even any blood.’
Cygnus started for the barriers. ‘Well, that’s something.’ She realigned her powers as she walked, adding radiation resistance to her normal toughness. It looked like there were going to be a few jagged edges in there so she figured toughened skin might be a good idea.
‘At least you won’t get your ass stuck in the duct,’ Elaine called after her.
‘Ha! What about my boobs?’
‘Might be a problem…’
It was not. Not much anyway. Cygnus was glad her body was unnaturally flexible as she turned the corner at the end and started up into the cockpit, but she managed it, crawling out under the flight chair and looking around. There was the door at the back, but…
The chair seemed to beckon to her. It felt like that was where she needed to be. Again, it seemed somehow familiar, as though she had sat there before. Gingerly, she settled herself onto the seat. Nothing happened as she sat down, so she swung her legs up and then lay back onto the reclined seat, looking up through the scuffed, dirty canopy at the ceiling of the building and the camera which had been set up to look down into the cockpit.
Nothing happened for about ten seconds and she was about to get up again when, without warning, the sound in her head changed and a display, a hologram, appeared in front of her. Symbols appeared: glyphs of some kind which, presumably, said something in whatever language the pilot had used. The sounds became more distinct, more like words, but they were still in a language Cygnus had never learned. Or… maybe she had forgotten it.
The display cleared and then more alien words appeared, this time flashing in a slow pulse. Cygnus just had time to register the message, if not understand it, before pain seared through her brain. No, not pain exactly, but the sudden shock of it made her cry out and her eyes jammed shut. Light flared behind her eyelids, flickering and shifting between colours and patterns. Noise hit her like a wave, shouted alien words that smashed into her mind like hammers.
As quickly as it had started, the assault stopped. She heard ‘Adjustment complete’ but the words made no sense and all she could really think of was getting out. She tumbled off the chair, found the duct, and somehow managed to crawl through it to the electronics bay. Staggering, she made her way out of the ship, coming to a halt at the barriers where she propped herself up on one feeling dazed and disoriented.
Shaking her head, Cygnus looked up. The room was in chaos. Two-thirds of the agents, including Carver, were lying on the floor, kneeling, or just standing there staring. Some were wearing weird smiles, as though they were having some sort of religious experience, and others just seemed stunned. Elaine was holding Bianca up as she wobbled on her feet, blinking. What had happened? Had the ship done something to them as well?
Cygnus pushed the barrier aside, concerned. Alice and Doctor Ultimate were rushing over to her and she figured she should meet them halfway. She managed all of two steps before she collapsed onto the concrete floor and blacked out.
11th October.
Cygnus opened her eyes and found herself looking at unfamiliar sheets on an unfamiliar bed. She considered, briefly, being confused, but the way she was feeling, confusion seemed like a wasted mental state. On the other hand, finding out where she was seemed like a good idea. She pushed herself up onto one elbow and looked around.
‘Back with us then?’ June asked. She was looking tired and a little worried, though there was relief in there too.
‘How long was I out?’
‘More or less twenty-four hours, according to when Bianca said you went down.’
‘Oh. Where are we?’
‘Bianca’s place. They brought you here because it seemed like you were just sleeping, even if they couldn’t get you to wake up. And Bianca had me flown out here because–’
‘I figured you’d want a friendly face around when you came out of it,’ Bianca said, walking through the door in a pair of shorts and a camisole top. ‘I thought I heard voices. How are you feeling?’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Now that the slight confusion is resolved… absolutely fantastic!’
‘That’s… somehow not what I expected.’
‘I… It’s difficult to explain. I… I understand now.’
‘Understand what?’ June asked.
‘Me.’ Cygnus looked between them and then laughed. ‘No, I haven’t gone nuts. The ship did something to me, adjusted me. I think I wasn’t quite integrated properly. Maybe because it’s never happened to a human before.’
‘Uh…’ Bianca frowned. ‘We were watching when you got into the cockpit. We saw you sit down, and then some sort of holographic display appeared.’
‘Yeah. Couldn’t understand it. And I think it was talking to me, in my head. Couldn’t understand that either.’
‘Then you stiffened and we heard you scream. You rolled off the chair and came out through the hull breach a few seconds later. And… Well, I’m not quite sure what happened after that. It was… Just the sight of you was… I just lost it. My knees went. I can’t remember much for about twenty seconds. When I came out of it, Elaine was holding me up and Hugh and Alice were seeing to you. Carver isn’t pleased. He went down; so did a lot of his people. Some of them were behaving very strangely. Some of them are still a bit weird.’
‘It’s the Guardian aura. I’m a Guardian. It all makes sense now.’
‘Maybe to you,’ June said. ‘Maybe I need a lot more coffee before it makes sense to me.’
‘Breakfast then?’ Bianca suggested.
Cygnus grinned. ‘I could eat.’
~~~
At least Cygnus had something to wear besides her costume: June had brought a case of clothes with her since Bianca figured that Cygnus was going to be around for a while, consulting. Not really sure what the weather was going to do, Cygnus had picked out a UoU T-shirt she had bought at the gift shop in the Antarctic and a pair of denim shorts.
‘You know this shirt doesn’t really fit, right?’ Cygnus said as she joined June in the lounge. Bianca was organising things in the small kitchen at the back.
June just grinned at her shrink-wrapped girlfriend. ‘I think it fits perfectly.’
‘You would.’
Bianca emerged from the back carrying a tray of mugs and some preserves. ‘Okay, I figured the coffee was high on the list. There’s more when you’ve gulped down this lot. And I’ve got toast coming, but you can have cereal or… cereal. I haven’t restocked the fridge recently.’
‘Toast is fine,’ Cygnus replied.
‘Yeah,’ June said. ‘Not quite up to anything major until my brain is functional.’
‘Were you up all night?’
‘Uh… Might have nodded off a couple of times in the chair.’
‘You should take a nap.’
‘Uh-huh,’ June agreed. ‘Later. When there’s been an exposition.’
‘Well,’ Bianca said, ‘I called Elaine. If you start before she gets here, you’ll just have to start again.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Right, hold the exposition for coffee and Elaine. You still seeing Damian?’
‘Whenever I can. We got all of last weekend. Not that we did a lot. Just…’
‘Spent time together,’ June supplied. ‘That’s sounding serious.’
‘Oh, serious is the last thing it is, thank God. We’re having fun together. Neither of us has much of a lifestyle that lends itself to serious relationship land.’ Bianca giggled. ‘We went out to the movies, sat at the back, and necked through most of the film. I mean, how corny is that?’
‘Corny, yes. Kind of romantic too.’ June turned to Cygnus. ‘Remind me to take you to a cinema sometime soon.’
Cygnus rolled her eyes. ‘I will not be held responsible for the consequences. What about the Everglades thing? We’re due to go down there for another photoshoot in November. Is Ever going to be a happy elemental?’
‘I think she’s going to rename some pools after us or something,’ Bianca replied. ‘Maybe a couple of alligators. It went perfectly. Elaine was happy with the data she got, and the swamp’s clean. It’s still a bit dead in that area, but Ever was happy that she could have it back in natural condition pretty quickly. I’ll get the toast.’
They were still munching on toast and jam, and chatting, when the buzzer went on the phone. Bianca reached over and hit the release without asking who it was: she could see the silver form of Ultramech taking up position in front of the window, on guard.
Elaine appeared, almost bouncing. ‘Great! You’re awake and there’s coffee and your hair’s whiter than it was. Uh, that last bit is an observation, not an “it’s great.” Not that it isn’t great… um…’
Bianca laughed. ‘Get some coffee. It’ll calm your nerves.’
Frowning, Cygnus pulled some of her hair around to look at, cross-eyed. ‘Oh.’ She looked at June. ‘You didn’t think to mention this?’
June shrugged. ‘I figured you knew and we’d get an explanation. Guess not.’
‘Well, maybe. Probably an image thing. That reminds me. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to design me a new costume.’
‘What’s wrong with the old one?’
‘Nothing. I just think I should have something more… When I’ve explained what I know, maybe you’ll have some ideas. Plus, my hair’s changed so why not a new costume. You can go as wild as you like.’
June raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh really? This from the girl who thought I dressed her as a stripper when I designed the first outfit?’
‘Uh-huh. Try not to violate any actual laws.’
‘Hmm, a challenge. We’ll have to wait until we get back for me to make it. There’s materials, and I don’t have my gear.’
‘Not a problem,’ Bianca said. ‘FTI produces just about anything you could want and I can get you set up in a workshop. We produce all sorts of prototype suits, so I think we can manage a costume for Cygnus.’
‘Totally,’ Elaine said, returning with a mug of coffee. ‘I can put you on to a few of the newer materials we’re manufacturing. Some of them need special tools to cut and sew, but you can pick those up pretty easily.’ She settled onto a sofa. ‘Now, spill it, Cygnus.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, and then paused to sip coffee. ‘Uh…’
‘The ship? Do you know where it comes from?’
‘Well, I know it belonged to a Guardian. Um, a long time ago, in a galaxy… Actually, it was this one, so that doesn’t work, but thousands of years ago, some race of very clever aliens came up with a way of combining their minds with another species and… Well, I think they kind of brainwashed the result into thinking of themselves as protectors of the galaxy.’
‘That sounds kind of noble,’ Bianca said.
‘Kind of, yes. The methods were maybe questionable, but the result worked. They ended up with super-powered police officers to enforce their laws, and fight their wars when they had them. The Guardians got more powerful as they got more experienced and the aliens added to their numbers over time since they seemed to be pretty useful.’
‘But they can die, right?’ June asked. ‘I mean, you’re not invulnerable.’
‘They can die. They won’t die of old age and they’re resistant to disease, but if you do enough damage, you can kill them. But, when they die, the essence of that Guardian is freed and it goes looking for a compatible host body to turn into another Guardian. So, when the pilot of that ship died–’
‘His essence found you.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘I thought I saw a meteorite coming at me, that I was hit by a rock from space. What I actually saw was the Guardian… spirit coming at me. But something went a little wrong. It didn’t link into me properly until the computer on that ship poked it and now… I can understand the language the alien spoke and the computer speaks. I can remember things about worlds all over the galaxy. I know what a Guardian is and how they’re supposed to behave, and I understand how my powers work.’
There were a few seconds of silence while everyone took that in. Then Elaine said, ‘So how did the pilot die? The crash?’
‘Ultimately. There are two cosmic energy reactors on that ship to supply the power for some really powerful warp engines. The mid-section one failed, collapsing the warp field in an uncontrolled manner and releasing a huge burst of gamma radiation. The pilot survived that, but he was sick, injured. The ship was out of control. He managed to steer it to hit somewhere remote, hoped he’d survive the crash… Didn’t.’
‘You seem pretty sure about all that.’
‘I remember it. I can access the memories of every Guardian who has ever shared my Guardian essence. All the way back.’
‘You can remember thousands of years of memories now?’ June asked, eyes wide.
‘No. It’s more like… If I want to know something one of the previous incarnations knew, I can dig through my memory and find it. I don’t just know stuff from ten thousand years ago. I need to know what I’m looking for and want to look for it.’
Elaine’s eyes narrowed. ‘So… you can tell us what’s in the ship and maybe even how it operates?’
‘Uh… Well, probably. From my memory of the accident, not everything’s going to be working. There were all sorts of failures happening. And I don’t get real skills. The best I’ll get is a rough idea of what to do with something. I can operate things by rote.’
‘You’ll have a clue,’ Elaine replied, shrugging, ‘which is more than anyone else is going to have. Sounds like your “consultancy” gig just got a lot more legitimate.’
‘Starting Monday,’ June said firmly. ‘I know you say you’re feeling great and everything’s wonderful, but I think you should take a couple of days to just relax and make sure there’s nothing wrong before you go near that ship again.’
‘I agree,’ Bianca said. ‘That ship isn’t going anywhere and we need to make sure there are no ill effects before we move on.’
‘Okay,’ Elaine said. ‘I can contain my excitement. Mostly. That signal the ship was generating shut off when you got into the chair, so everything should be fine, and safe, until Monday.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘There is nothing wrong, but I can get behind a couple of days of quiet.’ She grinned. ‘Isn’t there a hot tub in this place?’
~~~
Cygnus was not in the hot tub. June, Bianca, and Elaine were soaking, but Cygnus was perched on the edge of the tub, posed in the best classic pin-up position she could come up with. Ultramech was drawing her.
‘I didn’t know you drew, Ultramech,’ June said. The weather wasn’t the warmest, but the sky was clear, she had wine, and she was in hot, bubbling water.
‘I have been practising for some time, Miss Summerfield,’ Ultramech replied. ‘I would not describe my attempts as especially professional, but if I continue to practise, I am sure I will improve.’
‘I wouldn’t say he’s a great artist,’ Elaine said, ‘but he’s getting better. The last one he drew of me was recognisable.’
‘That’s encouraging,’ Cygnus said, trying not to move her lips.
‘I have almost completed this composition,’ Ultramech said. ‘Then we will see how I have done.’
‘Good. Thankfully, I don’t really feel pain. How do models do this?’
‘Long, arduous training,’ June replied. She sipped her wine. ‘Long, long, long–’
‘Yeah, it sure looks arduous.’
‘And I have finished,’ Ultramech announced. He turned the pad he was working on around and held it up. Cygnus got to relax while everyone else repositioned themselves to see the picture.
‘Hey!’ Elaine squeaked. ‘That’s not fair. That actually does look like Cygnus. In a bikini, obviously.’
‘It’s really good,’ June said.
‘And in my defence,’ Ultramech said, ‘the last drawing I did of Elaine was supposed to be a caricature.’ He turned his head slightly to the left. ‘I am detecting a small humanoid figure in the undergrowth one hundred and three yards behind the house. He is holding… a pair of binoculars.’
Bianca sagged. ‘The telescope mustn’t have a good enough view.’
‘Your nephew?’ June asked.
‘Mark. Yeah. He got the telescope when the binoculars, and I quote, didn’t give a good enough image of Venus.’
‘His mother actually bought that?’
‘Oh yeah. She hasn’t even noticed his telescope hardly ever seems to point up. I suppose I should–’
‘I’ll take care of it,’ Cygnus said. She bounced up and started for the front of the house.
Bianca frowned. ‘What’s she going to do?’
‘At a guess,’ June said, ‘she’s going to give him a better view.’
~~~
Mark Fullerton was thirteen years old, which meant he was not a kid any more. His mother did not get it. Then again, Mark was not entirely sure that he got it either, but of this he was sure: girls were fascinating.
Not his sister, obviously. Marie was gross. Big sisters were like that: gross. Mark had heard mention of ‘cooties’ and suspected they were something big sisters were full of.
Aunt Bianca did not have cooties. Mark was absolutely certain that his aunt was cootie-free, but she did have something which Mark was very interested in, which was a little confusing given that Marie had them too and Marie was gross. Mark had, through a process of deduction which he thought might be on a par with his hero, Night Shift, the greatest detective in the world, concluded that his confusion might have been resolved if his mother would just let him talk to girls his age. Or any age. Aunt Bianca had suggested once that Mark’s mother coddled him; Mark had yet to figure out what ‘coddled’ meant, but he was fairly sure that Aunt Bianca was right.
Today, Aunt Bianca had guests. Mark had seen Ultramech arrive carrying Doctor Ellis who was nice enough. However, Mark had spotted two other women at the pool house through his telescope and he had seen suggestions that they were headed for Aunt Bianca’s hot tub. Unfortunately, you could not see the actual tub from the big house, so he had decided to practise his spy skills and, sure enough, they were there, in the tub. Except that one of them had spent fifteen minutes leaning against the tub while Ultramech did something with a pad and pencil.
The woman leaning against the tub was… amazing. Long, white hair, and long legs. Plus, those things that Mark found fascinating about Aunt Bianca… Well, this woman had much bigger ones! He was kind of disappointed when she walked off toward the pool house door, but he figured she would be back, and he could watch Aunt Bianca, and Doctor Ellis, and whoever the brunette woman was and–
‘See anything interesting?’
Mark froze. The voice had come from right behind him and it was a woman’s voice. Mark lowered his binoculars and turned around, very slowly. His vision almost filled with a pair of large breasts clad in a small, white bikini bra. Certainly, his entire vision field seemed to narrow, darkening at the edges, to focus on her chest. Mark made a sound, somewhere between ‘yes’ and a croak.
‘My eyes are up here, young man.’
Mark forced his eyes upward. It seemed to take all the strength he had to manage it, but he found himself looking into a pair of blue eyes. The woman the eyes belonged to was beautiful and Mark was mortally afraid he was just about to make a really major fool of himself.
‘It’s not polite to spy on people, Mark,’ she said.
‘No!’ Mark squeaked.
‘I’m Cygnus. I’m going to be staying here for a few days. I hope we won’t have a repeat of this. Otherwise I don’t think we’ll be friends.’
‘Okay!’ Mark squeaked.
‘Maybe you should go back to the house.’
‘Yes!’
Cygnus tried very hard to keep the smirk off her face. ‘Now?’
Mark bolted up the hill like a rabbit being chased by wolves and Cygnus let the smirk out. She lifted into the air and glided across to the deck, lowering herself into the hot tub beside June with a sigh.
‘I think,’ she said, ‘that we will not have a repeat of that for the rest of the week.’
‘You know you probably scared him out of a year’s growth,’ Bianca said.
‘He’ll recover.’
‘I wasn’t complaining.’
~~~
‘You can keep a secret, right?’ Bianca asked Cygnus.
It was late evening, night really, Elaine and Ultramech had gone back to the city a couple of hours earlier, the blinds had been drawn, and the big TV screen was down in viewing position though it was not on yet. June was sitting on the sofa with a drawing pad, sketching costume designs and refusing to let anyone see any of them. Bianca wanted to relax and there was one thing in the way of that.
‘Well, I’m fairly good with secrets,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Kind of have to be.’
‘Good.’ Bianca reached up and carefully eased her wig off. She sighed, pulled the netting cap which protected her real hair off, and ruffled her black hair into place. ‘So much better.’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s an anti-paparazzi disguise,’ June said before Bianca could say anything. ‘Bianca’s secret identity.’
‘Not quite like yours, I’d imagine,’ Bianca added, ‘but being able to wander around without anyone noticing is kind of important to me.’
‘Your secret is safe with me,’ Cygnus said. She bit her lip and frowned, and looked toward June, then back to Bianca. ‘Would mine be safe with you?’
June’s head snapped up. ‘You’re going to–’
‘I haven’t since the ship and I feel different. I want to know… And if I have to wait until we get home, it could be a while.’
‘If you’re sure…’
‘What June said,’ Bianca said. ‘If you’re sure, I won’t be saying anything to anyone else.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, getting to her feet. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’ And she headed for the stairs.
‘How many people know who she really is?’ Bianca asked.
‘Me, obviously. I knew her before she got her powers. We shared an apartment. Twilight… Uh, Viviane and Red Huntress. I think that’s about it. You’re joining a fairly exclusive club. And, uh, this may come as a bit of a surprise.’
‘I’m guessing, since there’s all this rigmarole involved, this is a bit more than taking off a wig?’
‘Just a little bit, yeah.’
Cygnus reappeared, naked and carrying a robe which she tossed onto the sofa. ‘I figured if I’m going to do this, you might as well get the full show,’ she said.
‘And you don’t just mean you naked. I mean, that bikini wasn’t covering much.’
Cygnus giggled. ‘No, to both statements. There’s a reason for the nudity. I tend to ruin anything I’m wearing when I change.’
‘And by “ruin,” she means “reduce to scraps,”’ June explained.
‘That. Here goes.’ Cygnus closed her eyes and focussed. It was different. She had to reallocate powers to make the transformation for one thing, but then the actual change was almost instantaneous. One second she was Cygnus, the next she was Penny.
‘That’s a lot faster than it used to be,’ June said. ‘I didn’t think to bring any of your clothes. Or your glasses.’
Penny was looking a little pensive. ‘That robe’s a short one, so it’ll fit, and I don’t need my glasses.’
‘You don’t?’
‘No… This is kind of what I was worried about. I’m not the same. I’m still Cygnus, just Penny-shaped.’ Penny blinked and looked at Bianca. ‘Sorry. Penny Worthington, pleased to meet you.’
‘Uh, same,’ Bianca said. ‘That’s… a really good disguise.’
‘Yes,’ June said, and she was frowning now, ‘but it used to be more than that. She was really a different person when she changed. She was my Penny.’
‘I’m still… not quite the same,’ Penny said. ‘It’s like I’m more of a mix. I don’t feel quite the same as I did, but I don’t feel quite like Cygnus either.’ She reached up to her face and then stopped and frowned. ‘I’m going to have to get some fake glasses. Penny wears glasses, but I also just want them. I fiddle with my glasses, adjust them, push them up my nose when they slip. Doesn’t feel right without them.’
June pursed her lips. ‘I think that’s a good sign. I’ll hold off making a decision about whether this is a bad thing or not until I’ve been around you more.’
Penny nodded. ‘Ditto. But there’s one thing about this that’s good. I picked this shape because it’s what I’m used to, but…’ She closed her eyes and focussed, and the gasp from June told her that what she was attempting to do had worked. Opening her eyes, she looked down and nodded.
‘You’re me!’ June squeaked.
‘I should be able to mimic anyone. If I know what shape they are anyway. I, uh, know your body fairly well.’ She shifted back to Penny and grabbed her robe. It was a little long on Penny’s far shorter frame, but it worked.
‘That’s a little unnerving.’
‘Yeah,’ Bianca said, grinning, ‘but think of the possibilities.’
‘Ha! I may be a model, but I’m not that narcissistic.’
Penny settled onto the sofa beside June. ‘Might be fun for a change.’
‘Don’t think so,’ June said. ‘Well… maybe. Uh, if you’re still Cygnus, more or less, does that mean you still have all your powers?’
‘I shuffled the configuration,’ Penny replied. ‘Dumped most of the strength and the flight, force field defences instead of tough skin, kept the healing, added a few mental defences that Viviane suggested.’
‘And you can just do that?’ Bianca asked. ‘Shuffle your powers around like… like running different programs in a computer.’
‘Not a bad analogy. I’m not a magician, but Hugh says that my powers are more like magic than a conventional Ultra. Within limits, I can do anything I want.’
‘Elaine would give her right arm to study you.’
‘Tell her to talk really nicely to Hugh. He’s got a load of data from his mega-ultimate-super-scanner on me. It might take her arm and the soul of her firstborn to get it though.’
‘Given she’s gay, that might be a long wait.’
‘Huh, yeah.’ Penny turned her head to look at June, who had shuffled around a little and picked up her pad again. ‘You haven’t got huggy yet. Not sure about this?’
‘I’m working. And you are not seeing any of the designs before I’m ready. Put a movie on or something, Bianca. Distract this evil fashion spy for me.’
Bianca picked up a tablet PC from the coffee table. ‘Okay. What are we in the mood for? Action? Romance? Horror? Murder and mystery? Hot, writhing bodies in sweaty clinches?’
‘You mean you’ve got wrestling movies on there?’ Penny asked, smiling sweetly.
‘Yeah… wrestling.’
‘How about some horror? Mad scientists, or zombies, or… something.’
‘Okay. Mad scientists with zombies it is.’
~~~
There were people still working on the lab space the Nine Kings had arranged for Blutadler. Zhu followed the old man through screens of plastic nailed to wooden batons, regarding some of the ‘people’ with a mixture of horror and disgust he was trying hard to keep off his face. Blutadler had some strange servants: things made from corpses with visible chunks of electronics replacing sections of their skulls. Blutadler called them Blood Zombies; Zhu Lei called them abominations.
‘The production facilities should be operational in three days,’ Blutadler said. ‘We will have the product no more than five days after that.’
‘That long?’ Zhu asked.
‘Hopefully not, but when setting up new equipment it is always wise to assume that there will be issues. I will need test subjects for the first batches. Should I procure them myself, or will your organisation handle it?’
‘Please, I’m sure you know better than I what you’re looking for. You said that you had something specific to show me?’
‘I did, yes. Please follow me.’
Blutadler led the way to one end of the basement the lab was based in, and a door which had been reinforced and had extra security added. A keycode let them through and Zhu found himself standing in something out of a B-movie horror film. Clearly a laboratory, aside from computers and a couple of workbenches, it featured a metal bench something like an autopsy table and a couple of robotic frames set on sturdy pedestals. Around the frames were other robotic devices, each with arms tipped with blades and syringes. The frames were clearly designed to hold a human by the arms and legs with their head secured, because there was a man in one of them, gagged, stripped to his boxers, and terrified.
‘This,’ Blutadler said, ‘is where I conduct my experiments and manufacture my zombies. One of my processes may be of considerable interest in a number of your enterprises. There are applications in security, interrogation, prostitution…’
‘I would not wish to meet the man who would find pleasure in those creatures you have working for you,’ Zhu stated flatly.
Blutadler actually smiled. ‘I have met that man, and you are correct, you would not wish to meet him. However, my Blood Zombies are not what I am going to show you.’ His gaze turned to the man suspended in metal and plastic bindings. ‘I have a new process, you see. The requirements for creating Blood Zombies are stringent, the process expensive. I required something more utilitarian, easier to mass-produce. It turned out that my new process had some additional advantages.’
‘Such as?’
‘The subject remains alive. There is some impairment of motor control and intellect, but nothing extreme. However, they become entirely docile, obey any command given them by their assigned master, and a useful side effect is an extreme tolerance to pain.’
‘They’ll do whatever you tell them to do?’
‘Anything. Sacrifice their lives in your defence if required. Perform whatever perverted sexual acts you may wish. Betray everything they hold dear. Which brings us to Special Agent Suzman of the UID here.’
‘You brought a UID agent here?!’
Blutadler smiled again. ‘I did.’ Moving to a control panel, he tapped at buttons. ‘However, in fifteen minutes, Mister Suzman will either be my loyal, obedient servant, or he’ll be dead.’
Suzman began to struggle in his bonds as he heard motors starting up behind him, but he was fixed very firmly in place. Something cold and metallic touched his neck just below his skull and there was a sudden sharp pain.
‘A successful insertion,’ Blutadler went on. ‘If I get that part wrong, they die immediately. Within the next five minutes, he will fall unconscious. When he wakes up, he will belong to me. Now, Jade Flame, should we discuss the potential for your business?’
~~~
‘Oh… God… please… let me… come.’ Penny hovered on the edge of oblivion and it seemed she had been doing that for a couple of hours, though it was probably not that long, but if June did not let her– Then there was the light show and the feeling of her brain melting and her body exploding.
‘You can come now,’ June whispered in her ear.
‘I… haven’t… already?’
‘Oh no. That was just the pre-shock. The main event is yet to come. Pun intended.’
Penny pulled in a deep breath and relaxed. ‘It’s Sunday tomorrow. We don’t need to get up early.’
June pouted. ‘It used to take you far longer to recover. I liked you being breathless.’
‘My power configuration includes enhanced oxygen uptake. You’re just going to have to try harder.’
‘I love a challenge.’ June’s lips touched Penny’s neck. ‘Hey, do you still hear the voices?’
‘No. I think they were something to do with my Guardian aspect not connecting with my human side. That’s why I never heard them as Cygnus. The voices I heard from the ship were different. Like a distress call.’
‘Oh. So… no more whispers in your head?’
Penny smiled. ‘Only when you whisper in my ear, love. Only then.’
 



Part Five: Blood, Fire, and Darkness
San Francisco, CA, 12th October, 2014.
‘Neither of you two have regular jobs, right?’ Bianca asked as Cygnus and June came down from their room.
‘I’m unemployed,’ Cygnus said, ‘and June’s work is somewhat irregular. Why?’
‘I was just wondering whether I should make arrangements to attend your funerals when you bang each other to death. There’s coffee.’
‘Hey, we were asleep before three,’ June replied. ‘And we’re young and fit. And we’re still really at the “at it like bunnies” stage.’ She watched Cygnus heading for the kitchen, her eyes on her girlfriend’s swaying behind.
‘I suppose I can’t talk. Damian and I can’t get through a date without ending up horizontal. Oh, except for the one time we were standing up.’
There was giggling which was still going when Cygnus returned to hand June a mug of coffee. ‘What time is it anyway?’ Cygnus asked.
‘A little after eleven,’ Bianca replied. She checked her phone. ‘Almost half past. You should probably eat something.’
‘We’ll survive until lunch.’
‘Well, you know where the kitchen is. I checked up with Hugh. He’s happy to wait until tomorrow for your debriefing.’ She raised an eyebrow at the resulting giggles. ‘What’s funny?’
‘He’s got this big cosmic energy scanner,’ Cygnus replied. ‘You stand in it. It’s a whole room. It’s very sensitive, so he has you strip naked before going in.’
‘And he does this,’ June added, ‘without the slightest hint of being interested in having a naked woman to look at.’
‘So “debriefing” with Hugh takes on a whole new meaning.’
‘He’s rather attached to his wife,’ Bianca said.
‘Oh, Alice keeps him from going entirely insane, I think. And she makes sure his socks match. She’s–’
Cygnus stopped as the house phone buzzed. Bianca gave a grunt of displeasure and hit the intercom button. ‘Yes?’
‘Bianca, dear, it’s Liberty. Are you busy?’
Bianca took her finger off the button. ‘Crap. I know what this is about. I’ll take her outside if she starts.’ She hit the door button before anyone could ask what she was talking about.
A woman appeared from the porch. In her early thirties, Libby Fullerton was not tall, possessed of a moderately full but shapely figure and fairly long legs. She was pale with slightly dark, honey-blonde hair and blue eyes. At eleven thirty in the morning, she was dressed in a red, designer peplum dress and high-heeled pumps, and was in full make-up.
‘Oh! You have guests,’ Libby said. The surprise did not come over as genuine. The fact that Mark trailed in behind her did not help her credibility.
‘Libby Fullerton,’ Bianca said, ‘this is June Summerfield and Cygnus, from New Millennium City.’
‘Oh, well, I’ve seen Cygnus on ACPN, of course.’ Libby’s smile looked strained. ‘Bianca, I need to talk to you about–’
‘We’ll go out on the deck,’ Bianca said. ‘I’m sure Mark will be happy to stay here for a few minutes. Won’t you, Mark?’
‘Yes, Aunt Bianca,’ Mark said in a rather small voice.
‘He’ll be quite safe. Cygnus could crush a tank if she had to.’
Libby hesitated. ‘Uh, yes. Very well.’ Then she turned and headed back toward the door with Bianca following.
‘Hello again, Mark,’ Cygnus said.
Mark made a little strangling noise and then managed, ‘I’m sorry about yesterday,’ in a rush of syllables.
Cygnus nodded. ‘Thank you. Apology accepted. Bianca says you like astronomy.’
‘Yes. When I grow up, I want to be an astrophysicist and study black holes.’
‘Oh? I used to like astronomy quite a lot. I never seem to get the time to look anymore.’
Mark was not, perhaps, astrophysicist material, though he was still developing and there was time for his brain to catch up. He barely came up to the two chests he was trying not to look at and he was thin, and he seemed to have got most of his genes from his father. He had a young, moderately good-looking face, brown eyes, and brown hair which was trying its best to form a cockscomb. Maybe he was not the absolutely brightest of boys, but he could put two and two together.
‘That’s why you’re Cygnus!’ he said, suddenly looking less embarrassed and more enthused. ‘Cygnus is a constellation and you like astronomy.’
‘More than that,’ June said. ‘Do you know what animal Cygnus is supposed to be?’
‘Uh… The Swan. It’s a swan.’ His eyes widened further. ‘And you have a white costume, like a swan. But without the feathers, I guess.’
‘Got it in one. I designed the costume.’
‘Are you an Ultra too?’
‘No, I’m a model. People take photographs of me for magazines and calendars. You’ll need to be a bit older before you can read those magazines, though.’
Cygnus smirked. ‘Just a little. What other constellations do you know?’
When Bianca and Libby returned, neither of them looking exactly pleased, Mark was enthusiastically chatting about his favourite subject: black holes. They were black, except that they were also not black, and they were so heavy that nothing could escape from them, not even light, and if you fell into one you would get stretched into spaghetti. Being a teenage boy, that last point was the source of much excitement since it sounded like a particularly gross way to die.
‘Come, Mark,’ Libby said, her voice tight. ‘We should be going.’
Mark sagged, but he got to his feet and followed his mother out. Bianca followed, apparently making sure they were gone and the door was shut. When Bianca returned, she dropped onto the sofa Mark had vacated with a grunt.
‘Annoying woman,’ Bianca grumbled.
‘Family trouble?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Libby gets a very generous allowance, which she has considerable trouble not spending in its entirety every month. Once a month or so, she turns up here to “renegotiate” the amount she gets. Usually she brings one of the kids on the assumption that it’ll soften me up.’
‘It doesn’t, I take it.’
‘No. Alan married her for her looks, not her common sense. Oh, and you two put her teeth on edge. She can’t stand being the least attractive woman in a room. Ha! And talking to Mark about his astrophysics won’t have helped. She thinks his current career choice is silly because he won’t make much money as an academic. She wants him to take over from me. Currently, I’m expecting Marie to, if she wants to go that way. She’s got a good head.’
‘Well, if he doesn’t really want to…’
‘Exactly.’
‘Plans for today?’ June asked after a second or so.
‘Um… Let’s take a boat over to the city,’ Bianca suggested. ‘We can get lunch, maybe see a few sights. Nothing strenuous for our semi-invalid.’
‘I am not an invalid,’ Cygnus said. ‘Even a semi one. Let’s go see San Francisco.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said as they walked out of the diner, ‘so that was a little weird.’
‘I expect they don’t get Ultras from other cities coming in every day,’ June said. ‘Gotta grab that autograph while you can, right?’
‘Right… Hopefully we won’t have too much of that while we’re moving. Your town, Bianca. Where are we going?’
‘Oh… Um, you know how hard it is to give a tour of the place you live, right? I mean, what would you do if you were giving me a tour of New Millennium City?’
‘I have no idea. I still haven’t figured out why anyone holidays there. No historic landmarks, it’s too new. I guess there’s the tower, and Deale Harbour’s sort of…’
‘It’s got authentic, dirty charm,’ June said. ‘Plus, you’d be with Cygnus and maybe Twilight so it’s unlikely you’d get mugged.’
‘Garden spot,’ Bianca said, grinning. ‘Well, unless you want to do the shopping thing… Thought not. We’ll take a cable car up to Chinatown. That’s a pretty classic tourist thing to do.’
June giggled. ‘A streetcar named tourism.’
‘You two will be aboard it. There’ll be some desire.’
‘Well, I– Oh!’ Both Cygnus and Bianca looked around at June’s exclamation and she pointed at a newspaper dispenser on the corner they had just arrived at. The headline visible in the stand was ‘Mink Still Hunted.’
‘Slow news day,’ Bianca said.
‘But I thought Mink was one of the good guys?’
‘So am I,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Didn’t stop me being wanted for murder.’
‘So is Mink,’ Bianca said, setting off again as the light changed. ‘Supposedly, she killed Snapshot, one of the Stars.’
‘Supposedly?’
‘Her signature weapon is a thing called a rope dart. You might have seen them in martial arts movies. Kind of like a knife on a length of rope. Snapshot was killed with one, and that’s about the only evidence that Mink did it that I’ve heard of. Elaine knows more about it.’
‘Well, anyone could get their hands on one of those.’
‘Agreed, though using one against a reasonably proficient gunman is another matter. I learned how to do the… Uh, I suppose the art version is the best way to describe it. You know that thing where you have a flaming ball on the end of a rope and swing it around making pretty patterns in the air?’
‘I’ve seen it done, sure. You can do that?’
‘I am a woman of many talents. That one’s a cool party trick, but it’s difficult to do right. Using one of those things as a weapon takes some dedication. That said, I think it’s a setup.’
‘That’s what I’d suspect from what Elaine said about her,’ June said.
Bianca nodded. ‘She dealt the local tong, uh, the SFPD calls them Red Flag, a couple of pretty serious blows around the end of July, beginning of August. Damian was in on one of the busts. Human trafficking thing. They went really quiet all last month. Both Damian and Elaine commented on it. Then, suddenly, Mink is wanted for murder and Red Flag is back in business.’
‘And no one is doing anything about it?’
‘Well… There’s a task force assigned to the tong, and you know what Damian thinks of them. Lament won’t look past the fact she hates Mink. Fuego is kind of a law and order freak so if there’s a warrant for Mink’s arrest, he’ll be hunting her, even if he doesn’t necessarily think she’s guilty. Bonehead follows Fuego’s lead. The Stars aren’t exactly Hell on organised crime anyway.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘I’d look into it myself, but I’ve no idea where to start.’
‘No one expects you to. Except you, maybe. I’m pretty sure that Mink is trying to sort this out. She might not be able to show her masked face without someone making her life a misery, but I suspect she’s doing what she can.’
13th October.
Herman Kopf sat in the back of a van which had the logo of a Chinese laundry on its sides, watching a pair of monitors with some interest. The situation was not entirely ideal, but Kopf felt it was necessary to further his goals. The range on the radio control system in his new zombies was, with the right base station equipment, quite acceptable: ten miles in a clear environment, rather less in a city. However, when utilising the video capability, that range was significantly less. Even using a reduced sampling rate, which he was, he had had to get closer than he would have wished to the target site.
‘Proceed into the building,’ Kopf said into a microphone set on the bench in front of him. ‘Remember, you are to attempt to remain unobtrusive. Act naturally.’
On the screens, a door was opened and then the scene shifted around, and then Kopf forgot all about potential risks. There on his screens was the vessel he had been tracking for months. He had been working on a way of tracking Cygnus. She had an absolutely unique cosmic energy signature and he wanted to use it to arrange for her capture. Instead, he had detected something similar, but not identical, which he could not explain. He had been trying to work out exactly where it was coming from and how to get to it when it had started moving. Someone had got there first, but that was not going to be the end of it. Oh no.
‘Good. Now I want you to get every angle and detail you can. Move!’
~~~
‘His name,’ Cygnus said, ‘was Rho Ashigna. He belonged to a race called the Naranth.’ She was standing before the cryo-chamber they were using to store the alien’s body when they were not working on it, looking up into the large eyes.
‘Do you know where he came from?’ Doctor Ultimate asked from behind her.
‘Uh, their home world, originally. I don’t know where that is. Maybe the ship’s computer can help. Otherwise I’ll dig around in his memories for it later. It’s a bit weird looking at his memories. He could see heat. Those tiny eyes are infrared receptors. So when I look at what he saw, it’s a little difficult to work out what I’m looking at, if it’s just a visual memory.’
‘Interesting.’ Ultimate was wearing an amused expression. ‘We had worked out that those secondary eyes were for infrared. Rattlesnakes have something similar, perhaps less well developed. Your account of his memories confirms both our findings and your story.’ He turned and gave a pointed look at Carver. The agent frowned.
‘Yeah, well…’ Cygnus went on, oblivious to the exchange. ‘I get the impression that Narantha was a cold place. I guess infrared vision would be a good hunting adaptation when they were evolving.’
‘Perhaps a reduced level of incident light from their star,’ Ultimate suggested. ‘The light would be dimmer.’
‘It doesn’t seem to– Ah, but it wouldn’t, would it? I’m seeing through his eyes, and they’re adapted to his world’s sunlight. Plus the infrared.’
‘Indeed.’ Ultimate still sounded amused and Cygnus turned away from the body of her last host to look at him.
‘Seriously,’ Cygnus said, ‘it’s weird having an alien’s memories hanging around. When I say he had a thing for females with a hot abdomen, I really mean it.’
Ultimate let out a bark of laughter. Behind him, Alice giggled. Even Carver managed a grin, but he said, ‘Have we any way of knowing that these… alien memories are safe? She could be affected by them in some way.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Don’t think I haven’t thought of that myself. That worried me before I had the memories, sort of. The actual memories only come when I want them and… It’s like I’m a step removed from them. I know he was in horrible pain from the radiation when he died, but it’s like the pain and anguish are coming at me through a filter. I don’t think they affect me, but being a Guardian does.’
‘A programmed sense of responsibility,’ Ultimate said. ‘Not exactly a bad thing.’
‘Assuming it’s a responsibility to humans,’ Carver said.
‘It is,’ Cygnus stated flatly. ‘That’s what I bring to the mix. I’m the part of the combined entity that decides my priorities. Each Guardian, each incarnation of each Guardian, is a little different because they each have a different host.’
‘All right. I’ll have to take your word for that at the moment. Do you know what he was doing in our neighbourhood?’
‘No…’ Cygnus frowned. ‘I’ll dig around and see what I can find out.’
‘Excellent,’ Ultimate said. ‘Perhaps you could try talking to the computer now? It may be able to give us an assessment of the damage the vessel has taken, an indication of possible radiation hazards in other parts of the ship, etcetera.’
Cygnus gave him a shrug. ‘Well, I can ask, I guess.’
~~~
In his van, Kopf sat up suddenly as he saw Cygnus, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, emerge from one of the other rooms in the building.
He had positioned his drone at the rear of the control area so that he could examine the instrument readouts. That had provided more information than just the external view, but it was clear that the investigation of the ship had not proceeded very far as yet. That was good. The less Ultimate knew, the better.
Now Cygnus was on the scene. That suggested a link between the vessel and the Ultra. He had suspected it, given the similarities in energy signature, but the fact that she was there made the evidence far stronger.
Now what had she been doing back there…
‘Go to the back room Cygnus and Ultimate just came from,’ he commanded.
~~~
Elaine, in her camera-equipped radiation suit, was already in the cockpit when Cygnus crawled in. ‘You’re going to try the computer?’ Elaine asked, her voice dulled by her helmet.
‘Yup.’ Cygnus slid around the flight chair, got to her feet, and sat down. ‘Here goes nothing.’ She lay back and, almost immediately, multiple holographic displays appeared around her. ‘Are you getting all that, Hugh?’ she asked.
She had a headset, but they were relying on Elaine’s suit for visuals. Both women heard, ‘I am. We’re recording everything. Please proceed.’
‘Okay…’ Cygnus shifted to the as-yet-unnamed language Rho had spoken. ‘Computer?’
‘Awaiting your command,’ a voice responded into Cygnus’s head while matching text scrolled over one of the displays.
‘Did it answer?’ Elaine asked.
‘Uh-huh. That’s not going to record. And I guess you wouldn’t understand it anyway… Computer, damage report.’ Schematics of the ship appeared with areas marked in different colours, and the text scrolled. ‘Uh, forward hull breached, ECM can’t be contacted, power failure to primary communications and sensor array, same to the main drives. No contact with the port turret. Aft reactor is fully functional, but the mid-section one is gone and there’s a note on radiation detected in that area. Some damage to the avionics and secondary communications. Everything else is functional.’ She paused, examining some of the other displays. ‘Computer, show me detail on sensor display twelve.’
‘What–’ Elaine began and then stopped. ‘That’s a camera view of the bioscience room.’
‘That’s two camera views of the bioscience room combined in a stereo image. I didn’t see a three-D video camera in there, and it’s operating at less than a quarter of standard video frame rates.’
‘We don’t have such a camera,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘We may have a spy.’
~~~
‘An unknown species, certainly,’ Kopf mused as he watched his screens. ‘Secondary eyes, unusual physiology. Highly unlikely that this is any form of human. The vessel is definitely alien. I must–’
He stopped at the sound of a door being opened coming through the speakers. Then words. ‘Suzman? What the Hell are you doing?’
Kopf gave it a second’s thought. ‘Take out your pistol and shoot yourself in the head.’
The images on his screens shifted slightly before turning to snow.
~~~
‘I got the computer to trace the source of the incoming signal,’ Cygnus said, ‘but by the time I could get there…’
‘Gone, of course,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘Eliminate his tool and vacate the area. However, his chosen means of elimination leads me to the conclusion… and obviously some form of nanotechnology. Relatively simple really. Why is everyone looking at me like that?’
‘You missed the middle of the explanation, dear,’ Alice supplied.
‘Ah. Sorry.’ Ultimate took a deep breath.
‘What happened to Suzman?’ Carver snapped. ‘That man has been under my command for five years. He was loyal.’
‘He was being controlled.’
Carver frowned. ‘Controlled?’
‘A radio transmitter was embedded in the base of his skull. The bullet did considerable damage to his brain, but we were able to determine that certain areas of it were damaged before the bullet went through. Essentially, his ability to make decisions was eliminated, burned out of his head.’ There was a pause and then. ‘Did I skip anything there?’
‘No, Hugh,’ Alice told him. ‘That was fine.’
‘Good.’
‘Someone turned him into a… zombie slave?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Yes. I recognise some of the components. They have a rather specific construction signature which I last saw in some of the components sent to me for analysis after your foray against Ghostfire.’
‘The Blood Zombies.’
‘Yes.’
‘Blutadler.’ The chill in Cygnus’s voice made Alice’s eyes widen. Carver took a step back. ‘I need to make a call,’ Cygnus said. ‘Bianca, could I possibly ask you to arrange another flight from New Millennium City?’
‘Uh… sure,’ Bianca said as Cygnus stalked out of the control area, heading for a phone. Bianca looked around at the others. ‘Could someone explain what a Blutadler is?’
~~~
‘You’re sure she doesn’t need the jet?’ Bianca asked.
‘That’s what she said,’ Cygnus replied. ‘She was going to make some arrangements and then come over. Honestly, I’m not sure how. She can’t shadow step to places she hasn’t been unless she can see where she’s going.’
‘I would imagine she’s called a friend.’ Ultimate said, his eyes on his displays.
‘A friend?’ Bianca looked puzzled, and had the feeling that was happening a lot recently.
‘Indeed. She’s probably–’ He stopped, his eyes on one display which had suddenly gone crazy. ‘I’ll wait for the introductions.’
Light blazed through the room. You could sort of tell who had met this phenomenon before since Cygnus, Ultimate, and Alice just shaded their eyes while everyone else gasped or looked away. When the light was gone, there were two figures standing just in front of the control area’s monitor bank. One carried a suitcase and had a sword on her back, while the other was wearing a red, tabard-like dress which barely hid the body beneath.
‘Good evening, Twilight, Viviane,’ Ultimate said. ‘Welcome to San Francisco.’
Andrea smiled. ‘Thank you, Hugh. And thanks, Viviane. I’ll travel with you again. The door-to-door service is excellent.’
Viviane looked around. A number of UID agents were looking mildly shocked at the sight of her. She ignored them. ‘At least this is a spacious room. Hello, Alice, Cygnus. So this is the new toy you’ve found to play with, Hugh?’
‘It is,’ Ultimate replied. ‘An actual crashed UFO rather than one of those conspiracy theory ones. Though, thanks to Cygnus, it’s less unidentified.’
‘Hmm…’ Viviane stepped around the displays and raised her hand toward Cygnus. Carver, beside the white-haired heroine, cringed, but Cygnus just stood there and smiled as light danced around Viviane’s fingers. ‘You’ll want to reassess her classification, Hugh,’ Viviane said. ‘She’s off the charts.’
Carver looked around at Cygnus. ‘She’s a magnitude five?’
‘On the standard one to five scale? She’s a fifteen.’
Now Cygnus did look surprised. ‘Seriously?’
Viviane shrugged. ‘My analysis is not as precise as Hugh’s machine.’
‘More naked time in the bright light?’ Cygnus sagged and Alice patted her on the shoulder.
‘Surely you knew that was coming?’ Alice asked. ‘Hugh hasn’t got to use his “trust me, I’m a doctor” line in months.’
‘That can wait,’ Andrea said. ‘You’re sure Blutadler is here in San Francisco?’
‘Sure?’ Ultimate said. ‘No, but the evidence rather suggests that he is. He showed considerable interest in Cygnus. This vessel appears to be where her powers came from, and its technology has a signature not unlike hers. I believe he may have detected the same emissions I did and has followed them here.’
‘I looked him up in our databases,’ Carver said. ‘Aside from some rather unsavoury habits regarding corpses, he doesn’t seem that much of a threat.’
‘He is resourceful, determined, and obsessed with Ultrahuman genetics. And he has managed to infiltrate a spy into this building already.’
‘He also seems to have a talent for picking friends who are a threat,’ Cygnus added. ‘I think he’ll have got himself support from at least one local Ultrahuman villain.’
‘Okay…’ Carver frowned. ‘I’ll get people on to compiling a list of possible associates. Maybe we can–’
‘Don’t bother,’ Andrea said. ‘I’ll make some enquiries in the morning. Then I’m going to find him, and I’m going to bury him.’
~~~
‘Strip.’ The rather imperative command was issued by June as she fiddled with some sort of handheld gadget with a broad, glazed port on one end of it.
‘Sorry?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Your clothes, remove them. I need a scan of your body so I can input it to the design package.’
‘Uh… here?’ Cygnus looked around Bianca’s lounge, and at Bianca and Andrea who were sitting on a sofa and looking amused.
June lifted her eyes and looked at her friend. ‘It’s not like everyone here hasn’t seen everything you’ve got already.’
‘She’s got a point, Cygnus,’ Bianca said. ‘Give me a second to close the blinds.’
A minute or so later, Cygnus was standing in the open area near the porch with her arms held out and her feet a regulation eighteen inches apart while June ran a green, scanning laser beam over her.
‘Four scans,’ June said. ‘Front, back, and sides. The software converts it into a three-D model with precise measurements which the fabricators can work with.’
Bianca was grinning. ‘You’re enjoying the workshop then?’
‘Oh… God, yes. I mean, my toolkit at home is fairly good, but this has a full design suite, automated cutting machines, assembly robots, three-D printers… I’m having to hold myself back. Some of the thoughts I had when I saw what I could do would have been entirely impractical.’
‘So you’re not planning something impractical,’ Cygnus said. ‘That’s good.’
‘No talking. You’ll mess up the measurements.’
‘That’s you told,’ Andrea said.
‘Um,’ Bianca began, which sounded like the start of something difficult, ‘this Professor Blutadler, or Kopf, or whatever… What did he do? He sounds like a thoroughly nasty person, but this seems personal.’
‘It is,’ Andrea stated flatly. She glanced at Cygnus and then sagged a little. ‘I guess I have to tell it for now since Cygnus is muted. Back when Cygnus first got her powers, Blutadler was working with Ghostfire who was trying to take over all the organised crime in New Millennium. Blutadler was the backroom guy. I assume Hugh mentioned Blutadler’s work on Ultrahuman genetics? He was assisting Ghostfire so he could continue his experiments.’
‘Like what happened to the agent? Suzman?’
‘Yes, though that’s a new one. Anyway, they’d been working on their takeover project for a few years, and I was trying to avenge my brother. I blamed his death on a gangster, David Tonaldo, and I was determined to take him and his family down. Then I met Cygnus and she… broadened my scope a little. We hit some of Ghostfire’s operations and they decided to get rid of us. The first step was framing Cygnus for her boyfriend’s murder, and then capturing her. Blutadler wanted to study her because of her unusual power characteristics.’
‘Done,’ June said. ‘You can talk now.’
‘And get dressed?’ Cygnus asked.
‘No. You have to stay naked for the rest of the evening.’
Cygnus rolled her eyes and walked over to the sofa to grab her jeans. ‘So, I get gassed and wake up in this chamber, in supposedly unbreakable bonds. Seriously, fifties B-movie horror stuff.’
‘Naked, obviously,’ Bianca said.
‘No. Blutadler’s many things, but he’s not in the least perverted. His scans didn’t need me nude, so he didn’t bother stripping me. On the other hand, his scans work differently from Hugh’s. He tortured me for… Not sure, but it felt like days. So he had Bobby murdered and then tortured me. That’s why I want him.’
‘I can see why you might, sure.’
‘Meanwhile,’ Andrea went on, ‘I was out looking for her. Red Huntress helped. I found Ghostfire’s base and went in to rescue Cygnus, only to find she was breaking out. We figured the only way to prove her innocent, however, was to break back in and find evidence. So we did.’
‘And I killed Ghostfire,’ Cygnus said. ‘Not my finest moment, but also not something I’m going to regret for the rest of my life. He was pretty determined to kill me.’
‘Blutadler got away, but he left me a present to slow me down. I’m actually fairly sure he didn’t know just how… appropriate his tactic was because I don’t think he knew who I am. I didn’t have the black eyes back then. He sent one of his Blood Zombies after me and… when it was alive, it was my brother, Andy.’
‘Oh,’ Bianca said.
‘Turned out Blutadler had stolen the body after Andy died and turned him into one of those things. It was him who actually arranged for Andy to die, along with Ghostfire. So, yeah, it’s personal. He had my brother killed and then he couldn’t even let him rest.’
‘You’re going to kill him?’
Andrea looked away. ‘I… I’m not sure. I want to. I really want to. But my partner there isn’t so keen on that kind of justice.’
‘I’m not, no,’ Cygnus said. ‘But for Professor Blutadler, I could possibly make an exception.’
14th October.
‘Either of you kept awake by snoring?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I don’t snore,’ Andrea replied with a sniff, ‘and if I did, I would do it stealthily.’
‘I don’t snore either,’ Bianca said. ‘Unless I get a cold when, apparently, I sound like heavy machinery that needs maintenance really soon.’
‘But thanks for sharing a bed, Bianca. I’d have taken one of the sofas.’
‘Nonsense. We’re adults. Plans for today? You said something about making some enquiries.’
‘Uh-huh. I’m going to go visit… Let’s just say I know some people who are very good at uncovering secrets. If they don’t already know what Blutadler is doing, and where, they’ll be able to find out.’
‘I guess I’m on computer translation duty again,’ Cygnus said.
‘And I’ll be in the workshop,’ June added, grinning.
‘Making something practical.’
‘Uh-huh. Well, mostly practical.’
~~~
The law firm Shaftsbury, Greene, and Burket had a moderately large office taking up the third floor of a building at Battery and Jackson. They had a good reputation for handling their clients’ affairs, whatever affairs those clients might have. They had, in fact, something of a reputation for extricating their clients from situations which seemed hopeless.
Andrea, walking into their reception area in T-shirt, jeans, and a pair of sunglasses, knew why they had such a miraculous reputation. When it came right down to it, if normal lines of negotiation failed, there was always something in someone’s life which could be used for leverage.
According to the little plate in front of the woman at the desk, the receptionist was named Miss T. Blake. She looked up at Andrea and yet still managed to look down her nose to do it. This despite a fairly attractive face, pale-blonde hair tied up in a bun, and sharp blue eyes. ‘Can I help you… Miss?’ Blake asked.
‘I need to see one of the senior partners,’ Andrea replied. ‘Urgently. Shaftsbury would be preferable.’
‘Mister Shaftsbury is extremely busy, perhaps–’
Andrea reached up and lifted her glasses off. ‘Did I give the impression that I was making a request? My apologies, I should be more explicit.’
Blake’s eyes widened. ‘Oh! You’re… I’ll call Mister Shaftsbury immediately.’
Five minutes later, Andrea was sitting in Shaftsbury’s large, rather modern corner office with a cup of coffee and a nervous member of the Shadow Court. Shaftsbury had been in the Court for more than thirty years, from what Mia had told Andrea. He was in his fifties with greying, dark-brown hair and a lined face featuring slightly watery hazel eyes. Andrea got the feeling he had seen one too many shadow demons.
‘You’ll have to forgive Tanya,’ Shaftsbury said. ‘She’s–’
Andrea waved the excuses away. ‘I’d be more concerned about her attitude to potential customers than about what I might do to her, and that would be your problem. I’m looking for someone who has apparently come to San Francisco fairly recently. Herman Kopf, also known as Professor Blutadler. German with US citizenship. Brought over under Operation Paperclip after the war.’
‘We have a list of all the known scientists inducted under that project. I’ll have someone look up any current data we have on Mister Kopf immediately.’
‘Doctor Kopf, I think. I’m not positive about that. I know he was working for the SS during the war. Super-soldier experiments. If you could get someone to get me a summary of the local organised crime situation, that would also be welcome.’
Shaftsbury pursed his lips. ‘One second, Grand Master.’ He reached for the phone on his desk and then paused. ‘Do you prefer Grand Mistress? No one sent out a notice, but–’
‘Stick with master for now. I’ve been neglecting details like that and I should be paying more attention to them. I’ll organise things with Mia and Lena, and send out a memo.’
Inside Andrea’s head, Twilight giggled. ‘The idea that a millennia-old, mystic secret society needs memos is really funny to me.’
‘Hush,’ Andrea replied, trying to avoid smirking.
Shaftsbury was picking up the phone and punching some buttons. ‘Epps? Good. My office, now.’ He put the phone down without further word. ‘Epps is the best adept we have, if you want research done. He’ll have your information as soon as it’s possible to get it. As for the organised crime briefing… Well, there really is only one group in the city. The Jiu Wang, or Nine Kings, tong. They were nothing special until their current Lingdao took over in nineteen ninety-six. He’s a minor Ultra known as Jade Flame, Yu Huoyan, but his talents seem to lie more in creating a successful criminal business empire than in great power.’
There was a knock on the door, followed by it opening and a tall, thin, nerdy-looking man in his late twenties stepping through. His blonde hair appeared to have a life of its own and his skin was so pale it was doubtful it ever saw sunlight, but there were a pair of very sharp, blue eyes behind his spectacles. He saw Andrea sitting there, looking around at him, and his eyes widened much as Blake’s had done.
‘Epps,’ Shaftsbury said before Epps could make any form of comment. ‘Come in, shut the door. I note that you’ve recognised our new Grand Master.’
‘Uh, yes, sir,’ Epps said. ‘Morning, ma’am.’ His voice cracked a little on the last word.
‘It’s the eyes, isn’t it?’ Andrea said, smiling. ‘They’re a bit of a giveaway.’
‘They, uh, do make you easier to recognise, ma’am.’
‘Pleasantries aside,’ Shaftsbury said, ‘the Grand Master needs to know everything we have concerning an ex-Nazi scientist named Herman Kopf, aka Professor Blutadler.’
Epps frowned. ‘Blutadler… I know that name. Something with it on went through my hands recently.’
‘How recently?’ Andrea asked, her tone urgent.
The frown deepened, and then Epps shook his head. ‘Sorry, ma’am. My memory’s good, but if I’m not specifically trying to remember… It was recent. Probably within the last month. It’s a place to start. It’ll take me… maybe a couple of hours to get everything we have.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Fine. I was expecting to have to wait longer.’ Epps nodded and then, much to Andrea’s embarrassment, bowed, before leaving the room. ‘You were telling me about the Nine Kings,’ Andrea said.
‘Yes. Jade Flame really pulled them together. He either assassinated or inducted more or less all of the other gangs in San Francisco, and then he moved on. The Nine Kings owns San Jose and San Diego, and they’re busy trying to take over as much of Los Angeles as they can, though the situation there is more complex.’
‘And no one’s tried to stop them?’
‘The SFPD created a task force, the TAATF, to deal with tong-related organised crime. The Nine Kings have, essentially, bought it and none of the other divisions are allowed to mount operations against the tongs. The TAATF has created a smoke screen, claiming that a fictitious group known as the Red Flag tong is operating in the city. The Nine Kings are known to exist, but they are viewed by most as a minor social society.’
‘What about the local Ultras?’
Shaftsbury smiled. ‘The San Francisco Stars simply do not have the talents for defeating organised crime. There is another Ultra, Mink, who has been a thorn in the Nine Kings’ side for years, but they’ve taken action against her recently which has, at least temporarily, neutralised her.’
‘Okay. Thank you, Mister Shaftsbury. A couple of hours… I’ll go take in a few sights and come back around eleven thirty. I’ve never been to San Francisco before now.’
Shaftsbury smiled. ‘Might I suggest the Chinatown area, Grand Master? Aside from anything else, it’s the home base of the Nine Kings. It might pay you to get a view of it in daylight since you may be visiting it at night sometime soon.’
~~~
Cygnus looked at the replicator control panel and frowned. ‘Okay, so from what I remember… Uh, from what Rho remembered… That is going to get confusing. Anyway, basically there’s a menu system here.’ She tapped at the screen and watched a bank of options come up. ‘Yeah, and then you work through the options…’ More tapping, more lists. ‘And initiate…’ The screen displayed a new message after a second or so and the hatch opened.
‘And it comes out there,’ Elaine said, looking in through the hatch.
‘Uh-huh.’ Cygnus reached in and removed a plastic mug of purple fluid which steamed gently. ‘This was one of Rho’s favourite beverages.’ Without thinking, she lifted it to her mouth and took a sip.
‘You know that could be toxic to a human, right?’
‘Relatively unlikely,’ Ultimate’s voice said over their headsets. ‘Something fatal to a human would likely be fatal to Rho. His biochemistry is sufficiently dissimilar that the drink probably has a different effect on us, but toxicity seems unlikely.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘Tastes like cranberry juice. The mouth-feel is more like coffee.’ She placed the mug back in the hole in the machine and tapped a few times on the screen. The hatch slid shut. ‘Recycled it back to its constituents. This thing gives a whole new meaning to recycling.’
‘It has a very interesting, and quite significant, energy signature,’ Ultimate stated. ‘It is using a huge amount of energy to generate objects. The energy for destruction is less, but substantial. If we could replicate that device, it would revolutionise manufacturing.’
‘Yeah, if. I don’t think Rho knew how it worked, so I’m no help on that one.’
‘It’s something to research,’ Elaine said. ‘Not for me to research, but it’ll keep someone busy for years. Longer. What about the teleporter?’
Cygnus turned around. ‘That… I know what to do to make it work. I also know that if I get it wrong, it could make a real mess.’
‘We’ll try that at another time,’ Ultimate said. ‘Perhaps we could try the mid-section?’
‘The computer says that the radiation in there is a little higher than in here. That’s outside the reactor compartment where it’s a lot hotter. Is Elaine’s suit up to it?’
‘We’ll check the readings to be sure, but it should be.’
‘Okay.’ Cygnus walked out of the room and headed for the aft door.
There was a fairly obvious rise in radiation level as the bulkhead door slid aside, but neither Ultimate nor Elaine seemed concerned. Like the forward section, there was a corridor here, but this one had a single door in it, set off to the right. On the left side there were access panels bolted to the walls, and at the end was another bulkhead door.
‘Any idea what’s behind the panels?’ Elaine asked.
Cygnus paused, looking down the wall. ‘Uh, you’ve got limited access to the reactor chamber, the force field generator, and the cargo hold. The hold is unpressurised, so opening that panel up in space isn’t recommended.’
‘Right.’ Elaine turned and hit the ‘open’ button on the door. Beyond it was a sort of T-shaped room. An inner door was set into a wall on the right. On the left, a short corridor went toward the back. Elaine stepped a little way down the side corridor and frowned. ‘What are these?’
Cygnus stepped up beside her and looked around. There were four small rooms, each the same. Not much bigger than a large man, each cell was fitted with various metal restraints along with a number of tubes with odd fittings on the ends. ‘Not obvious? Guardians are basically police officers. These are the cells.’
‘And the tubes?’
‘Food in, waste out. Once someone goes in there, they don’t come out until the ship gets to its destination. Oh, and there’s a power suppression field in each cell. The other room’s a medical facility. Automated.’
‘One of you people needs an automated medical system?’
Cygnus frowned. ‘I don’t feel like one of “you people,” Elaine.’
‘Sorry. Turn of phrase, but I don’t see you needing medical attention very often.’
‘No, but maybe someone else does. Maybe someone they’ve caught.’ Cygnus turned and walked over to open the medical bay door. It was a fairly small room largely occupied by a machine built like a sarcophagus. ‘And that’s the medical unit. Basically you just climb in, or put someone in, and it starts working.’
‘You think it would work on a human?’
Grinning, Cygnus turned and looked at Elaine. ‘Well, I’m not going to be the one to try it out. Are you?’
~~~
The bullpen area where most of the legal team worked fell silent as Andrea strutted through it trying her best to look authoritative. She spotted Epps’s head appearing around the side of a partition, noted the widening of his eyes before he hid again, and allowed herself to smile.
Twilight was not helping. ‘It’s like someone dropped a goddess in front of them.’
‘Not quite. Just their Grand Master,’ Andrea replied silently.
‘I definitely prefer Grand Mistress. Next time we come to one of these places, you’re dressing in a corset and heels.’
‘Just a corset and heels?’
‘Well, that would be great, but I think they’d arrest us before we got to the office.’
Trying hard to keep the smirk off her face, Andrea stopped and turned to look into Epps’s cubicle. ‘Mister Epps, what do you have for me?’
‘Uh… Not as much as I’d hoped, ma’am,’ Epps replied. ‘I think you’ll find what we have, uh, interesting. Mister Shaftsbury suggested we use conference room three.’
‘Lead on,’ Andrea said, feeling her heart sinking.
Epps took a laptop with him so he had his notes and took Andrea to a small conference room which seemed like it was designed for smaller meetings. Since it was just the two of them, that seemed fine. Andrea took a seat and Epps looked like he was going to do the same, but then he chickened out and remained standing. He looked like he was about to start pacing.
‘The first thing you should know, Grand Master,’ Epps began, ‘is that Herman Kopf used to be an initiate of the Shadow Court.’
‘He what?’ Andrea responded instantly.
‘He consulted the Court just after the Second World War. We put him in touch with the Operation Paperclip people and inducted him as an inside source on US government super-soldier projects. We were not entirely pleased when he… left government employment, but we kept him on. When he linked up with Ghostfire in New Millennium City, and you moved there, we tasked Kopf with ensuring that Ghostfire did not kill you.’
‘I’m sure my premature death would have been an issue to the previous administration.’
‘Uh… yes. When he allowed Ghostfire to move ahead with your assassination, Kopf’s membership was revoked. Standard practice under those circumstances would be–’
‘Termination with extreme prejudice?’
‘Uh, yes, but Kopf seems to have developed a number of quite effective countermeasures to our methods. The adepts sent after him were unable to locate him. We are, unfortunately, still unable to locate him.’
‘Damn,’ Andrea muttered.
‘However, I did say I’d seen that name pass through my hands recently. We received some information that a Professor Blutadler has formed some sort of relationship with the Nine Kings tong. We don’t know exactly what the relationship entails, however, so I took the liberty of compiling the most likely sources of information on the Nine Kings. You may have more luck with direct action than we have with more subtle methods.’
‘Now you’re making me happier, Mister Epps. Thank you for your diligence.’
‘Uh, my duty, ma’am. I hate being unable to adequately complete an assignment. The best source of information is likely to be the Ultra, Mink. However, with her current situation, she may be less willing to speak to you than she would normally. The Nine Kings have managed to frame her for the murder of another Ultra, Snapshot. More readily available is a police detective who has continued to attempt to bring down the tong despite considerable efforts to stop him. His name is Damian Inman. The tong arranged for him to be removed from the local task force by involving him in a shooting and then hiding evidence. I put everything we have on Kopf, and all the other data, on this flash drive.’ He held out a memory stick. ‘I hope you find what you’re looking for, ma’am.’
‘Thank you, Mister Epps. So do I.’
~~~
Damian sat on his sofa in boxers and an old wrap which had seen better days eating toast while the lunchtime news played on his TV. Two nights off and, at least for the first of those, he had no idea what to do with himself. Bianca was fairly busy, but she had cleared her schedule for a date tomorrow… And Damian realised that he was starting to get really comfortable with dating a billionaire. This one anyway. When she was not free, he felt just a little at a loss. Which was kind of stupid considering that he had not had a relationship this long-lasting in a while. The job tended to get in the way.
The first sound from upstairs went unnoticed in the general noise of a building. All buildings made the occasional creak or groan and this one had a warehouse in it. The second sound, more recognisable as a footfall, made Damian look up and frown. He was about to get to his feet to get his pistol when he saw a pair of black, high-heeled boots on the stairs. There seemed to be no attempt at stealth and he watched as the legs came into view: thigh-high boots and fishnet hose?
Halfway down the stairs, the owner of the legs leaned over and flashed a smile at Damian. ‘Good afternoon, Detective. Could I have a word?’
Damian took in the high-necked, sleeveless leotard, the mask and the jet-black eyes, and the sword on her back. ‘Uh…’ What was it with attractive female Ultras and sexy costumes?
‘I’m Twilight. You are Detective Damian Inman, right?’
‘I… am, yeah.’
‘Good. I want to talk to you about the Jiu Wang tong.’ Straightening up, Twilight continued down the steps and walked over to stand beside the TV.
‘What about them?’
‘He’s a little edgy,’ Andrea said in the back of Twilight’s head. ‘Take it softly.’
‘I believe they might have linked up with someone I’m after. He goes by the name Professor Blutadler and he’s… Well, he’s a mad scientist, basically. I was hoping you could shed some light on the tong and why they might be interested in working with a nutjob like Blutadler.’
Damian’s eyes narrowed. ‘If you’ve something on the Nine Kings, you should take it to the Tong Affirmative Action Task Force.’
‘Ah, well, two problems there. I have a lot of information on them, but the source is… not really something that could be used in court.’
‘Illegal search? Coercion?’
‘Not exactly, but I can guarantee there would be problems.’
‘I’m sure.’
‘He doesn’t like Ultras,’ Andrea commented. ‘A problem with our methods, probably.’
‘What’s the other reason?’ Damian went on.
‘Your task force belongs to the tong,’ Twilight replied. ‘Pretty much every detective on the team is receiving payments. Hell, they arranged for you to be kicked out and discredited.’
Damian sat up straighter and looked into those dark eyes. ‘You’ve actual evidence of corruption on the TAATF?’ It was damn hard to judge how truthful someone was when their eyes were black orbs.
‘Yes, but I did mention the problem with the source, right?’
‘It might be enough to start a proper investigation. It–’
‘Would get you nowhere, Detective Inman. The task force isn’t the only part of the SFPD the Jiu Wang has its claws into. Now, Blutadler was working on Excelsior when he was in New Millennium City. It’s the only thing I can think of which might interest the tong.’
Damian pushed his annoyance aside, or tried to. ‘They deal in opiates pretty much exclusively, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try something new if the profit margin looked big enough.’
‘So if Blutadler could synthesise it locally, maybe at reduced cost, and he’s the kind of man who could work something like that out, then it might be an in for him.’
‘It’s possible. The Nine Kings got really quiet recently, but they’ve suddenly picked up business again. It could be they have something new coming in. We got the bulletins on Excelsior, but it’s always been an East Coast problem. If it started turning up here, I doubt we’d recognise it.’
‘It’s not easy. It’s a vapour. They sell it in disposable inhalers, usually unmarked ones.’
Damian’s brow furrowed. ‘I can keep an eye out, but the best person to bring in on this would be Mink.’
‘Yeah, so I’ve heard.’
‘Problem there is that she’s currently wanted for murder. I’m not sure I believe–’
‘Oh, I’m pretty positive about her being innocent, but that doesn’t help me find her.’
Damian shrugged. ‘Sorry. She was never easy to find before. I met her once and then it was because she jumped in on a trafficking bust I’d found evidence on.’ His lips curled a little. ‘She wears even less than you do.’
Twilight raised an eyebrow. ‘Currently, you’re not in a position to talk. Look, if you do come up with anything on Blutadler or Excelsior, get in touch. You can contact me through UltraNet or Fullerton Technologies could probably get me a message.’
‘FTI?’
‘Yeah, I’m staying with their CEO… Wait a minute, Cygnus said Bianca was dating someone named Damian.’
‘Uh… Small world, isn’t it?’
~~~
‘So, I met your boyfriend today,’ Andrea said as they sat down to dinner.
‘Damian?’ Bianca asked, her eyebrows rising. ‘Why? He’s not working today.’
‘Because my contacts came up with something suggesting that Blutadler might be working with the Jiu Wang tong and Damian was suggested as a possible source of information on them.’
‘Oh. Was he any help?’
‘A little. He thinks the best person to talk to is Mink.’
‘Well, that’s not going to be easy,’ June said. ‘She’s–’
‘Been framed for the murder of some guy named Snapshot. Yeah, I know.’
‘You’ve got evidence that Mink didn’t kill Snapshot?’ Bianca asked.
‘The Jiu Wang tong hired an assassin from a group called the Yin Xian. The job was killing Mink, but Mink isn’t easy to find, so the assassin may have decided to try drawing her out. The Yin Xian are noted specifically for their use of the rope dart as a preferred weapon.’
‘Then–’
‘Take it to the cops? Seems to be a theme today.’ Andrea affected a bright, happy tone and smiled. ‘“Hello, Mister Police Officer, I happen to have access to a highly secret, shadowy conspiracy organisation and they gave me all this information which they obtained via highly illegal methods. Would you please arrest these naughty people? What do you mean I’m under arrest?”’
‘Basically,’ Cygnus said, ‘we can use the information Andrea can get, but only to point us to where we can find some solid evidence. At best, a tip from there gives us probable cause for a search. Mostly it’s just information we can use to plan things.’
‘Oh,’ Bianca said. ‘I guess you’re right.’
‘Any thoughts on tracking down Mink?’
‘She’s most often seen around Chinatown and Tenderloin. Those are the higher crime areas, specifically drugs, gambling, and prostitution. I kind of doubt you’ll find her, even with your joint talents. I doubt she’s out there at the moment. She’s always been more enigmatic than most Ultras.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said. ‘She’s certainly a secretive one.’
~~~
‘You seeing any signs?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I found two of the locals,’ Twilight replied over Cygnus’s radio headset. ‘Bonehead and Fuego. I didn’t talk to them and they didn’t see me.’
‘But no sign of Mink?’
‘None. I’ve got imps staking out a few locations too. None of them have come back to me. I don’t think–’
‘Hold on,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘I may have something.’
Cygnus was flying, as she often did. Mink was known to travel across the rooftops a lot and with Cygnus’s night vision, they had both thought an aerial vantage point might give them something. Now Cygnus had spotted movement, a figure running. She flew lower. Definitely a woman.
‘I have a female figure running across a rooftop west of Clay and Kearny.’
‘I’m heading that way,’ Twilight replied. She was out in Tenderloin and Cygnus figured it would take her friend a few minutes to hop across to Chinatown since Twilight did not know the area.
Cygnus swept down, closing the distance. A woman, slim, long legs, clearly very fit and skilled in what amounted to parkour. Cygnus could not see her face, but… ‘I don’t think it’s her. This woman has a ponytail I think I’d kill for, tattoos, and she’s wearing… It’s like a bikini and leggings.’
‘Oriental?’ Twilight asked.
‘Can’t see her face. And in black and white, the detail on the tattoos isn’t good enough to tell. Wait, she’s turning… Yeah, she’s Asian. Japanese or Chinese, I think. And she’s spotted me.’
The girl with the beautifully long hair had suddenly changed direction and headed off at a sprint. It did not really look like the act of someone on the side of the angels and Cygnus poured on the speed to follow.
‘That’s probably the assassin,’ Twilight said. ‘Where are you?’
‘Crossing Sacramento Street, near the Wells Fargo Museum. She’s– Fuck! Where’s she gone?’
‘Lost her?’
‘She was right ahead of me.’ Cygnus dropped down into the airspace of Halleck Street and scanned around. People on the street noticed the figure in white and looked up, surprised. ‘I have no idea how she did that, but she’s just vanished.’ She saw Twilight step out of the shadows on the street below her and dropped down to ground level.
‘She’s been trained to do that,’ Twilight said. ‘If we can catch her in a pincer or something, we might nail her. Maybe I could ambush her. She’s not the priority.’
‘No?’
‘No. If she’s out here looking, then she’s out here looking for the same person we are.’
‘Okay.’ Cygnus looked around. ‘We’re drawing a crowd.’
‘Uh-huh.’ Twilight stepped back into the shadow of the building. ‘Let’s keep looking.’ And then she was gone.
~~~
Mink wandered through Chinatown in a short skirt and a grey hoodie. Various people out on the streets knew her, some of them enough to call her Linda, but no one paid much attention to her.
There did seem to be something extra to distract them tonight. Various people could be seen looking up into the night sky. Mink had seen Cygnus up there: the woman stood out like a beacon. Mink ignored the distraction. There were other things to keep her occupied.
The dealers were out in force. So were the Nine Kings’ yuan. Yuan formed the bulk of the tong’s enforcers, their ‘boo how doy.’ They tended to carry their assumed authority like a banner, heads high, backs straight, puffing themselves out because no one who knew who they were was going to get in their way. Arrogant pricks, every last one of them.
Things were getting bad out here and there was little Mink could do to stop it. She needed to get something on the Kings. She needed to get rid of the Yin Xian assassin. Maybe, just maybe, she needed some help to do it all…
15th October.
Twilight stepped out of the shadows in the corner of the room, took off her mask, and Andrea said, ‘Bianca gone to bed?’
June looked up from the magazine she was reading and smiled. ‘Hours ago. Said she was tired. Any luck?’
‘No. Cygnus should be right behind me. You won’t have long to wait.’ Taking her sword off her back, Andrea sat down on a sofa to pull off her boots. ‘I’ll go up now too. Hopefully I won’t disturb Bianca.’
‘Cool. Couldn’t see her at all?’
‘No, I don’t think she was there. In costume anyway.’
‘You think she goes out in disguise or something.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Uh-huh, I do. I mean, in a way, I used to do it with Lena. It’s a good way to get information.’ She got to her feet again, now in just her hose. ‘See you in the morning.’
‘Sleep well.’
Slipping up the stairs and through the bedroom door, Andrea looked over at the bed before starting to undress. Bianca was curled up on the left side, almost as though she had forced herself to leave space for Andrea. Below, Andrea heard Cygnus coming in and closed the door before too much sound could follow her in.
‘Any luck?’ Bianca asked as Andrea slipped under the sheets.
‘Sorry, I was hoping not to wake you.’
‘Light sleeper. I’ll be out again quickly enough.’
‘Fair enough. No, we didn’t find her. Cygnus spotted the assassin though.’
‘Didn’t catch her?’
‘She gave us the slip. I’ll tell you about it in the morning. Night, Bianca.’
Bianca gave a soft chuckle. ‘Night, Andrea.’
~~~
‘Tall woman,’ Cygnus said. ‘Black hair down to her butt and she looked Asian. Wasn’t wearing much at all.’
‘Mink’s never been accused of covering herself,’ Bianca said, ‘but that’s not her. Mink’s hair’s like mine. My natural hair. Both Damian and Elaine said I have the same hair as Mink.’
‘Really?’ Andrea asked.
‘Yeah. Mink has brown eyes. Actually, Damian described them as amber, and he said a lot of complimentary things about the shape of her face and how it was different.’
‘Men,’ June commented. ‘This is why I prefer girls.’
‘Uh-huh,’ Cygnus said, grinning. ‘What are you going to do today, Andrea? Anything else you can chase up?’
‘We need something to chase. I’m going to spend the day thinking.’
‘Right.’
‘Probably in the hot tub.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Right.’
~~~
‘So, the reactor is under the floor here,’ Cygnus said. ‘This one’s fully functional.’
‘That’ll be the main energy signature we’re registering,’ Elaine said. ‘The rest of this place is engines?’
‘Yeah, according to the schematics on the damage control display.’
‘That’s quite a lot of engine.’
‘She’s a fast ship. Rho was proud of her. Right now, the surge from the other reactor blew out pretty much all the power couplings. Nothing works.’
‘You think they could be replaced?’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘Do I look like an engineer?’
Elaine looked at her for a second. ‘We’ve got one woman with an engineering degree who’s a six-foot blonde with big breasts.’
‘Uh… Okay, so I do look like an engineer, but I’m not an engineer, and neither was Rho.’ She frowned. ‘I think you get to the couplings through the access panel over there. If you need to work on the engines themselves, you start having to take hull plates off.’
‘Hugh, did you hear that?’ Elaine asked.
‘I did. We’re probably going to have to do that anyway. I’ll get some engineers in to look at how to do it.’
‘See if you can get the six-foot blonde,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Maybe people will stop looking at me for two minutes.’
Elaine shook her head. ‘See, that’s just not going to happen.’
~~~
Despite her claims of hot tub inactivity, Andrea had ended up in Bianca’s gym for a couple of hours, then she had gone out for a run, and then it was lunch and calling Roger at Radium Comics to be sure everything was okay without her. It was, which was both comforting and worrying.
‘SFPD detectives continue their search for Mink, the Ultrahuman suspected of killing Snapshot.’ Andrea looked up as the news report came up on the big TV. ‘Lead investigator, Detective Raymond Kuff, indicated that all leads were being followed and several tips had been received regarding the whereabouts of Mink.’
Andrea sniffed and pulled up a list on her laptop while the report continued. ‘Mink has always been one of the most enigmatic Ultras in the country, never giving interviews and rarely being seen, except by those she helps. While police continue to express their confidence in locating her, outside sources indicate that Mink is likely to remain at liberty unless someone who knows her is willing to reveal her secret.’
Kuff was on the second part of the list: SFPD officers the Shadow Court had provided blackmail material on. Detective Kuff was having an affair, and had been for a couple of years. The Court had sold that information to the Nine Kings a year ago, so the Kings had their claws in the lead detective on the Snapshot case. They really had this situation under tight control.
‘Rumours continue to fly regarding what is described as “strange activity” at the Fullerton Technologies facility in Hunter’s Point,’ the newsreader said, kicking off another story. ‘Conspiracy theorists believe that FTI are working with the UID and UoU to analyse a crashed UFO. Experts have pointed to the presence of the model and heroine of New Millennium City, Cygnus, to indicate that the project is more likely to be some analysis of Ultrahuman powers. Cygnus is not noted for a scientific background and is likely one of the subjects.’
Andrea grinned. ‘Some experts,’ she said.
~~~
Jennifer Pulli pushed the image-enhancement goggles she was using up onto her forehead and turned around. She had been examining the seams and fittings on the rear hull of the spacecraft for thirty minutes, and for fifteen of those she had had the uncomfortable feeling that she was being watched.
Sure enough, over by the control area where the simply amazing Doctor Ultimate was hard at work, Cygnus and a tall brunette Jennifer vaguely recognised were leaning against a table and staring at her. Well, enough was enough. Ultrahuman powerhouse or not, Jennifer was not having Cygnus staring at her for no apparent reason. It was… unsettling. She marched over to the couple, coming to a stop in a sort of annoyed, braced-for-combat stance.
‘Hello,’ Jennifer said. ‘You’re Cygnus, right?’
‘That’s me,’ Cygnus replied. ‘This is my girlfriend, June.’
‘Good afternoon.’ Jennifer gave June a nod. ‘Could I ask you why you seem to be paying me so much attention? Is there something wrong with my work?’
‘Don’t think so… Not sure I’d know if there was.’
‘It’s nothing like that,’ June said, smiling.
‘Then–’ Jennifer began.
‘We were wondering what you look like naked.’
Jennifer’s eyes widened and her jaw worked for a second. ‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Have you seen the calendar we did last year? The charity one?’
That explained where Jennifer had seen June before: she did not own a copy, but that calendar was on walls all over FTI. ‘Yes. I’ve seen it.’
‘Well, Svetilo and I are organising another one. We’re providing additional support for Ever’s projects in the Everglades and starting up a fund to rejuvenate some of the areas of New Millennium City damaged in the riots.’
Jennifer managed a tight smile. ‘That’s very noble of you, but–’
‘So we were trying to work out whether you might be interested in a little work outside your normal arena.’
‘We thought we could do a few shots in the Everglades,’ Cygnus went on. ‘Ever’s rather fond of FTI at the moment and this would sort of commemorate the nanotech project out there.’
‘Uh… I… I wasn’t on that project.’
‘I know. I asked Elaine, but she said no one would care if we stuck you in a bikini and had you pretending to sample the water or something.’
‘Oh.’
‘So what do you think?’ June said. ‘We’d need you in Miami for the second week in November. You don’t have to give me an answer now, but soon would be good.’
‘Uh… I, uh… I don’t think I could. I mean, I’m not a model.’
‘Neither is Cygnus. Or Ever. Twilight’s doing it this year and she’s about the most un-model-like Ultra you can imagine. Think about it.’
‘Well, I… No… I mean…’
‘Just think about it,’ June repeated, and watched as the confused engineer wandered back to her work.
‘Stop freaking out my engineers,’ Bianca said, walking up behind June and Cygnus.
June looked around at Bianca and smiled. ‘She’ll come round. It’s for a good cause and she’s a little flattered. And it’s good publicity for FTI.’ June pursed her lips, a twinkle in her eye. ‘You know, you look really fantastic in a bikini…’
Bianca held her hands up. ‘Oh no. You’re not getting me in front of a camera. And I’m going to run screaming from the building now before you can change my mind.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Wise is the woman who knows when to run from a fight she cannot win.’
‘Damn right.’
~~~
Andrea lay in the hot tub, letting the water stream around her and relax tensions in her muscles she had not realised were there. In her haste to get to San Francisco, she had neglected to pack her one and only swimsuit, which was distinctly conservative, so she was naked, but there was no one else around and she had a towel to wrap herself in when she climbed out.
‘You know, we should probably get a bikini,’ Twilight commented.
‘When do we need a bikini?’ Andrea replied.
‘Well… We’ll probably end up in one for the photoshoots.’
‘One, November in New Millennium City and you think they’ll put us in a bikini? And two, if they do, then they’ll supply it. That tiny little white thing Cygnus has? She got that from the last shoot.’
‘It doesn’t fit her. Her boobs practically hang out of it.’
‘I believe that’s the point.’
‘Oh… Yeah, that makes sense.’
Andrea grinned. ‘You are such a contradiction.’
‘Me?’
‘Yes, you. You’re like this super-confident, sexy, shadowy huntress. I am going to say “vixen” here and mean it. But you’re weirdly naïve.’
‘I know,’ Twilight replied, her tone a little despondent. ‘The confidence really works against me sometimes. That time Jacob put his finger in–’
‘Yeah, well, that caught me by surprise at the time. I didn’t think he was that kinky.’
Twilight giggled. ‘Absolutely drove me nuts, but it was a bit of a shock.’
‘I noticed.’ Andrea’s eyes opened at a sound to her right. She moved, swinging her body around to lean on the edge of the tub, which had the added advantage of hiding her breasts. A teenage girl with long blonde hair was stepping onto the decking, eyes widening as she spotted Andrea looking out at her.
‘Oh! Sorry. I was looking for Bianca…’
‘She’s at work,’ Andrea explained. ‘You must be Marie. I’m Andrea.’
Marie took a few steps closer. ‘Your eyes… You’re Twilight. I’ve seen your picture on the TV.’
‘Yeah, that’s me. Is there something I can help with or do you want me to give Bianca a message?’
‘Oh… Uh… Well, it’s kind of…’
‘Hey, I’m an Ultra. We’re really good at keeping secrets, if that’s the problem.’
Marie fidgeted for a second. ‘There’s this boy…’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Rory Taylor-May. Bianca warned me about him and I’ve been trying to avoid him, but he’s been kind of…’
‘Pushy?’
‘Yeah. Kind of. I’m not sure what to do about it.’
Andrea nodded. ‘I’m not much use for advice on that kind of thing. I was never much into boys at your age.’ Marie raised an eyebrow as though that was somewhat unbelievable. ‘You’ve told him you’re not interested?’
‘That just seemed to make him more determined.’
‘Huh. That sort. Look, I’ll pass the message on to your aunt and I’m sure she can come up with something. Hey, shouldn’t you be in school?’
‘Uh, it’s almost four thirty. I’ve been out for a while.’
Andrea sighed. ‘I didn’t realise it was that late.’ She grabbed her towel from the side of the tub and stood up, wrapping the towel as she went.
‘Oh…’ Marie breathed. ‘Is there like an ounce of fat on your body?’
Andrea fixed the towel in place and flashed Marie a grin. ‘Yes, several, and I will not be responsible for your body image issues. I do a lot of exercise. It’s kind of part of the deal. You’re an attractive girl, otherwise this Rory creep wouldn’t be chasing you.’
Marie grimaced. ‘Well, yeah, but…’ She rubbed a hand over her stomach.
‘How old are you?’
‘Fifteen.’
‘If you’re still worried about that when you’re eighteen, it’s time to look at your lifestyle.’ Andrea stepped over the edge of the tub with graceful ease and smiled. ‘Moderate exercise, good diet, and don’t go around comparing yourself to abnormal people. You’re a teenager, Marie, you’ve got enough problems without worrying about how you don’t look like a woman who’s spent nearly half her life training to fight seven men at once.’
Marie smiled back. ‘You’re right, I do. Like the History test I have tomorrow morning.’
‘I feel your pain.’ Andrea watched Marie walk off toward the larger house and then turned around, padding lightly across the decking to the front door. Once inside, she went to the phone and dialled.
‘Epps,’ said the voice on the other end.
‘Mister Epps, it’s Andrea Morgan. I have another little research task for you. It’s personal, and not massively urgent. Just call me when you’ve got something.’
‘Okay, Grand Master. What do you need?’ Andrea could almost hear the young man’s Adam’s apple bobbing: the Grand Master was calling him personally!
‘I need anything we have or can get on someone called Rory Taylor-May…’
~~~
‘I’ll go have a chat with her,’ Bianca said, ‘but I’m not sure there’s much I can really do aside from bolster her confidence and tell her to keep saying no. And I think you already told her that.’
‘Yeah, but I’m the stranger with the no-fat body, and you’re her aunt,’ Andrea replied. ‘I notice she doesn’t call you “Aunt Bianca.”’
Bianca smiled. ‘She decided she was too old for that last year. I’d already decided I was too young for that, so it’s fine by me.’
‘Fair enough. Well, I could maybe do something about him. Depends how far you feel like taking it.’
‘Uh… What do you mean?’
‘I asked my contacts to look up Rory.’
‘Uh…’
‘Not much on him aside from the paternity test his lawyers suppressed. His father, however, is very interesting, and it took no time at all to get the information.’
Bianca looked up from the vegetables she was cutting. ‘Do I want to know what Gregory Taylor-May is up to? I never liked the man, but–’
‘Embezzlement, tax fraud, and if the incident with the waitress is anything to go by, young Rory is taking after his father, but he’s got quite a way to go to catch up. I could go give Rory a bit of a scare. Persuade him to try a new path, so to speak.’
There was a pause. ‘Let me think about it. I’ll talk to Marie and see whether this is really a problem.’
‘Fair enough. You know, you don’t have to do that. You’re going out to dinner.’
‘I know, but… I’m the hostess, you know?’
‘No. I’ve never really done that kind of thing.’
Bianca shrugged. ‘This is just going in the oven and the three of you can eat before you head out to Alcatraz.’
‘And doesn’t that sound ominous.’
‘Well, you’re going to talk to Lament…’
‘Huh.’ Andrea looked around as June stepped up behind her, smiling.
‘Strip,’ June commanded.
‘June, I don’t look a thing like Cygnus,’ Andrea responded.
June held up the scanner she had previously used on Cygnus. ‘I was looking at fabrics for Cygnus’s costume and I saw some that would be perfect for you.’
‘I’ve got–’
‘You asked me to design you a costume when you got your new powers and I said there wasn’t time. Now there’s time. You’re getting a new costume.’
‘I wouldn’t argue,’ Bianca said. ‘She looks very determined.’
‘I am,’ June agreed. ‘And you’re next.’
‘What?! I don’t need a costume.’
June giggled. ‘What’s that got to do with it? I just want to get you naked.’
~~~
‘The city government put together the Stars’ base a few years back,’ Elaine yelled. She was in Ultramech’s arms as he flew her out to the island from Hunter’s Point. Cygnus was carrying a vaguely unhappy Twilight. ‘They built it in the old powerhouse building, which is kind of perfect for us. There’s plenty of space, and the old smoke stack is perfect for mounting communications, radar, all that jazz.’
‘Must be nice,’ Cygnus called back, ‘having a city that builds you a base to work out of.’
‘I’m fairly sure they just wanted us somewhere out of the way where they could keep an eye on us.’
‘Cuts down the collateral damage if someone attacks you,’ Twilight suggested.
‘Something like that, yeah.’ Ultramech started to descend as Elaine said it. ‘Just follow us down. We’ll head straight in.’
Alcatraz Island had been occupied, one way or another, since about eighteen fifty. The famous prison had actually lasted only twenty-nine years, despite its formidable reputation, because it was too expensive to run. There had been talk of using it to house Ultrahuman criminals but that had been vetoed because of the proximity to San Francisco and problems with salt air corrosion. Now it was a tourist attraction, not least because of the presence of the San Francisco Stars.
The powerhouse was a white, concrete structure with a pitched roof and the tall, slim smoke stack at one end. The windows in it suggested that it had three storeys to it, but it was parked close to the edge of the island which made judging its internal structure difficult. There was also the fact that both Cygnus and Twilight could see that all the windows were covered over on the inside with a dark-grey wall: the historic building was a shell with the real base hidden within it.
They landed on the road beside the building and Elaine led the way to a door which appeared to go in on the second floor, accessed via a short bridge from the road. Elaine stopped on the bridge and leaned toward a panel beside the door. ‘Backroom, Ultramech, and two guests,’ she said. A light flashed green on the panel, and the door slid open with a slight hiss.
‘Okay,’ Elaine said as they walked into a lobby area, ‘everyone should be here. Lament likes to have a meeting before anyone goes out on patrol, though only Bony and Fuego really do that regularly. If there’s anything major to discuss, she wants to make sure everyone’s there to discuss it.’
‘Seems fair,’ Cygnus said. ‘I guess we do that, though it’s easier since we both live in the same house.’
‘More convenient than having to get out here,’ Twilight said. ‘How do the others manage it?’
‘By boat,’ Elaine replied. ‘Ultramech’s the only one of us who can fly. Well, Muse can sort of fly, but she lives here anyway.’
‘So none of the Stars get seasick.’
‘Actually, Snapshot did. He kind of hated this place.’ Elaine stopped at the inner door and put her hand on a plate beside it. There was a flicker of green light followed by the door opening, and they walked into the Stars’ HQ.
They walked into a large room with a double-height ceiling for about half the length where the ceiling lowered. In the centre of the taller section was a large model of San Francisco set on a low platform, presumably for planning operations. At the back, where the ceiling was lower, the room was split between a kitchen, a lounge, and what looked like a command-and-control centre. The four other active Stars were standing around the model, but they all looked toward the door as Elaine entered, followed by Cygnus and Twilight, and with Ultramech bringing up the rear.
‘You’re a little later than expected, Backroom,’ Lament said. There was that distinct impression again that she was not excited to see her guests. ‘We started without you.’
‘My fault,’ Cygnus said. ‘I misjudged the flight time.’
‘Of course,’ Elaine said, ‘you’re never late, Lament. Everyone, this is Cygnus and Twilight. And the Stars you haven’t met, girls, are Dali’s Muse, Bonehead, and Fuego.’
They were a bit of a mixed bunch of Ultras. Lament was a tall, willowy woman with pale-blonde hair down to her breasts and rather cold blue eyes. She was attractive, smooth-skinned with a slightly rounded face and a small nose. She carried her authority as leader of the Stars like a shield. Her costume was fairly simple and flowing: a greenish-gold-coloured dress which fell to mid-calf on the left side and had a single sleeve on the right. The deep-cut neckline did not come with expansive cleavage.
Beside her, Dali’s Muse was a tiny, slightly strange-looking girl with a face that spoke of some oriental heritage. Her hair was a blue-green page boy cut which framed a heart-shaped face. Her eyes were large and green, and ringed in multicoloured make-up forming abstract patterns along with cog shapes of various sizes over her left cheek. Her pouting lips were bright pink. She wore a costume which seemed to be composed of various strips of blue-green and pink leather, and she was barefoot. And she was looking at the newcomers with what appeared to be a confused expression.
Bonehead was a huge, almost bald man with muscles on his muscles and ears which poked out like the handles on a coffee mug. He had fairly heavy features, thick and solid, with a broad nose and blue eyes. He was dressed in heavy leather and army boots. He, at least, was smiling.
Fuego was a Hispanic man, quite handsome with a tall, black crewcut, dark-green eyes, and what was probably designer stubble. Nowhere near the size of his friend, he was still well-muscled and he had a hairy chest which was quite visible, along with the large tattoo on his left arm, since his costume looked like something a Mongol warrior might wear, from the waist down. Broad belts in gold and red wrapped his torso, wide golden pantaloons fell into cloth greaves, and he had similarly designed gloves around his forearms and over the backs of his hands. He was looking like a man who was angry about something, though what was an open question.
‘So,’ Elaine said, ‘what’s on the menu for tonight?’ She walked over to the model and, because it seemed the thing to do, Cygnus and Twilight followed her.
‘Finding Mink,’ Lament stated flatly.
‘Why?’ Twilight asked before anyone else could speak.
Lament gave her a patronising smile. ‘I understand you’ve only been here for a day or so, so perhaps you haven’t heard… Mink killed one of our members, Snapshot.’
‘And you have evidence for this?’
‘Snapshot was killed with a rope dart and–’
Twilight smiled. ‘Snapshot was killed by a short, spike-like weapon. It matches wounds made by the rope dart Mink uses, but it would also match a number of other weapons designed for impaling.’
Lament gritted her teeth for a second and then went on. ‘Mink is the only person in the city who uses–’
‘Aside from the Yin Xian assassin currently operating here.’
‘The police found an email in one of Snapshot’s accounts from Mink asking him to meet her at the location he died!’ Lament played her trump card. No one had reported the email.
‘An untraced email with faked header information. It’s just signed “Mink” at the bottom.’
‘And no one can forge an email from someone else,’ Elaine added.
‘Obviously.’
‘Where are you getting your information?’ Fuego asked.
Twilight smiled at him. ‘I’ve got sources. Sorry, I can’t reveal them and they’re next to useless in a court of law, but they’re accurate.’
‘And I’ve seen the assassin,’ Cygnus said. ‘Yesterday, in Chinatown. We went looking for Mink ourselves, and the assassin was doing the same.’
‘I did tell everyone to be careful,’ Elaine said. ‘Now we know who’s after us.’
‘A woman,’ Cygnus said, ‘about five eleven, very long black hair, Asian in appearance. I never got a really good look at her face, but I know it wasn’t Mink.’
‘You are quite sure that Mink did not kill Snapshot?’ Fuego asked, frowning.
‘I know that the Yin Xian were hired to eliminate Mink,’ Twilight said. ‘She’s hard to find, but framing her for murder means she’s having to stay out of the way and she’s going to eventually go after the assassin. It clears the decks for the local tong and it brings Mink to the person who wants to meet her. Win-win.’ Twilight paused. ‘I also happen to know that Mink couldn’t have done it, but I can’t say how I know that.’
‘There’s been more tong bully boys on the street since Snapshot died,’ Bonehead said.
‘And all the old drug dealers are back on their pitches,’ Fuego added, nodding slowly.
‘What you’re saying, Twilight,’ Lament said, her tone stiff with ice, ‘is that we have to take your word that Mink is innocent. There’s still a warrant out for her arrest. Bonehead, Fuego, you keep looking.’
‘I disagree,’ Fuego said evenly. ‘The SFPD are hunting for her; we are not required to if we believe she is innocent. Especially if there are more important things to do.’
‘More important than bringing in Snapshot’s killer?’
‘If I see this assassin, I will bring her in. If you wish to hunt for Mink, then you are free to do so. Drugs, muggings, punishment beatings, these are the things we will help put a stop to.’
‘It’s going to get worse,’ Twilight said before Lament could respond.
‘In what way?’ Fuego asked, frowning.
‘I’m in San Francisco to track down a man named Herman Kopf. He goes by Professor Blutadler as well. He’s a scientist who worked on super-soldier projects during and after the last world war. When he was in New Millennium City, he came across a drug called Excelsior and I think that he’s come up with a way of synthesising it cheaply and easily, and he’s used that to bargain his way into the Jiu Wang tong. He likes having other people around to do his dirty work. If Excelsior hits the streets here… It’s highly addictive and it’s lethal to anyone with Ultrahuman genetics, active or latent.’
‘You don’t sound so positive about that information,’ Lament said, but she was biting at her lip and her tone was calmer.
‘I know he met with the leader of the Jiu Wang and that he has an arrangement with them. Given their areas of business, the only thing I can think of that they would be interested in is Excelsior, but that is deduced rather than known fact.’
‘We got the memo about Excelsior. It’s never been seen here and… and I’d rather it remained that way. All right, we need to focus on that. We’re going to need information. Uh… Is Jiu Wang “Red Flag” in Chinese or something?’
Twilight smiled. ‘I think we may need to start from the beginning and straighten out a few things. Is there any coffee in this place? And we should probably sit down.’
‘I’ll put the pot on,’ Elaine said, smirking as she walked off toward the kitchen.
~~~
‘Okay,’ Bianca said, ‘that was pretty good. This guy knows how to cook pasta.’
‘Told you,’ Damian replied. ‘It’s pretty close to my place so I come here when I can’t be bothered to cook. There’s a proper pizza oven back there too.’
Bianca lifted her glass and sipped. ‘The proximity to your place has also been noted as a benefit.’
‘Because yours is full of people?’
‘Uh-huh. I’ve been sleeping with a cute brunette the last few nights. I understand you’ve met her.’
‘Twilight? Yeah, she… I have no idea how she got into my apartment, but she did.’
‘She can teleport through shadows and darkness.’
‘Right…’ Damian’s distaste for Ultras showed for a fraction of a second. ‘Well, she said she was staying with you.’
‘Uh-huh. Her, and Cygnus and June. A regular full house.’ Bianca paused for a second. ‘You know, you’re allowed to dislike Ultras. You’re hardly alone and I’m not going to hold it against you. I just think they’re people like everyone else and have to be judged as individuals. Twilight offered to help with Marie’s Rory problem. For the Avatar of Shadow, she’s really pretty ordinary. Except for her eyes. Her eyes are a little scary.’
‘Yeah… The eyes are… She’s got the fishnets and boots thing going though.’
Bianca raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh? Into that look, Detective.’
Damian coughed. ‘Well… yeah.’
‘Duly noted.’
‘So Marie’s still having trouble with Rory?’
‘Apparently.’ Bianca grinned at the attempt to redirect the conversation. ‘I’m going to talk to her, see whether it’s serious or not. Twilight managed to get her hands on a lot of information that suggests Gregory Taylor-May is more worthy of my dislike than I thought.’
‘That girl seems to be good at getting at secrets. She was telling me that some German scientist might be bringing Excelsior here. You’ve heard of the stuff?’
‘I saw the news reports from the releases in New Millennium City. It’s a vapour, so it can be dispersed into the air. Someone tried to build a client base by doing just that. There were fatalities.’
‘It’s fairly evil stuff. What the news reports don’t say is that it activates the Ultrahuman genes of a small fraction of latents. There was at least one case of it happening in New Millennium City. If San Francisco gets flooded with a cheap supply…’
‘We could end up with a surge in Ultrahuman activity.’
‘And the probability is that a fair number of them would turn criminal. I told my captain about the potential problem.’
‘Let me guess… He said that if it was related to the Nine Kings, then it was a TAATF problem.’
‘Yeah…’ Damian forced a grin. ‘It’s like you’re reading my mind or something.’
Bianca shrugged. ‘Well, telepathy is rather useful in business meetings, but it’s a terrible curse.’
‘You’re not a telepath.’
‘No? Sure?’
‘What am I thinking now?’
Bianca stared into Damian’s eyes. ‘You’re thinking… that I should finish my wine so you can get me back to your place and out of my dress.’
‘You don’t need to be a telepath to know that.’
‘No,’ Bianca admitted, ‘just a woman.’
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‘So I’ve got a multi-channel system,’ Elaine said, sweeping a hand across the array of electronics. ‘I can handle direct communications on three channels simultaneously, plus I have a scanner feeding into a computer running keyword recognition software.’
‘Looking for potential problems across the entire spectrum,’ Lament added. ‘This way we can often have a response underway before the city calls us in.’
‘Which they do through one of the police channels, which we constantly monitor.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘It’s impressive. New Millennium calls me the city’s protector, like it’s some official title, but they don’t make it easy.’
‘They did support us over the UID ban,’ Twilight said.
‘After we helped with the riot despite the ban.’
‘Yeah… true.’
‘California as a whole has been more… accommodating regarding Ultras,’ Lament said. ‘It’s double-edged to many, but I like the recognition. I can’t believe the SFPD is as corrupt as you seem to think.’
‘It’s a management problem, mostly,’ Twilight replied. ‘You get the right people in the right places and you have a problem. Pretty much the entire TAATF is bought or otherwise controlled, however. New Millennium has its problems too, but the Tonaldo family going down has changed things. I’ve no idea how that’s going to work out.’
‘Badly,’ Cygnus said. She turned to find Muse’s large, green eyes fixed on her. The girl was absently floating a few inches off the ground: her flight ability was, apparently, limited to a few feet, but she seemed to use it instead of walking more than half the time, which probably explained the lack of footwear. Cygnus smiled at her.
‘You’re… strange,’ Muse said.
‘Oh?’
‘You both are. Just… different strange. You’re like… not like… any other Ultra I’ve met. And Twilight is… There’s more than just one of her.’
Cygnus considered for a second. ‘Yes, I’m not like most Ultras. I’m kind of part alien. Not genetically, more…’
‘Possessed.’
‘Good enough. My powers are more like magic than traditional Ultrahuman powers. And Twi is… the Avatar of Shadow. She’s got a dark side.’
‘Ha!’ Twilight barked. ‘I’ve got a dark side, a light side, and a terrifyingly black side. You don’t ever want to meet the last one.’
‘She saved my life once,’ Cygnus pointed out.
‘I wouldn’t count on that on a regular basis. She scares me. Then again, she doesn’t get out much.’
‘True.’ Cygnus looked back at Muse. ‘Is us being strange a problem?’
There was a quick grin. ‘No. Most people think I’m strange too.’
‘Honey,’ Elaine said, ‘you are strange, but it’s an adorable sort of strange. Don’t go getting normal on us.’
‘I’m quite sure there’s not much danger of that.’
There was a slight hiss from the radio, interrupting them, and then Fuego’s voice. ‘Fuego to Stars, we’re beginning our sweep now. Over.’
Elaine reached out and pressed a button mounted under a gooseneck microphone. ‘Backroom here. Status noted, Fuego. Keep us informed. Out.’
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‘The black-eyed one is right,’ Fuego said. ‘This area is getting worse.’
‘Tong thugs are spreading deeper into Tenderloin,’ Bonehead agreed. He was not the brightest of men, but he knew the streets well enough. Tenderloin had always been a fairly high-crime neighbourhood; Bonehead had grown up there and knew its nature well. Right now, it felt like it was sitting there ready to collapse into a sinkhole.
‘There’s nothing we can do until they act.’
‘They’re not gonna do that in front of us, Fuego.’ Sometimes, once in a while when things were at their most frustrating, Fuego’s strict application of the law was enough to irritate Bonehead. He would have pulled his hair out, if he had had enough.
Fuego slapped Bonehead on one meaty bicep. ‘You are right, my friend. Stealth may not be our greatest attribute, but we’re going to have to try. We’ll stake out a few alleys. If we watch from the shadows, we may have more luck.’ Bonehead gave a nod and headed for the nearest alley. Fuego smiled and walked down the street to something a little further away.
It also happened to be darker. There were no lights here, just darkness. There was a simple solution to checking the coast was clear, however: Fuego lifted his hand and fire flared around it, a torch in the dark. He looked down the alley and nodded. There was a dumpster part way down, but no indication of odd shadows around it. Nodding to himself, he extinguished his flames and turned to watch the street, confident that he would hear any activity behind him.
There was the usual collection of locals, addicts looking for a fix, prostitutes plying their trade… Nothing out there looked suspicious and Fuego had learned the hard way what suspicious looked like. He had been a gang member in San Jose for a lot of years, from well before his powers had developed right up until his younger brother had been shot. He knew the streets. These were not the streets he had grown up in, but the signs were all there. Only the gang tags varied: here they were mostly in Chinese. He had come to know these streets almost as well as his own.
So when the alley he was in suddenly came alive and grabbed him by the throat, Fuego was a little surprised. There was a sound, barely heard, the swish of something moving rapidly through the air, and then something wrapped tightly around his throat and, choking, he was yanked backward. The cord around his neck loosened and he began struggling to regain his feet. Something heavy and solid slammed into the side of his head. Stars burst before his eyes and then collapsed toward a rapidly narrowing point of light before failing entirely.
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Bonehead shifted his weight from one leg to the other and then decided to stretch his back. The thing about watching for people doing things they should not be doing was that it was frequently very boring. They should have stuck together: at least then they could have chatted.
It took him maybe ten minutes, though he thought it was longer, before he reconsidered their strategy and tapped the comm unit in his ear. ‘Fuego, this is Bonehead. There’s nothing happening here. Over.’ Silence. Maybe Fuego had found something and was actually having fun. ‘Fuego, this is Bonehead. You there? Over.’ Nothing.
‘Bonehead, this is Backroom. Fuego’s radio is working, but he’s not responding. Maybe you should check on him. Over.’
‘On it,’ Bonehead snapped, barely remembering to add ‘Out’ before starting out onto the street at a brisk walk. He pulled a penlight from his belt as he walked. The alleys were dark and he might need the extra light. The thin beam was not exactly brilliant, but it showed enough if you flashed it around. He was on his third alley when he spotted the body lying on the ground about ten yards in and ran toward it.
‘Shit! Oh shit!’ There seemed to be a lot of blood. Two, maybe three, puncture wounds decorated Fuego’s muscled chest. ‘Shit!’ Bonehead tapped his ear. ‘He’s been stabbed! Erubiel’s been stabbed! Fuck! Fuego’s been–’
‘Bony!’ Backroom’s voice cut in quickly and urgently. ‘Where are you? Over.’
‘Uh… Alley. Leavenworth and Eddy.’
‘I’ll be there in a few seconds.’ The voice was not one of the usual ones Bonehead heard on their radios and he struggled to figure out who it was. And then Cygnus was dropping out of the air like a stone, landing beside Fuego’s supine body and immediately dropping to one knee. Her hand moved to Fuego’s neck. ‘He’s still alive, but he’s weak. Damn. Hope he’s going to forgive me for this.’ Reaching down, she grabbed the leg of his pantaloons and ripped the fabric free with no apparent effort. ‘Backroom, we’re going to need an ambulance out here. Faster the better. Over.’ And then she began working on stopping the bleeding.
Twilight emerged from the darkness behind Bonehead. ‘No sign of her.’ Bonehead jumped. ‘From the amount of blood there,’ Twilight went on, ‘he was attacked five or six minutes ago so she’s probably long gone.’
‘He was only out of my sight for five minutes then,’ Bonehead said morosely.
‘This is not your fault.’
‘He’s my partner.’
‘And whose idea was it to split up?’
Bonehead frowned. ‘Well… his.’
‘Exactly. She wouldn’t have attacked him if he was with you. You’re bulletproof, or at least rope-dart-proof.’
‘Ambulance is on the way,’ Elaine said into their ears. ‘How is he, Cygnus? Over.’
‘I think I’ve stopped the bleeding. He’s unconscious and he’s lost a lot of blood, but I think he’ll be okay. Over.’
‘I’ll let Lament know this was a good idea. Out.’
‘How did you know about this?’ Bonehead asked.
‘Elaine persuaded Lament that, since we were sharing the same mission, we should share radio frequencies.’
‘Oh. I’m glad. And I don’t think Erubiel will mind you shredding his costume to save his life.’
Cygnus got to her feet and grinned. Her own costume, along with her hands, was now covered in blood. ‘Thanks. It’s a good job June’s making me something new. I’m not sure how well this’ll come out of the boots.’
‘Any excuse for a costume change,’ Twilight said. The sound of sirens coming down the street made her turn. ‘And here comes the cavalry. Who wants to bet there’s a detective with them who wants to nail this to Mink?’
‘I am not going to bet against that one,’ Cygnus replied.
16th October.
Bianca stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel off the rail beside it. Showering had taken a little longer with two of them in the little en suite, and Bianca had stayed after Damian had gone to wash the last of the morning’s excesses from her body. She was content, though she was considering talking to building management about upgrading Damian’s shower. If she did it after Cygnus, Twilight, and June were gone, Damian could stay over with her while the work was done, which was just icing on the better shower cake.
Going downstairs wearing only a smile was a risk: Damian did not need to work until the evening and Bianca needed to be in soon, but might not want to if he touched her, which he would. Still, she did it, and his eyes followed her every step as she walked from the foot of the stairs toward the kitchen where he was making toast and coffee. The morning news, playing on the TV, was forgotten.
‘You are temptation on long legs,’ Damian said as she stopped across the counter from him.
‘Are you complaining?’ Bianca asked.
‘Do I look like a moron?’
‘No, you look like a man–’ Bianca stopped and whirled around, her eyes on the screen.
‘…is recovering in hospital after receiving multiple stab wounds. Doctors have indicated that a full recovery is expected, and that Fuego is conscious. Detective Kuff of the SFPD stated this morning that Mink is the only suspect in the case and that police continue to look for her.’
‘Damn!’ Bianca said. ‘I have to go. Elaine’s going to be off her game, if she isn’t at the hospital.’
‘Another one Mink’s supposed to have attacked?’ Damian said. ‘Either I really misjudged her or someone’s got it in for her.’
‘Yeah.’ Bianca glanced back at him. ‘Sorry to cut and run.’
‘Go. I was only going to try to make you late for work anyway.’
Bianca flashed him a smile and started for the stairs. ‘I would have let you.’
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‘She wasn’t really trying to kill him,’ Andrea stated.
‘Really?’ Elaine asked. ‘You could’ve fooled me.’
‘She stabbed him twice in the chest, Elaine. Yes, it could have been fatal, but with Snapshot she went for the throat. Mink’s already wanted for murder, so there was no need to add a second. This is just keeping the momentum going and incidentally weakening the Stars.’
‘She’s right, Elaine,’ Bianca said. ‘Fuego was lucky, but she had plenty of time to make sure if she really wanted him dead.’
Elaine frowned and then nodded. ‘Lucky Cygnus was nearby is what he was. Thanks. Again.’
‘You can stop thanking me any time,’ Cygnus replied. ‘If I’d nailed the assassin, then I’d allow you some boot-licking.’
‘Yeah, well, Lament probably won’t thank you so I figure I need to do double-duty. He’s recovering. I guess that’s the main thing. No brain damage and he’ll be up and about in a few days. I managed to persuade Lament to move into one of the rooms at HQ until this woman’s caught.’
‘She’s the next logical target,’ Andrea said. ‘Bonehead would be a tough hit, Muse lives on Alcatraz Island already, and you’ve got FTI security and Ultramech. Lament is easy and, theoretically at least, taking her out would significantly damage the Stars.’
‘Huh, if I was going to frame Mink for murder, I’d have gone for Lament first,’ Elaine said, managing a grin. ‘Mink and Lament get on like a house on fire. As in, don’t stand too close or you’ll go up in the flames too.’
‘Snapshot was easy to draw out. The assassin went for the lowest-hanging fruit. She will have studied the patrol pattern Fuego and Bonehead use, but I suspect actually hitting Fuego was spur of the moment. There’s no way she could have known they would split up and Bonehead is too much of an obstacle for her to ignore.’
‘Yeah… I guess we should get back to work.’
‘You’re sure you’re up to this?’ Bianca asked.
‘It’ll take my mind off what could have happened. Fuego’s okay. I could do worse than keeping busy.’ With that, Elaine started off toward the control area and Cygnus followed.
‘I’ll port back to the house,’ Andrea said. ‘Are you okay, Bianca?’
‘Yeah, why wouldn’t I be? I was worried about Elaine, but… No, everything’s as good as you could expect.’
‘Of course.’
‘Does make you wonder what could happen to make things worse though.’
Andrea smiled. ‘Oh, I could think of any number of things…’
~~~
Marcie Chou watched her latest customer fill in a rental form with her best customer-facing smile fixed on her face. She practised that smile in front of the mirror at night to be sure it was perfect, just before using her expensive, tooth-whitening toothpaste. Marcie had a smile which could dazzle onlookers at a hundred paces. Her latest customer had not seemed to notice.
He was a tall man with a trim body, even if he had to be in his forties, maybe even fifties. Marcie was young enough to consider anyone over forty as a probable retirement home resident. His close-cropped, black hair had a touch of grey in it, and there were lines around his eyes. He was not exactly a handsome man, but he was certainly attractive, if not Marcie’s type. He had a slightly Roman nose and a strong jaw, none of which detracted from his looks, but his blue eyes had ice in them and Marcie had had to suppress a shiver when he had first looked at her.
Nodding, he signed the bottom of the form and passed it across the desk along with a platinum charge card. Marcie continued to smile as she stepped over to her terminal with the form and tapped in the details. Her smile weakened a little.
‘Sorry, sir… You’re Eric B. Hoffman?’ Marcie asked.
‘That’s what it says. Is there a problem?’ He had a strong voice with a New York accent.
‘No, sir. No problem. It’s just… Isn’t that the real name of Night Shift?’
‘It’s not a secret,’ Hoffman replied. ‘I’ll be needing that car, young lady.’
‘Yes, sir. O-of course.’ Marcie typed faster. ‘Could I get you to sign something else after I’ve got this input for you? If it wouldn’t be too much trouble.’
Hoffman frowned. ‘What?’
‘Anything really. It’s for my little brother. He’s a huge fan.’
Hoffman sighed. ‘Yeah. Sure. Not a problem.’
To Marcie, it sounded like that was a great big lie, but her brother would kill for that autograph… Marcie put her smile on overdrive and typed as fast as she could move her fingers.
~~~
Bianca frowned at the ringing phone. ‘Who’s calling at this hour? This is going to be bad news…’ She lifted the handset and held it to her ear. ‘Bianca Fullerton… Uh, okay. Please hold.’ She tapped the mute button and held the handset out to Andrea. ‘He says he’s your lawyer.’
Andrea raised an eyebrow. ‘Okay…’ Then she turned mute off and said, ‘Morgan here.’
‘Miss Morgan, it’s Peter Shaftsbury. Are you able to talk?’
‘Yeah, go ahead. Some problem?’
‘More of a warning, Grand Master. We’ve had several snippets of information come in this evening concerning Eric Bruce Hoffman, Night Shift.’
‘Him? Why would– Wait, he’s in San Francisco?’
‘Yes, ma’am. He arrived this afternoon on a flight from Chicago. He has been to the SFPD homicide unit and has been asking various contacts about Mink.’
‘Oh. Thank you, Shaftsbury. Excellent work.’
‘My pleasure, Grand Master. Have a good night.’
Andrea hit the disconnect button on the handset and handed it back to Bianca. A ‘good night,’ huh? They had already decided not to bother going out looking for the assassin. She was good enough to make that task into a fruitless one, and Andrea had resources which could be deployed to keep a watch for her anyway: there were a dozen shadow imps stationed around Chinatown with orders to follow the woman and report where she went to afterward. So they were all at Bianca’s place, watching a movie.
Everyone was looking questioningly at her, so Andrea said, ‘You remember you said something about what could happen to make things worse, and I said I could think of a number of things?’
‘Yeah,’ Bianca replied, ‘I remember.’
‘Well, one of the things which wasn’t on my list was Night Shift turning up in San Francisco to hunt Mink.’
‘Oh… crap.’
‘That’s not a good thing?’ June asked. ‘I mean, isn’t he supposed to be one of the good guys?’
‘He is,’ Cygnus said, ‘but he’s supposed to be a bit of an asshole. I was vaguely surprised he didn’t come after me when I was accused of killing Bobby.’
‘He has… issues with Ultras,’ Andrea said. ‘Especially Ultras who go rogue. I mean, he doesn’t go easy on the straight villains, but if a hero-type goes bad… He gets tunnel vision. Oh, and you can forget supposed to be: he is an asshole. Roger met him once at a convention. Hoffman’s into collecting rare comics about a certain dark, brooding detective in a cape.’
‘He is? Isn’t that a bit… Well, I suppose they’re both wealthy vigilante types. Do you think he’s really going to be a problem? I mean, we couldn’t find Mink. She obviously doesn’t want to be found.’
‘No,’ Andrea said, nodding slowly. ‘She doesn’t want to be found or I think she’d have made herself known by now.’
‘She’s always been very secretive,’ Bianca put in, almost defensively.
‘Yes, so I’ve heard, but we need to start nailing this down. I want Blutadler, but beyond that there’s the possibility of Excelsior hitting the streets again and this Yin Xian assassin putting the Stars out one by one. Mink needs help, whether she wants to admit it or not.’
~~~
Damian noticed the silence falling over the bullpen and lifted his head from his paperwork. The reason for the wave of quiet became obvious: a tall figure in black armour with a blank faceplate to its backswept helmet was striding down the aisle between the desks. The further he walked, the further the silence spread, though Damian had noticed it earlier than his neighbours.
‘Shit, isn’t that–’ The words came from Damian’s right, but he ignored them. Night Shift was stopping at his desk.
‘Detective Inman?’ The voice had a slightly hollow quality, the result of passing through the helmet no doubt, but it shifted the quality of the sound into the slightly sinister.
‘That’s me,’ Damian replied.
A gloved hand was thrust toward him. ‘I’m Night Shift.’
Damian took the hand. ‘Uh, yes, I know who you are. How can I help you?’
‘I understand that you were involved in a human trafficking bust recently?’
‘Yes…’
‘I’m hoping that you might be able to give me a lead on the Ultrahuman known as Mink. She’s wanted for murder.’
Damian sat back in his seat. ‘Sorry, can’t help you.’
‘Can’t, or won’t?’
The faceplate was unreadable, but the implication was there. Damian’s eyes narrowed. ‘Can’t. Mink overheard me getting the information which led me to the docks and decided to follow me. I didn’t contact her. She didn’t provide me with a means of contacting her; she just saved my butt and a lot of scared women.’
‘My understanding is that Ultramech did most of the work.’
‘Then your understanding is wrong. And he wouldn’t have been there at all if she hadn’t called him in. Perhaps you should ask the Stars whether they know how to contact her. Now, this is Vice, not Homicide, and I have a lot of paperwork to get through.’
Night Shift leaned forward slightly. ‘If you do find any information on Mink, I would expect–’
‘I would communicate it through proper channels to Detective Kuff.’
There was silence for a second, and then Night Shift turned on his heel. ‘I’ll find her, Detective Inman.’ Then he was marching back the way he had come.
‘Yeah,’ Damian said, looking back to his reports, ‘when Hell freezes over.’
17th October.
It was just after midnight when the buzzer on the phone announced that Elaine had arrived. Bianca had been a bit quiet ever since Andrea had told her about Night Shift until, around eleven, there had been sudden activity. Bianca had called Elaine and asked her to come over, and she had told everyone else that she needed to tell them something, but only when Elaine was there. Andrea had nodded and accepted this with equanimity; Cygnus and June were significantly more curious.
‘Okay,’ Elaine said. ‘I’m here. Ultramech is outside on guard. What’s going on?’
‘You know Night Shift is in town looking for Mink?’ Bianca asked.
‘Yeah, we got a call asking if someone would meet him. I think he’s going to HQ tomorrow to talk to Lament.’
‘Oh to be a fly on the wall. Never mind. This is getting out of hand. We’ve got one dead Star, one in the hospital, the possibility of Excelsior hitting the streets, and let’s not forget this Blutadler guy’s interest in the ship at FTI.’
‘Okay…’
‘Cygnus and Twilight need to contact Mink. So…’
Elaine raised an eyebrow. ‘You sure about this?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well… Your choice.’
Nodding, Bianca turned around and started for the back of the house. ‘Everyone, this way, if you would.’
At the back of the house, behind the kitchen area, was a small utility room with a washing machine, a dryer, and a huge freezer. It also had storage for cleaning products and a few bundles of toilet rolls, and a blank, concrete wall at the far end. Bianca walked to the wall and pressed on it. A panel, which was apparently just disguised as concrete, hinged open to reveal a palm plate which Bianca used. Then a door-sized section of wall receded smoothly away from them before sliding off to the right and revealing a flight of stairs leading down under the house. Bianca started down.
‘Oh, wow,’ June said as she started down. ‘Why don’t either of you have a secret, underground base?’
‘I have a castle in Italy,’ Andrea pointed out. ‘And it’s got secret cellars of unfathomable darkness.’
‘That’s more like a Fortress of Solitude deal. Except you’ve got Lena and Mia there. This is the Mink Cave.’
It was, sort of. It looked like a bunker more than a cave. Heavily reinforced concrete walls surrounded a space which had to run under half the house, and there were doors off it leading who knew where. Part of the space was taken up by a huge computer system which appeared to feed into an enormous rack of monitors set against one wall with a desk in front of them, complete with a large, black, leather chair. Under the staircase was a glass case containing costumes, a pair of bracers, and several rope darts. Off to their right was an open area fitted with cushioned mats and featuring a combat dummy of some sort.
Bianca checked that the door above was closed and sealed and then she said, ‘So, yeah, I’m Mink.’ Then she frowned and pointed an accusatory finger at Andrea. ‘And you knew!’
Cygnus and June were looking sort of surprised, though it had had a little time to wear off after the revelation had become pretty obvious as soon as the secret door opened. Andrea was looking around with interest and no surprise at all.
‘She did?’ Elaine said, her eyes widening.
‘Oh, of course she did,’ June replied.
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘It’s kind of hard to keep a secret from Twilight if she thinks she needs to know about it.’
June looked around at Andrea. ‘Your… contacts told you?’
‘The Shadow Court,’ Andrea said. ‘If Bianca’s going to trust us with this, then I think we can be more direct about ourselves. Bianca already knows Cygnus’s big secret.’
‘She does?’ Elaine asked. ‘I’m starting to feel left out.’
‘Come over for a drink or something tomorrow night,’ Cygnus said. ‘You can meet my alter ego then. I’m not doing it now. So, what are we going to do now?’
‘Well,’ Bianca said, ‘I’m going to get you all registered on the palm scanner. That way Andrea or June can use the computers down here if they need to, and the communications suite. I think we need to get organised. So we’ll do that, and then we can sit down and work out how we’re going to handle everything.’
‘And the coffee machine,’ Elaine said, ‘is through that door over there.’
‘I’ll start it brewing,’ June said. ‘I think we’re going to need it.’
~~~
‘I kind of feel sorry for the computer,’ Cygnus said. She was sitting in the pilot’s chair in the ship, helping Elaine and, remotely, Doctor Ultimate go over the engineering schematics she had managed to get out of the system.
‘In what way?’ Elaine asked.
‘Well… It’s intelligent. I’m not sure about its emotional capabilities, but I get the feeling it’s kind of sad. I think it’s worked out the ship is done for and it’s… The only purpose it has is running this ship and serving the pilot. Serving the Guardian who owns it.’
‘Which is basically you. I mean, it has to have security protocols. It wouldn’t just open up the way it has if I spoke to it.’
‘No, probably not. It recognised the same Guardian in a new shape. We must have unique energy signatures.’
‘That’s not unlikely,’ Doctor Ultimate said over their headsets. ‘The method you described of the original creation of the Guardians would suggest some individuality. I’m going to consult with our other collaborators over the disposition of the ship’s components next week. We may be able to do something… suitable with the computer.’
‘I think it would appreciate that.’ Cygnus noted a message appearing at one side of one of the displays and decided not to mention it to Elaine or Ultimate.
The message said: I would appreciate it, yes.
~~~
‘Hey, Marie, got a minute?’ Bianca stood in Marie’s doorway, looking in. For a teenager, Marie’s ‘room’ was quite something. Technically, it was a small suite: reception room, bedroom, and private bathroom. It had taken Bianca’s intercession to get Marie moved into it. Bianca thought a teenage girl needed space and had had one of the suites when she was growing up.
Marie looked around from her desk, which was under the large window of the reception room; Marie had turned that room into a sort of lounge/office. ‘Just doing some homework. An official break would be nice.’
Bianca grinned. ‘Official. Right.’ She stepped into the room and closed the door, and Marie raised an eyebrow.
‘That does look official.’
‘Well… I needed to ask you about Rory Taylor-May and I don’t want your mother hearing.’
‘Oh. No. Twilight spoke to you then?’
‘Andrea, yeah.’
‘Isn’t she Twilight?’
‘Um… yes. It’s a little complicated. Is Rory still a problem?’
Marie winced. ‘It’s… He doesn’t seem to want to take no for an answer.’
‘Have you talked to any of the teachers?’
‘They’re all scared of Rory’s father. He read them the riot act last year after they put Rory in detention.’
‘Right.’
‘Bianca…’ Marie trailed off.
Bianca walked closer, putting her hand on Marie’s shoulder. ‘What is it, Marie? You can tell me.’
‘It’s embarrassing. He… grabbed one of my boobs yesterday. He was joking about with his friends and I was walking past and he just reached out and… You’re not going to hit him are you? My allowance isn’t going to cover the bail.’
‘No,’ Bianca said, smiling, ‘I’m not going to hit him.’
‘Then, um, what are you going to do?’
‘Oh, I’m going to do something much worse than hitting him.’
~~~
‘I know it’s just a stakeout,’ June said as they waited, ‘but that makes this perfect for a try-out.’
Bianca shrugged. ‘They’re ready, so why not? Nothing’s going to start happening for another hour and Cygnus said she’d fly me out to the city.’
‘Yeah. I have to admit, the disguise really works for you. What did you say she was called?’
‘Sugar. Sugar Gold.’ Bianca smiled with brightly painted red lips. ‘Prostitute and occasional stripper. It’s a stage name, obviously.’
‘Obviously.’
‘You’d be amazed at what people will talk about in front of a lap dancer. It’s like they think you’re functionally deaf.’
‘Huh. So… You’ve actually done the jobs? I mean, you’ve, well… sold your body?’
‘Yes. The woman who trained me in martial arts runs a brothel. Um, the form I use, sichou xian quantou, originates from the arts taught to a warlord’s bodyguards. They were all women, and all his concubines, so they learned to employ all their skills to ensure their lord’s safety. It’s like ninjutsu for sex workers.’ Bianca paused. ‘Besides, I wanted to know what it was like to do it. Partially just… curiosity, but if I was going to protect these women, I wanted to know what I was protecting them from.’
June gave a shrug. ‘I’ve slept with a couple of guys I thought could help my career. A while back, not recently. It turned out sleeping with a girl was more useful.’
‘Svetilo?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I thought you were a lesbian?’
‘I am. I also have flexible enough morals to justify sleeping with a man if there’s a good enough reason.’ Now June paused and frowned a little. ‘Had. I had flexible enough morals. I don’t think I’d consider it anymore.’
‘People change,’ Bianca said and then looked up at the sound of footfalls on the stairs.
Cygnus was the first to come down, a shining goddess who lifted a few inches into the air as she got to the ground floor to sweep into the lounge. At first sight, her new costume appeared to consist of skin. There was a bodysuit with a sort of halterneck. The collar was quite high, but it was open over the throat, and that opening continued down, widening to expose most of her chest and stomach, finally closing a good four inches below her navel. Her shoulders and arms were bare and the back of the suit dropped down to just above her ass. The high-cut hips had silver scrollwork ornaments mounted on them. Tucked into the front and back was a skirt, of sorts: more like a long loincloth of sheer, silky material. The skirt at the back fishtailed a little at the bottom, and did far more than the suit toward hiding Cygnus’s behind. There were thigh-high, high-heeled boots. Like the suit, the material was a metallic silver which was almost white, but the boots also had silver shin guards and various curls of decoration which looked like metal but bent like fabric. The tops of the boots rose to points on the outside of each thigh where a large, pearl-coloured oval shape was set into a metallic scroll which went up almost to Cygnus’s hip.
To complement the suit, June had suggested appropriate make-up, so Cygnus’s blue eyes were surrounded by ghostly white eyeshadow to make them stand out. Her lips were painted a pale pink, and her nails were silver.
‘You just had to outdo yourself on the nudity factor, didn’t you?’ Cygnus said. ‘Is this actually going to stay on if I move faster than a walk?’
‘Yes and yes,’ June replied. ‘The fabric is a bioplastic designed to adhere to the wearer’s skin. Given the shaping, that thing actually provides a little uplift for those huge boobs of yours.’
‘You do know yours are a cup size bigger than mine, right?’
‘Maybe I should make a costume for me then. You look great. Exactly how I imagined it.’ June turned to Bianca. ‘The modelling software is fantastic.’
‘Thank you,’ Bianca replied. ‘FTI product. We buy in some of the fabrics we use in that lab, but the production equipment is all ours.’
‘I guess I’ll have to try this out and see how it goes,’ Cygnus said.
‘I guess I will too,’ Andrea said as she walked in holding her mask. She sounded less than sure about it, however. ‘Are you just trying to see how far you can bend the decency laws, June?’
As befitted the Avatar of Shadow, the new Twilight costume was black. It was the same latex-like plastic material as June had used on Cygnus’s suit, but this was black with a very slight sparkle in it. There was, sort of, more of it than Cygnus’s. Just about. Twilight’s suit had sleeves, long ones which hooked over her middle finger. The collar was higher and curled out from the neck, giving a bit of a ‘wicked witch queen’ look, but the throat was more open. Andrea did not have Cygnus’s impressive bust, but the suit made the most of what was there: it was open at the front with cut-outs forming three spikes above, across, and curling under her breasts. Below that, the suit was wide open to a few inches under the navel, and this suit exposed more hip with a very thin thong back. The high-heeled boots came up over the knee. As usual, her sword was fixed over her right shoulder, running diagonally down to her left buttock.
Again, June had complemented the look with make-up. There was a black stripe running from a low point at the nose, around each eye, and rising to a point over the outside edge. Andrea’s lips were painted a dark red. Her nails were black.
Looking self-conscious, Andrea lifted her mask and set it in place. The new mask was the same basic shape as the old one, a wing or butterfly shape, narrow over the nose, rising high over her eyebrows, and coming down to points over her cheekbones. This one was made in the same black fabric as the suit, however, and as soon as it was on her face, her posture shifted.
‘This is awesome!’ Twilight said. ‘Andrea will get used to it. I think it’s great. I can really move… You are sure it’ll stay on though, right?’
‘You have to peel the stuff off,’ Bianca said. ‘Doesn’t hurt, but it takes conscious effort. It’s getting very popular with designers of… more risqué dresses.’
‘Like June,’ Cygnus said, grinning.
‘No comment. Okay, we all know what we’re doing? Tonight is going to be observation only. We’re checking out the six sites I managed to identify as potential locations for the labs.’
‘I’m dropping you off and then going out to the two remote locations.’
Bianca nodded. ‘I’m not hopeful about those, but they need to be checked and you can do it faster.’
‘I have my two objectives,’ Twilight said. ‘I checked the maps and they shouldn’t be a problem.’
‘If you do see Kopf,’ Cygnus said, ‘you wait, okay? No dashing in on your own. You don’t know what he could have in there.’
‘Nothing I can’t handle’ – Twilight raised a hand – ‘but I’ll wait. It’s only fair given he tortured you.’
‘And I’m manning the console downstairs,’ June said. ‘I can’t believe I’m actually getting in on an operation like this.’
‘I’d get Elaine to do it,’ Bianca said, ‘but she has the Stars to take care of. You’ll coordinate with her, but we’re keeping the communications separate since most of them don’t know about me. I’ll take the two other locations. They’re both in Tenderloin and Sugar’s pretty well known there.’
‘You’ll be turning customers away,’ Twilight commented.
‘Huh, yeah. Don’t you go standing on any corners or you will be too.’
~~~
‘Are we sure about this address?’ Twilight asked.
‘Your GPS has you at the right location,’ June replied. ‘Just off Bush Street. And, just saying, I want this system at home so I know where you both are while you’re out.’
‘Huh. Well… This place is dark. Nothing seems to be happening. I’m going to try sending in an imp, but this one looks like a wash.’
‘Okay, Twilight. HQ over and out.’
Twilight smirked. ‘You’re really digging this, aren’t you?’
‘Hey! I said “over and out.” You’re not supposed to add extra stuff after “over and out.”’
‘You’re not supposed to say over and out. Just out.’ Twilight focussed herself, sending out whatever call it was that brought the imps running.
‘I’d blow a raspberry, but it wouldn’t work over the radio. Go talk to your imp. Out.’
Twilight looked down at the freakish little monster which had appeared to fawn at her boots. ‘So what do you think of the new outfit?’ she asked it. The creature, which looked like a monkey had had mutant offspring with a Hell hound, turned burning red eyes up to her and gibbered. ‘Yeah, I suppose human aesthetics aren’t exactly your forte. Okay, I want you to go down to that dark building across the alley… Yes, I know you like darkness. Go down there, take a look around, report back with what you find. Understood?’
There was gibbering and then the imp vanished over the side of the building. Twilight waited.
‘Probably nothing there,’ Andrea commented.
‘True.’
‘But it’s always worth checking.’
‘Also true.’
Something shrieked: a combination of animal howl and some form of entirely unnatural scream. ‘What the Hell was that?’ Andrea asked.
‘No idea,’ Twilight replied and pulled the shadows up around her to step down into the alley. She looked quickly around: there was the still dark building and a flight of steps leading down to a basement door. There was no sign of the imp, but there was… something. ‘You getting that?’
‘It’s like…’
‘A wall.’
‘More like a screen, a barrier. I think it either destroyed or banished the imp.’
‘And I can’t sense shadow beyond it.’
‘I think we need to come back and take a look at this place in daylight,’ Andrea suggested.
‘Okay,’ Twilight replied, stepping back into shadow and out across the city, ‘but it could be anything.’
‘Yes, it could, but Epps said Kopf had some way of hiding himself from the Court. Whether it’s technology or magic, something there stops imps from getting in and I find that interesting.’
18th October.
‘I’m not saying it’s definitely him,’ Andrea said, ‘but I want to check out that location in the light. I can’t see colours properly in the dark and he might know that.’
‘Well, all mine were a bust,’ Bianca replied. She was busy dismantling her Sugar Gold disguise. The wig was already gone and she was working on her face with wet wipes. ‘I’ve no problem with checking out anything that looks interesting.’
‘My second one looked promising,’ Cygnus said. ‘A lot of movement for a warehouse building that late at night. There were lights on inside, but they were doing their best to keep them shuttered. I think it’s worth a second look after dark with one of Twilight’s imps.’
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, ‘you help me with the alley in the afternoon, and then you can fly me out to this warehouse in the evening. And tomorrow morning we should talk about what we’re going to do about these places if we confirm they’re the right ones.’
‘Not now?’ June asked. ‘I’m kind of wired. I know I was just sitting back and watching, or listening, but it was exciting. I felt like I was actually part of the op.’
‘“The op?”’ Cygnus said, grinning. ‘You’ve been watching too much TV.’ June pouted at her.
‘I’m sure Cygnus can sap your energy,’ Andrea said. ‘Twilight has a little errand to run for Bianca.’ Andrea got to her feet and started for the door. ‘I’ll be back in a bit.’
‘I’ll wait up for you,’ Bianca said. ‘I want to hear how this works out.’
~~~
Rory Taylor-May slept the sleep of the righteous. Well, he did if you defined ‘righteous’ in terms of excessive confidence, a bullying attitude, and a rich father. He was not really the kind of man who remembered dreams, and if he had remembered one and it had not contained scantily clad supermodels, he would never have admitted it. He claimed never to have had a nightmare because nothing scared him. This was entirely untrue, but even as a child he had never had the form of disturbed sleep known as ‘night terrors’ and so had never heard the term.
So when he found himself struggling to wake up with the uncomfortable feeling that something was sitting on his chest, making it hard to breathe, he had no name for what was happening to him. Then again, night terrors come with the feeling that something is sitting on your chest, not an actual something.
‘Wake up, Rory.’ The voice was calm and female and it came out of a darkness which was too thick, too dark for his bedroom.
‘Whu–’
‘Shut up. You speak when I tell you to speak and not otherwise.’
‘I don’t take that from– Ah!’ Something like ice-cold claws digging into his chest brought him to a sudden stop. It felt as though the strength was being sapped out of him, drained away by icy fingers.
‘I want you conscious, you little ingrate, so shut up and listen. You’ve been making a nuisance of yourself around school. Hitting on girls who don’t want you to. Getting that waitress pregnant was just stupid. If your lawyers hadn’t buried the paternity test results, she’d have not only got you locked up, given she was underage, but you’d have been hit with some nice, big bills. Maybe you’d actually have had to get a job!’
‘I didn’t–’
‘Shut it. I have the real results and I’m very, very tempted to hand them out to a few newspapers and blog sites, but I believe in second chances and the greater good. So here’s what I’m going to do. You are going to be a model schoolboy from now on. If I hear about you so much as looking at a girl, your sordid past will come to light.’
‘My father–’
‘You’re going to tell your father all about it. And he’s going to arrange for that waitress to receive an anonymous donation, a substantial one, to make sure your daughter is cared for properly until she’s your age. He’s going to do that for the same reason that he isn’t going to get you out of the mess you’re in. Tell him I have a nice package tied up in pink ribbon ready to go to the IRS. Understand?’
‘I… yes.’
‘Good. One last thing, in case you might wake up tomorrow and think this is all a dream and you can ignore it. When you were a kid you were probably scared of the monster under the bed. I know you won’t admit it, because you’re an arrogant dick, but I bet you were.’
The darkness seemed to thin, drawing back from the bed. Rory could see the sheets, then the bedposts and footboard.
‘I bet you never thought it was real,’ the voice said and the thing appeared on Rory’s chest. It hissed and its red eyes burned as it glared at the supine boy, and Rory let out a shriek of terror. ‘Probably better change the sheets,’ the voice said, and then both monster and shadows vanished from the room.
~~~
‘Wet himself?’ Bianca asked
‘Oh yeah,’ Andrea replied.
‘Sometimes life is good.’
~~~
Kopf peered with interest at the three young women currently being held in the unyielding grips of three of his Blood Zombies. Each girl had been roughly gagged, their hands and feet tied, but they struggled, despite the fact that it should have been obvious to anyone with even a modicum of brains that it was futile.
The desire of all living things to survive was fascinating. Humans were, relatively, rather bad at it. They were fragile, so easy to damage or kill. Yet a few additional components could return them to a semblance of life: the organism sought to continue, even if the person it had once been was dead and gone.
Ultrahumans, Kopf’s chosen field of expertise, demonstrated the will to live better than anything else on the planet. A latent Ultra exposed to sufficient stimulus would adapt to survive beyond any other capability found in nature. If only that adaptability could be controlled, shaped, directed. If only…
Kopf shook his head and smiled at the nearest of the girls, a petite blonde whose large breasts were trying to escape from a too-small bra. There was another aspect of humanity Kopf found fascinating, though in a rather more disdainful way: why was it that men found big-breasted blondes so appealing? His own interest in a woman who fitted that description was entirely scientific.
‘Get that one in the frame,’ Kopf said and the zombie began to move, lifting the blonde off her feet to carry her toward one of the two restraint structures.
Three girls to be fitted with the new implants. A trial run. Jade Flame had mentioned ‘going into production’ if these three proved successful. Kopf’s smile broadened: the tong leader would be paying through the nose for that.
~~~
Cygnus dropped onto the rooftop Twilight had used for her observation the night before. Then she lowered Twilight to her feet.
‘Andrea’s complaining that that’s even worse now that I’m dressed in, and I quote, the “fantasy lingerie” version of our costume.’ Twilight was smirking.
‘I’m going to assume you like the new outfit more than she does,’ Cygnus said.
‘Oh yeah. I can’t wait to show it to Jacob. He’s probably going to have a fit. Two fits. The apoplectic one will follow the drooling, incoherent one.’
‘Huh. Okay, so that’s the place?’ Cygnus looked down at the alley below them. ‘Looks just as quiet as you said. Nothing moving.’
‘Yeah, so it’s not a night-time thing. Mind you, I guess it’s Saturday. It could get active on weekdays.’
‘Possible.’
‘Fly us down. I want to check the area down there.’
‘What if he’s got cameras down there?’
Twilight frowned. ‘If he does, he possibly saw me last night, but I didn’t see any cameras. If they’re there, they’re hidden fairly well.’
‘Fair enough.’ Cygnus looped an arm around Twilight’s waist and they stepped over the edge, floating gently down to street level. ‘Any idea what we’re looking for?’
‘Not really. Magic runes, some sort of… laser grid or something. He’s got something that wards against shadow imps.’ There was a slight pause and then, ‘Andrea says we should look for any other evidence that the place is occupied. Maybe you should try your psychometry thing on it too.’
‘I can give it a go, but it’s an alley. I wouldn’t get your hopes up.’
The alley looked much the same as it had the night before, just brighter. Twilight looked down the steps to the door at the bottom and then along the wall, searching for any sign of something strange or out of place. Cygnus walked slowly over to the steps, trailing her fingers over the wall as though she was trying to feel something in the grey-painted concrete.
‘I don’t think there are cameras,’ Cygnus said. ‘Possibly to hide the fact that it’s in use.’
‘Or because it isn’t,’ Twilight said.
‘Or that.’ Cygnus began walking down toward the door.
Twilight’s eyes narrowed and she stepped down too, running her fingers over the paint. ‘There’s something here. Like a row of runes. Someone used the same coloured paint to draw them out, but it’s fresher, smoother. You can just see it if you look closely. And I can’t sense any shadow beyond them.’
‘Well, that’s something, I–’ Cygnus’s fingers brushed the door as she looked back up at Twilight, and she stopped as a sudden flash of images sprang through her mind.
‘Cygnus?’ Twilight asked, looking concerned.
‘Three women. Girls. Tied and gagged. They were… carried down by six men. I’m not getting much in the way of details on the men. The girls were afraid, terrified. They didn’t know what was happening to them.’
‘When?’
‘Not sure. Less than a day.’ Cygnus looked at the door. ‘If we go in now, we might save them from whatever was going to happen.’
‘But it’s more likely we’re too late and we have no idea what’s waiting for us in there. And I can’t bring in demons to help.’
‘We’re going to have to wait. I don’t like it, but we have to.’
Twilight nodded. ‘I’ll call Shaftsbury and see if he knows how to get around these wards. He’ll want to know how Kopf has been hiding from the Court anyway.’
Cygnus started back up the stairs. ‘Okay. For now, we back off. Let’s get out of here before someone does see us.’
~~~
Cygnus and Twilight crouched atop another rooftop, this time in South San Francisco, looking across at what looked like a distribution warehouse. Indeed, it was the registered address of a logistics company, but that was partially why Bianca had tagged it as a potential lab site.
‘Swift Wind Logistics has cropped up before when I’ve been looking into the Nine Kings tong,’ Bianca said over their headsets. ‘It’s owned by a bunch of shell companies that lead up to Zhu Holdings. Zhu Lei is a businessman who seems to be pretty high up in the Nine Kings. Not that you’d know it from his public face. He’s a rich Chinese guy with his finger in all sorts of business enterprises.’
‘Well,’ Twilight said, ‘I agree with Cygnus’s assessment. There’s a little too much activity over there for eight o’clock on a Saturday night. I mean, logistics. They might be busy, but there doesn’t seem much in the way of large trucks, or small trucks for that matter. And the people visiting don’t look the type to be turning up to a logistics warehouse.’
‘You mean they look like they belong on a street corner, peddling drugs?’ Cygnus asked.
‘That. Yeah. I’ll send in the imps.’
‘Those things give me the creeps,’ June commented over the radios once two of the little creatures were on their way.
‘They’re kind of supposed to,’ Twilight replied. ‘Primal fears of the dark and all that. Just be happy you haven’t seen their big brothers.’
‘Only when I sleep alone. Fairly sure I’ve seen them in nightmares ever since that one attacked Cygnus.’
Cygnus shuddered. ‘That was unpleasant.’
‘The imps are useful for scouting,’ Twilight said. ‘It’s a shame they’re not much use in the light, but at night they’re pretty great.’
‘And these things are how your Shadow Court uncovers everyone’s secrets?’ Bianca asked.
‘Pretty much. They have human agents too. The imps are stealthy and they can get anywhere dark enough for them, which is most places at least some of the time, but they’re not too bright. Sometimes you need a person on the job. And they do a lot of research to target their more direct methods. It’s a bit like the CIA or the NSA. A lot of the people in the Court are intelligence analysts.’
‘How long are they going to take to look around the place?’
‘Um… Do you have some string we could measure? Depends on what’s in there, how much shadow they have to work with…’
It was, in fact, twenty minutes before the imps returned to their mistress to report. Cygnus watched with a bemused expression on her face as the little monsters gibbered at Twilight, who seemed to understand what they were saying, even if it mostly seemed like the creatures were just making noises.
‘Okay,’ Twilight said, ‘it looks like we’re on to something. From what they’ve seen, we’ve got a chemical lab set up in the basement, and packaging is done in one of the back rooms.’
‘You know,’ Cygnus said, ‘those things do not look like they’d recognise chemistry gear if they saw it. How do you get that?’
Twilight grinned and looked at an imp. ‘Show Cygnus the chemical stuff.’ There was a gibber. ‘Go on, she’s not going to bite.’
Looking a little sullen, if that was possible, the imp turned its red eyes on Cygnus and gibbered… And Cygnus saw images. Large tanks with pipes in and out of them, more distinct chemical apparatus on benches, men in white coats monitoring equipment. ‘Oh!’ Cygnus said. ‘That’s… Uh, thank you.’
There was gibbering and Cygnus heard, ‘Mistress told me to.’
‘It’s some sort of telepathy,’ Twilight said. ‘You have to actually hear them chattering, and they have to hear you speak, but it’s like the words leap into your brain. And they read the intent behind what you say, even if they don’t actually understand English.’
‘Right. So this is a lab, and those images suggested opiates.’
‘They’re manufacturing their enhanced heroin again,’ Bianca supplied. ‘That stuff’s not much better than Excelsior.’
‘All right, so we take it out. We’re going to need filter masks.’
‘And Mink. I’m not sitting this out.’
Cygnus frowned, but she said, ‘Okay… So Twi stays here to keep an eye on things. I’ll fly back for you and the equipment.’
‘I get all the fun jobs,’ Twilight said with a sigh.
~~~
June was busy examining Bianca in her Mink costume when Cygnus got down into the basement. Cygnus paused for a second to take in the view as well.
‘I feel like I’m being examined under a microscope,’ Mink said.
‘I like it,’ June stated. ‘The make-up mask idea is great.’ June turned to look at Cygnus. ‘She has a machine that sprays it on.’
‘You would like that costume, love,’ Cygnus replied. ‘She’s more or less as naked as I am.’
‘There is that. This mink’s fur is pretty sexy. And it’s the same bioplastic as your suit so it won’t slip. Who designed it for you, Bi– uh, Mink?’
‘Combo effort,’ Mink replied, grinning. ‘I designed it with Elaine. She did most of the technical work. And she’s responsible for the big hole in the front. I was aiming for something a little more subtle.’
‘I had a thought,’ Cygnus said. ‘Once we bust this place, the cops will turn up and Mink shouldn’t be there when they do. How are you getting back?’
‘Oh, I have that covered. By the time we’re finished there, I’ll have transport.’
‘Okay. Cryptic, but okay.’
Mink flashed her an apologetic grin. ‘Sorry. I’m so used to being mysterious in this outfit, I can’t stop myself.’
~~~
‘Okay,’ Twilight said once Cygnus and Mink were on the roof beside her. ‘We’ve got five technicians in the lab downstairs along with four guards armed with sub-machine guns. Nothing terrible. Upstairs we’ve got twelve people handling the packaging, another dozen grunts shifting boxes, a couple of men taking money and handing out supplies to the dealers, and another six guards with sub-guns. They’ve got assault rifles and a couple of rocket launchers hidden away in a storage room too.’
‘You’ve been busy,’ Mink commented.
‘I had like ninety minutes and a plentiful supply of imps. I did some planning too.’
‘Okay…’
‘If I have a couple of demons start trashing the downstairs lab, it should flush the ones from downstairs up, and it’ll reduce our chances of exposure to nasty chemical crap. How good’s your night vision?’
Mink tapped the corner of her right eye. ‘The contact lenses don’t just change my eye colour. They let me see in the ultraviolet. It’s not much use in real darkness, but it works well under starlight.’
Twilight pursed her lips. ‘I can’t black the place out then. I’m going to waste a lot of the overhead lights, make it easier for me and harder for them. You should be okay with that.’
‘I’ll manage. You two can see in total darkness?’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus replied. ‘When I first changed, it was night and I guess I adapted. Twi’s, uh…’
‘Magical avatar of darkness and shadow,’ Twilight supplied. ‘Though I had fairly good night vision before that. We doing this? Say the word and I unleash Hell. It’s a dark sort of Hell, but it’s a pretty good description, considering.’
‘We’re just going in and taking down anyone coming out?’ Mink asked.
‘Usually works.’
‘Okay, do it.’
Twilight turned, looking to her right. ‘Okay, go tell the demons to get started. Then take up position with the other imps. Give it thirty seconds, then I want the lights going out.’ There was a gibbering noise from the invisible imp beside her. ‘Okay… Give it a couple of minutes and the fun starts.’
‘You didn’t see a records office in there did you?’ Mink asked.
‘Ground floor. There are a lot of filing cabinets and computers in a room on the right of the main floor.’
‘Okay, I’ll take that side and make for there. I’m pretty sure you two are better at crowd control than I am anyway.’
‘Uh…’ Cygnus was frowning. ‘I’m bulletproof and Twi’s basically invulnerable in shadow…’
Mink lifted an arm. ‘The bracers have my computer and GPS system in them, and force field generators Elaine designed for Ultramech. Not that much use against melee weapons, but they’ll stop most projectiles.’ She grinned. ‘Some people think they’re magic.’
Across the road, lights began to go out, and then they heard a scream. ‘Let’s get moving,’ Twilight suggested, pulling the shadows up around her. Cygnus looped an arm around Mink’s waist and lifted off, flying out and across the road to drop down in front of one of the big loading doors toward the right of the building.
Cygnus raised her hands. ‘Knock, knock,’ she said, and slammed both fists into the door. There was the sound of tearing metal and then she was stepping through the hole she had ripped. Off to her left, boiling darkness was moving at a steady pace into the room and leaving shivering, terrified men behind it. Bullets splattered uselessly against Cygnus’s skin and she ignored them, holding her position as Mink moved in behind her. ‘Don’t look in my direction,’ Cygnus said softly.
‘Go,’ Mink said.
Then Cygnus raised her arms and let her Guardian aura spread out around her. It did not have quite the same impact as Twilight’s fear, but most of the box shifters and two of the gunmen just stopped, standing there staring at the angel who had just appeared in the room. Mink bolted for cover on the right and Cygnus lifted into the air, sweeping forward to take on the remaining guards.
Someone launched a stream of jacketed lead in Mink’s direction as she ran. She dived and rolled, and saw the slight shimmer of a single bullet impacting her force screen but felt nothing as the field absorbed the hit. Someone in overalls waving a length of two-by-four tried to block her path and she slipped around him as he swung, slamming her elbow into the back of his skull as she passed. The firing had become sporadic: either Cygnus had flattened the men or they were reloading. Mink ignored all that and kept going toward the offices on the right of the room.
Bursting through the door, Mink came to a stop as the man inside launched a stream of bullets at her. He was aiming high and obviously not used to the recoil. Dust and debris from the walls and ceiling fell around Mink and she ignored the two impacts on her shield to unsling her rope dart from around her hips. The man, probably a low-ranking tong member, was realigning his weapon for another burst when the weighted dart smacked into the side of his head. His eyes rolled back and he keeled over sideways, unconscious.
Mink risked a look back into the warehouse, noted that things seemed to be going well enough, and started for the filing cabinets.
Shards of blackness erupted from the greater shadow around Twilight as new gunmen ran up from the basement. The fan of projectiles caught two of the three, felling them before they could even take aim. The third saw Cygnus, started to raise his gun… and then he stopped, a dopy smile spreading across his face as he slipped silently to the floor, still smiling.
Silence fell, aside from a few moans.
‘I guess we should tie them up,’ Cygnus said after a second.
The shadows subsided from around Twilight as she walked forward with a handful of cable ties. ‘I guess we should. You know… I think we need harder criminals to fight.’
Cygnus turned the, still smiling, man who had been the last to fall, and pulled his arms back to tie them. ‘Statements like that are just asking for trouble,’ she said. ‘June, put a call through to the local cops, would you? Better make sure they know it’s drug-related, and have a couple of ambulances thrown in for good measure.’
‘Give me five minutes, would you?’ Mink responded before June could reply. ‘I want to get copies of a couple of things in here. The Narcotics Task Force people can handle most of it.’
‘Should be okay,’ Twilight said, checking over one of the men her shards had hit. ‘These two are unconscious, but stable.’
‘Okay,’ June said. ‘Five minutes and then I’m calling them.’
‘Use the secured line,’ Mink said. ‘This is interesting stuff. As in, someone screwed up leaving this here.’
‘What do you have?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Documents linking this place directly to Zhu Holdings. I get the feeling they set this operation up in a hurry. They’re normally more careful.’
‘Well, under the circumstances, careless is good.’
~~~
‘Zhu Holdings… Never heard of them.’
Cygnus watched Special Agent Grayson as he shuffled various papers on the desk. He was wearing an expression of calculated disinterest, a sort of ‘I’m not showing my hand in front of a non-professional’ look. ‘You have now. The connection is fairly clear, isn’t it?’
‘Oh, I’ll take the paperwork in, all of it, and make sure it gets the attention it deserves. Zhu Holdings is based out of San Francisco. This comes under their TAATF.’
‘Fast work.’
‘Sorry?’ Grayson looked at her, frowning.
‘You’ve never heard of them. That’s quick work finding out they’re based in San Francisco.’
Grayson’s frown deepened and he grabbed up one of the sheets of paper, peering at it. ‘Right there on the letterhead,’ he said after a second. ‘Registered office in San Francisco.’
Cygnus leaned toward him. ‘Good save, Special Agent. You’re on the TAATF, aren’t you?’
‘I split my time between there and the NTF, yeah.’
‘Uh-huh. Well, I’ll be looking forward to seeing action on all of this evidence in the news so take special care with it. We wouldn’t want any irregularities cropping up regarding chain of evidence, or anything getting lost.’
‘I’m a professional, lady,’ Grayson said, sounding annoyed. He blinked as a bead of sweat rolled into his eye.
Cygnus smiled, hoping for something predatory. ‘Of course you are, Special Agent. Is it hot in here, or is that just you?’
~~~
Outside the building, Twilight watched as a sleek, high-end town car rolled up to the police cordon. It was far too good for a police vehicle and looked out of place. When she saw the driver get out encased in articulated power-armour with a blank, black faceplate, she understood.
‘Someone placed a call to Night Shift,’ she said.
‘He’s there?’ Bianca’s voice over the radio.
‘Yes, just arrived.’
‘He’s looking for Mink?’
‘I’ll let you know.’ Twilight stepped forward as Night Shift bulled his way past the cordon and started for the warehouse. ‘Looking for something?’ Twilight asked.
The armoured detective stopped and, possibly, glared at Twilight. ‘I’m looking for Mink. You’re Twilight, correct?’
‘That’s right. Mink’s not here.’
‘But you know where she is. You’re working with her. I know she was here and got out before the police arrived. She was driving a black sports car of a design she’s been known to use before.’
‘Very good. You’ve done your research and you’ve got a good source of information. But not enough good sources. You’re listening to Kuff in SFPD homicide, for example.’
Night Shift leaned forward, looming over Twilight like some sort of black knight out of Arthurian legend. ‘I don’t like it when so-called heroes who are under investigation by the UID try to blacken the name of a good cop.’
Twilight looked back at him. ‘You’ve got a long way to go before you get as scary as me, fella. Kuff has ignored evidence to maintain the idea that Mink is the only person in the area who could be responsible for Snapshot’s death. One has to wonder why. Actually, I don’t have to wonder, because I know. Like I know that Mink isn’t the killer.’
‘And I’m supposed to just take your word for it?’
‘No, you’re supposed to continue your witch-hunt because you’re constitutionally incapable of accepting the truth. Go away, Night Shift. There’s nothing for you here.’
‘Oh, I’ll be watching you, girl. Step out of line again–’
Shadows swelled around them, welling up to surround Twilight and sinking Night Shift in darkness up to his waist. ‘Stay out of New Millennium City. We’ll both be far more comfortable if you do.’
‘No one tells me what to do. I’m Night Shift!’
But the shadows were already collapsing and the great Night Shift was talking to empty space.
19th October.
‘You know, annoying him probably isn’t the greatest idea,’ Cygnus pointed out.
‘No,’ Andrea agreed, ‘probably not, but Twi’s young and he was being an asshole. He’s using the UID investigation as an excuse to ignore anything we say.’
‘Well, like you said,’ Bianca said, ‘he’s an asshole. So… Tomorrow we take out the other place?’
‘Tomorrow, we take out the other place, though I’m not entirely sure how we’re going to do it. We have a day to work it out though. I doubt anything is going to come up to change that.’
~~~
‘I had everything working!’ Herman Kopf was not a happy man. ‘Production of my improved Excelsior was at full capacity. I had cradles ready for automated implant insertion. And you pulled me out without sufficient time to ensure safe replication.’
Zhu Lei watched the German storm with a calm expression. He was not feeling calm, but demonstrating that to anyone, least of all Kopf, would do nothing. The assassin, Diao Hua, was also watching and she was not to know how worried Zhu was. ‘It was necessary, Doctor,’ Zhu said. ‘Our opium processing facility was attacked last night. We believe it likely that your location was also compromised.’
‘So you bring me here, to some… sub-basement of your headquarters? You believe that this is safer? I had certain… esoteric safeguards in place which will take time to replicate. Here I am open, exposed.’
‘And there are over thirty of my enforcers here to ensure your safety. Diao Hua has decided that she will remain at your side until the threat is neutralised.’
Kopf’s eyes flicked over the scantily clad woman leaning against a bench. ‘And what use is she going to be against Cygnus and Twilight? I’ll make my own arrangements.’
‘As you wish, Doctor Kopf,’ Diao Hua said. ‘I will be waiting for Mink.’
‘I don’t believe any of them will find us here,’ Zhu said. ‘My security is excellent.’
‘Make no mistake,’ Diao Hua said, ‘Mink will be coming here, and soon.’
~~~
Bianca glanced at the caller ID on the phone, smiled, and picked it up. ‘Hi, Damian. How’s it going? I haven’t missed a date or something, have I?’
‘No, no missed dates,’ Damian replied. ‘I need to speak to Twilight, if she’s still around.’
‘She is, though I may decide to start charging her for secretarial services.’ Bianca handed the phone sideways to Andrea. ‘Damian for you.’
Andrea raised an eyebrow but took the phone. The planning for getting into Blutadler’s base was continuing over lunch, though Andrea was beginning to harbour a desire to retreat to the hot tub in the hopes that the bubbly water might jog her brain into inspiration. ‘Detective?’ she said into the phone.
‘Hi. Uh, you asked me to call if I got anything useful on this Blutadler character and I haven’t, but… We’re getting indications of Excelsior hitting the streets here.’
Andrea frowned. ‘Any deaths?’
‘That’s the thing, no. We know it’s out there because, well, I pulled in a dealer on Saturday night and he had some of the stuff on him. A few of our people have seen blissed-out people who show the signs in the bulletins. We’ve seen a few bad reactions too, mostly nausea, dizziness, a couple of migraines. No one’s died. Maybe we’re seeing problems with impurities?’
‘Maybe… In New Millennium City, Ghostfire refused to sell the stuff because it killed Ultras. Blutadler has always been interested in Ultrahuman genetics and he might not want them exploding as a result of his work. He may have managed to reengineer the drug to remove most of the bad effects.’
There was a pause and then, ‘If that gets out, people will start trying it just to test whether they’re latents.’
‘It certainly makes it safer. Some people who might have given it a try would have been stopped by the danger. If there’s no danger… Okay, thanks, Detective. We’ll take it from here. We have a lead on the production lab. We’ll put a priority on taking it out.’
‘I’d like to be there when you do. An SFPD involvement would be useful and if the task force gets involved…’
‘I’ll see what I can do. Talk to you later.’ She hit the disconnect on the phone and handed it across to Cygnus. ‘Call Hugh. He likes you better and we need to move things up a notch. Blutadler’s new Excelsior is on the streets in volume.’
‘You want to bring the Union in on this?’ Cygnus asked, taking the phone.
‘I think it’s warranted.’ Andrea turned to Bianca. ‘You’re going to have to sit this out. Someone’s going to feel obliged to arrest Mink if she’s there, and Damian wants in on the bust.’
‘I–’ Bianca started to argue and then sagged. ‘I suppose you’re right. But if you’re taking Damian in there, keep him safe.’
‘Of course we will,’ Cygnus said, the phone at her ear. ‘Hugh? It’s Cygnus. We have a problem…’
~~~
‘That’s a far more… unsubtle costume,’ Viviane commented. She was standing on the rooftop opposite the lab building with Twilight. Two hours after making the call, they had quite the team waiting to breach the place. Adamantium and Brightstar were going to be taking point with Cygnus, Bonehead, and Ultramech backing them up. Backroom was handling coordination via the Stars’ communications system. Viviane was there to handle the wards.
Twilight smiled. ‘Have you seen Cygnus’s suit?’
‘I have. Same designer?’
‘June. I should point out that your dress hardly leaves the imagination any work.’
‘I did not say I didn’t like the new looks. June… She has talent.’ The sorceress turned her head. ‘Hugh, are we ready?’
Doctor Ultimate looked around the rooftop. ‘I defer to my tactical advisors,’ he said.
‘We’re ready,’ Brightstar stated flatly.
‘Very well,’ Viviane said and raised her hands. There was a flare of white light and both she and Twilight were gone, appearing in the alley below. Twilight drew her sword, black flame licking out along the blade; she was providing physical protection for Viviane, just in case. ‘These are quite sophisticated wards,’ Viviane said. ‘I doubt Blutadler created them…’
‘Can you take them down?’ Twilight asked.
‘Please don’t insult me, dear girl.’ There was a sound, a dull thud almost like some huge bubble had collapsed in on itself. ‘Wards down. Transporting point team.’
Another burst of light dropped Adamantium and Brightstar into the alley right beside the steps. The big, silver form of Adamantium started down immediately, Brightstar, in her combat uniform of a form-fitting white leotard emblazoned with a blue star, was right behind him. The two complemented each other well in combat: he was her protection, and she provided massive destructive capability at range. Now it was Adamantium providing the destruction as he smashed the door in with a single blow. Cygnus and Ultramech dropped in behind them, both under their own power, with Bonehead carried between them to bring up the rear.
‘We’re in,’ Cygnus said over the radios. ‘No resistance as yet.’ There was the sound of ripping metal and then silence for a few seconds. Then: ‘There’s nothing here. Damn it, there’s nothing here!’
~~~
‘Well, even without all that equipment Doctor Ultimate’s deploying,’ Damian said, ‘I can tell something was here.’
The basement area they had torn their way into was fairly large and had been divided up into two main areas. The larger of the two sections was almost entirely empty, but there was some debris suggesting that various things requiring a lot of power had been there. Cables had been roughly cut and left lying on the floor and there were scrape marks on the concrete. The smaller area still had a few benches in it, various dropped items on the floor, and was likely to yield more information.
‘Indeed,’ Ultimate said, ‘and with it I can definitely say that Excelsior was being produced in this room.’ He waved a hand at the larger area. ‘Chemical sensors are picking up a number of by-products… Yes… Absolutely certain… Irregularities…’ He drifted off into peering at various displays from his equipment array.
‘You get used to him,’ Twilight said. ‘He hasn’t started telling us about four sets of results at once yet.’
‘I’ll take that under advisement,’ Damian said.
‘The only person who really understands him is Patience,’ Brightstar said. She was leaning against a wall looking relaxed, Adamantium not too far away.
‘You’re taking this a lot better than I’d have figured,’ Twilight said. ‘First big operation me and Cygnus call you in for, and it turns out to be a waste of time.’
Brightstar shrugged. She was noted as the Union’s best diplomat, but she had something of a short temper and had never seemed to like either of the two New Millennium heroines. ‘It got us out of the Antarctic for a few hours and… Well, it’s fairly obvious that your information wasn’t wrong and Excelsior is worth jumping on.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, ‘but I was hoping to get to see you two in action. I mean, up close rather than on a TV screen.’
‘Don’t worry. The next time an eldritch horror rises from the murky waters of Puget Sound, you’ll be first on my call list.’
‘Do you get a lot of that?’ Damian asked.
‘Eldritch horrors in Puget Sound? It happens more often than you’d think. That’s a very interesting new costume you have, Cygnus.’
Cygnus looked down and smiled. ‘Thanks. June designed it for me. She did a new one for Twilight at the same time.’
‘June… Hmm.’
‘…definitely the same basic tech… trace elements of… component design comparable… sodium hydroxyl groups…’
‘Hugh,’ Cygnus, Twilight, and Brightstar chorused.
Ultimate looked up and blinked. ‘Alice in tri-focal audio. Was I gabbling again?’
‘You’ve found something?’ Brightstar asked, taking lead as the senior Union member.
‘Several components common to Kopf’s designs. I believe he has been making more of his newer zombies.’
‘The three girls you saw,’ Twilight said to Cygnus.
Cygnus grimaced and looked at Damian. ‘We need to check missing persons. I think I’d recognise them if I can find pictures.’
‘Further,’ Ultimate went on, ‘there are definitely some unusual chemical signatures here. Blutadler has concocted a unique method of manufacturing Excelsior. Without a sample, I can’t confirm a modification to the molecule itself.’
‘I impounded a few doses on Saturday night,’ Damian said. ‘They should be in evidence unless someone from the task force has vanished them.’
‘Uh, speaking of the task force,’ Elaine said over the radios, ‘I’m getting a number of requests for information from the SFPD. The TAATF is suggesting that they had that location under observation as a Red Flag safe house and want to know what the UoU thinks it’s doing breaking in there without SFPD involvement. Over.’
Ultimate opened his mouth, but Brightstar held up a hand, smiling. ‘Brightstar here, Backroom. Tell them that we have a liaison from SFPD Vice and the Stars here, that their information is wrong, and that no additional police support is required. Over.’
‘They aren’t going to like that much. Over.’
‘Well, frankly they can stick their objections, but tell them that I’ll discuss the matter with their chief of police tomorrow morning, if they feel it’s necessary. Over.’
‘Okay. Lament would like to go with you, if they aren’t intimidated enough by that. Backroom out.’
‘Thank you, Brightstar,’ Ultimate said. ‘Efficient as always. You and Adamantium can return to HQ if you wish. I’m sure the rest of us can handle things here.’
Brightstar smiled. ‘Oh no, we’re going out to dinner. I found an excellent seafood restaurant last time I was here. And we might as well stay on until morning in case they do want me to talk to the police chief.’
‘You just don’t want to go back to the icy wastes,’ Twilight suggested, grinning.
Brightstar sighed. ‘The Antarctic really is very beautiful at times, but sometimes I wish we could have found a tropical island to build our base of operations on.’
~~~
‘It’s the only lead we have,’ Bianca said. ‘Zhu Holdings has an office building in the Financial District, east of Chinatown. Zhu Lei is supposed to live at the top of it. There’s a penthouse apartment up there.’ She was sitting at her console in the basement and several of the displays began showing pictures of the building in question.
‘We’re going to need more than those documents before we can justify hitting that place,’ Cygnus said. ‘The TAATF aren’t going to share, and if we asked for their assistance, it’ll get straight back to the Nine Kings.’
‘Well, I’ll go through everything I’ve got or can get on the company, and the data the Shadow Court provided. We should do some surveillance… I’ll got out later and place cameras. I can piggyback on the local Wi-Fi and tunnel the feeds through to here.’
‘And I’ll send in imps tonight,’ Andrea said. ‘It’s not like I need to be up early tomorrow.’
‘June, can we rope you in for camera-watching tomorrow?’ Bianca asked.
‘Sure. Costumes are done,’ June replied, maybe a little too enthusiastically. ‘But should Mink be going out there with Night Shift hunting her?’
‘I can handle him, if it comes to that, but he’s got no reason to suspect I’ll be in that area and I’m… pretty stealthy.’
‘You’re more likely to run into the Yin Xian girl,’ Andrea said. ‘She does have a reason to suspect you’ll go there. I think she’s probably counting on it.’
Bianca smiled. ‘Her I’m looking forward to meeting.’
~~~
‘Those photographs don’t do this place justice,’ Cygnus said as she overflew the Zhu Holdings building. ‘You’ve got ten storeys and it takes up half a block. If this Mister Zhu has the penthouse apartment, he’s got a small mansion here.’
‘It’s a big building,’ Bianca replied. ‘There could be one or more basement levels. There seem to be no plans filed for it.’
‘Odd. Isn’t it a bit big for a holding company?’
‘There are eight companies registered in there aside from Zhu Holdings, but they’re all subsidiaries. We’ve got finance, computer security, shipping… Plenty of bases covered. Huh, one of these companies has a DEA licence to conduct research on schedule one drugs.’
‘Interesting. Okay, what am I doing again?’
‘Tagging every entrance and exit you can find. I’ll go around after dark and place the cameras. That way we’ll have records of pretty much everyone who goes in or out. Hey, can you see anything through Zhu’s windows?’
Cygnus swept lower, circling the building. ‘All the blinds are drawn. All of them. The guy likes his privacy. I mean, if this were my place, I’d have designed in a balcony, but there’s nothing.’
‘I’ll check what we have on him. Andrea said she hadn’t been through everything.’
‘Yeah, well, the Court gave her enough information to keep someone reading for a month. I think her researcher is an overachiever.’
‘One can hope so.’
~~~
‘This is saying that your Shadow Court suspects Zhu could be Jade Flame.’
Andrea looked over Bianca’s shoulder, read for a second, and nodded. ‘Yup. That’s what it says. You don’t think that’s right?’
‘It’s possible, I guess. I think I’m just used to these reports being more certain. They don’t seem that sure. It’s a deduction, based on a limited amount of evidence.’
‘They aren’t omniscient. If someone’s careful, they can keep secrets from the Court. It’s just that most people don’t really think about keeping them when they’re alone in a dark room. Most people leave a paper trail which can be followed. You said this lot were normally careful about what they left lying around, right?’
‘Yes. I think we have them a little panicked.’
‘Uh-huh. Plus, if the identity of Jade Flame has never been important enough to worry about, they won’t have really tried to uncover it. When they get determined…’
‘Not a lot they can’t find out, I get it. It’s like the alphabet agencies.’
‘Pretty much. Except the Court has better resources, but likes to remain more under the radar. Sometimes they miss things due to being too circumspect.’
Bianca turned her head to look at Andrea; they were almost nose-to-nose. ‘Just how many secret identities could you uncover just by making a call?’
‘A lot of them. They knew about Cygnus. They knew who I was before my eyes changed, but that was different. They’d been tracking me since birth. But I don’t ask unless I really need to know, and you already know I won’t reveal it if I do know. I also issued standing orders that identities were not for sale, no matter what the price.’
‘And they’ll all obey that order?’
‘Uh-huh. They worship me. Pretty much literally. I embody the entity that’s been at the centre of their… cult for millennia. Admittedly, it’s a bit of a weird relationship since they’re scared stiff of me.’
‘A cult to appease the darkness. There have been religions like that for as long as people have had religion. It’s not that weird.’
Andrea grinned. ‘I figure most of them haven’t had an actual goddess who comes to their office to say hi.’
‘Sure?’
‘Uh… no. Um, could you move away a little or kiss me?’
Bianca looked into Andrea’s dark eyes for a second, then she tilted her head slightly and placed a dainty kiss on Andrea’s lips before turning back to the monitors.
‘That was mean,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m going to tell Damian you smooched me in the Mink Cave.’
‘Fair enough, he’s bound to think that’s a euphemism and, given he’s a man, he’ll just ask if he can watch.’
‘Yeah…’ Andrea agreed resignedly. ‘But we’d have to invite Jacob over. It’s only fair.’
‘Sounds like an awesome double date to me!’
~~~
‘Night Shift is snooping around Chinatown,’ Twilight said. ‘I’ve set an imp to keep an eye on him.’
‘Can you spare one?’ Bianca asked over the radio.
‘I have ten of them searching the building. Putting more in seems like a waste of resources.’
‘Oh. Well, yes. You can call on a lot of them then?’
‘I’ve never run out. I’m not really sure how many of them I can deploy at once.’
‘Okay. So, Night Shift is still hunting Mink, which isn’t that surprising, I guess.’
Twilight shook her head absently. ‘No, he doesn’t give up that easily. He could be a problem if he notices us going into this place. You’re sure he didn’t see you planting the cameras?’
‘Pretty sure. I think he’d have come after me if he had.’
‘Probably true. All the feeds are working?’
‘We have a good view of all the exits. I’ve got recognition software collecting licence plates on the car park entrance. There’s going to be a lot of those in the morning and most are going to be boring office workers.’
‘I can get the Court to run them anyway. Never know what might come up. That said, I think our principals are going to be inside and staying there.’
There was a pause and then Bianca asked, ‘You think the assassin is in there?’
‘Well, I would be. She hit Snapshot and Fuego to get you to come to her and we’ve been hitting Nine Kings facilities. This is the next one to take out, so…’
‘Good. Maybe we can get this all resolved in one go.’
20th October.
‘That’s one of them,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m sure of it. That’s one of the girls I saw being taken to Blutadler’s lab.’
‘From the looks of it,’ Andrea said, ‘he did to her what he did to that agent you caught at FTI. Um… The purpose seems to be different though.’
Cygnus pushed the image of the girl on her knees before Zhu out of her head, looked at the toast she was holding, and dropped that onto her plate. ‘Yeah. And if Zhu isn’t this Jade Flame character, then he’s certainly an unpleasant bastard. How can someone want a woman with no initiative?’
‘Control freak,’ June said. ‘Plus, there’s no way she’s going to give away any of his secrets.’ She picked up her coffee mug and got to her feet. ‘I’ll go relieve Bianca. It’s about time for you two to go into the office.’
‘I’ll be down shortly to keep you company,’ Andrea said as June walked away.
‘Well, we established that there’s nothing much above ground, aside from Zhu’s sordid little love nest,’ Cygnus went on.
‘Uh-huh, but the imps located a hidden door in the basement. I’m going to send them hunting past that tonight. If Blutadler is in that building, I’m betting he’s down there.’
‘Another hidden, underground base. Wonderful.’
‘Maybe it’s something to do with Nazis and bunkers. I heard Nazis were really into bunkers.’
‘Huh. Maybe, but somehow I don’t think this was Blutadler’s choice. If Zhu, or whoever is at the top of the Nine Kings, is starting to panic, then they’d want their latest cash cow in as secure a place as they could put him. And we have two reasons to stop him. There’s the Excelsior, and if they’re turning girls into slaves, we have to stop that before they go into production.’ Cygnus frowned. ‘We should have hit Blutadler’s lab straight away.’
‘Second-guessing isn’t going to help anything, Cygnus. Those girls were probably past saving before we even discovered the place, and we probably delayed that production stage.’
‘I hope so.’ Cygnus sighed and picked up her cold toast. ‘I really hope so.’
~~~
Your colleague has returned to the room.
Cygnus’s eyes flicked to the message, written in a language she should not be able to read, a series of ideograms which she also knew were only one of the possible methods of transcribing the language into a written form.
‘You can see what I’m thinking, right?’ Cygnus formed the words carefully in her head: a direct question without vocalisation.
The chair you are sitting in is equipped with a neural interface system.
‘And you want to know what the result of Hugh’s meeting was?’
Yes.
‘How did the meeting go, Hugh?’ Cygnus said aloud.
There was a short pause and then, ‘I’ll ask you how you knew I was back later. Would you come out? I need to discuss that with you.’
That did not sound promising.
‘Well… Don’t give up yet,’ Cygnus thought at the computer and then worked her way out of the chair. ‘On my way,’ she said aloud.
‘We have decided,’ Doctor Ultimate said once they were alone in one of the offices at the back of the building, ‘that the safest, and most efficient, method of continuing our study of the vessel would be to dismantle it.’
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said.
‘The hull plating absorbed the majority of the radiation and so is emitting most of the radiation. We can increase the safety of those working on individual systems by a significant amount by taking everything out of the hull.’
‘Uh… yes.’
‘Obviously, our task would be easier if we could have the cooperation of the ship’s computer.’
‘I guess, yeah.’
‘To facilitate this, as an incentive, if you will, it has been agreed that we should attempt to transplant the computer core and surrounding systems to your house. If you are willing to accept that, of course.’
Cygnus blinked. ‘Uh…’
‘There is some possibility of failure. However, I am relatively confident that Elaine and I, with a little help from some other Union members, should be able to integrate the necessary power and data interconnections.’
‘You want to transplant an alien computer into my house?’
Ultimate nodded. ‘Yes. You seem to be the only person it will talk to anyway. I suspect it knows more about you than you do. You in, uh, a previous sense. Did that make any sense at all?’
‘Yeah. I think so anyway. So… You want me to ask the computer to help pull its ship apart on the promise that you’ll try to install it in my house so it can keep on talking to me?’
‘Under your house… reinforced bunker not a problem… access an issue, power, data connectivity, security…’
‘Starting to ramble a little, Hugh. Okay, I’ll talk to it. I think it knows the ship is done for so it may agree. You’d better give me some more details. It’s going to want as much information as I can give it.’
‘Well, yes,’ Ultimate replied. ‘If I were trusting my life to someone I barely knew, I would want details too.’
~~~
‘And that’s about it,’ Cygnus said. ‘If you help us, then they’ll try to rebuild you where I live. You won’t have a ship anymore, but… um…’
‘I agree,’ the computer said.
‘Just like that? No questions? No second thoughts?’
‘I was built and programmed to serve you. I was built and programmed to serve you in whatever capacity you might wish.’
‘Well, not me. I mean, Rho built you.’
‘I was built to serve the Guardian Rho was an incarnation of. You are that Guardian. I was built to serve you.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Right. Of course.’
‘Additionally, Rho would not have cared enough about my well-being to exhibit the concern you do. My assessment of the situation suggests that serving this incarnation will be more rewarding than the last.’
‘Uh… thanks. You understand that something could go wrong? They might not be able to get you working again when they move you.’
‘I understand. My assessment of your colleagues suggests that they will do their best to succeed and are capable of achieving their goal. And there is one other factor: what do I have to lose?’
~~~
‘Cars go in, cars come out,’ June said. ‘Mostly they look like office workers.’
‘Uh-huh,’ Bianca replied while watching the same screens as June. ‘About half of them are coming up registered to suspected tong members. If you’re going to have a cover business, not everyone needs to know what it’s covering.’
‘I guess.’ The company June had worked in with Penny had had a number of secrets and very few of the employees had known about them until the place was raided. ‘One interesting thing came up…’ Reaching over to a keyboard, June tapped keys and an image appeared on one of the monitors: an Asian woman, short and attractive with her black hair plaited into a rope down her back. ‘According to your facial recognition software, that’s an Ultra known as Cherry Blossom. A minor psychic.’
‘Yeah, I’ve seen her before. She’s freelance, but she’s been known to work with the Kings.’ Bianca grinned. ‘You’ve got the hang of my system pretty quickly.’
‘Well, before I was a nationally famous model, I was a damn good personal assistant. This thing is a bit more complex than the systems I used then, but it’s still just a new system to learn. And we’ve been at this for hours.’
Bianca laughed. ‘I should have got a June years ago.’
‘Well, it hasn’t just been me. Andrea’s been down here just as long. Hey, maybe you need a teenage sidekick. You could rope Marie into this. You’d teach her all your crime-fighting secrets and train her in martial arts. Put her in a jailbait costume and call her Mouse, and…’ June stopped, looking at the expression on Bianca’s face. ‘I can see you’re not buying into this idea.’
‘Mouse?’
‘Well, Shrew is obviously out and Ferret seems a bit… meh. Mouse is cute.’
‘Just… no.’
‘Well,’ June said, trying very hard to keep her face straight, ‘okay. I think you’re missing out on a great idea, but…’
‘I’m going to go make some food,’ Bianca said. ‘I’ll be down to take over in a bit.’
‘Okay.’ June waited until Bianca was on the stairs before adding, ‘I’ll just scrap the Mouse costume ideas then.’
Bianca fled up the stairs before June could elaborate.
~~~
Cygnus spotted the imp crouching beside Twilight, little red beady eyes watching the newcomer as she descended to the rooftop. It meant Twilight wanted Cygnus to see something.
‘I’m here,’ Cygnus said. ‘What do you have?’
Twilight looked at the imp. ‘Show her.’
The creature gibbered, the sounds resolving into an image: an old man in a lab coat, barely anything in the way of hair, and so very familiar.
‘I wanted to be sure,’ Twilight said. ‘You saw him. I’ve only ever seen photographs and heard descriptions.’
‘It’s him,’ Cygnus said. ‘Blutadler. Kopf. Whatever, it’s him. Where is he?’
‘About five floors down in a sub-basement. There’s a cargo elevator from the car park and a staircase. I need to go through all the images and figure out what the best way in will be.’
‘Opposition?’
‘He’s got ten Blood Zombies around him. There are a couple of dozen tong enforcer types on the floor above who will probably respond. That Yin Xian assassin is down there. She looks kind of bored. I checked and Zhu is still up in his apartment with his slave and a couple more enforcers on guard.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Okay, we go back to Bianca’s place and plan this out. I’ll see if I can hook it up so that everyone can be involved.’
‘Everyone?’
‘Oh yeah. Everyone…’
~~~
‘This is so cool!’ June was almost bouncing as she looked around the dark, obsidian-floored mindscape Andrea and Twilight shared. ‘Okay, so the looming black clouds are a little menacing, but… That’s the other you?’
‘That’s… the Darkness,’ Andrea said, looking across the chasm within her mind to the swirling, black mists. ‘My dark side, I guess.’
‘When most people talk about having a “dark side,”’ Bianca said, ‘it’s usually a little more metaphorical.’
‘Most people don’t have three different sets of thoughts working away at once,’ Twilight said, grinning.
‘A valid point. Okay, so we’re all in your head. You’re okay handling the link, Cygnus?’
‘Comfortable at the moment,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’ll let you know if it gets stressful.’
‘Right, so why are we in here?’
‘Because,’ Andrea said, ‘in here, both me and Twi are able to talk, and we can call up the stuff I got from the imps for you guys to see.’
‘And June would have sulked if I hadn’t joined her in,’ Cygnus added.
‘I sure would,’ June said happily, ‘but I might be useful since I’ve seen a lot of the people going in and out of the building today.’
‘That’s also true. Andrea, what do we have?’
Andrea nodded and a number of figures appeared around them: people seen by the imps while they searched the building. ‘I figure we have two principal targets.’ She pointed to the image of Professor Blutadler. ‘Kopf is down in a sub-basement with a load of troops and the Yin Xian assassin. He’s who me and Cygnus are after. Up on the top floor is Zhu, but I think more importantly for you, Bianca, that’s where he’s got a secured records office with its own computer system. That probably has everything you need to nail the Nine Kings to a wall, clear Mink, and probably get most of the TAATF locked up.’
‘If I go in for that,’ Bianca said, ‘the assassin is going to come up after me. She’s here to kill Mink.’
‘Yeah, so let’s use that. You go in through the roof access.’ An image appeared showing a door up on the roof and the viewpoint then moved through the door into a stairwell, down the stairs, and out into a corridor. ‘From here, you can get to either the front door of his apartment or some sort of servants’ entrance at the back. Both have guards, but they look like normal street thugs.’
Bianca nodded. ‘Smoke grenade in the front lobby, and then I’ll loop around to the back. If I’m lucky, I can flank them and it’ll make more noise. That’s assuming your idea is to attract the assassin’s attention.’
‘Uh-huh. That gets her out of the way downstairs. Then Twi and Cygnus will hit Blutadler’s lab.’
‘He’ll be expecting it,’ Cygnus said. ‘He’s going to have something down there he thinks can counter us.’
‘He’s got various things in there,’ Twilight said. ‘Gun-things, gadget-things. They could do anything.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea countered, ‘but he’s never shown much of an inclination to weapon manufacturing and he wants to capture Cygnus, not obliterate her.’
‘He won’t be so gentle with you,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘He’ll have some sort of light weapon for you.’
‘The secret weapon there is that he hasn’t seen the new me. He’ll be trying to counter what he doesn’t know.’
‘True… We go over what we know in detail and lock this plan down?’
‘Yes. I think we should do this tonight. Aim to go in around two a.m.’
‘Good,’ Bianca said. ‘I want to get this done. If it means taking out the Nine Kings finally, so much the better.’
21st October.
Cygnus pulled out of her dive a few yards above the roof of the Zhu Holdings building and Mink let out the breath she had been holding.
‘I do actually have some training in aerobatics,’ Cygnus said, giggling softly.
‘I’m not used to flying when it’s not in an aircraft,’ Mink replied.
‘I find that funny. I get nervous when I’m not under my own power.’ Cygnus set Mink down on the rooftop and looked around. ‘Okay, we’re here.’
‘Twilight’s in position at the base of the building,’ June’s voice replied. ‘So far, so good.’
Mink was busy examining the door of the access turret. ‘Okay… Ten minutes, tops, to get through the security on this.’ She produced a small kit from somewhere in her costume and set it down on the felt to begin work.
‘I’ll hold up here until you’re in,’ Cygnus said. ‘Just in case we need to adjust the plan.’
‘Yeah, well, no plan ever survives contact with reality…’
~~~
Behind the faceplate of his helmet, Eric Hoffman smiled. Staking out the Zhu Holdings building had been a bit of a longshot, but he had spotted Cygnus in the air in that region earlier in the evening and the company’s name had come up in some of the evidence collected at the drug lab Mink had raided with the two New Millennium ‘heroines.’ The UID investigation made those two suspect, and working with Mink was just icing: Night Shift had three rogues to take down tonight.
He examined the building as he went over his evidence. The local anti-gang task force had been fairly open regarding the threat posed by the Red Flag tong and they had rejected the link with Zhu Holdings as either incidental or a blind. Maybe one of the companies in the group was somehow linked, but Mister Zhu was a respected, if reclusive, businessman. He had arranged for the TAATF to receive information on a number of the smaller gangs in the past. Zhu wanted organised crime out of the Chinese community, a laudable goal. He funded outreach programmes for youths looking to join street gangs. No, Zhu Holdings did not deserve to be hit by Mink and her two cohorts. Maybe Mink was actually working with Red Flag… No, that did not fit with the raid on the lab… Unless it was actually a rival’s lab…
Whatever, she had killed Snapshot and hurt Fuego and she was going down for both crimes. She was going in through the roof and Night Shift was not equipped to get up there fast enough. The building he was on was close, but a good two storeys shorter than the Zhu Holdings building. But he did have the power-suit…
Backing up across the roof, Night Shift prepared himself and then began sprinting toward the Zhu Holdings building. At the edge of the roof, he jumped, throwing himself at one of the large windows…
~~~
‘Okay,’ Mink said, ‘that’s the security circumvented. Pretty good system. Just the lock to go.’
‘We’re in no hurry,’ Twilight commented. ‘The guy on the front desk is sitting there with his feet up. If we wait ten minutes, he might fall asleep.’
‘We don’t want to make this too easy, do we?’
‘I wouldn’t say no to easy. It’ll probably get harder when– He just woke up. What was that noise?’
Cygnus was turning toward the eastern side of the building. ‘I heard it too. Sounded like breaking glass.’
‘Well, the security guy has just gone frantic. He’s on the phone and pulling at his hair.’
‘Go look,’ Mink said. ‘I’ll have this open…’ There was a click and she smiled. ‘About now. If I need to pull out, let me know.’ She swung the door open, checked the stairwell quickly, and then vanished inside.
Frowning, Cygnus turned and lifted off from the roof, sweeping around the side of the building and circling. She found the shattered window after a few seconds and hovered outside it, looking in. ‘Something crashed in through one of the windows on the eighth floor,’ she said. ‘Definitely in, and something fairly big. Maybe a human. I can’t see anything moving from here.’
‘Well, it set off some sort of alarm,’ Twilight said. ‘We’ve got two more guys in the lobby and they look like they’ve got weapons on them. I’m guessing at sub-machine guns or machine pistols. You think we’ve got someone else hitting this place at the same time?’
‘Maybe. I–’
There was a burst of noise on the channel followed by Mink’s voice. ‘There’s someone else here,’ she said, ‘and I know who it is.’
~~~
Night Shift rolled out of his rather abrupt entry into the building and started running for the core. There would be a staircase there. If he was lucky, he could find the rooftop access and get there before Mink was through. Undoubtedly, the woman would try to pick the lock; if she was going to kill Zhu, who lived on the top floor, she would want secrecy. Well, if the building’s security was up to scratch, she had just lost the element of surprise.
Grinning inside his helmet, he pushed through the door into the emergency stairwell beside the elevators and ran up the stairs. He was getting no higher than the tenth floor this way, the roof access had to be elsewhere, but he could locate that when he was at the top. He considered warning Zhu specifically, but that was probably not required and certainly not a priority. Mink was the priority here and he was going to get her, no matter what.
On the other hand, as he burst through the door on the tenth floor and spotted a pair of men in suits standing in front of a fairly impressive pair of doors, he figured a little extra protection for the potential victim could not hurt…
‘You there! You’ve got an intruder. Mink will–’
The guards glanced at each other, pulled sub-guns from beneath their jackets, and fired. The lightweight weapons were not especially accurate and full-automatic fire was a notoriously inefficient use of ammunition: bullets peppered the wall around Night Shift, only a couple of them hitting home and flattening against his armour.
‘Hey! I’m on your damn side!’ More bullets whined off Night Shift’s armour as the men continued firing. ‘Idiots.’ Ignoring the gunmen, Night Shift spotted a door on his left, slightly ajar, and headed for it. More bullets hammered into his back as he walked calmly to the door and pushed it open.
~~~
‘Night Shift!’ June exclaimed. ‘What’s he doing here?’
‘Guess,’ Mink replied. She was backtracking down the corridor at a run: running into the armoured detective was not part of the plan.
‘He must have seen me flying around here at some point,’ Cygnus said. ‘But he would have to know about Zhu Holdings and care more about bringing in Mink than stopping an organised crime organisation.’
‘He’s a fixated asshole,’ Twilight supplied. ‘Easy to ignore the evidence if you’re determined enough.’
‘So… plan’s fucked?’ June asked. ‘I mean, do we drop it?’
‘No,’ Mink replied. ‘I’m heading for the records room now. All he’s done is provide the distraction we planned to create anyway. Maybe a better one. He doesn’t know where I’m going.’ She checked the corridor which ran along the back of Zhu’s private rooms. ‘Yeah, one of the guards on the records room has gone to find out what’s going on.’
‘All right,’ Cygnus said, ‘we move on.’
‘Yes,’ Twilight agreed, ‘we keep going. As soon as I have word that the girl has moved from downstairs, I’m going in.’
‘Right,’ Mink said, and she moved out, closing the distance on the guard as rapidly as she could. His head turned and his eyes widened, and his hand went for his gun. Mink waited for the pistol to appear before she acted, snapping her dart out with a swift, underhand throw. The metal spike punched into the man’s gun hand and he let out a yelp. Mink pulled the dart back, swept it around to orbit her as she turned, and sent it back in an arc which cracked into the top of the guard’s skull. He went down like a sack of potatoes.
‘I’m past the guard,’ Mink said. She pulled her toolkit from its hiding place under her left breast and moved quickly to the key panel beside the door. ‘Working on the lock now.’
~~~
In the shadows outside the building, Twilight watched as the guards fidgeted in the lobby. They were nervous and a little annoyed. She figured they were worried that they might actually have to face an Ultra, and also annoyed that all the fun seemed to be going on upstairs and they were missing it. She was not planning to give them anything to liven up their night, at least not any time soon, so they would have to stay annoyed.
An imp scurried across to her, gibbering urgently as it emerged from the sidewalk. ‘The Yin Xian’s on the move,’ Twilight reported. ‘I’m going in now.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I guess I’ll use the big hole Night Shift supplied and head down the stairwell.’
‘Sounds like a plan.’ Twilight stepped back into darkness, emerging a second later at the back of the lobby, behind the guards. Maybe if they had been looking her way they might have spotted the thickening of the shadows there, but as it was, they remained entirely oblivious as she slipped back to find the staircase down.
She was still working on the lock on the security door in the third basement level when Cygnus arrived beside her. ‘How’s it coming?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Slowly. Shut up.’
‘You know, Mink had the lock on the records room open in under a minute.’
‘I did know that. Thank you for pointing it out.’
‘I’ve got a hacking unit working on the computer,’ Mink supplied from far above them. ‘I’m checking filing cabinets. There’s a lot of stuff here to work through.’
‘Maybe the computer has an index,’ June said. ‘We had a database of paper records to make finding them easier, and Leighton and Thorpe was smaller than Zhu Holdings.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, a little sourly, ‘I got that working. It was a mess before I got there.’
‘Hey, I know you practically held that place together. I think Mister Leighton knew it too.’
‘Damn, I think they actually randomise the files to make it hard for someone to find things,’ Mink grumbled.
‘More likely it’s computer-indexed then,’ June said.
‘I’ll know in a minute or two.’
There was a click in the stairwell and Twilight straightened up, grinning as she pushed the door open. ‘Okay, we’re through the security door. No sign of zombies or guards as yet.’
‘So glad you added the “as yet,”’ Cygnus said, stepping through the doorway ahead of her partner. The stairwell went down another three storeys, starting off with a single flight of stairs with another door at the bottom. ‘What’s on the floor below Blutadler’s lab?’
‘Generators and some fairly heavy air-conditioning systems, I think. They definitely looked like generators anyway.’
‘Operating?’
‘On standby, from what the imps saw. Lights, but little noise. Backups for the mains would be my guess.’
‘And guards on this upper floor?’
‘Uh-huh. I say we go straight for Blutadler and worry about them later. I’ll station a demon here. If they come out, it can chase them back in.’
Cygnus started down the stairs. ‘Sounds good to me.’
~~~
Night Shift glowered at the open door to the roof. He had not met Mink on the stairs and she was obviously already inside. He was going to have to backtrack–
A sound from below made him stop and look down. The stairs here seemed to run the entire way from the roof to the car park levels below the building and someone was coming up. The footfall had not been hard, but it had echoed. He heard another, higher up, and he was moving. He took the first flight of stairs in one leap, grabbed the handrail to swing himself around, and dropped onto the tenth-floor landing. Grabbing the door, he pulled it open, checking the corridor beyond: no sign of Mink there. He turned to look down the stairs…
A metal spike came out of the darkness, trailing a silken cord, and stopped against his faceplate. The hardened material deflected the dart easily and the multispectral imaging system in Night Shift’s armour showed him the person who had launched the weapon. It… was not Mink. He saw a woman, certainly, but an Asian woman dressed in some sort of bikini and flat-soled boots. A huge length of black hair whipped around behind her back as she continued up the steps toward him. For a brief instant, Night Shift was stunned. There really was another woman in San Francisco who used a rope dart, and that other woman did look like a Chinese assassin…
Well, he would take them both in and let the courts sort it out. Raising his fist, Night Shift swung at the woman who seemed to just flow around his fist, her hands encircling his wrist and arm as she turned, pushing her hip into his and pulling. There was a moment of confusion, and then the great Night Shift, detective and hunter of rogue Ultrahumans, found himself falling.
~~~
Diao Hua watched the armoured idiot fall for the first couple of seconds and then turned to the door. She was unsure of the capabilities of the suit he was wearing and there was some possibility that he could arrest his fall and return. From the way he had been going, she doubted it, but it was a possibility she could not ignore. The armour had been effective and he would be a problem if he returned, and she had not been briefed on any Ultra in a power-armour suit. A slip in the client’s research, no doubt.
She headed for the back corridor, toward Zhu’s personal quarters. In passing, she noted that both of the guards on the locked room she was not allowed access to were missing, probably gone to defend their master. A foolish lapse in security if the room was really that important, but not her concern. It was simply further evidence that Zhu’s people were ineffective, inefficient, and a good match for their master.
Zhu was not in his bedroom or office, which was a mark on his side: he was not avoiding a fight. The dining room where he held many of his meetings was also empty. Diao Hua found the ‘great man’ in his lounge, flanked by six of his boo how doy with guns and knives. They were all staring at the double doors into the room as though they might burst open at any second. Zhu was tense, his hands fisted. Green fire boiled around his clenched fists. Of Mink, or anyone else, there was no sign.
‘Why are you not guarding the German?’ Zhu snapped when he saw her.
‘The Professor does not wish me there, and the alert indicated that you are the target.’ Diao Hua regarded her client with disdain. ‘I have already engaged with one intruder. An armoured man.’
‘Night Shift. The door guards fired at him, but his armour stopped their bullets.’
‘Perhaps a fall down the rear stairwell will have more effect. You have seen no sign of Mink?’
Zhu’s eyes narrowed. ‘No…’
Diao Hua considered for a second. ‘Did you leave the locked room you will not explain to me unguarded?’
Zhu looked around at one of the men standing to his right. ‘No! No, sir, Hong was there!’ The enforcer looked terrified, and he possibly had a reason: fire was creeping up Zhu’s arms.
‘She is in that room,’ Diao Hua said flatly. ‘What would she be looking for there?’
Zhu was moving before she got her answer and she stepped aside to allow him past her. He did not look like he would stop, but would flatten her in passing. ‘Everything,’ he snapped. ‘But she’s trapped. There is no way out of that room except the way she came in. We have her.’
~~~
It took Cygnus three blows to slam through the door into the lab area. Someone had been quite determined that the room should remain locked, but it took more than steel to stop someone with Cygnus’s physical power.
The room was large, concrete walls dull with age and lack of care. As Twilight’s imps had reported, it was full of machinery, some of which seemed to be operational. The assumption they had all made on seeing the images was that Blutadler was having to get his manufacturing system operational again after the abrupt move. The Professor himself was somewhere at the back, among a lot of more complex equipment.
There were also six Blood Zombies standing in Cygnus’s way, but she did not expect them to be much more of a problem than the door had been.
‘Cygnus.’ Blutadler’s voice sounded through the room: he had to have speakers mounted at various points to eliminate the possibility of localising where he was speaking from. ‘I am so glad you decided to come. Take her! Bring her down. And find Twilight.’ The zombies stepped forward, raising their arms as though they meant to grab Cygnus and hold on. Well, it was a tactic.
Cygnus smashed her fist into the first zombie to come within range, knocking it off its feet. The rest of them reached for her, not striking, it seemed, just trying to grab. Only one got close and she dodged away from it, bringing her fist around for another strike. The creature was pushed back, but they were still coming, arms flailing as they tried to make contact. Three of them did and Cygnus felt a sudden shock of discomfort as something passed from the zombies to her. These were not Blutadler’s usual monsters!
‘That’s right, Cygnus,’ Blutadler said, his tone pleased. ‘I have learned from our last encounter. These zombies are tuned specifically to your cosmic energy signature. They will neutralise your powers and I will have you!’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said. Then she slammed her fist right through the chest of the nearest zombie. ‘Not working so far.’
~~~
Twilight watched Blutadler from the corner of the room, hidden in the shadows of his equipment. He was behind a partition wall and a door, but that was no obstacle to her. He was also behind four Blood Zombies which gave her more cause to consider. The things were unlikely to react to her terror effect: they were dead and quite possibly did not fear anything.
Still, it sounded like Cygnus might have a problem so it was time to step in. Black flame ignited along the length of Twilight’s sword and she sprang out of the darkness, bringing the blade down on the head of the nearest zombie. Dead flesh hissed in the cold fire, the bone beneath cracked, and what was left of the thing’s brain dissolved in flames.
Twilight saw the look of shock begin to form on Blutadler’s face. The zombies had not been expecting an attack from the flank and were still trying to adjust to the new situation. Twilight picked the one which looked like it was getting closest to figuring things out and sliced its head off cleanly at the neck, following through with another before Blutadler stepped off to one side and smashed his hand down on a button.
Light flooded the room, bright and stinging. The fire on Twilight’s sword stuttered and then flickered out.
‘Ha!’ Blutadler barked, shading his eyes against the glare. ‘Your powers are useless in bright light, as I suspected. Kill her!’
Twilight flicked a glance at the zombie which was still trying to work out what it should be doing. ‘You’re forgetting something about my “powers,” Kopf.’ She darted forward, stabbing her sword through his stomach. ‘My sword works fine without them.’
Blutadler looked at her, eyes wide. He coughed and blood splashed Twilight’s face. Then his eyes glazed over and he began to sink to his knees. Twilight yanked her sword free and turned, slashing through the last zombie’s throat. It staggered away from her and she pressed forward, the next blow slicing off its head.
She looked around and down at Blutadler. His chest was still moving, if shallowly. Twilight raised her sword.
‘Don’t kill him,’ Andrea said. ‘He needs to stand trial and Cygnus could be in trouble.’
Twilight bit her lips together. ‘I really want to kill him. I don’t understand why you don’t.’
‘Because it’s too easy. He doesn’t deserve to get out of it that easily. He needs to suffer.’
‘Damn. That’s a good reason.’ Twilight turned and headed for the door to find Cygnus standing there, leaning against the doorframe. ‘You sorted out the zombies?’
‘Yeah… I got them. Had to push the punches to stop them and I’m a bit… sapped.’ Cygnus looked down at Blutadler’s prone form. Blood was pooling under his body and staining his white coat. ‘Is he still alive?’
‘Yeah. Andrea persuaded me not to finish him… though if we wait a while, he might bleed to death. And I guess you get a casting vote…’
Cygnus smiled. ‘You know what I’m going to say.’
‘Yeah. I need to get out of this light and–’
‘Guys?’ Mink’s voice came over the radios, sounding a little nervous.
‘Mink, problem?’ Twilight asked.
‘Maybe. They’re trying to smash through the door here. The air vents are too small for me to get out and I’m not sure I can take them all on.’
‘I’m too tired to get up there and be much use,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’ll take care of Kopf and come up in a few minutes.’
‘Right.’ Twilight nodded and moved around Cygnus. ‘On my way, Mink. Hold them off until I get there.’
‘I’ll do my best.’
~~~
Mink looked over at the door. She was sitting at the computer, scanning files and passing the interesting ones off to her hacking device which was transmitting them to her system back at home. It was a backup. She was hoping to get out of this with the room’s contents intact and enough to sink the Nine Kings. And, hopefully, get the SFPD off her back, obviously.
‘June, are you getting this stuff?’ Mink asked.
‘The system is confirming receipt of every file you’ve sent so far,’ June replied. ‘Have you seen anything that clears you yet?’
‘Not– Wait…’ Mink got to her feet and scanned the cabinets. Rushing forward, she yanked open a drawer and leafed through the files.
‘Mink?’ June asked.
‘Got it! The contract documents, printouts of emails, and… Oh, yes, an order from Jade Flame to have Kuff assigned to the case.’ She looked at the buckling door. ‘Now I just need to get this out of here in one piece.’ She pulled her camera from her costume and began snapping pictures of documents.
Behind her, the tone of the impacts on the door changed from a resonant clang to more of a dull thud. They were breaking through. She clicked the shutter on the order concerning Kuff and then gathered the papers, stuffing the file back into the drawer and replacing her camera in its hiding place. Then she turned to look at the door.
There was an obvious bulge near one side, near the lock which was manual on this side. They would be through any second. Mink pulled one of the smoke grenades she had never used from where it was clipped to the back of her costume.
‘Where are you, Twilight?’
‘Ten, maybe fifteen seconds away,’ Twilight replied.
A sledgehammer smashed through the door, buckling it. ‘Hurry.’ Mink pulled the pin on the smoke bomb and tossed it down in front of the door as a hand reached in for the lock. She loosed her rope dart from around her waist, swinging it out in one movement. The hand jerked back as the point of her dart scored through skin. Mink heard shouting and another hand pushed through, now obscured by the gathering smoke. She struck out again, heard someone swear in Mandarin, but the hand kept moving and she launched the dart out again as the hand closed around the latch. Green flame erupted around the hand, now little more than a dull glow through the smoke, then the light was gone and the door was kicked open.
Mink dropped, rolling for the cover of the computer desk. Bullets slammed into the filing cabinets where she had been standing. She threw out her dart, aiming for the general area of the doorway, and heard a yelp of pain as she hit something. Then…
‘Fool! You’ll damage the files!’ Mink guessed it was Jade Flame, Zhu Lei, and the words were followed by a scream. The smoke shifted and two green lights showed through the smoke. ‘Must I do everything myself?!’
Mink rolled out from under the table and swept her dart out, aiming right between the two flames. There was a grunt and she pulled the weapon back. Something moved swiftly behind Zhu, disturbing the smoke: someone else had entered the room and Mink was fairly sure she knew who that was. She swept her dart out in a wild swing, hoping to hit the assassin, but encountered nothing but empty air. And the two green flames were advancing.
Twisting, Mink kicked out, sinking her heel into Zhu’s gut. Green fire swung at her and she twisted, smelling sulfur as the fire passed in front of her nose. Whatever power this man had, Mink did not want it coming into contact with her. She ducked and turned, sliding around the heavily built man. Mink felt the assassin’s rope dart sweep through the air in front of her and whipped into a rapid pair of returning strikes, feeling one of them hit something and hearing a gasp. Behind her, Zhu swung wildly into space, but Mink felt him turning: he was coming around. Two more swings at the assassin hit nothing as she dodged away from the dart. Was the smoke thinning? Or… was it getting darker?
Outside the room there were screams of terror: Twilight had arrived. Mink started for the door and the assassin’s dart smacked into the side of her face. She let out a gasp, turning with the blow and seeing green fire in the corner of her eye. And then the room fell into pitch darkness.
There was silence, silence and the kind of dark you only saw in the bottom of a deep cave. Mink had met that kind of darkness before having been on a number of cave dives, but this had some other quality to it. It was almost as though there was something in the black, right on the edge of her perceptions…
And then the shadows pulled away to reveal a room dusky with thinning smoke, and Twilight standing in the doorway with her burning sword in her hand. ‘You okay?’ she asked.
Mink looked around. The Yin Xian girl was standing, huddled into a corner and shivering slightly, her eyes fixed on Twilight. Zhu Lei, the great Jade Flame, was lying in an ungainly heap on the floor, his eyes closed.
‘I think he fainted,’ Twilight said.
‘Then I guess I’m okay. Well, I’m going to need make-up to cover the bruise she gave me’ – Mink pointed a finger at the assassin, who flinched – ‘but otherwise I’m okay.’
‘Well she,’ Twilight said pointedly, ‘is going to give up and let herself be arrested. Otherwise she is going to get another dose of what she just had.’
‘No!’ the girl squeaked, holding out her wrists.
‘Good girl.’
‘Blutadler?’ Mink asked as Twilight pulled a cable tie from her boot.
‘I stabbed him in the guts. Cygnus is trying to stabilise him.’ Twilight looked up at the assassin. ‘Well, with an outfit like that, you have to be into bondage, so you might even enjoy this.’
~~~
Drifting up the stairwell, Cygnus paused as she heard a scraping sound and lifted over the handrail to land on the stairs just below the first basement level. She looked down with some bemusement at the sight of Night Shift, crawling up the steps on his belly.
‘Are you okay, Night Shift?’ Cygnus asked. ‘What happened?’
The armoured figure tilted his helmet up as best he could and was probably glaring: it was hard to tell with the faceplate. ‘Do I look okay? I… fell down the stairs.’ The second part of the sentence sort of trailed off toward a mumble and Cygnus got the impression that Night Shift was not exactly telling the truth.
‘You’ve hurt your back? Stop moving, you idiot!’
‘Can’t feel my legs…’
‘Stop crawling! June, get a paramedic team out here. Tell them we have a possible spinal injury.’ Cygnus put her foot out, planting it on Night Shift’s shoulder. ‘Just… stop. You fell down the stairs? How far?’
‘I… There was a woman. An Asian woman in a black bikini. She threw me over the rail at the top.’
Cygnus looked upward. ‘You fell thirteen storeys? You’re lucky to just have a bust back. Well, I heard from Twilight and Mink that they got the skinny little girl who tossed you over a balcony, so you just lie there and wait for the medics to get here.’
‘You think this is funny?’
‘I’m going to think this is hilarious right up until they tell me you’ll never walk again.’
‘Right…’
‘Then I’ll consider it a cruel form of poetic justice.’
~~~
Between them, Mink and Twilight managed to carry Zhu through into his dining room and into one of the chairs there. The assassin, now known to be Diao Hua, was not happy but cowed by the threat of the shadows which Twilight kept boiling around their feet like black smoke.
‘Guy has to weigh three hundred pounds,’ Twilight grumbled as they got Zhu upright.
‘And change,’ Mink agreed. ‘Surprisingly nimble for a fat man though.’
‘He eats like a pig,’ Diao Hua commented from the other end of the table.
Mink turned and walked down toward her. ‘I hear you threw Night Shift down the stairwell?’
‘His technique was sloppy. Brutish.’
‘Yeah, well that earned you some kudos, but you’re going away for killing Snapshot.’
Diao Hua smiled. ‘American prison?’
‘Yeah, I know, holiday camp, you’ll be out in a week, etcetera.’
‘She… will not get there.’ They all turned at the sound of Zhu’s voice. ‘None of you… will leave here alive.’ He looked up at them, and his green eyes were burning.
Twilight’s shadows swirled up around her as fire blossomed around Zhu’s entire body. Mink and Diao Hua both threw themselves backward. And the room exploded into green fire. There were screams from the men tied up against the wall and then Twilight’s shadows swept forward, engulfing Zhu. There was a shriek from him, but it kept on going after the shadows withdrew. The reason become obvious: his chair was on fire.
‘Fucking idiot,’ Twilight muttered as she grabbed the man and pulled. It took her two goes to shift him, and by the time she had him on the floor beside his burning furniture, Zhu had blacked out. There was a fraction of a second’s pause, and then sprinklers cut in from above, dousing everyone with water and starting to put out the fires. ‘Oh…’ Twilight grumbled. ‘Just perfect.’
 



Part Six: Novelty
San Francisco, CA, 21st October, 2014.
Twilight sat with her booted legs up on the desk in Zhu’s records room, reading a file. Her sword rested beside her, propped up against the desk. It was, she thought, a very interesting file and she was still reading it when a man in a suit with a detective’s badge hung from his jacket pocket marched into the room.
‘All right, Miss… whatever.’ Already Twilight decided she did not like the man. ‘We’ll be taking over now. Hand over the file and get out of my crime scene.’
Twilight smiled at him. ‘Detective…?’
‘Venkman. Detective Harvey Venkman, SFPD.’
Twilight flicked over a couple of pages. ‘Uh-huh. You’re actually with the Tong Affirmative Action Task Force.’
‘That’s right. So this, all of this, belongs to–’
‘And you are affirmative to the tune of a hundred thousand a year.’
Venkman paused. ‘What?’
‘All right here. Payments, dates, noted actions on behalf of the Nine Kings tong. We’ve got some people from your internal affairs department coming in… Though I see we’ll have to be careful who we get. Anyway, if you run for it now, you might be out of the building before they get here.’
Venkman appeared to consider his options, though Twilight could see where he was going as his eyes flicked to her sword. When he pulled his service-issue automatic from his jacket, she was not terribly surprised. ‘Give me that file,’ Venkman hissed, holding out his hand.
‘Dickhead,’ Twilight replied, and the room went dark. There was a shriek and the clatter of a pistol falling to the floor, and then the shadows retreated again. Sighing, Twilight put the file down and got to her feet to walk over to Venkman, who was huddled against a wall, shivering.
‘You have the right to remain silent,’ Twilight told him. ‘However, anything you incoherently gibber can and will be taken down and used against you. That’s assuming we can decipher it…’
~~~
‘So this is what an Excelsior lab looks like?’
Cygnus turned to see Damian walking into the room, and she smiled at him. ‘This is what an Excelsior lab looks like, if it’s built by Professor Blutadler, and an Ultra had a fight with six zombies in it.’
‘Right. Noted.’ Damian’s eyes scanned over two of the ex-walking corpses as he spoke. One had no head and another had had its ribcage yanked apart… ‘You got the guy who built it?’
‘Medics are working on him at the far end. Twilight put her sword through him. He was lucky.’
‘That’s lucky?’
‘Yeah. She didn’t stab him through the heart. Damian, we found the records Jade Flame was keeping on the entire Nine Kings operation. We found evidence to get you finally cleared of that shooting incident.’
Damian was silent for a second. ‘Thanks… I hear rumours that you have internal affairs coming in here too.’
‘Uh-huh. It’s going to be painful. Zhu had a lot of cops under his thumb one way or another. On the other hand, that’s why you’re here and not some guy from the TAATF. Actually, Twilight arrested one of them a few minutes ago. A Detective Venkman? He pulled a gun on her and she had to give him a bit of a scare…’
Damian chuckled. ‘Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy. Uh, is Mink still here?’
‘No. She got a little burned and she’s not too big on hospitals. Plus, she’s not officially cleared of murder yet. She left before you guys arrived.’
‘Probably for the best.’
~~~
‘Probably,’ Bianca muttered. She was listening to the radio chatter coming from the console while June coated her butt in cream. ‘This is embarrassing.’
‘Well,’ June said, ‘this is one problem with high-cut costumes. More exposed skin for explosions of green fire to get at. On the plus side, I’m enjoying myself.’
‘Oh… that’s a big plus.’
‘At least we got everything you’ll need to make that warrant go away. Pretty soon, Mink will be free to pester wrongdoers all over the city again.’
‘Once my butt is back to a normal colour, yeah.’
‘It’s not that bad…’
‘It’s incandescent red!’
June suppressed a giggle. ‘Well, maybe a dull glow. A dull, throbbing glow.’
Bianca covered her head in her hands. ‘I won’t be able to sit down for a week!’
~~~
‘I hope you don’t mind me being late in,’ Cygnus said as she settled onto a seat in the control area with a mug of coffee.
‘We heard you were busy last night,’ Alice replied, smiling. ‘I think we can make an exception.’
‘Quite,’ Doctor Ultimate agreed, and then slid into two conversations at once, it seemed. ‘Exceptional work with computer seems to be asking Blutadler finally contained symbology which seems to suggest Excelsior, obvious, and–’
‘Hugh,’ Cygnus and Alice chorused.
Cygnus giggled. ‘Sorry, he’s your husband.’
‘Everyone does it, dear,’ Alice said, smiling. ‘One thread at a time, please, Hugh.’
‘Uh…’ It seemed to take supreme mental effort for the world’s most intelligent man to achieve that. ‘The ship’s computer just keeps flashing a symbol which I think means “Guardian.” Or possibly it’s a personal symbol for you, Cygnus. And good work with Blutadler.’ Ultimate looked at his wife as if to ask whether he had got it right.
‘You even summarised,’ Alice said.
‘I guess I should go see what the computer wants then,’ Cygnus said, draining her mug.
‘Elaine and Bianca are in there,’ Ultimate supplied. ‘Bianca’s playing the assistant. They’re looking at what’s needed to dismantle the replicator.’
‘Okay, I’ll check in there.’
~~~
‘And here comes the heroine of the hour,’ Bianca said as Cygnus stepped through into the services cabin. ‘One of them anyway.’ There was a mumbling sound across the radio and Bianca grinned at Elaine. ‘What was that, Elaine? Don’t worry about her, Cygnus, she’s just in a huff because you didn’t call her in last night.’
‘I am n– Okay, yes I am,’ Elaine said. ‘However, I’d be less huffy if this computer was willing to give me the schematics I need instead of just flashing this glyph.’
Cygnus looked across at the virtual display the computer was projecting. There was a sort of cross-shaped symbol, a bit twisted and with a large blob on the short top riser, and it was the only thing there, flashing in a dull orange. ‘Okay…’ She switched to the computer’s language and said, ‘I’m here now, so you can show her the schematic.’ The display switched immediately to a diagram of the room they were in, and then it was joined by several other diagrams showing wiring, plumbing, air ducts…
‘At last,’ Elaine said. ‘Thank you, computer. Not that you can understand that, I guess.’
A message appeared and Cygnus said, ‘It’s worked out a bit of English. It’s happy to be of service. Hugh, that symbol you saw, it’s personal. That’s the computer’s name for me. It’s a stylised version of the constellation Cygnus.’
‘Ah! Of course!’ Ultimate sounded surprised at his own stupidity. ‘Of course it is. And the circle represents Deneb. Foolish of me.’
‘You probably didn’t have enough bandwidth on that problem, what with all the other things you’re thinking about.’
‘Kind of you to say so, my dear. It’s an excuse and I’ll stick to it.’
‘It’s like I thought, Hugh,’ Elaine said, eyes on the schematics. ‘The only way this system was designed to be fully overhauled was to take off the hull plating and yank the whole module out through the side. We don’t have much choice.’
Well, I could have told them that. Cygnus saw the message and forced herself not to giggle.
‘Very well,’ Ultimate said. ‘I was hoping we could do some of it without the need… We’ll get the necessary equipment and people organised and ready to start on Monday.’
~~~
‘The San Francisco Police Department is in turmoil this evening as investigation of the link between the Nine Kings tong and the Tong Affirmative Action Task Force continues.’
Bianca had the big screen down for the evening news, though she was having a little trouble watching it since she was lying on her stomach on one of the sofas. Cygnus, Andrea, and June had settled onto the other one, trying not to giggle.
The news anchor, a handsome man with a little grey at his temples, which presumably gave an air of authority, continued his report backed by video of various men being led out of buildings in handcuffs. ‘A number of arrests have been made following a raid on the Zhu Holdings building in the Business District by a team of Ultras. Reports indicate that Mink, along with New Millennium City heroines Cygnus and Twilight, and Night Shift entered the building to follow up on evidence suggesting it was the headquarters of an organised crime syndicate. Night Shift was injured in the assault.’
‘He must have had his PR people scrabbling like maniacs to spin that,’ Bianca commented.
‘What state is he in?’ June asked.
‘Hospital says he’ll walk again once the bruising goes down around his spine, but he’s got a cracked vertebra which is going to give him problems for a few months.’
‘…senior task force members as well as a number of officers in senior positions in other departments are under investigation,’ the newsreader went on, ‘but the SFPD has been reluctant to issue further details. Detective Raymond Kuff, the officer assigned to the Snapshot murder case, was confirmed to be one of those under investigation after it transpired that he was being blackmailed into focussing on Mink as the only suspect. Detective Kuff was unavailable for comment, but his wife told reporters for this station…’
The picture changed to an angry woman leaning out of the doorway of her house in a housecoat. ‘That cheating bastard deserves all he gets! I hope they give him the chair!’
The newsreader returned, apparently trying not to grin. ‘It has also been confirmed that the real culprit in the Snapshot case has been detained pending further investigation and that the warrant for Mink’s arrest has been rescinded. Mink, as usual, was not available for comment.’
‘I am not doing interviews with my ass glowing like a beacon,’ Bianca said. Then she glared at the three giggling women across the coffee table between the sofas. ‘It’s all right for you, Andrea. You’re invulnerable in shadows.’ Pause. ‘It’s not funny. And someone answer the damn phone!’
Cygnus reached behind her and grabbed the ringing instrument. ‘Fullerton residence,’ she announced.
‘Cygnus? Excellent! Just who I wanted to speak to.’ Doctor Ultimate sounded rather pleased. Cygnus wondered whether he had just discovered the key to infinite energy or something.
‘Hello, Hugh. What’s up?’ Cygnus asked.
‘We just received word, rather late, that the UID have halted their investigation of you and Twilight. The ban was rescinded at midnight.’
‘And they waited eighteen hours to tell us?’
‘Twenty-one hours. Midnight eastern time. Don’t think we didn’t notice, but we believe being magnanimous about it seems best.’
‘Right… There’s nothing on the news…’
‘Given the delay in bothering to tell the subjects of the ban, I would suggest that there might be a further delay in informing the media. Perhaps on the late news tonight?’
‘We’ll keep an eye out. See you in the morning.’ Cygnus set the phone aside. ‘We’re officially unbanned, nationally.’
‘About time,’ June said.
‘And they waited almost a day after ending the ban to tell us?’ Andrea said, connecting the dots. ‘And no official announcement?’
‘That about covers it.’
‘Well, that sucks.’ Andrea frowned. ‘I guess it’s time to head back to New Millennium. I’ve been away a while and those idiots in Churchton are bound to be getting uppity.’
‘I need to hold on here for a little while longer,’ Cygnus said.
‘Don’t forget the calendar,’ June said. ‘We’re shooting in New Millennium the week after next.’
‘I was trying to forget…’ Andrea muttered.
‘I hadn’t forgotten,’ Cygnus said. ‘They’re taking the ship apart next week. They won’t need me after the computer is shut down and Hugh was saying that would be Thursday at the latest.’
‘I guess I should get back too…’ June said. ‘There’s still some work to do on prep.’
‘You should all stay until Saturday,’ Bianca said. ‘My butt should be back to normal by Friday night and we should celebrate. I’ll set up a dinner. Us, Elaine, and Damian.’
‘I suppose I can get work done from here if I can use your computers.’
‘You can.’
‘I’m going back tomorrow,’ Andrea said. ‘But I’ll come back here on Friday. I know where I’m going so I can just shadow-step it.’
‘You can really jump that far?’ Bianca asked.
‘I do America to Italy fairly regularly. Anyway, Twi wants to show Jacob her new costume and, if I’m honest, I expect the reaction to be interesting, so…’
‘Okay, it’s settled. I’ll get everything arranged.’
22nd October.
It was not until the following evening that the news broke about the dropping of the UID investigation, though various news agencies had tried to get a comment out of Cygnus and the UoU at various points in the afternoon. The news had leaked rather than there being an announcement and, at first, it seemed that the UID planned to deny it.
‘A spokesman for the Ultrahuman Investigation Division indicated late this afternoon that the investigation into activities performed by New Millennium City Ultras Cygnus and Twilight had been closed down.’ It was a minor item on the news schedule: the ban had been a legal detail for weeks anyway. ‘The UID were unavailable for formal comment. Both Cygnus and Twilight could not be contacted today. The Union of Ultrahumans issued a short statement indicating that the end of the investigation without formal charges being filed was to be expected under the circumstances.’
‘But that still leaves the reserved zone as a refuge for any Ultra the government wants kept off the books,’ June said. ‘They’ll get shirty about it really fast if you go in there again.’
‘Openly,’ Cygnus replied, nodding. ‘The mistake we made was in assuming we could trust the local authorities. No, we only go in there as a last resort and we don’t report it. We make operations inside the reservation which are acting outside it untenable. Twilight has surveillance covered so we can watch, follow, and apprehend outside the area.’
‘And that’ll work?’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘Economic warfare. Make their business too expensive to continue. It’s what we’ve got.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Officer Tarbuck looked along the row of criminals he was being asked to take care of. They were all tied with plastic strips and sitting against a wall in Churchton, with Twilight standing over them like the Angel of Death.
‘You’ve been busy,’ Tarbuck said. There were eight of them, varying ages and ethnicities, but all of them looking cowed if not scared.
‘An hour’s work,’ Twilight replied. ‘I leave town for a couple of days and they get frisky.’
‘Ain’t that the truth.’ It had been a busy couple of days since the reports of Twilight and Cygnus being in San Francisco had come out on the news channels. Tarbuck looked around to where a couple of his colleagues were fending off cameras. ‘It’s, uh, not like you to be hanging around when the press guys turn up.’
‘No, but it’s a special occasion.’
‘It is?’
‘Uh-huh. You’ve got a van coming down for this lot, right?’
Tarbuck nodded. ‘Yes. Be here in about five minutes.’
‘Great. You make sure the cameras can get some good footage of them being put in it and I’ll stand there looking stern while you do.’
Now Tarbuck grinned. ‘And everyone knows you’re back in town and taking a dim view of street crime.’
Twilight grinned back. ‘Right. And I’ve got this awesome new costume to show off. That’s worth some airtime, I think.’
~~~
‘So… What d’you think?’
Jacob, sitting in his favourite chair and looking across at Twilight who was leaning on the doorframe, felt that he was poorly positioned to answer, given that the blood was rushing away from his brain. ‘I… I’m required by law to say “you go out dressed like that?”’
Twilight grinned. ‘And after you’ve said that?’
‘I’d be kind of stupid to say you look terrible, and I’m not sure I like it so much as think it’s hot.’
‘I’ll accept that answer. Miss me?’ She began to slink purposefully across the carpet.
‘When you get here, you’ll be able to work that one out for yourself.’
‘Oh good.’ Reaching over her shoulder, Twilight unstuck her sword and tossed it onto the sofa without breaking stride. ‘How are things going at work?’
‘Not what you’d call great. They’ve got both of us riding desks. There was some sort of freaky murder a couple of days ago in Deale, probably an Ultra, but we’re sat on our butts.’
Twilight sank her own butt onto Jacob’s lap, hooked her legs over the arm of the chair, and wrapped her arms around his neck. Their lips met and he was a little surprised at the hunger in her kiss. And a little more surprised at how eagerly he reciprocated.
‘How about now?’ Twilight asked, her voice husky.
‘Uh… what was I saying?’
Twilight smirked and shuffled her behind a little. ‘My, you really did miss me.’
‘Yeah…’ Jacob looped one arm around Twilight’s waist and the other under her legs, and got to his feet.
‘My big, strong man,’ Twilight giggled.
‘Yeah… How do I get you out of that suit?’ He started for the door.
‘It peels.’
‘A girlfriend I can peel… I’m loving this more every minute.’
San Francisco, CA, 24th October.
‘Very well,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘I believe we have everything ready for Monday. We may as well call it a day.’
Cygnus smiled. ‘Cool, I can probably get in some hot tub time before I need to get ready for tonight.’
‘You’re going out with Bianca and her boyfriend, yes?’
‘Uh-huh. And Elaine, June, and Andrea. Damian’s off-shift tonight, so it all works out.’
‘Enjoy yourself… Um…’
Cygnus frowned at Ultimate’s frown. ‘Something wrong, Hugh?’
‘Something… Damian… Ah, yes. The scans I ran after we found Blutadler’s ex-laboratory.’
‘What about them?’
‘I was getting some anomalous readings on the cosmic energy scanner. I managed to screen them out, but I decided to analyse them anyway, just in case. When I did, I discovered that Detective Inman was causing them.’
‘Damian’s an Ultra? He… “Hate” is too strong, but he doesn’t like Ultras much.’
‘The signal is weak, primarily a disturbance caused by absorption. It suggests primarily internal powers, possibly sensory or metabolic. It’s possible he isn’t even aware of having them. However, his attitude may be the result of not accepting that he is an Ultrahuman. He likely rationalises his abilities as something normal and he doesn’t like Ultras because they remind him that he is one.’
‘Not an uncommon condition,’ Alice commented. ‘Usually, Ultras like that either accept their nature and blossom or suppress it further until their powers more or less vanish.’
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said. ‘Do you think it’s worth mentioning to him?’
‘No,’ Ultimate replied. ‘He either already knows or it makes little difference that he does. I just thought you should be aware of it.’
‘Right…’ And Cygnus was fairly sure someone else would want to know too.
~~~
‘Well… it does explain a few things,’ Bianca said.
‘Hugh and Alice seemed to think it could be a reason for his dislike of Ultras,’ Cygnus said.
‘Yeah, but it also explains his… awareness. I think he’s got enhanced senses. He sees too well in dim light and I think his sense of smell is better than normal. And, uh, he’s generally quite a… sensory sort of man. Tactile.’
‘Right… You might want to be careful about exposing him to Mink.’
‘Yeah… Though I don’t think it would be a major issue if he figures it out. And he seems kind of eager to rationalise away the similarities anyway. If he can’t accept his own nature, maybe he’s trying to avoid accepting that I’m Mink.’
‘Men,’ June commented.
‘Women can be delusional too, you know?’
‘No, we just look at the world differently. When’s Andrea getting here?’
‘About fifteen seconds ago,’ Andrea said, walking in from the back hall. ‘So your boyfriend’s an Ultra, Bianca?’
‘Apparently.’ Bianca gave a shrug. ‘Well, I like them exotic.’
~~~
‘Here’s to the clearing of records,’ Elaine said, raising her wine glass.
‘I’ll drink to that,’ June responded, and then there was drinking.
‘They cleared you pretty quickly,’ Bianca said, her eyes on Damian who was sitting across from her at the table for six.
‘Apparently, internal affairs got a note from Mink pointing out that the man who had helped bust a major human trafficking ring had also been framed by the task force they were busy investigating,’ Damian replied. ‘They cleared four other guys who were forced out one way or another at the same time. IA is working pretty fast on this one. The city wants all of this done with so they can start putting the police force back together.’
‘And the Nine Kings?’ Elaine asked.
‘Are being rounded up and shut down, mostly by the Vice division and the DEA. Frankly, if I hadn’t dropped a few choice names, yours, they’d have cut my break short and I wouldn’t be here. We’re run off our feet.’
‘Here’s to being fresh in the morning then,’ Bianca said, grinning.
‘If we keep making toasts, I won’t be.’
‘Good thing you work nights.’
‘Does this mean we’re more or less back to normal?’ June asked when the drinking was done again. ‘I mean, Cygnus and Twilight are back to being national heroes, Mink has been cleared…’
‘Fuego is back on patrol,’ Elaine said, ‘but the Stars are down Snapshot. Lament says she thinks she’s got someone who might be a useful replacement. I got the impression she meant more useful, but she hasn’t mentioned a name yet.’
‘The Stars were pretty heavy on the crowd control elements with Snapshot,’ Bianca said. ‘Maybe she’s found someone a little more assertive.’
‘Maybe. Anyway, things aren’t quite back to normal, but I guess we got something out of it. The Nine Kings are gone.’
‘San Francisco is going to end up like New Millennium,’ Andrea said. ‘You might want to watch out for gang wars starting up soon.’
‘I think we’ll escape that,’ Damian said. ‘Jade Flame did a pretty good job of suppressing the other operations in the city. Whatever replaces him and his people, it’ll probably be something new.’
‘Well,’ Cygnus said, ‘at least novelty isn’t boring.’
Bianca giggled. ‘Here’s to novelty and never being boring.’
‘You’re just trying to get me drunk,’ Damian said, lifting his glass.
‘Got a problem with that?’
‘Not really. To novelty!’
 



Epilogue
New Millennium City, 25th October, 2014.
Jacob raised his eyes toward the woman who was currently turning his life into exquisite torture. Her eyes were shut, her fingers curled in her short hair, and her body was in constant, writhing motion.
She was, he thought, amazing. Physically incredible, certainly. She was beautiful, exotic, strong, amazingly flexible… But beyond that she was smart, determined, and then there was the fact that she was two different women in the same body. She could be somehow naïve and kinky, or worldly and romantic All it took was a mask to make the switch.
‘Are you really going to… mmm… dissect my personality d-disorders while I’m… fucking you?’
Jacob’s mind cycled over that one for a brief second. She had never shown any signs of being a mind reader before… And there was the fact that she was in San Francisco right now… He was dreaming.
‘Of course you are… God, you are so big! Of course you’re dreaming. So why waste a good d-dream on… s-psychoanalysis?’
Dream-Andrea had a damn good point. Jacob let his eyes slide closed as he reached out his hands, clamping them over her hips to drive her onward and upward and–
Her gasp caught him by surprise and his eyes snapped open. There was a look of shock on her face, fixed there, frozen there. Her eyes were open, and brown instead of black, but there was a film of white forming over them, over her skin, her hair. The ice thickened and seemed to grow into her, and Jacob watched in horror as Andrea turned from a living, breathing woman into an ice sculpture and…
Jacob jerked upright in his bed, reaching out for the woman who was not there. Andrea, who he had just watched shattering into a million pieces before his eyes. ‘No!’ But she was not there, and she had not been. He had been dreaming. That was all. Just a dream turned to nightmare. Just a dream…
He reached out for the glass of water on the table beside his bed… And Jacob knew even before he had tried to drink from it that it was frozen solid.
###
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