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Part One: New Beginnings
New Millennium City, MD, 24th December 2016.
It was the night before Christmas and the population of New Millennium City was doing what many people indulged in at that time of year: desperate, last-minute shopping. In Friendship Park, things were a little more relaxed: there were people looking for presents, but they had most of the major ones already sorted out and were on the lookout for trinkets. Someone had had the bright idea of putting on a Christmas Fair, so there were stalls of various kinds selling food, Christmas decorations, handmade gifts, and general festive goodies. Tonight was the last night. Even the stallholders had more seasonal goodwill to go around, so there was a distinct hint of frivolity about the place, right up until the horned demon showed up.
Almost seven feet in height, it was dressed in a Santa costume which had obviously been designed for a much smaller man. The trousers were stretched tight over thickly muscled thighs and the jacket hung open over a broad, heavily muscled chest. There was no skin on display since the thing was covered in thick, off-white fur, except over a face only a mother could love which featured a mouth full of sharp teeth and a pair of twisted horns stretching up from its brows. It was not wearing boots, which let everyone see the claws that ended both fingers and toes. It was carrying a large sack, the kind presents went in, but it appeared to be empty, for now.
‘Ho, ho, fucking ho,’ the Krampus figure bellowed. ‘Every last one of you is on my naughty list. My little helpers are going to be collecting wallets and valuables as your punishment.’ There were six other Santas with sacks and firearms around the circle of stands which formed the centre point of the fair, and they were moving as soon as the demand was made. Krampus started toward an older couple who were standing nearby, their eyes wide. ‘Let’s see what you’ve got for me.’
The old woman peered at the monstrous figure approaching her for a second. ‘You know you’re not going to get away with this, don’t you?’ she said. ‘If I were you, I’d leave before things get unpleasant.’
Krampus gave her a big, toothy grin. ‘Lady, there’s nothing that can stop me. Not now. Nothing!’ There was a scream from behind him. He ignored it, even though it did not really sound like a scream of outrage, which was the kind of thing he was expecting. ‘Give me–’
‘Holy shit! Get me out of–’ The cry cut off in a mumble.
Now Krampus did turn, because he recognised the voice. Across the little square, one of his henchmen had been turned into a Santa-snowman. He was encased in ice all the way up to his mouth and was struggling to break free. Three more of his people were lying on the cold ground, unconscious and, as he watched, a tall man with glowing, all-blue eyes reached out a hand and a fifth thug found himself being frozen into immobility. The Ultra was not even in a costume, though the fact that he was wandering around in jeans, a T-shirt, and a light jacket even on a wintry night like this was a bigger indication of his nature than his eyes.
Something caught the corner of Krampus’s eye and he turned in time to see a moving mass of blackness swallow up his last goon. There was only one person that was likely to be. What was Twilight doing in Friendship? She spent her time keeping Churchton quiet. But when the darkness receded – leaving the thug in the Santa suit lying on the ground – and Twilight stepped out of it, she was not in costume either. She was, in fact, wearing a lacy top over a black bra, a tiny leather skirt, fishnet tights, and over-the-knee boots in shiny black. The cold obviously did not bother her either. She was a good-looking woman; even her jet-black eyes just added an exotic touch to her long, angular face. Since returning from wherever she had been for eighteen months, she had been wearing her hair long: the fringe fell over her eyes in a random manner, and she sported a pair of pigtails that fell down past her shoulders. She wandered out toward the middle of the open area, shaking her head.
‘Really? This is your idea of a fun Christmas Eve?’ she said. ‘Christmas is supposed to be for family. I was out here with my boyfriend.’ She indicated the tall, well-built man walking up to stand beside her. ‘You just had to do something like this.’ Krampus opened his mouth to respond, but she kept right on going. ‘I mean, seriously, I’m the Avatar of Shadow. I’m the embodiment of all the things you fear when the lights go out. I am a walking nightmare. I make the Ghost of Christmas Yet-to-Come look cuddly. But even I think this is crass.’
Krampus leered and took two steps forward. ‘So, what ya gonna do about it? Punch me out? Scare me half to death? Get your boy there to freeze me to the spot?’
‘Nope. We’re just taking care of the thugs and keeping you talking while she gets here.’ Twilight pointed over the monster’s shoulder. ‘She’s kind of big on family values at this time of year.’
‘Sure, you think I’m falling for that one? There’s no one–’ He stopped as someone tapped him on the shoulder. Right behind him was Cygnus, stunningly beautiful Cygnus with the long, flowing hair which shaded from white at the crown to pale blue at the tips. Cygnus, who fought crime in a white swimsuit with a pattern of blue stars on the chest and thigh-high high-heeled boots. Cygnus, who looked really annoyed.
‘You are on my naughty list,’ she said, and then she punched him in the jaw.
~~~
‘So, after he blacks out,’ Cygnus said, ‘he turns into this wimpy little guy in a really loose Santa suit who is also unconscious and still has a broken jaw.’
June giggled. ‘I shouldn’t giggle at a broken jaw, but really.’
‘He deserved it,’ Andrea said, smirking. They were all in Jacob’s house, Cygnus and June – technically Astraea since she was in her costume – on the sofa, while Andrea sat in Jacob’s lap on the chair. None of them were bothered by the cold – Jacob kept his house at around forty degrees Fahrenheit all year round, though that was a lot easier in winter.
‘So, Jacob,’ Cygnus said, ‘the big day tomorrow.’
Andrea giggled. ‘He’ll be fine. Now that he has that new suit, there’s no excuse for him to not meet my parents and I haven’t really been back to Boston since I got back from China.’
Jacob rumbled a little, though exactly what that meant was unclear. ‘As I understand it, June’s never taken you to meet her parents.’
‘That is… true,’ Cygnus admitted.
‘I haven’t told them I can fly either,’ June said. ‘Maybe I should make the effort. If we get a break in the new year, we could fly down there.’
Cygnus gave a small grimace. ‘If. I’m not sure what’s going to happen when my new job starts.’
‘There’s that, but maybe we should try. I don’t think they’re going to go nuts knowing I’m an Ultra. And they know their only daughter’s dating Cygnus, they’ve just never met her.’
‘It’s probably time they did.’ Cygnus got to her feet. ‘We’ll leave you two to the rest of your night. You’re stopping off at the house before you go up to Boston, right?’
‘We’ll drop in to wish you Happy Holidays, or whatever,’ Jacob said, nodding.
‘I’ll tell Denny to remind us to put clothes on,’ June said as she got up and headed for the door.
‘That’d be appreciated.’ The big man considered that for a second. ‘Do I lose masculinity points for that?’
‘Yes,’ Andrea replied, ‘but you do gain good-boyfriend points. We’ll call it a wash.’
25th December.
The main bedroom of the house Cygnus shared with June and Andrea had not seen much use since they had moved in. Until recently. Whether in the form of Cygnus or the form of Penny, she had finally decided that the room was meant to be used and, now that June could fly, it should be used. It had needed some refurbishment, so there had been contractors in for most of December.
While the dojo had no windows, the top and bottom floors did. One of the bedroom windows had been replaced with sliding glass doors, with a biometric lock like the one Svetilo had on her balcony window. Outside it, there was now a little walled patio area which could be used for sunbathing or whatever. Inside, there had been a lot of redecoration; the room had been quite dark, and it was now a warmer shade of red. The bed had been replaced too: Bobby had had a large, circular thing which Cygnus had quite liked but preferred not to sleep in. The new bed was the standard shape and only king-sized. That was quite big enough.
June was currently lying on it, her arms and legs splayed out to the four corner posts which were thick, steel things. She was held in place by leather-padded cuffs with steel interiors and steel cables which were supposedly capable of lifting ten tons. Cygnus had been dubious about bondage play at one time, but they both found being helpless to put up with whatever the other wanted to do to them to be quite the turn-on. The new gear was a joint Christmas present; while Cygnus could just dial her strength down, June could not, and they had been through ropes of various strength, several chains, and one set of ordinary leather cuffs. The bedposts had been put in because they figured that with the new cuffs and cables, the next likely failure point was the bed. Cygnus was fairly sure that June was not going to uproot the bolts the posts were anchored by. Fairly sure.
The other reason for the restraints was that, when things got really wild, giving head to June could get a little dangerous. She tended to squeeze her thighs together. That had caused Penny the odd issue even before June’s thighs came with a cosmic power boost. With June thoroughly anchored down, Cygnus could really go to town. And she was. June was begging for her to stop. Pleading in between orgasms. The new, quite long and thick, vibrator they had also bought for Christmas was certainly part of the experience, but Cygnus’s tongue was working over June’s clit with a fever too. So, June was begging, but not with the one word which would make Cygnus stop immediately, so Cygnus kept going.
Cygnus was not even sure how long they had been at it. She was going to stop soon because a glance up at June’s wrists had revealed red marks around the cuffs. June could fix that easily enough, but they were likely to sting a bit before she did. Another few minutes. The reaction she was getting was… Cygnus was not sure she had ever seen her friend quite so worked up. June was totally into it, lost in the role. Was she fantasising about some sort of torture scene? Or was it just the sensation of not being able to resist? Whatever was happening in June’s mind, she did not seem to want it to stop because she still had not said the word. Had she forgotten?
Turning the vibrator up a notch, Cygnus thrust it harder and faster. She pressed her lips down and sucked. June’s body tensed so hard she actually lifted off the mattress entirely for a few seconds before she crashed back down.
‘Pomegranate!’ June shrieked. Cygnus turned off the vibrator and lifted her face away instantly. ‘Pomegranate, pomegranate, pomegranate!’
Grinning, Cygnus bent to release June’s legs, then moved up the bed to undo her wrist cuffs. June turned onto her side and curled into a ball, the bright-pink shaft of the vibrator still sticking out of her. ‘Are you okay, love?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Yes,’ June mumbled. ‘Oh God, yes. I just need a few seconds…’
Cygnus very carefully checked June’s wrists, then her ankles. There was some abrasion, but it was not as bad as she had thought. They were good cuffs.
‘That was intense,’ June said, uncurling herself. ‘That was… Wow. I am putting you in those later.’
‘I thought you might. After seeing you in them, I think I’m looking forward to it. Shower, breakfast, presents?’
‘If you carry me to the shower.’
‘I think you should take the vibe out first.’
June whimpered. ‘I’m not sure I want to. It’s going to feel like part of me has gone missing.’
Cygnus smiled. ‘We can always put it back after breakfast.’
June just whimpered again.
Boston, MA.
LeFey Coffee was closed for the holiday. The lights were out in the customer seating part of the shop, but sunlight still came in through the windows. The day was overcast and cool, so the sunlight was dim and grey which meant that Andrea had no trouble at all in drawing the shadows together enough to step into them.
‘That still creeps me out a little,’ Jacob commented. ‘Have to admit it’s not as unpleasant as the warp tubes, but it’s still kind of creepy.’
Andrea just grinned and started for the back of the shop. There was a kitchen there and the smell of cooking food, but her mother was not working on anything. She stepped through a doorway to the stairs which ran up to the upper floors. ‘Hi,’ she called out. ‘Put your clothes back on. Your daughter’s here.’ She could almost feel Jacob blushing behind her.
‘We’re in the lounge,’ Audrey’s voice called back. ‘And we’ll stay naked if we want to.’
Andrea looked over her shoulder. ‘My mother.’
‘I can tell where you get your sense of humour,’ Jacob replied.
‘Oh, no, that’s Dad. Mom’s just been with him long enough that some of it’s rubbed off.’
Both parents got to their feet as Andrea led Jacob into the lounge. Marcus was a solid-looking man of Irish stock with very dark hair, now greying at the temples, and blue eyes which sparkled. Audrey had been blonde until her son, Andrea’s older brother, had died. Now her hair was grey but vibrant and she had given Andrea her brown eyes, until Andrea’s had gone entirely black. Andrea had clearly got a lot of her Latin looks from her mother.
‘Happy Christmas,’ Andrea said, and there was a lot of well-wishing along with the handshakes and kisses.
When that was done with, Marcus was still peering at Jacob. ‘I was expecting someone in a suit of armour,’ he said after a second.
‘Doctor Ultimate strikes again,’ Andrea replied.
Jacob undid a button on his shirt to show the suit underneath it. ‘He managed to get a bunch of the electronics integrated into this. I can actually go out in normal clothes again. Though it’s cold enough for me outside that I don’t need the help.’
‘And this happened when Andrea… got her new eyes?’ Audrey asked.
‘It started then. It was a while later before it began to manifest fully.’
‘Well, let’s sit down and break out the drinks,’ Marcus said. ‘We’ve got a while before the food is ready, so we want to hear the full story. We’ll grill Andrea after dinner.’
Andrea grimaced. ‘Great. I noticed you’ve got the shop’s kitchen cooking something too, Mom. How much are you making?’
‘Oh, enough,’ Audrey replied with a slightly embarrassed smile. She looked Jacob up and down. ‘Well, I think it’s enough. You’re built like my son was, Jacob. I hope I’ve made enough.’
~~~
‘That seemed to go pretty well,’ Jacob commented as he undressed for bed. There was a sort of question in the statement: did Andrea think the same?
‘Yes,’ Andrea replied. ‘You were expecting Dad to be cleaning his shotgun? I don’t think he owns one.’
‘I’m not sure I knew what to expect. I mean, I’m black…’
‘I’d have mentioned if that was likely to be a problem.’
‘I’m stuck in this suit most of the time, and that’s kind of weird.’
‘They got used to me becoming what I am. That suit’s pretty ordinary compared to “your daughter is now a walking shadow.”’
‘Yeah, I guess. I suppose I was expecting more… questions.’
‘They’ve known we’ve been dating since I came up here to tell them about my powers. They wanted to meet you, but I think they’re just happy I found someone.’
‘Huh.’ Jacob looked down at his suit. The outer layer was a grey fabric. Beneath that was a layer with the general consistency of latex, and then there was a smooth, silky liner on the inside. It was remarkably comfortable and remarkably thin, which was useful under the circumstances. On the inside of the right wrist there was a small display panel. He tapped it into life and checked through the condition displays: it was not meant to provide the depth of information his full suit did, but it gave the important details. ‘At least they won’t be worrying over us having sex under their roof. It’s a little too warm in here for me to do without the suit.’
‘Fuck that,’ Andrea said. ‘I am not doing without Christmas nookie.’ She walked over to the radiator on one wall and turned off the valve. Then she walked over to the window and opened it as wide as it would go. And then the room filled with darkness. Jacob could feel the temperature dropping almost immediately, though with Andrea’s shadows blocking the light, he could not see the numerals on his display. ‘That should be enough,’ Andrea said, and the shadows receded to their normal locations. ‘Now, strip.’
Jacob glanced at his wrist, shrugged, and began unsealing the suit. ‘You know, I could have just taken this off and the room would’ve cooled.’
‘Yes, but that’s tiring for you,’ Andrea replied, stalking toward the bed. ‘The last thing I want you to be right now is tired.’
He grinned. ‘Good thing we’ve had plenty of time since dinner then. Your mother cooks a mean Christmas dinner. Kind of like mine used to do at Thanksgiving.’
‘Irish-Italian family. We’ve always taken Christmas pretty seriously.’ Andrea pushed on Jacob’s chest and he dropped onto the bed, as naked as she was. She straddled his thighs, wrapping her arms around his neck. ‘Now, let’s see if we can’t burn some of those calories off.’
New Millennium City, MD, 31st December.
It had not been the best of years and it seemed that everyone wanted to see it out with some enthusiasm. That was why Cygnus had a full house for New Year’s Eve. Cygnus and June were there, obviously, and Andrea and Jacob were spending the night there too. Svetilo and Zoe had come over and would be spending the night, and so would Heather Bryant and Andy Hatch. Andy – Fire Bug to the general public – was being very gentlemanly around Heather, but no one was taking bets against them ending up in bed together again.
It was not as though there was a spare room, even though Cygnus and June were now sleeping upstairs. ‘So, you’re expanding out of one of the bedrooms?’ Fire Bug asked.
‘Uh-huh,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Andrea’s idea, and she’s paying for it. We’re basically making a…’
‘An apartment,’ Andrea supplied. ‘We’re basically building an add-on apartment for Jacob and me. We’re beefing up the air conditioning and insulation, making the existing bedroom into a small lounge, and adding on a bedroom and a bigger bathroom. Then if we need some space, or Cygnus and June do, we have our own space to use. The whole thing is still covered by the force field, so security isn’t a problem. We’ll even have a small airlock to let us into here, so we can keep our rooms below fifty all the time. Should be finished by the end of January.’
‘So, you are moving in, Jacob?’ Svetilo asked. ‘Is becoming thing to do.’ She glanced to her side where Zoe was sitting in a tiny little party dress that was obviously the Russian’s doing. Svetilo herself was wearing a bright-red tube which barely covered her butt and seemed to be trying hard to slip off her breasts.
‘Well,’ Jacob said, ‘it makes sense. This place has more efficient air conditioning, because of Denny. The security is better and Frostburn’s starting to make a name for himself. And, um… Well, Andrea lives here.’
‘Wedding bells?’ Svetilo asked with a grin.
‘Oh, no.’
‘No,’ Andrea repeated. ‘Have you ever read a comic?! If we decide to get married, there’ll be villains crawling out of the woodwork. There’s a kind of unspoken rule about funerals, but weddings…’ She shook her head. ‘That’s just asking for trouble.’
‘Living in sin is better anyway,’ Svetilo said. ‘I am big believer in sin.’
‘We never would have guessed,’ most of the room said at once. Svetilo pouted.
~~~
‘I should thank you,’ Fire Bug said.
Cygnus frowned. ‘For what?’
‘Not shutting down the link to the fire department. I agree with you on the police and camera links. If they can’t even be bothered to admit they screwed up…’
‘Well, the fire department connection never went down. They stuck with us.’
‘I’m not sure the government knows we have it. The department would’ve fought for it if anyone had told them to close it down, but I don’t think anyone did. Frankly, they know they can’t handle major fires without us the way things are now.’
‘Yeah…’ Cygnus frowned. ‘I may be a little less available next year. When my new job starts…’
‘It’s keeping you in the country, though, right? Aside from trips to Antarctica. You could be back here in seconds if we really needed you.’
‘True. I’m just saying.’
The fireman smiled. ‘You’re playing it cool and refusing to let City Hall have their cake and eat it, but you hate this really. You’re still doing everything you can to help the city.’
‘Yes. No. I’m not helping the city. I’m helping the people. There’s a difference. I just wish the people who run this place could recognise it.’
~~~
‘Three… two… one… Happy New Year!’ The chorus went up as the clock Denny was displaying hit midnight. Glasses were clinked together and drunk from.
‘Let’s just hope this one’s better than the last one,’ Cygnus added, once the drinking was done.
‘That’s jinxed it,’ Andrea said. ‘I’ll be happy if I spend less of this year in China.’
‘Shouldn’t be too hard,’ June suggested. ‘Now, a toast to the Union of Ultrahumans’ new liaison to the United States of America.’
Everyone turned to look at Cygnus, who blushed. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I guess I’m now officially–’
‘I am receiving a connection request from Union headquarters,’ Denny announced.
‘Oh! Uh, everyone’s still dressed. Okay, Denny, put them through.’
Doctor Ultimate’s face appeared on the screen, along with his wife, Alice. ‘Happy New Year,’ they said together.
‘Happy New Year,’ Cygnus said, ‘but isn’t it two a.m. there?’
‘Yes,’ Alice replied, ‘but Hugh doesn’t sleep, and I decided to stay up with him.’
‘I wanted to welcome our new American liaison officially,’ Ultimate said. ‘You said you’d be having a party tonight and, as my lovely wife says, I don’t sleep.’
‘Doesn’t the Union already have a liaison here?’ Fire Bug asked.
‘Not for some years. It was deemed unnecessary and Brightstar handled things when needed. Recently, the United States have been taking more of her time than we felt was warranted, so we reinstated the role.’
‘I think things might be a little easier when Francesca Hart takes over the presidency,’ Cygnus said. ‘Not that I’m complaining about the job.’
‘Good,’ Alice said. ‘Alison almost fainted when you just said yes. We wouldn’t want her thinking you were just playing with her.’ That got several grins from around the room; most of them knew the story of Cygnus telling Brightstar ‘no’ when asked to join the Union the first time, and they knew Brightstar had not taken it too well.
‘Well,’ Ultimate said, ‘welcome to the Union officially, Cygnus. We’ll leave you to enjoy your party.’
‘Enjoy yourselves,’ Alice added.
‘Oh, I think we will probably manage that,’ Svetilo said. ‘We have not even started the dancing yet. When we start the dancing, the fun really begins.’
1st January 2017.
‘So, what does being the Union’s liaison actually mean?’ Zoe asked as she sipped coffee the following morning. There had been dancing, and more alcohol, and Zoe was feeling a little worse for wear.
Cygnus pursed her lips. ‘That depends. I mean, there are regional and national liaisons for one thing. Regional liaisons handle local government and look out for Ultrahuman rights in their area. They’re also talent scouts. They look out for Ultras in their region who might be useful to the Union.’
‘And the national liaison does the same sort of thing at the national level?’
‘Basically. Next time the UID tries to arrest me for something, it’ll be my job to tell them off. To be honest, I’m underqualified. I need to brush up my political skills, but Alison, Brightstar, figured I could learn on the job. The main thing, she said, was visibility, and I have plenty of that.’
‘Her first public engagement is Hart’s inauguration,’ June said. ‘We’re both on the guest list for the luncheon afterward.’
‘President-elect Hart seems to like you a lot,’ Fire Bug commented. He had ended up in bed with Heather again, but he was looking less embarrassed about it this time. Heather was still smirking a lot.
‘She should do,’ June replied. ‘Between Cygnus’s endorsement and revealing to America what Captain Freedom was up to, we got her elected.’
‘But she’s an Ultra,’ Cygnus said. ‘I think she’s inclined to favour other Ultras who present a good face to the public.’
‘I wonder what she makes of me,’ Andrea said as she emerged from her room. She was looking rather pleased with herself and had just dressed in a short wrap.
‘There is woman who has just got laid,’ Svetilo commented.
‘Damn right. I’m glad it’s you handling the politics, Cygnus. That is not my idea of a good time.’
‘Not really mine either,’ Cygnus replied.
‘But, that said, I need a dress, June. My new working outfit is fine for… work, but I could use something for public appearances. What I’ve got is functional, but I need some fantasy. I’ll pay.’
‘You don’t need to…’ June trailed off in the face of Andrea’s level gaze. ‘Okay. I’ll start working on ideas. I… think I have a couple of good ones. You’re looking at “Mistress of the Dark” styling, right?’
‘Yeah. And I may not need the mask now but think of it as something Twilight would wear rather than Andrea.’
June grinned. ‘Good, because the ideas I’m having aren’t something Andrea would wear unless she really worked herself up to it.’
Cygnus handed Andrea a mug of coffee. ‘She hasn’t really designed anything indecent in months, maybe a year.’
Andrea grinned. ‘This ought to be interesting.’
Washington, DC, 20th January.
The location was sombre, but the crowd seemed exuberant. Cygnus sat behind the stage where Francesca Hart would be making history with the largely demolished Capitol building as a backdrop. A mile and a half away, smoke could be seen rising from the volcano Magmatic had caused to come up in the pit left by a nuclear warhead. It was sobering and not a little surreal, but it had been decided that the inauguration ceremony should be held there to honour those who had fallen when Naryan Tan – an alien Guardian bent on capturing Cygnus – had nuked the city.
The 2016 elections had been rather more extensive than was usual due to the bomb. Instead of the expected thirty-four Senate seats up for re-election, there had been fifty-two. The Democrats had ended up winning all but three of them after the disastrous publicity around Captain Freedom’s endorsement of the Republican presidential candidate. Cygnus might not have been exceptionally good at politics, but she knew that was going to make a massive difference. It was quite possible that Hart could get just about anything she wanted past the Senate, and the House of Representatives was looking more or less the same.
‘This should be quite an event.’ Cygnus had no real clue who the man sitting beside her was. He had grey hair and was somewhat rotund. She figured he was a senator, likely a senior one from some state or other. His accent was not helping place him, but she was guessing at somewhere in New England. ‘First woman president. First Ultrahuman president. I guess we like to get all our firsts wrapped up in one bundle these days.’
‘She could have been African American,’ Cygnus countered.
‘Maybe next time. Mind you, I never thought I’d be sitting beside a swimsuit model at one of these.’ It definitely seemed more like a joke than a reprimand. ‘I know you endorsed her, but I didn’t think that would get you a seat here.’ That sounded more like condemnation.
‘I don’t think it harmed my chances, but I’m here representing the Union of Ultrahumans. I’m their US liaison as of January first.’
‘Is that right? Time was we didn’t need one. We had a good relationship, didn’t rock the boat, and Brightstar would deal with it if she needed to.’
‘I think she got tired of coming here to yell at UID agents.’ Cygnus added a grin, but it was true.
‘You didn’t hear it from me, but you probably won’t have to do that much.’
‘Oh?’
The old senator tapped his nose. ‘Hart has a few interesting ideas she’s been floating. But you didn’t hear a word of it from me.’
Well, he had not really said anything, but… ‘Why, Senator, I have no idea what you’d be talking about.’
He grinned crookedly. ‘I think you’ll do fine in politics, young lady.’
~~~
The Presidential Inaugural Luncheon had been held in the National Statuary Hall inside the Capitol in previous years. That had to be changed because there was not much left of the National Statuary Hall. So, they had moved the event to Georgetown University. The new venue had not exactly reduced the boredom factor of the various speeches and blessings. The speakers made much of the new president’s gender as well as her being an Ultra. None of them seemed to have much of a clue about what she was going to do now that she had the keys to the White House. Not that there were doors left at the White House to unlock.
‘At least the food’s good,’ June said. ‘And no one’s suggested we attend any of the balls tonight.’
‘I think someone may have got the impression that I’d go nuclear if they suggested that,’ Cygnus replied. ‘And I’m not being figurative.’ She had managed to get time to change before the luncheon; like June, she was now in a relatively conservative dress. It came down to mid-thigh, which was almost proper for the kind of thing either of them normally wore.
‘Oh, honey, it’s all part of life on the Hill.’ The speaker was a senator’s wife who was sitting beside Cygnus. She was in a blue suit with a pencil skirt and pulling it off quite nicely. ‘We do it to be seen in the right places with the right people. Plus, I get a new dress out of it. Always nice to have an excuse.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘I get a new dress whenever June has a sudden urge to find out how little fabric she can use to make an evening dress.’ June squeaked.
‘I don’t know how you’re comfortable in that dress. The weather’s turned a mite chilly lately.’
‘We all suffer for fashion,’ June replied. ‘Of course, Cygnus can stand naked in a blizzard and not worry. That helps.’
‘Oh, well, yes. I guess it would. But you couldn’t really explode like a nuclear bomb, could you?’ The woman turned blue eyes on Cygnus with just enough question in them that Cygnus knew the woman was not entirely sure of how much danger she was in.
Cygnus pursed her lips and considered for a second. ‘I think it would have to be a really small one, and I’d be dead afterwards, so it’s not something I’m really likely to do.’
‘That’s a comfort.’
~~~
‘Cygnus, could I borrow you for a few seconds?’
Cygnus turned to find Francesca Hart, the new president, standing behind her. There were a couple of Secret Service people standing at a discreet distance, and another man standing closer. The latter had that look about him which suggested lawyer somehow along with ‘spouse of an important woman,’ so Cygnus figured this was the… president’s husband? What did you call a female president’s husband? Did the Union have a protocol expert on staff?
‘Madame President,’ Cygnus said, smiling. ‘What can I do for you?’
‘Well, first, Matthew wanted to meet you.’ She indicated the man – so he was the husband. ‘Matthew, this is Cygnus and her partner, June Summerfield. Cygnus, this is my husband, Matthew Desmond.’
Cygnus took Desmond’s hand. He was a handsome man, a little older than his wife and showing it around the eyes. He gave the impression of being a man who spent a lot of time reading into the small hours. He was a constitutional lawyer, if Cygnus remembered right, so that possibly explained it. If he taught, his students possibly had fantasies about him since he had a ruggedly attractive quality, blonde hair, and blue eyes.
‘It’s an honour to meet you,’ he said. ‘Uh, both of you. I buy one of your calendars every year to go in my office.’
Hart did not look like the kind of woman to get jealous, or insecure, and she smirked now. ‘He claims it’s for the charities,’ she said. She was an attractive woman with a very slight tan over beautiful skin, brown eyes and hair, and quite full lips. She tended to wear quite smart dresses but had selected a suit with a pencil skirt for her big day. She still looked trim and fit in it.
‘It’s mostly for the charities,’ Desmond said. ‘At least fifty percent.’
‘Yes. Of course. And you went with a West Coast ecology project this year.’
‘We’ve been having some issues getting the Churchton redevelopment projects moving,’ June said. ‘We may go back to it for the next one. If we can get local government interested finally.’
Hart pursed her lips. ‘You may wish to keep an eye on the news for the next couple of days. However, that’s not what I came to ask about. You’re really the only person who’s spoken to Miss Liberty. No one can find her. She was tracked leaving Starblaze Airport for about a minute before she just vanished off the radar. We seem to have a new national hero who doesn’t like publicity.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘I guess we do. I don’t see that as a bad thing, to be honest.’
‘Well, no… The military and security services are worried. Then again, the briefing I had on you and the Union of Ultrahumans was… Mm.’
‘I’m not sure this is the place to discuss this, Madame President. I have the authority to discuss it now, but a luncheon doesn’t seem like the right place.’
Desmond grinned. ‘You and Francesca should get along fine,’ he said. ‘You’re both powerful women, unused to politics, but a lot better at it than first impressions might suggest.’
Hart mirrored the grin. ‘That was a very good political answer. Let me get settled in and we’ll get together with my Secretary of State. It would be good to get our relationship with the Union straightened out.’
‘That’s fine by me, Madame President,’ Cygnus said.
‘Good.’ Hart started to turn and paused. ‘If you do happen to see Miss Liberty again, tell her I’d really like a chat.’
‘I’ll tell her if I get the chance.’
‘She doesn’t patrol anywhere,’ June said. ‘I think the next chance we’re going to get to talk to her will be the next time there’s some big disaster.’
The president gave a small grimace. ‘Then let’s hope I won’t be meeting her soon.’
The Asteroid Belt, 21st January.
While popular images of the asteroid belt show billions of rocks, large and small, forming a navigation hazard to anyone trying to pass between Mars and Jupiter, the reality is both less dangerous and more boring. If one were to stand on one of the larger asteroids, the likelihood of being able to see any of the other rocks is pretty small, so there is generally nothing much of note to see in the region.
Except for today. Out of the blackness of space, something appeared. It was a bulky, rather ugly-looking vessel some two thousand feet in length. The forward section was a solid, armoured hull, slab-like and windowless. Behind that the structure was more open. A framework of structural members joined together blocky modules in the midsection, and the rear seemed to be largely based around a huge engine, currently entirely dark.
The big machine, which seemed to have come out of nowhere, hung in the middle of nowhere for around fifteen minutes. Then its main engine began to burn as attitude thrusters aligned the vessel for flight. Soon it was powering away toward the inner solar system. Toward, in fact, a small red planet which was not too far away. For a given value of ‘far.’
New Millennium City, MD.
The evening news had just one thing to talk about. ‘The plan calls for a new town, to be known as Federal City, located to the north of the current city limits of New Millennium City.’ Hart had personally presented the plan at a news conference that afternoon and given credit where it was due: President Vanlaren’s administration had been working on the idea for most of the previous year. Hart thought it was a good plan, but a lot of the work had been done for her.
‘While it is expected that construction will take years,’ the presenter went on, ‘the initial phase is expected to be completed by the end of twenty seventeen. This will see the building of replacements for the demolished White House and Capitol. An extension to the O monorail line will also be built at this time.’
‘That’s an ambitious timescale, I think,’ Penny said. She was being Penny today – short, dowdy, brown-haired, ordinary Penny – because she had spent a lot of time as Cygnus recently.
‘The ambitious timescales,’ the presenter said, because presenters are psychic, ‘are likely to require a large number of construction workers from New Millennium City. A spokesman for the mayor had this to say.’
The picture cut over to one of the City Hall briefing rooms where a man in a suit was talking. ‘New Millennium City welcomes the building of Federal City on our doorstep. However, following the events of twenty fourteen, the city has lost some considerable housing capacity. While construction of new housing has been initiated’ – that got some barks of laughter from Cygnus and June – ‘more work will be required to house the number of workers Federal City will need.’
‘They want federal grants to put Churchton back up,’ June said, ‘having spent the last three years just brushing the rubble under the carpet.’
‘Of course,’ Andrea commented.
June’s eyes narrowed. ‘You are up to something. You knew about this already, didn’t you?’
‘It might have been mentioned by the Shadow Court when I got back.’
Now Cygnus was regarding Andrea shrewdly. ‘What’ve you done?’
‘Nothing much. I’ve been buying up land in Churchton through a dummy company the Court set up. We own about sixty percent of the property up there, plus some of the worst death traps that are still standing.’ Andrea grinned. ‘That’s why it was so easy to find places to set up Denny’s remote radio-monitoring stations. We did a little work to improve safety in the slums, but the aim is to move everyone out, demolish, and then rebuild. With the grants we can get from the city, the federal government, and your redevelopment fund, we can build some pretty decent housing on the ruined areas and we won’t need to charge a fortune in rent.’
‘You sneaky…’ June began. She shook her head. ‘Well, sneaky is you all over.’
‘Well, you know, I try.’
Scottsdale, AZ, 27th January.
January was a good time of the year to be a resident of Scottsdale. The temperature was warm instead of scorching. It rained sometimes. The local mall opened up its glass roof to let real air in, and you could find birds sitting in the trees in the food court.
In the library at Scottsdale Community College, the air conditioning was drying out the air and Weston Carter knew he would break out in a mild sweat as soon as he walked out. Then again, he was already in a mild sweat: he had ten minutes to get the books he needed before the library closed for the weekend, and he was having trouble finding one of them.
‘There!’ he more or less gasped. Miss-shelving library books should be made a criminal offence. They still had the death penalty in Arizona, right? Pulling out a volume on the design of carburettors, West turned and…
‘Well, well. If it isn’t our African American colleague.’ West did not consider himself short at five-foot-eight, but Harold Deek – Harry to his friends, and that did not include West – had a good five inches on him. Deek was also all bone and muscle. As far as West knew, that included the space inside his head, assuming that there was any space in there. In many ways, Deek was not a racist, just a bully and all-round asshole. Scottsdale was pretty white, so Deek generally had to come up with another reason for hating a victim. It was just easier if you had black skin. Deek had started calling West his ‘African American colleague’ after using the N-word had almost got him tossed out of college. So, maybe there was something inside his head besides muscle. ‘He just loves his books does our homeboy.’
Deek had a couple of friends with him, who spread out to make sure the aisle was blocked. For the first time in his life, West felt something like anger rising in him when he was actually facing a bully. He had maybe five minutes to check out his books and get out of the building. Deek knew it. He was deliberately delaying West. Just another annoying little persecution in the bully’s campaign which no one ever did anything about.
‘Let me past, Harold,’ West said.
‘Or what, Carter? What are you gonna do if I don’t?’
West glowered. He could hear a roaring in his ears. He wanted to hit Deek so hard it would knock out teeth. He wanted–
‘Deek? Do you hear that?’ one of Deek’s toadies asked.
‘What? Don’t bother me with–’ They were not exactly the greatest last words ever said.
New Millennium City, MD.
Penny noticed the wall screen coming on even before Denny spoke. ‘I believe you should see this, Penny.’ The this in question was an ACPN helicopter’s view of what had probably been a building. Now it was some walls and a collapsed, burning roof.
‘… in Scottsdale, Arizona,’ the presenter was saying. ‘Emergency services have just arrived on the scene, but it appears that there is little they can do aside from putting out the fire. The devastation appears to be complete. Once again, the Scottsdale Community College library has exploded.’
Penny turned to June. ‘Coming?’
‘I’ll get changed,’ June replied, getting to her feet.
‘Can’t see much point in me going there,’ Andrea said as Penny set off for her room. ‘Aside from anything else, it’s Arizona. There’s not much shadow to work with at this time of day.’
Penny nodded. ‘We’ll keep in touch.’
Scottsdale, AZ.
Another sudden bang made the emergency teams at the library look around for any signs of further explosions, but there was nothing. No smoke. No flying debris. Nothing until a woman swooped in out of the blue sky to hover over the wreckage.
No one recognised her, though some of them guessed who she was from the costume she was wearing. She was tall and beautiful with honey-blonde hair featuring streaks of paler blonde and quite large, blue eyes. Her nose was thin and pert, her lips full, and she had quite a strong jawline. Her costume was a high-hipped, long-sleeved leotard affair and over-the-knee boots, all in red, white, and blue. Most of the leotard was blue with white stars on it, but there were red and white stripes over the right shoulder and the arms were a swirl of three patriotic colours. Even her boots were red and blue with white trim. She had been seen once, helping Cygnus to rescue a failing passenger jet, and now she was here. Miss Liberty, the new national hero of America.
And she looked a little lost. She looked down at the burning wreckage, frowning as though she could not work out what to do now she was here. That was, in fact, precisely the problem. Miss Liberty was new and she had no idea how to deal with a situation like this. She turned in the air, looking out toward the east and hoping…
~~~
‘There’s another flyer at the scene,’ Cygnus said as she slowed toward their destination, Astraea in her arms. In atmosphere, Cygnus was a lot faster than Astraea was, hence the carrying.
‘One of the locals?’ Astraea asked.
‘No idea. I’m not sure who operates in the Phoenix area. Well, Cottontail’s from out this way, but I doubt she’d be much good at an incident like this.’
‘Guess we’ll find out soon. Let me drop and I’ll cover the rest on my own.’
‘Okay. I’ll drop in and smother the flames as best I can… It looked a little big for me on TV, but we’ll see.’ Cygnus let go of Astraea and they flew in alongside each other, Cygnus switching her power configuration as they got closer to the scene.
‘It’s her,’ Astraea said as the figure hovering over the ruined library became visible. ‘It’s Miss Liberty.’
‘Great,’ Cygnus said, and she ignored the patriotic heroine to drop down and hover over the middle of the library’s roof, which was currently at more or less the same level as the floor. Almost immediately, the flames died away in a circle around her, but she had been right: a lot of the building was covered by her control field, but the edges were not and she was missing a lot of the corners.
‘That’s amazing,’ Miss Liberty said, flying up to hover beside Cygnus.
‘Not big enough to cover the whole building, but…’ A couple of seconds of effort and Cygnus had her powers refocused. The flames died away almost all the way to the corners of the building. ‘Got it.’
‘Wow…’ The blonde shook herself. ‘What can I do to help? I… I don’t know what to do.’
‘Well, the first thing is to go find Astraea. She’ll be with whoever’s in charge of the rescue efforts. You’re strong, so the best thing you can do is help Astraea shift some of this debris. I’m about as strong as a typical human right now, so all I can do is point in directions where we might find… bodies.’
‘Bodies?’
‘Something blew up in this building and more or less demolished it. If we get anyone out of here alive, it’ll be a minor miracle.’
‘Okay. I guess… I guess I should’ve expected that. I’ll go find your friend.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Oh, when we’re done here, I need to talk to you. No flying off without warning.’
‘Oh. That doesn’t sound good.’
‘It’s neither good nor bad. I have a request from President Hart to pass on.’
‘Oh, well, if it’s a request from the president…’
~~~
By sunset, they had almost all of the debris cleared from the shell of the library. They had got two people out alive, though one of those was unlikely to make it through the night. Those two had been in a restroom at the back of the building, so they had had some protection from the main blast and the collapse of the roof.
Cygnus was confused. ‘It just doesn’t make sense,’ she said to one of the arson investigators on scene. ‘I mean, this had to be a big bomb, right. I’d say gas explosion, but the epicentre seems to have been in the stacks. How do you get a bomb this big into a public library? Why? Forgive me, but Scottsdale Community College does not strike me as a particularly important site for a terrorist attack.’
The investigator shrugged. ‘Someone really didn’t want to pay their late fees?’
‘That’s… actually pretty funny.’ Cygnus flashed him a smile. Gallows humour – always appropriate. ‘Also not the worst reason I’ve ever heard for mass carnage.’
‘No?’
‘Slapstick was willing to nuke New Millennium City so that me and Twilight would play a game with him.’
‘Oh. I guess I could see his point if it was naked Twister.’
‘It wasn’t. I’m going to call a friend. Maybe she can make some sense of this.’
‘It’ll be dark in about twenty minutes,’ the man said. ‘We’ll have to shut down the search then.’
‘Ah, but working in the dark is another thing she’s good at.’
Miss Liberty was sitting with Astraea, trying to get her head around her afternoon when Cygnus came over to join them. There was a parking lot beside the library and the two women were on the tarmac, chatting. Miss Liberty looked like she had been crying.
‘I guess I just didn’t expect it to be this bad,’ Miss Liberty was saying. ‘I helped with the airliner and the worst anyone had was a twisted ankle. This time…’
‘You get used to it,’ Astraea replied. ‘No, that’s a lie. If you get used to it, you’re probably not human. You…’
‘Learn to cope better,’ Cygnus said. She settled onto the ground beside Astraea. ‘You learn to accept that you can’t always save everyone. In fact, the best you can sometimes do is give a few families some closure and a body to bury.’
‘You were there for the riots in New Millennium,’ Miss Liberty said. ‘I saw you in a camisole soaked to the skin, but you were helping with the fires. And there was that arsonist and the missile attacks. You must have seen a lot of death.’
‘I think I’m legally obliged to say “too much” at this point. President Hart would like to meet you. She didn’t exactly say “at your earliest convenience,” but I think it might be rude to keep her waiting.’
Miss Liberty grimaced. ‘I… kind of hoped I could stay out of politics.’
‘This isn’t really politics. At least, I don’t think it is. She’s an Ultra. She seems to be a fairly straightforward woman. You should meet her.’
‘I’ll see what I can arrange. I–’ The national hero stopped in a squeak that was not very heroic as Twilight – in costume – stepped out of the darkness with a fully armoured Frostburn right beside her. He was carrying a shopping bag which was also not terribly heroic or high-tech.
‘We come bearing gifts,’ Twilight said. ‘There’s a flask of coffee in the bag. And sorry, Miss Liberty, I didn’t mean to surprise you. These two are used to it.’
Cygnus was already on her feet. ‘Coffee? You brought coffee? Jacob, I’d kiss you but your girlfriend’s scary. Plus, you know, the helmet.’
‘Helmet’s staying on,’ Jacob said. ‘Why do we go to warm places?’
‘In this case, because I wanted Andrea to look at the site of an explosion. Since you’re here…’
‘I’ll look. If someone can find me a flashlight.’
New Millennium City, MD, 28th January.
‘That’s better,’ Jacob said as he pulled off his helmet in the cool of Andrea’s bedroom. They had just stepped through Andrea’s shadows from Scottsdale, and the clock display in the helmet had immediately ticked over to midnight.
Andrea flashed him a smile as she began stripping herself of her harnesses and the weapons attached to them. ‘It was cooling down by the time we left.’
‘Not that much. I don’t know how anyone lives in that place, never mind me.’
‘Air conditioning. Lots of air conditioning.’
‘That’s a point.’ He followed Andrea out into the lounge.
‘Welcome home, Andrea and Jacob,’ Denny said. ‘I have Cygnus and Astraea on radar. They will be arriving soon.’
‘Thanks, Denny,’ Andrea replied. She glanced at her boyfriend. ‘I’m right, though, aren’t I? That bomb site was weird.’
‘I’m not exactly an explosives expert,’ Jacob replied, ‘but it didn’t fit with anything I’ve ever seen or been told about. The blast pattern at the epicentre was… yes, weird and the damage seemed too spread out.’
‘Well, a thermobaric device could explain the greater spread and the amount of burn damage, but those things are usually pretty big. Someone would have noticed a big bomb in among the stacks.’
Jacob nodded and sat down beside Andrea on one of the sofas. ‘The FBI will put it down as domestic terrorism.’
‘Probably, but who’d want to blow up a library in Scottsdale? There’s a big mall not that far away.’
‘And the timing was wrong,’ Denny put in. ‘I checked, and the explosion happened only a minute or two before closing time. That would tend to reduce casualties, I would imagine.’
‘Practice run for something else?’ Jacob suggested. ‘Maybe something bigger. Denny, could you check for events happening in the Phoenix area in the next… month or two? Things with a lot of people in an enclosed space.’
‘I can, Jacob. I will initiate it now. It would be a lot easier if your internet had some structure to it.’
Andrea smirked. ‘A lot of things would be easier if the internet had some structure to it. I might even have social media accounts if that was the case.’
‘You have UltraNet,’ Denny replied. ‘You should really check up on your fan mail. There are a number of people who have written to you concerning your return.’
‘I’ll…’ Andrea pursed her lips in thought and then shrugged. ‘I’ll take a look, I guess.’
‘Ready for Monday, Jacob?’ Cygnus asked as she strode into the lounge.
‘Monday?’ For a second, Jacob looked confused. ‘Oh! The move. I will be by Monday. Are you ready?’
‘Dom arranged for us to get a container like the one we had for Zoe. It should be big enough, but if we have to make two trips it won’t be a problem. You’re bringing some furniture, right?’
‘He wouldn’t come without his chair,’ Andrea said, smirking.
‘We figured there’s space and Andrea doesn’t have furniture, so we’re bringing a few things, yes,’ Jacob said, giving his girlfriend a half-hearted glare. ‘I doubt we’ll go over a container-full.’
‘If we do, it won’t be by much,’ Andrea said. ‘As long as it’s individual items or a box or two, I can ship them over myself.’
‘I’m not sure why we need the container,’ June said. ‘You could just jump everything through your shadows without any trouble at all. Even that sofa can’t weigh too much for you.’
‘I’d be taking a lot of trips. And anyway, are you really telling me you want to miss out on a chance to see Cygnus lifting something heavy? Come on, you know you love it when she bunches those muscles.’
‘Actually,’ June said, pulling herself up straighter, ‘I do. Is Jacob going to be joining us for our dojo sessions? I think I might enjoy that too.’
‘I thought you were gay?’ Jacob asked, frowning.
‘I am, but that doesn’t stop me appreciating the aesthetics of a well-put-together male.’
‘I’m beginning to wonder about the wisdom of moving in here.’
‘Oh, come on,’ Cygnus said, ‘you lived here for a while before. You know you love it. Three girls, one big hunk of a guy… What could possibly go wrong?’
30th January.
It was quite something to see the willowy form of Cygnus lowering a half-sized container, normally seen on the back of a truck, to the ground outside the house. Once it was down, she followed, laying the thick cables she had been using to carry it down beside it.
‘That is pretty amazing,’ Jacob commented.
‘Yeah, well after that little stunt,’ Cygnus said, ‘I could use a coffee and a few minutes to catch my breath.’
‘Using super-strength does take it out of you.’
‘Sure does. Unless you’re Miss Liberty.’ Cygnus started for the door. ‘She doesn’t seem to slow down, even carrying an airliner on her back.’
‘She is a national avatar.’
‘Yeah, but there’s more to it than that.’
‘Oh?’
‘Coffee’s on,’ June yelled from the lounge. She had been helping shift things at Jacob’s place and was dressed as Astraea. Jacob had not said anything.
‘Thanks, love,’ Cygnus called back. ‘Uh, you do know June is Astraea, right? We didn’t say anything, but we figured–’
‘I’m a detective and should figure things like that out?’ Jacob asked. ‘Yeah, I worked it out. I’d imagine most people who really know her will. A blonde wig and a mask doesn’t really hide what makes her June.’
‘Right. Anyway, Miss Liberty. I had my search radar running in Scottsdale. It’s designed to penetrate walls and such, so it obviously penetrates people to some extent too.’
They had walked into the lounge by now; Andrea was sitting on a sofa with a magazine in her lap. ‘Yes, you heard that right,’ she said. ‘When Cygnus is on a search-and-rescue op, she sees everyone naked.’
‘I do not!’ Cygnus snapped back. ‘But Jacob does have a really nice ass.’ Before anyone could respond, she went on. ‘Miss Liberty has a really solid
ass. A really solid body, in fact. My radar couldn’t differentiate anything past her skin. No bones, no organs. Either she has incredibly dense skin, or she’s not human.’
‘Or both,’ June suggested. She held out a mug to Cygnus, who gave her an adoring look as she took it.
‘Or both. I don’t know. She seemed pretty normal to me. What did you get from her?’
‘Uh, earnest. A little naïve. She likes you. Bit of a fangirl thing going there. I didn’t get any sense of… alienness about her.’
‘I guess she’ll have to remain a mystery for now then. Do you two have a plan for where everything is going?’
‘Sure,’ Jacob said.
‘And I told him it would never work,’ Andrea added.
‘Have faith,’ Jacob suggested, grinning.
‘Oh, I have faith. It’s just that I also have a capacity for critical analysis. We’ll get things roughly where we want them, and then we’ll decide the plan needs changing.’
‘Yeah,’ Jacob conceded after a second of thought. ‘You’re probably right.’
1st February.
They were still reorganising things, as well as some thinking about things they should buy new, by Wednesday. They were, according to the evening news, not the only ones.
‘Speaking from her temporary residence on Andrews Air Force Base,’ the presenter on ACPN said, ‘President Hart announced a reorganisation of the federal law enforcement agencies.’ Jacob paused his eating and looked up at the screen just as the picture shifted over to show Hart at the podium in the press room. Yes, Andrea and Jacob had their own little apartment with a dining area, but it still felt more sociable to eat in the main lounge.
‘For some time now, there has been the assumption that Ultrahuman crimes should be investigated by specialists in the subject,’ Hart said. ‘Further, there was an outdated notion that Ultrahumans should not investigate such crimes. In practice, unpaid Ultras working under the Specialist Policing Act have been responsible for resolving over seventy-five percent of crimes committed by Ultrahumans.’ Jacob shrugged and nodded, conceding it was probably true. ‘The UID has proven itself not fit for purpose. Not only could they not operate without civilian support, but the policy of refusing to allow Ultras to join the agency has made it a sinkhole for those harbouring a prejudice against the Ultrahuman community.’
Again, Jacob nodded. ‘But what do you plan to do about it?’ he asked the screen.
‘The intention of this administration is to put forward a reorganisation plan to be put before Congress this summer. This plan will allow for the recruitment of suitable Ultrahumans into the Secret Service, United States Marshals Service, and the Federal Bureau of Investigations, allowing them to more readily fulfil their roles. As an additional measure, the bill will permanently close down the federal reserve in the DC area which was shut down by executive order by President Vanlaren last month. The Ultrahuman Investigations Division will be closed down. Its functions will be folded back into the FBI where appropriate, and passed down to local law enforcement agencies, again, where appropriate.’
Hart looked out at her audience of reporters and camerapeople ‘Let me be clear. There are many fine agents within the UID. They have experience which the FBI currently lacks, and they will be able to transfer when the time comes. The FBI will not be accepting agents whose sole qualification for the job is a prejudice against Ultrahumans. By the end of my first term in office, I want to see all crime handled by our traditional federal and regional law enforcement organisations. It’s time we realised that Ultrahumans are still humans. They may need some specialist methods to deal with them, but those methods can be used by anyone.’
‘You could possibly get your old job back,’ Andrea said. ‘Well, sort of.’
‘I prefer the one I’ve got,’ Jacob replied. ‘I wonder if they’ll reform the registration system?’
‘How?’
‘Well, it’s a little like gun registration at the moment. Except worse. Except that gun registration isn’t universal.’
Andrea stared at him. ‘That made no sense.’
‘No. I mean, pretty much anyone can buy a gun. Pretty much anyone can register and then go out there to fight crime. You know as well as I do that some of them should be locked up rather than given police powers.’
‘Yeah… I’ve never met one, but yeah. Talk to Cygnus.’
Penny sat up and blinked. ‘Me? Why me?’
‘Because the president likes you. Mention it to her next time you’re having a chat. She can always come to Jacob to get his comments, but you could put the idea forward. It would probably stop people like Zap registering before they should.’
‘You know it wouldn’t stop the nuts from going out on the streets,’ Penny countered. ‘It would just criminalise them when they did. We’ll end up with more Blacklights.’
‘It would put some of them off,’ Jacob said. ‘If we could get them help when they’re caught, it might even do them some good.’ He lifted a hand to forestall the obvious reply. ‘I’m not stupid enough to think that’ll happen everywhere, but… This bill could do with regularising the use of Ultrahuman powers in crimes. If they did that, maybe there could be a federal programme to handle the vigilantes.’
‘Well, it would be a start. Maybe I will mention it to her. Not sure when I’ll get the chance but… Well, we’ll see.’
Mars Orbit, 11th February.
Madvedant Mareko stared at the image on the main screen, one finger tapping her lips. ‘It’s not perfect, but it’s a good base to work from.’
‘It’s got no atmosphere,’ Harrelant Boshelo said in reply.
‘We can fix that in relatively short order. Until then, we set up domes. Its gravity is lower than home. We would be able to fly down there.’
‘We’ll need radiation screening. And there is the matter of the third planet. They have spacecraft orbiting this world.’
‘Robots. Not even complex robots. They have not even colonised their own moon, which is large and likely a good source of minerals. We are far in advance of their technology. If they prove to be hostile, we can handle the matter. We need this, Captain Boshelo. We can’t keep wandering forever. Start getting the first wave out of stasis. We have resources to begin construction immediately.’
‘Might I suggest that we take some time to conduct a proper survey first?’
Madvedant paused, considering. ‘That would be a worthwhile exercise. Yes. But begin the revival process. We could use the scientific staff and… I have a feeling about this, Captain. This is going to be our home.’
Boshelo bowed his head in acknowledgement. ‘Yes, Guardian. We will begin immediately.’
New Millennium City, MD, 14th February.
‘I am detecting a warp conduit terminal,’ Denny announced.
‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ June said, getting up from the sofa beside Cygnus.
‘I’ll get the door,’ Cygnus said.
‘I’ll… stay right where I am,’ Andrea announced, not lifting her head from the magazine she was reading.
A few seconds later, Doctor Ultimate could be heard walking through toward the lounge. ‘… very exciting possibilities of development obviously something of technological exchange–’
‘Hugh!’ Cygnus and Brightstar chorused.
‘Sorry,’ Ultimate said as he walked into view. He was his usual, rumpled self: a fairly ordinary man in a wrinkled shirt and slacks, his brown hair dishevelled, but his eyes bright with excitement. ‘This really is a momentous discovery. Would you mind plugging this into one of Denny’s data ports?’ He produced a USB stick from a pocket.
‘Of course,’ Cygnus replied, taking the stick and immediately holding it out to Andrea.
‘Okay,’ Andrea said. Darkness swirled up around her, falling away after a second to leave an empty seat.
‘She’s faster,’ Cygnus said. Denny lived under the house, accessed via a hidden door in the floor of the kitchen area. Andrea could just slide down to the computer cavern without waiting for the door to open up.
‘There’s fresh coffee on,’ June said, ‘and I’ll make tea in a minute or two.’
‘The perfect hostess as always, June,’ Ultimate said, smiling. ‘We will be needing Astraea for this.’
June glanced at Brightstar, the beautiful blonde spokeswoman of the Union of Ultrahumans, today in jeans and a cropped T-shirt. ‘I don’t mind Alison knowing, Hugh. I think she’d guess anyway.’
‘Thank you, June,’ Brightstar said. ‘Obviously, if asked, I have no idea that you’re Astraea.’
‘Obviously.’
Andrea reappeared in a swirl of dense shadow just as Denny spoke. ‘Would you like me to display the images on this data device, Doctor?’
‘If you would, Denny,’ Ultimate replied. Up on screen, a collection of images appeared. They showed various views of a planet and space. ‘Show us image three, please. I believe that is the best view of the vessel.’
‘Spaceship,’ Andrea said. ‘I assume from the other images that it’s somewhere near Mars?’
‘In orbit. The Indians have a satellite out there too, the Mars Orbiter Mission. When this was spotted, it was re-tasked to get us some close-up pictures. I don’t suppose you recognise the type, Cygnus?’
‘It’s not one I’ve seen before,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Denny?’
‘The style is reminiscent of asharem construction,’ Denny said, ‘but this is not any design I have in my databases. I have scanned the other images and obtained comparisons with other objects. This ship is considerably larger than anything the asharem have ever built. However, my data may be out of date. I have not been near the Asharem Congress in more than a decade.’
‘Give us image twelve, Denny,’ Ultimate said. The new image showed several dome-like constructs on what looked like a flat desert. ‘They have managed to construct something on the surface already. These domes are within the Isidis Planitia, in the Syrtis Major quadrangle. Indications are that these aliens mean to stay.’
‘Well,’ Cygnus said, ‘Mars has the right sort of gravity for asharem. If I’m remembering this correctly anyway.’
‘It does. A little lower than their home planet, but not by an excessive factor. We could be dealing with asharem. That would likely be good news for our other refugee.’
‘However,’ Brightstar said, coffee mug already in hand, ‘the Security Council would like to know more about what is going on up there. They’re wigging out. We need Cygnus and Astraea to go do some recon work and, if appropriate, make contact.’
‘I’m afraid,’ Ultimate said, ‘that this will be something of a long trip. Even at Cygnus’s top speed, it will be two weeks to get to Mars with its current relative position to Earth.’ Cygnus shook her head. ‘No?’
‘I’m not spending two weeks flying through nothing. We’d need to carry a ridiculous amount of supplies. We’ll get up above the atmosphere and I’ll make a warp conduit out there. I’m sure Denny can calculate the necessary coordinates.’
‘I can, Cygnus,’ Denny said.
‘There we go. So, we warp out there, check out these aliens, and warp back in time for tea. It’s Valentine’s Day, Hugh. We’ve got plans.’
Ultimate gave Cygnus a smile which was just a little mischievous. ‘I should imagine you do. So do I and thank you for reminding me. Now then, I suggest that June pours the tea and we sit down and hash out some sort of mission profile. Then you can be on your way and not miss out on your Valentine’s Day plans.’
Mars Orbit.
A small corner of the solar system did something it was not meant to, and two figures stepped out of some space which was doing really strange things.
‘Ha!’ Cygnus said. ‘Reality is my bitch!’ Her voice was transmitted to Astraea via their new, upgraded earpieces which used bone conduction to avoid the problem of sound transmitting really badly in a vacuum.
‘It certainly looks like Mars,’ Astraea agreed. ‘No sign of a big spaceship. Why did it take so long for you to set the portal up?’
‘I wanted to make sure we actually ended up here rather than, say, Jupiter. Or inside the sun. And the ship’s in orbit. It’s probably around the other side.’ Cygnus pursed her lips, squinting at the planet below them. ‘But I think that’s Isidis Planitia down there. It’s that little flat circle beside the big flat area, which is Utopia Planitia and more or less due north of that big hole in the uplands. The hole is Hellas Planitia and the uplands are Terra Sabaea.’
‘You’re just doing that to show off your astronomy.’
‘Maybe. My Mars geography sucks. I looked it up before we left. I think we go down and see what the new neighbours are like. It’s got to be easier to get into those domes than it will be with the ship.’
‘Aside from the obvious things, I don’t see an issue with that.’
‘Obvious things?’
‘Aliens with big guns?’
‘Oh, right.’
Together, they flew down toward the planet’s surface. Mars has an atmosphere, but at somewhat less than a thousandth of the pressure on Earth, it did not seem to bother Astraea’s flight ability. She was effectively operating in space – where she was faster – all the way down.
‘No dust storms,’ Cygnus commented as they caught sight of the trio of domes. ‘Mars is noted for dust storms that can last for weeks.’
‘I knew that. I do pay attention when you’re watching those programmes on TV. Sometimes. Hey, didn’t that lander the British sent up here crash in this area?’
‘Uh… Oh, Beagle Two? I think you might be right. Maybe we should ask them if they want it fixed. But for right now… No one’s shooting at us.’
It was daytime in the area they were heading for and the domes were now quite obviously geodesic domes made of some sort of material which reflected little in the way of light. It looked like there was a metal framework with hexagonal panels and nothing that looked like a window. Each dome was maybe three hundred yards in diameter and a hundred and fifty in height, but they all seemed to be partially buried in the Martian soil.
‘They have to have sensors which can pick us up,’ Cygnus went on. ‘They must know we’re here. If they were hostile, I think they’d have decided to shoot at us by now.’
‘I think your optimism is showing,’ Astraea replied. ‘Maybe they want to capture us so they can torture us for information. Or maybe they’re fed up of pre-packaged food and they think we’d taste nice.’
‘You do taste nice. I think, if I were setting that structure up, I’d put the doors in the middle.’
‘I can’t see anything anywhere else.’
They dropped toward the central area between the trio of domes and, sure enough, they found doors in two of them, facing in toward the ‘plaza’ in the middle. There was about a hundred and fifty feet between each dome and the others, giving plenty of room to drive vehicles in and out. One set of doors was huge, and it seemed likely that there was a garage behind them. The other entranceway was smaller, human-sized. As Cygnus’s and Astraea’s boots came down on the dusty ground, someone roughly human-sized walked out of one of those doors and stopped, pointedly looking at the visitors.
She was not tall, maybe five-foot-five, and slim, maybe all of ninety pounds, on Earth. She was wearing a black bodysuit with patches of grey over the upper arms, some bright-blue trim over arms, thighs and torso, and a honeycomb pattern across the majority of the stomach. She was not, however, wearing a helmet, so they could see her face and that was purple with something of an iridescent quality. Her hair was a confusion of black, dark blue, and paler blue, cut back to the scalp on the left and swept over the right to hang almost to her shoulder and cover her right eye.
‘She’s an ashar,’ Cygnus said. ‘Do as I do.’ Stepping forward, Cygnus spread her arms wide, palms toward the ashar and fingers similarly spread wide. Not really knowing why, Astraea did the same and followed.
Up close, the patches of almost camouflage-like marks were visible on the ashar’s face: splotches of darker purple. Her eyes were a purple-violet shade which matched her skin nicely. Like the ashar currently trying to adapt to Earth’s gravity in Antarctica, she had a forehead which sloped more than a typical human’s and quite a small nose: narrow and flat. Her lips were full and pursed in a determined sort of expression. She looked quite young, and quite determined to repel any threat. But why was there just one of them, and how was she breathing? The asharem were adapted to a thinner atmosphere than Earth’s, but not to vacuum.
Cygnus bowed her head and slowly lowered her arms. Astraea followed the motion, still not sure of what was going on. The ashar’s eyes narrowed a little, then she bowed her own head and went back through the door. Cygnus and Astraea followed, and they found themselves in an airlock, which seemed reasonable. The ashar held up a hand, fingers pressed together, and Cygnus nodded.
‘We wait here,’ Cygnus said. ‘They’ll pressurise the airlock and then I’d imagine we talk. I think she wants to talk, because they wouldn’t have sent one person to kill two of us.’
‘Unless she’s more powerful than she looks.’
‘Ashar don’t get powers the way humans do. Earth is the only place Denny knows about, or I can remember, where anything like Ultras have developed.’
‘Ashar can’t breathe vacuum, but she can.’
‘That’s… a point. And I can hear you without the radio.’ Cygnus turned to the ashar. ‘Palnesh?’ she asked.
‘My Palnesh is adequate,’ the ashar replied, in that language. ‘I am Madvedant Mareko, Guardian of Ashari Mastada. What business have you with my people?’
Cygnus’s eyes widened. ‘Oh! Well, that explains a lot. My name is Cygnus and I’m the Guardian of Earth. We… have a lot to talk about.’
Asharem Colony, Mars.
‘A-am I doing this right?’
‘Yes!’ Astraea exulted. ‘You’re speaking English. This will be so much easier.’ They had been going a little slowly since everything had to be translated into English, or into Palnesh. And Palnesh was neither Cygnus’s nor Madvedant’s first language anyway. Now that Cygnus had taught her fellow Guardian the trick she had picked up from Polyglot – a Union member who could speak any language – Madvedant could speak English so long as there was someone to talk to.
‘In that case,’ Madvedant said, ‘I formally welcome you to our colony, Astraea of Earth.’ She held up her right hand, palm toward Astraea.
‘Thank you. Welcome to Mars.’ Astraea reached out and touched her palm to Madvedant’s, as she had seen Cygnus doing earlier. It was sort of like a high five replacement for a handshake.
‘Mars. Yes, Cygnus said that was your name for this world. We have not yet come up with a name of our own, so I will suggest that we use yours. I’m sure it will make things easier when talking to your people.’
‘Which will probably be needed if you really want to build a colony here.’
‘We wish to… I am sorry, I do not have the word for this. We will… make Mars like Ashari Mastada. Change the atmosphere to–’
‘Terraform,’ Cygnus said. ‘You must be getting your English from Astraea because I know that word. Of course, “terraform” implies that you’d be making Mars like Earth, but I’m sure the word applies. Astraea doesn’t read as much science fiction as me. Terraforming is… future technology to us.’
‘Our initial estimates suggest that we will be able to create a breathable atmosphere in no more than ten years. That would be Mars years.’
‘About twenty years on Earth,’ Cygnus mused. ‘Give or take. In twenty years, humans could walk on the surface of Mars with just a respirator…’
‘How many people do you have on your ship?’ Astraea asked.
‘One thousand and forty crew,’ Madvedant replied. ‘Another two hundred thousand in stasis. Well, we have begun reviving those in stasis. We had only a basic science team in the crew, so we revived more scientists to confirm our estimates of the planet’s viability. We have revived technicians to begin construction of this facility.’
‘Yeah. Which you put up in two days…’ Astraea looked around at the plaza they were sitting in. ‘It would take weeks or months for us… Wow.’
The ‘town’ the asharem had built still looked a little like a work in progress, but it was quite amazing what they had achieved in just a few days. The trio were sitting at a table which belonged to a small ‘coffee shop’ set on one side of a hexagonal plaza in the habitation dome. The shop did not actually serve coffee, but it did serve hot drinks and pastries, and it did serve the same, basic function. Currently, there were not too many people about – many were still in stasis on the ship – but there were a few sitting at tables, chatting over drinks. Or they had been chatting until Madvedant had arrived with her human guests. Now they were looking and whispering.
The habitation dome was just the tip of an iceberg. There were shops and such on the surface, as well as some housing, but the majority of the living quarters would be underground, providing better radiation protection. Everyone currently awake could live in what had been constructed, but they were busy building deeper quarters for everyone else.
The other two domes were the factory and administration domes. The former would have farming levels below it quite soon. The latter was there to handle administration of the colony but would end up with laboratories of various sorts beneath it. The domes were already linked by underground tunnels.
Astraea looked further up and smiled. Up near the roof panels, asharem were flying. There was an obvious joy in it: these were people who had been cooped up for far too long and now they were free. They would swoop up to the very apex of the dome and then cling to the surface somehow, and then launch themselves off into the air to swoop and glide.
Madvedant noticed where Astraea was looking and smiled. ‘My people have been running for… some time. There was never room aboard the ship to really fly.’
‘Yes. I remember the first time I flew… Well, the very first time I was surprised and kind of annoyed because I had no idea how to get down. But the first time Cygnus took me out into the open air… That was amazing.’
‘Humans cannot usually fly?’
‘Humans are an unusual species,’ Cygnus said. ‘The genes that let you fly and cling to surfaces, they don’t normally express themselves in any kind of power in humans. But sometimes they do. The results are often quite powerful, but they can also be dangerous and no two Ultras, as we call them, tend to be alike. Some can fly. Others have phenomenal strength.’
‘Or they fire energy beams,’ Astraea added. ‘I can fly in air, but I’m faster in space. I can survive in space. I’m also super-strong, I can project a force shield, and I have a few other abilities. Everyone’s different.’
‘Oh,’ Madvedant said.
‘Spaceflight is rare. You won’t see many more humans out here paying a visit.’
‘Good. I, uh, I mean, it’s nice to meet the neighbours so soon, but–’
‘But you’re worried how they’ll react to a couple of hundred thousand aliens making a home on the world next door,’ Cygnus said, smiling. ‘To be honest, I’m just a little worried about that myself.’
United Nations HQ, Antarctica, 15th February.
The United Nations Security Council met in a circular room with a circular table in the middle of it. It was designed to make everyone look like an equal, like the round table of Camelot. It came over more like the war room in Dr. Strangelove. Fifteen people were seated around it when Cygnus and Astraea walked in, followed by Doctor Ultimate and Brightstar. The two senior UoU members had been briefed for an hour already; now it was the turn of the diplomats. Diplomats and officials anyway; the latter sat at tables around the wall, handling transcripts and translations, and making sure everything went to plan.
The United Kingdom were, apparently, acting as president of the Council this month, because it was a man with a solidly British accent who got to his feet and spoke. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we are here to receive a report on the disturbing pictures received from Mars yesterday. Two Union of Ultrahumans members, Cygnus and Astraea, have been to Mars and spoken with the aliens there.’ He turned cool, green eyes on Cygnus. ‘Cygnus, if you would.’
There was a gap in the seats at one side of the table, presumably there for people to present things to the Council members. Cygnus stepped up to the table and regarded the collected diplomats. Several of them pointedly refused to meet her gaze. ‘I’m not sure why the pictures were disturbing,’ she said after a second. ‘Essentially, what we have out there are around two hundred thousand refugees looking for a new home. They are asharem, like the one who crashed in America. They’re no more belligerent than typical humans, somewhat less so than most. They simply want to be allowed to colonise Mars. They have the technology to give it a more substantial atmosphere. Within about twenty years, it would be possible for a human to walk on the planet’s surface with only a respirator. They would like to get on with their near neighbours, but if it comes to it, they’ll be happy if we leave them alone.’
Someone spoke Russian, presumably the Russian ambassador. Cygnus heard a female voice speaking English in her ear, which was a little jarring since the ambassador was a man. ‘What are their offensive capabilities? Could their vessel be used to attack Earth?’
‘Their ship was built as part of a colonisation effort. The Asharem Congress had three worlds in it, each in a different system, but quite close to each other. They were planning on establishing a fourth colony in a more distant system when the Guardians attacked. They managed to leave with the ship and as many people as they could cram onto it. The system they were going to originally was uninhabited. They had no need of an armed ship.’ The Russian began to speak again, but Cygnus did not wait for the translation. ‘That does not mean they can’t make weapons if they need them. They have manufacturing technology centuries ahead of anything we have.’ Which was a lie given that Doctor Ultimate had prototypes of equipment not unlike that on the asharem ship, but the statement was to make a point. ‘If we pushed them into a conflict, they would be quite capable of defending themselves. And they have a Guardian of their own up there.’
The Russian looked irritated, but he did not get a chance to comment. ‘You are quite sure of the… loyalties of this other Guardian?’ the British guy asked.
‘Quite sure. Her parents died in the invasion of her home planet. She became the asharem Guardian because her predecessor died fighting. She decided that the best course of action was to run, and she’s become the de facto leader of the mission. Astraea, what did you think of her?’
‘She’s genuine,’ Astraea replied. ‘She was thrust into a leadership role she was not prepared for, but she’s risen to the challenge well. The other asharem respect her. Certainly more than most humans respect you. They see her as their saviour. There’s no fear there. She’s almost venerated and she hates it.’
Cygnus’s lips quirked at the little jab at the Council members. These were the people who had voted to hand Cygnus over to Naryan Tan and June could be less forgiving than Penny. Then again, whether as Cygnus or Penny, she did not feel too forgiving right now. ‘So, my opinion is that you should consider opening up diplomatic relations. They have technology we don’t and an exchange of information would probably be valuable to us. They also have the means to mine the asteroid belt, providing minerals we are going to need in the future. Unless any of the world’s nations have imperialist designs on Mars, there is no downside for the people of Earth.’
The US delegate shifted in his seat. ‘You are, in fact, host to an alien… energy of considerable power, Cygnus. Can we be quite sure your opinions are not influenced by, shall we say, foreign thoughts?’
Cygnus looked around at Brightstar. Brightstar was the Union’s diplomat, for want of a better term, and had far more experience in dealing with this kind of thing than Cygnus. Cygnus saw the fire in Brightstar’s blue eyes, the way her nostrils flared slightly. It was a subtle suggestion to give them Hell, so Cygnus turned her attention back to the American and spoke. ‘I told the Union what would happen if you handed me over to Naryan Tan, and I know they told you. You did it anyway, and he nuked several major cities as soon as he had me locked up.’ Her gaze shifted to the West German representative and she gave a friendly nod. ‘I’m sorry about Berlin, and I thank you for voting against. I’m sorry for what happened to the other cities too. But you were told. Now I’m here telling you that these people just want to live in peace. That a relationship with them could only be beneficial to Earth. If you want to ignore my advice again, I can’t stop you. But I do urge you to consider it, because it didn’t work out so good the last time.’
Andrews Field, MD.
The official residence of the President of the United States had taken a distinct step down from the glorious, historic White House. Unless you considered that the White House was now a ruin partially submerged in lava, and then some repurposed officers’ quarters started to look pretty good. Someone had done their best to class the place up for its new role, but the president’s office was a converted lounge, not the Oval Office.
‘I don’t even live in this building,’ Hart said as she sat down on a sofa. The sofa looked as though it belonged in a building about two hundred years older than the one they were in. Hart’s desk looked like the one you saw in the movies, the Resolute Desk, but it was just a replica. The real one was less than matchwood. ‘I live in the house next door. They’re talking about putting in a covered walkway between the two. I said, “I know I’m from California, but I can handle a little rain.”’
Astraea giggled. It was kind of hard to think of Francesca Hart as the President of the United States. She was too down to earth. Then again, Astraea had never met any of the other ones. Cygnus and Astraea had been called over to Andrews to brief the president personally on their trip to Mars. She had to have received at least a basic report on the three hours of noise the UNSC had engaged in earlier, but she still wanted to hear about it personally. Or maybe it was because she had got that report that she wanted to hear about it personally.
‘I’d imagine you’ll be happy when the new place is ready to move into?’ Cygnus asked. There were two sofas facing each other in the room. Cygnus took the one opposite Hart. June sat down beside her.
Hart frowned. ‘Not sure. They showed me some plans for the New White House – and we have got to think of a better name than that – and I suggested they might want to rethink some of it. The place looked like a fortified emplacement. I mean, sure, it has to have security, but the missile launchers need to be hidden when they’re not in use. The master bedroom was in the middle of the building, with no windows, because they said it was safer that way. It just shrieked, “This is America, the country where the president is scared of her own people.” Anyway, I didn’t get you over here to talk about architecture. First of all, did you pass my message along to Miss Liberty?’
‘Yes,’ Cygnus replied. ‘If she hasn’t contacted you… Well, I’m not sure what to do about that.’
Hart shook her head. ‘Not your problem. Now, I’m told you were extremely rude to my UN ambassador.’ Her lips quirked.
‘Not really. I wasn’t very nice to any of them. Except the German. I wouldn’t say I was actually rude, though.’
‘I wouldn’t worry about it. Carlton-Hughes is an ass. He’s there until I can get a replacement out to Antarctica. The thing is… Someone’s put forward a move to debate the matter in Congress tomorrow. The feeling I’m getting is that they’re going to drag up Kilmer’s space marines again. It was laughed about after Kilmer’s campaign collapsed, but now people are seeing “imminent threat.” The Republicans are seeing it as an opportunity to say “I told you so,” even though most of them were laughing at Kilmer too. I need ammo. I need reasons we should talk instead of spending billions on weapons.’
‘Easy,’ Astraea said. ‘No politician ever gained votes by losing a war. If we fight them, we will lose. We have them on numbers, sure, but their technology is massively superior and they’re weeks away, even if you used Cygnus as an engine.’
‘Which you would not be,’ Cygnus put in.
‘Which wouldn’t happen. Attacking them is effectively impossible and they’d have plenty of time to put together a response which would obliterate anything we sent. They don’t even need to leave Mars to attack us.’
‘Actually,’ Cygnus said, ‘if I were them, I’d find a nice, big asteroid and put it into an orbit which hits Earth. We all go the way of the dinosaurs for minimal effort on their part. I might be able to stop something like that, but if they diverted enough of them… I do have limits, Madame President.’
Hart waved a hand. ‘We’re alone and this place isn’t bugged. Call me Francesca. Please. Tell me something. Your honest answer, please. It won’t leave this room if you don’t wish it to. Do you believe these asharem pose any threat to Earth? To the United States, specifically, but to Earth in general?’
Cygnus paused, frowning as she considered her answer. She was talking to a politician. Sort of. Hart was a lawyer by profession and, as her opponents had been keen to point out, she had no political experience prior to seeking office as the President of the United States. But now she was a politician with a responsibility to protect the people of her nation, much as Cygnus had a responsibility – or just a drive – to protect the people of Earth. Say the wrong thing here and Hart would have no choice but to prepare for war. Sugar-coating it would not necessarily help either…
‘They aren’t saints, Francesca. Neither are we. There’s no way to tell what might happen in the future to put us at each other’s throats. I will say that the common science fiction ideas for why aliens would invade Earth are… total bullshit. They aren’t going to come down here looking for minerals or water. There’s far more of both available in various parts of the solar system which they have access to and we don’t. More than enough for both species when we do, eventually, get out into space in a serious way.’
‘There’s not much water on Mars, as far as I know…’
‘No. Well, maybe there is, but there’s loads elsewhere. Ice in the asteroid belt. The moons of Saturn and Jupiter are thought to have… Europa, one of Saturn’s moons, is supposed to have an underground ocean with twice as much water on it as Earth does. Ganymede and Titan may have way more, and Titan has huge lakes of hydrocarbons sitting right on its surface. It makes Earth’s oil reserves look pitiful. We have no way of getting there now, but the asharem can.’
‘Cygnus watches a lot of astronomy programmes,’ Astraea said. ‘From what I’ve seen, the asharem will follow the lead of their Guardian, and she doesn’t want us to be enemies. She’s seen enough war already.’
‘So, you think I could trust her?’ Hart asked.
‘I do.’
‘The same,’ Cygnus confirmed. ‘She was… nice. She’s as bound up in protecting her people as I am with humans, but she’d prefer diplomacy to force.’
‘Do you think she’d be open to coming here for a summit of some kind?’
‘Probably.’ Cygnus gave a small shrug. ‘I could ask unofficially tomorrow, if you like.’
‘Tomorrow?’
‘I’m taking Quillant Vedro, the one who crashed near New Millennium, to Mars tomorrow. Aside from anything else, it eases one of Brightstar’s headaches. She was getting thoroughly annoyed with the UN’s refugee people. Everyone will be happier when he’s not on Earth.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 16th February.
Quillant Vedro was rather emotional about leaving his temporary home in the medical wing of the UoU’s base. He thanked Doctor Ultimate and Brightstar profusely, and Polyglot even more profusely. He rather seemed to be delaying leaving as much as he could despite the fact that he was going somewhere with a rather more amicable environment as far as an asharem was concerned. Eventually, they got him outside into the sun.
It was summer. The outside temperature was somewhere around thirty degrees Fahrenheit and the sun had not set for quite a while, though it would be going down for a few minutes in three days. Vedro was actually quite comfortable in this kind of weather: asharem were a cold-tolerant species. The air was still bothering him, but he was breathing shallow and putting up with it for the few minutes before they got up into space.
He waved back toward the people watching from the base, and then Cygnus wrapped an arm around his waist, looked upward, and took off.
Asharem Colony, Mars.
‘Just remember,’ Cygnus said as she dropped toward the Martian surface, ‘stay beside me until we’re inside the dome. They haven’t terraformed the atmosphere yet, so you’d be trying to breathe vacuum, more or less.’
‘I remember,’ Vedro replied. ‘I have not yet thanked you. Without you and Astraea, I would probably be dead. I hope I get the chance to see Astraea again, to thank her.’
‘I think she might be up here to visit once in a while.’ Cygnus set down on the dusty landscape, keeping a hand on Vedro’s shoulder as they started for the door to the habitation dome.
Madvedant opened the door and stepped outside to meet them as they approached. She was smiling. ‘That’s your Guardian,’ Cygnus said. ‘Madvedant Mareko.’
‘The old one died?’ Vedro asked.
‘Fighting the invading Guardians. Madvedant decided to save those she could.’
‘Wise beyond her years.’
They waited until they were inside the dome before Madvedant spoke. ‘Welcome to our new home, Quillant Vedro.’
‘Thank you, Guardian.’ Vedro smiled. ‘It is far easier to be here than on the other world. It is almost like being on Ashari Mastada again.’
‘It will be a new beginning for our people.’ Madvedant looked at Cygnus and her smile broadened. ‘I believe that this may be a new beginning for both our species, if we play it right.’
‘Well,’ Cygnus said, ‘we can certainly hope so.’
 
 



Part Two: Undercurrents
Los Angeles, CA, 3rd March 2017.
Scott Bainbridge had decided that he liked Los Angeles. It was warmer than DC for one thing. The nightlife was better. As he sat in a club on Hollywood Boulevard, watching the nightlife wandering around in short skirts and minimal tops, he contemplated the idea that the nightlife was much more attractive than in DC.
He slugged back his first drink of the night – a double whiskey – and immediately indicated to the bartender that he wanted another. Scott had a drinking problem. Not the kind of problem that raised flags with the UID higher-ups, but a problem nonetheless. No matter how much he drank, Scott could not forget what he had seen while on assignment at Andrews. He had requested a transfer after two months. It had cost him a pay grade to get out of the place, but it was worth it. He hoped that, with the application of sufficient alcohol, he might manage to submerge the memories. He just did not have a lot of hope.
A woman stepped up to the bar beside him, waving at the bartender. Scott did his best not to stare. The analytical part of his brain said she was about five-nine and a hundred and twenty-five pounds. The purely male part suggested that a lot of that weight had to be in her breasts; she was stacked. She was wearing a dress made of some metallic fabric – the word pewter came to mind – which was short, more or less backless, and had a big cleavage window. She had a lot of cleavage to show off. A lot of her height seemed to be in long, long legs which led into full hips, then a narrow waist, and then up to those big boobs. He could not help coming back to her boobs. Her face was beautiful too: big blue eyes, a pert nose, high cheekbones, full lips, all capped off with short, platinum-blonde hair. She was… stunning.
‘Hi,’ he said.
She turned and smiled at him. ‘Hi. New face? I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.’ She ran a small, pointy tongue over her gorgeous lips. There was a distinct smoulder in her eyes.
Scott knew, right there and then, that he was getting lucky tonight.
~~~
‘This is your place? It’s nice.’ The girl from the club turned, looking around the lounge of Scott’s apartment. It was an okay place. He had not moved in that long ago and he still wanted more for it, but it was nice enough.
‘Thanks… I don’t even know your name.’
‘Ashley.’ She turned her blue eyes on him. There was something hot and needy in them. ‘Not that we really need names. Kiss me.’
He almost lurched forward and a second later their tongues were fighting for dominance. At first it was just fantastic – she was a great kisser – but after a few seconds, just as Scott was deciding that he needed to come up for air, it changed. He felt dizzy. A wash of intense pleasure flooded through his body and his legs gave way, dumping him onto the new, plush carpet. She let him fall, standing back and looking down at him. He thought he heard her say something. ‘Sorry, but you know too much. No one leaves–’
Pain lanced through his chest and down his left arm, wiping away the ecstasy. All the energy seemed to drain from his body and it was all he could do to keep his eyes open. He curled into a ball around his aching chest. So hard to breathe. He was going to black out. He…
San Francisco, CA, 4th March.
Wilson Cavanaugh had an hour for lunch, theoretically. Generally, his wife made lunch for him and he worked in his office. Today he had left her to sleep because she had had a tough week and the fact that he wanted to go in because he thought he had had a sudden breakthrough should not force her to get out of bed. Will was a specialist in quantum physics with particular emphasis on gauge bosons. He worked in the research department of Fullerton Technologies Inc. If he did say so himself, he was the best theoretical physicist they had. His ability to produce edible food was something entirely different, so when he wanted lunch, he went to a coffee shop not far from the office.
Getting out of the office for an hour did something else too: it got him out of the office for an hour. His awesome breakthrough had turned into an awesome headache and he was determined to look away from it for an hour. He often had brilliant intuitive leaps once he stopped staring at a problem for a while. Inspiration had not hit him as he walked into the shop and joined the queue. The queue was good: long enough to give him some time, but not too long. He looked around and his gaze fell upon a pair of blue eyes looking back at him from one of the small tables at the side of the room.
His cheeks heated instantly, and he looked away. There had been something in her eyes. Will had only ever seen that look in his wife’s eyes before now. He was not an ugly man. His wife claimed he was handsome, but he suspected he was maybe a little above average, aside from being tall, quite heavily built, and a little ungainly. Tia looked at Will like that when she wanted him to do very non-theoretical physical things to her, and she wanted it right now.
Trying hard to look like he was not looking, Will looked again. The blue eyes belonged to a platinum-blonde in a grey skirt suit. It was almost a demure outfit – the skirt was slim and stopped just above her knees – except that the grey jacket seemed to have nothing under it and the woman had a substantial bust. She was now staring at a newspaper, maybe at the crossword, her lips pursed around a pen she was holding. Something about the way she was mouthing that pen…
A couple of minutes later, Will found himself holding a bag with some sandwiches in it and a coffee, and he was standing beside the woman’s table. ‘Uh, sorry to interrupt,’ he said, ‘but do I know you?’
She looked up and smiled. ‘Oh no, Doctor Cavanaugh. I’m Ashley. I started working in materials sciences last week. I know you. I’ve read several of your papers. I’m a bit of a fan.’
‘Really? I… don’t think I’ve ever had a fan before.’
She giggled. The sound seemed to go straight to Will’s crotch. ‘Would you like to get out of here? I’d love to… chat for a while.’
‘Sure,’ Will said. His tongue felt rather thick in his head. That pause before she said ‘chat’ seemed to have said so much more than the word did.
‘Great. Uh, I’m in a hotel for the moment. Haven’t got an apartment yet. We could… chat in my room.’
‘Sure,’ Will said. Right now, she could have asked him to do just about anything and his answer would have been the same. He was almost certain he was going to cheat on Tia with a woman he had only just met and, for some reason, that did not seem to bother him in the slightest.
New Millennium City, MD, 5th March.
‘Is that coffee I smell? Oh, thank God. Gimme.’ Cygnus and June stared at Andrea as she bounced across from the door to her and Jacob’s apartment, snagging a mug as she went past toward the coffee machine. She poured life-giving fluid into the mug, lifted it to her nose, and savoured the smell for a second. Then she stared at her housemates over the rim of the mug. ‘What?’
‘You’ve changed,’ Cygnus said.
‘You have,’ June agreed. ‘You are certainly not the Andrea I got to know before China, and I don’t think you’re the same as you were before you got those eyes.’
‘Definitely less inhibited,’ Cygnus said, nodding.
‘What?’ Andrea asked, though this time it had more of a puzzled tone to it.
‘Old Andrea would not come bouncing out of her room in lacy boy shorts,’ June said. ‘You were dubious about the costumes I designed for you. It was Twilight that was happy to wear them.’
‘I… Oh.’
‘They’re right, you know?’ Jacob said, walking out in his lighter skinsuit. ‘Your personality shifted again. I think you’re more like you were when I first knew you, but a bit less inhibited. Maybe a lot less.’
Andrea’s cheeks reddened. ‘Well, I’m not going to get dressed until I’ve drunk my coffee. It’s a matter of honour now.’
‘I don’t mind,’ June replied, smirking. ‘Your new outfit should be turning up later today and it’s not like there’ll be that much less of you on show when you try it on. And in other news, I think I should point out, Jacob, that that suit doesn’t really hide any of your attributes either.’
‘So true,’ Cygnus agreed.
Jacob blushed, rather more than his girlfriend had. ‘I thought you two were supposed to be into girls.’
‘Cygnus is bi,’ June replied, ‘and we’ve established that I’m capable of appreciating your aesthetic qualities.’ She pursed her lips thoughtfully. ‘We haven’t had a male model on the calendar yet. I think we could do it if we did a couple shoot. In a freezer, obviously.’
It said something of Jacob’s skill as a detective and his knowledge of the women he lived with that he did not argue. He just turned to look at Andrea. ‘Help me,’ he pleaded.
‘Nuh-huh,’ Andrea replied. ‘I have to do them. I’m not letting you off the hook if June’s going to reel you in.’
San Francisco, CA, 6th March.
‘Will Cavanaugh’s dead.’
Bianca looked up from the report she was reading and peered across her office at the approaching form of Elaine Ellis. ‘Physicist? Tall, kind of gangly guy. Looked like Christopher Reeve’s Clarke Kent without the glasses.’
‘That’s him. He was found in a room at the Bayview Grand on Saturday afternoon. Heart failure.’
‘Damn! He was a brilliant physicist. He had a wife, right?’
Elaine nodded. ‘Tia, short for Celestia. Who would saddle their kid with a name like Celestia?’
Bianca shrugged. ‘My Little Pony fans? What was Cavanaugh doing in the Bayview Grand?’ She turned to her computer and did some tapping and clicking. ‘He was in the office from nine thirty until just before midday.’
‘He’d work on a Saturday if he had a burst of inspiration.’ Elaine shrugged this time. ‘I work weekends and evenings when the muse is upon me.’
‘You wouldn’t sleep if you could get away with it,’ Bianca half muttered. ‘Guy comes in to work on a problem, goes out to lunch, and then he’s found dead of a heart attack in a hotel room. He had his company medical last month. No sign of any problems.’
‘Why would someone kill a particle physicist?’ Elaine countered, because she could see where this was going.
‘I have no idea, but I’m not going to just let it go when it looks wrong.’ She picked up her phone and dialled. ‘Yes, this is Bianca Fullerton. Could I speak to Detective Damian Inman?’
~~~
‘Just so you know, I’m not counting this as a lunch date,’ Damian stated as he escorted Bianca through the medical examiner’s building.
‘I got you coffee,’ Bianca countered.
‘Still doesn’t count.’
‘You’re a hard taskmaster, Detective Inman.’
Damian chuckled. ‘So, the American Federation is recognising Amazonia today. Plans?’
‘We’re looking into opening an office down there. I might have to fly down at some point, but it’s early days yet.’
‘Not worried about her…’ He trailed off, lifting a hand to wiggle his fingers in front of his forehead.
‘Worried about her doing head-squid impressions? It’s a potential problem, obviously.’
‘You know what I mean.’
Bianca flashed him a grin. ‘Honestly? Less worried about it down there than I am about someone doing it here. Cygnus says the Amazon Queen can be trusted. There are one or two psionic Ultras in California for whom I do not have that assurance.’
‘Fair point. Okay, here we are.’
Chief Medical Examiner Naomi Hilliard was waiting beside a cloth-draped autopsy bench. Hilliard was in her fifties, smoked to excess, and had the kind of dry wit really awesome MEs were supposed to have. Damian thought she was great. A lot of other people thought she was callous or even sociopathic. ‘The famous Bianca Fullerton,’ Hilliard drawled. ‘How the Hell did you fall for a jobbing detective and general nobody like Inman?’
Bianca shrugged. ‘I saw him in his little running shorts and figured I had to give that ass a shot.’
‘Never come to see me in running shorts, Inman.’
‘They make us do those on-the-job sensitivity courses these days, Naomi. I wouldn’t want to be accused of sexual harassment.’
‘Huh.’ Hilliard reached for the sheet and paused. ‘She’s not going to throw up or anything, is she?’
‘I’ve seen dead bodies before,’ Bianca replied.
‘If you feel sick, the sink’s over there.’ Hilliard yanked the cloth aside to reveal the pale, dead body of Wilson Cavanaugh. There was a Y-incision in his chest which had been stitched up. He looked fairly peaceful, but also very dead. ‘Your man had a heart attack.’
‘He was fit. He had a medical a month ago which gave no indication of coronary issues.’
Hilliard nodded. ‘He still had a heart attack. The interesting thing is why he had one.’
‘Well, why did–’
‘No idea. I didn’t do the autopsy, but I know who did and he’s thorough. I went over his report and he could find no actual cause for the damage he found in the heart muscles. Usually you’re going to see some sort of congestion in the coronary arteries, but not with Mister Cavanaugh. Could have been extreme vasoconstriction, but the blood tests came back with none of the usual markers for drug use. Guy didn’t even drink too much coffee.’
Bianca frowned. ‘I don’t suppose I could get a blood sample before I go? I can get our labs to run a whole battery of tests I’m willing to guess aren’t in the standard set. I’m the boss, so I don’t have to justify the cost.’
Hilliard peered at Bianca for a second. ‘Going to a lot of trouble for an employee who croaked, aren’t you? He wasn’t even on the job when he died.’
‘I don’t like mysteries. And I don’t like my best people dropping dead for no reason.’
‘I’ll draw the blood. You’ll let me know if your tests come up with anything?’
‘My civic duty.’
‘Right.’ She turned, wandering off to find something it seemed.
Bianca turned to Damian and nodded at the body. ‘Do your thing before she comes back.’
‘Huh?’
‘The… psychometry thing.’
Grimacing, Damian reached out a hand. ‘You are going to owe me for this.’ He gently let his index finger touch Cavanaugh’s shoulder.
‘I’ll let you perform unspeakable acts upon my body.’
‘Don’t make me laugh.’ He shuddered and withdrew his hand. ‘I’ll tell you what I saw when we get outside.’
Hilliard wandered back with a syringe and a brown folder. ‘You may as well take a copy of the report. Just don’t tell anyone you got it from me.’
‘Thanks,’ Bianca replied. ‘That’ll be helpful.’
‘If you solve the mystery of how a man dies of myocardial infarction without any obvious reason, that’ll be helpful to me.’
~~~
‘Lips.’
Bianca frowned. ‘Lips?’
‘Very red lips. Dark-red lipstick, I think,’ Damian explained. ‘There was a sensation of being kissed too. That’s about all I got. Whatever affected him, it seems to have been… fleeting. It didn’t leave that much of an impression.’
‘It’s not much.’
‘Do I still get to do the unspeakable acts?’
‘Yes. Just remember to wash your hands first.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
The entrance to the site was hidden among trees in the middle of nowhere. Seattle was about forty-five miles to the west, but here there was nothing but trees, mountains, and a concrete bunker with a metal door in the side. It looked like something a survivalist might build, but things got a lot more modern once you got past the rusty metal exterior door and down some spiral stairs. That was when you came across the armed soldiers guarding an elevator which looked a lot more modern than the structures above.
‘There is another entrance, of course,’ Theakstone said once the small party was in the elevator car going down. ‘A larger one for freight and such. We couldn’t have got The Freak down here otherwise.’
‘The Freak is here?!’ Heartbreaker asked. More of an exclamation really.
‘It’s quite safe, Miss Philips. He’s kept in a strong neurotronic field which dampens his mutations. He can, in fact, barely stand up due to his weakened strength and his massive body. It’s… comical, in a way. Seeing such a great beast laid low.’
‘It will be fascinating to be able to study such a creature,’ Kopf said. ‘I will have access to all of the inmates?’ The German was actually excited to be at the new site. His resources had been limited at Andrews, but here…
‘As far as the government is concerned,’ Theakstone said, ‘Iron Cap is an ex-black site. It was reopened purely as a temporary measure to house the inmates from the Fortress until something else could be built. However, the CIA has been using it to house Ultras they considered… unmanageable for some time. You can study any of them. Those who learn too much of our operations here… We’ll simply add them to the list of those who died in the Fortress.’
‘Excellent,’ Kopf said. ‘I believe I will be able to produce better results here than I ever have before.’
Theakstone smiled. ‘I hope so, Professor. Both the CIA and the military are keen to see results.’
‘Get me the materials I asked for, and I shall see to it that they get them.’
New Millennium City, MD, 8th March.
Warm, clear evenings in March were a good time to be in the air. Cygnus sailed lazily along at a couple of hundred feet above Friendship, watching the ground below for any signs of trouble, but mostly just enjoying the freedom. It was fairly quiet. Jacob was scaring muggers out of the park just by walking around in his armour. Up in Churchton, Twilight was dropping the hammer pretty hard on things because they had got out of hand and she was making sure the statistics got back to where they should be. Skadi and Astraea were focusing on Deale Harbour. Generally, things were getting back to somewhere near normal. For a given value of normal. It came as something of a surprise, then, when Cygnus heard an alarm going off a couple of streets over.
The building was a 24/7 Penny had occasionally used when she lived in Friendship. Cygnus did not know the proprietor, but it had been a fairly old guy and his wife who might well have retired by now. The shop was lit up, but there was an alarm blaring out from the front wall and a flashing light to draw further attention. Panic button? She swooped in and dropped to the ground outside, pushed open the door, and marched in.
Down at the end of the produce line, a man in a ski mask was pointing a gun – maybe a .38 Special – at the man behind the counter. The old shopkeeper had not retired, it seemed. ‘What ya have t’ do that for, old man?! Give me the damn money! Give it to me or–’ He turned at the sound of the door closing and saw Cygnus standing there. His eyes widened. ‘Shit! Shit! Fuck! Okay. Okay, you stay right where you are, bitch. You move, the old guy dies.’
Cygnus raised her hands. ‘You’d be much better off putting the gun down and giving up. This place is going to be surrounded by police cruisers pretty soon. You aren’t getting away. If you kill him, then you go down for murder.’
‘Yeah, well, I ain’t going down for–’
And then several things happened very fast. The door burst open and two fairly young police officers burst in with raised guns. The robber’s eyes widened further, and his finger closed on the trigger. Cygnus just had time to scream ‘No!’ before the sound of the gunshot was ringing in her ears. Miss Liberty appeared to materialise out of thin air and the bullet flattened itself against whatever protection she had right between her breasts.
‘That was rude,’ Miss Liberty said, and she gave the man what looked like a light tap to the jaw. He went down like a sack of bricks, and Miss Liberty turned to smile at the shopkeeper. ‘Are you okay, sir?’
‘I’m… fine,’ the shopkeeper said. ‘Fine. Thank you, Miss Liberty.’
‘Just doing my duty.’
Cygnus was crouching beside the robber, checking his pulse. She nodded and got to her feet, turning to look at the two cops. ‘Get this idiot out of here. He’s going to need a medical check-up before he’s booked, but he should be okay.’
‘Yes, ma’am,’ one of the officers said.
‘Do you normally barge into places like that? If Miss Liberty hadn’t… appeared, you’d be writing up a shooting.’
‘Uh, well, there was the alarm…’ He trailed off as Cygnus kept staring at him. ‘We’ll try to be more careful next time.’
Cygnus nodded and looked around at the nation’s hero. ‘Come with me.’
‘Good,’ Miss Liberty replied. ‘I really need to talk to you.’
Stepping outside, Cygnus flew upward to about five hundred feet and waited for Miss Liberty to join her. Then, before Miss Liberty could even open her mouth, Cygnus began. ‘What you did in there was illegal.’
Miss Liberty’s eyes widened. ‘What? But I–’
‘Performed an act of vigilantism. If you’d stopped the bullet and left it at that, you’d be fine. You hit the guy. Maybe broke his jaw. That’s just about okay. We could get past it with defending the civilian’s life, but if that idiot managed to get himself a clever lawyer, he could walk. Improper arrest. Things were fine while you stuck to emergencies, but if you’re going to stop criminals, you need to be registered.’
‘I– But I– Oh. Then what I want to talk to you about is even more important.’
Cygnus’s brow furrowed. ‘Okay, I’ll bite. What do you need?’
‘Can you arrange a meeting with President Hart?’
‘I guess.’
‘And come with me. To… introduce me and… stuff. Look, I just got this whole “national hero” thing and it was fun. Kind of fun. Scary fun. I have no idea how to talk to presidents. I… I really don’t have much idea what I’m doing.’
‘Mm,’ Cygnus said in reply.
‘Please?’
Cygnus tapped her earpiece. It was not that late… ‘Denny, could you see whether President Hart could talk to me? Tell them that I’m with Miss Liberty and she’d like to arrange a meeting.’
Miss Liberty blinked. ‘You’re just going to… Okay.’
‘I have no idea how to get in touch with you. This way, we can arrange a date and I can tell– Francesca? Yes. Miss Liberty would–’ Smirking a little, Cygnus looked at the patriotic blonde. ‘Can you make lunch tomorrow?’
Andrews Field, MD, 9th March.
President Hart, along with a Secret Service security detail, was waiting outside her house when Cygnus and Miss Liberty came in to land outside. Hart was in one of her dresses, a navy coat dress, sleeveless and dropping to mid-thigh: the president was not letting her new status alter her dress sense. Miss Liberty was, of course, in her costume, and she seemed to be a little uncomfortable about that. Then again, she seemed to be a little uncomfortable about the whole experience.
Cygnus had expected cameras, lots of cameras, but there was only the security detail with Hart. An explanation for that was quickly forthcoming. ‘Come on,’ Hart said as she shook Miss Liberty’s hand, ‘we’ll get inside and out of sight. We didn’t tell the press corps you were coming, but someone might have noticed.’
‘I… appreciate that, Madame President,’ Miss Liberty said as they not-quite-hurried toward the door of the not-the-White House.
‘Considering how hard it was to get you to pay a visit, I thought it would be. We’ll be leaving most of this lot outside, but Delphine is sticking with us. The Secret Service won’t allow me in a room alone with Cygnus and an unknown Ultra.’
Cygnus had reshuffled her power configuration on landing and she briefly activated her psionic jamming field. Delphine grimaced and flashed Cygnus a look. ‘How are things, Delphine?’ Cygnus asked. ‘How’s life under the new boss?’
The attractive, blonde psychic, who had spent several days living in Cygnus’s house a couple of years earlier, flashed Cygnus a grin as the jamming field went down again. ‘President Hart is my dream boss. She already has her own psionic defences. With my reinforcement, I don’t have to work as hard to be sure no one’s got to her.’
‘Thank you, Delphine,’ Hart said. ‘It’s nice to be appreciated for one’s mind.’
Sure enough, most of the agents peeled off outside the door. Only Delphine accompanied them into the lounge/office where there was a light lunch laid out on a coffee table which sat between the two sofas. There were triangular sandwiches, fruit, fruit juice, and coffee. Hart waved the two costumed women to one of the seats and settled down opposite them. Delphine stood off to one side, looking official and a little stern.
‘God, Delphine,’ Hart said, ‘she’s the national hero. She’s not going to attack me unless she thinks I’m corrupt. At least get a coffee since I know you won’t sit down.’
‘I could stand to force down some coffee, Madame President,’ Delphine allowed, apparently reluctantly. She glanced at Cygnus as she stepped over to the table and poured coffee for all of them. ‘She’s a great boss, but she’s really difficult to be professional with.’
‘Makes you call her Francesca when no one’s looking?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Things like that.’
Hart was smirking. She set her face into a more formal expression as she turned toward Miss Liberty. ‘Now then, Miss Liberty, obviously the current administration has a few concerns over a national hero we know more or less nothing about. You appear from nowhere, help at some emergency, and then vanish. We need to know more about you.’
‘Do you?’ Miss Liberty asked.
Hart gave a shrug. ‘Personally, no. I did say “the current administration” has a few concerns. That technically includes me, but Francesca Hart is perfectly happy for you to do what you’ve been doing. The military and the UID are up in arms. They couldn’t really control Captain Freedom, but they knew who he was, what size socks he wore, and they thought they knew his personality down to the last detail.’
Cygnus let out a little gasp. ‘That’s why he went to the debate I was there for and none of the others. If I was there to jam your abilities, he was safe. Without me, you’d probably have seen there was something wrong with him.’
Hart’s professional demeanour slipped and she grinned. ‘That thought occurred to me after your girlfriend “unmasked” him on national TV. He was a lot more sneaky than people gave him credit for, and they’re giving him plenty of credit on that front. Anyway, the UID had him on the end of a phone if they needed him. Same with the armed forces. They’re getting uppity about not having the same arrangement.’
‘I’m not that kind of hero,’ Miss Liberty replied. ‘I’m here for the American people, not its agencies and institutions. I’m not going to sit around waiting for a red phone to ring so I can rush out to some emergency someone else has decided I need to be there for. I’m not going to turn out to “guard” you at some event because you need your public image bolstering. I decide my priorities. Not the government.’
‘A lot of people in this place think that the government and the people are the same thing.’
‘They’re wrong.’
Hart smiled. ‘Just remember to be that direct when some reporter gives you Hell about it.’ The president sighed and sipped her coffee. ‘It does present some issues I can understand. It would be useful to have some means of contacting you. Red telephones are out, obviously.’
‘I have a suggestion which might help,’ Cygnus said.
‘Oh?’
‘We need Miss Liberty registered under the SPA. Once that’s done, she can have UltraNet access. If I talk nicely to Hugh, he’ll set up an account independent of the US government, so they won’t be able to pull access. Anyone would be able to contact you, Miss Liberty, but you have control over which communications you pay attention to and act upon. Twilight, for example, barely pays any attention to her account, though our computer does let her know if anything important comes up.’
‘Mm,’ Hart said, ‘and registering gets around little issues like what happened last night. Yes, I did hear about it.’
Miss Liberty blushed. ‘If I hadn’t intervened, the shopkeeper would have died. I… I hadn’t considered the legal implications.’
‘That’s what I thought. If the criminal in question was my client, he’d walk, but I think we’ll be okay with this case.’ Hart pursed her lips thoughtfully and then nodded. ‘We’ll get someone in here to take the photographs and I’ll have someone put the paperwork through. Delphine, would you call… someone. Tell them we need photographs taken for an SPA registration.’ Nodding, Delphine stepped over to the desk and picked up the phone. ‘Cygnus, if you would arrange for that UltraNet account, I’m sure that will save time all around.’
‘I’ll contact Hugh this afternoon. Uh, if you come back with me, Miss Liberty, he can probably give you the necessary details there and then.’
‘I, uh, don’t want to be a trouble to someone like Doctor Ultimate,’ Miss Liberty said.
Cygnus grinned. ‘I think he’d probably like to say hello anyway. To be honest, he’d probably like to get you in his cosmic energy scanner, but I doubt you can go outside the country without losing your powers.’
‘Well, I haven’t tried, but that’s how it usually works, right?’
‘Lady Britannia can go anywhere the British Empire once ruled,’ Hart said, ‘but that’s the British for you.’
‘She’s weaker away from home soil,’ Cygnus said. ‘She’s also the only national hero able to leave her homeland.’
‘But enough politics,’ Hart said, smiling. She settled back on her seat and crossed her legs. ‘I’d like to know more about Miss Liberty. You’ve got some pretty good psychic defences. I can’t get a read off you at all, so I’m going to have to do it the old-fashioned way. Just what is Miss Liberty here to do?’
‘Well… to help.’
‘One-word answers will not do. Expand upon your statement.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘You can tell she’s a lawyer.’
Hart grinned. ‘Always,’ she said.
San Francisco, CA, 10th March.
‘So, how are things in the UID?’ Damian said into his phone. Once a week, though there was nothing to report, the UID expected a conversation between him and Silvia Horton. The UID agent found it as useless as Damian did, but she was expected to write a note for the UID case file. The Helen Parks case was still open, even though they were both sure they would never find her, so there was the weekly call.
‘Oh, everyone’s updating their CVs and quietly browsing job sites,’ Horton replied.
‘You’re all convinced you’ll be kicked out when this reorganisation happens?’
‘Big scandal over corruption at this office. Okay, so everyone left here was cleared, but mud sticks. Some of them aren’t planning to wait for the axe to fall.’
‘You?’
‘I’m waiting for the axe, though… Well, federal law enforcement has lost some of its glamour for me. It’s looking like local forces will need to take on Ultra cases. I was wondering whether the SFPD might take me on.’
‘I have no idea. Honestly. I know Captain Hermann has been asked to put together a report on what would be needed for our division to handle Ultra cases, because she grilled me about the ones I’ve worked. I also know that until they produce the legislation, we won’t know what’s needed. It may all go to the FBI.’
‘Thought here is that it won’t,’ Horton said. ‘It’ll go back to being like it was before the UID. The FBI will be available for consultancy. They’ll be the “centre of excellence.” They’ll handle federal crimes, of course, but general Ultrahuman criminality will be a local problem. Why scrap the overarching federal agency just to replace it with another one? That’s the thinking.’
‘Huh. City government isn’t going to like the increase in expenditure. Hey, would you mind providing me with the benefits of your extensive knowledge of Ultrahuman crime?’
Horton giggled. ‘Of course not. It’s actually what we’re here for. Part of it anyway.’
‘Okay, I am not saying that this was any such thing. I’m not even saying there’s a crime involved.’
‘Okay. Cryptic, but okay.’
‘Yeah, well… One of Bianca’s employees died recently. Apparently a heart attack, confirmed by the autopsy. What they can’t find is a reason for the heart attack. Plus, the guy was happily married, but he was found in a hotel room which was booked by what the hotel staff describe as a “very pneumatic young woman.”’
‘Okay… Well, there are ways to induce a heart attack in someone. They don’t normally involve an Ultra.’
‘Yes, but neither the ME nor Bianca’s labs can find anything in the bloodwork to suggest any sort of poisoning.’
‘Huh… You know, the funny thing is that a guy I knew in DC transferred to L.A. a little while ago, and I heard he died of a heart attack last Friday. Fit guy. Never thought he was the type to have his heart pack in.’
‘Last Friday in L.A.?’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Our guy died on Saturday.’
Horton was silent for a few seconds. ‘Well, you know, there is such a thing as coincidence.’
~~~
‘Haven’t had steak in a while,’ Damian commented. The restaurant was a little outside his normal range, but Bianca had insisted on paying tonight and he was not going to argue it too much.
‘You need your strength,’ Bianca replied. ‘We only have two nights this weekend.’
‘Huh, right… I am convinced you’re trying to kill me.’
‘If I were trying to do that, I’d use my hands.’
‘You do at–’
‘On a different body part.’
Damian grinned at her, cut another chunk of gorgeously cooked steak, and allowed it to melt in his mouth before speaking again. ‘Speaking of heart attacks.’
‘Something of a stretch, but I’ll allow it.’
‘I was talking to Horton today and something odd came up. Some guy she used to know at the UID office in DC transferred down to L.A., and then proceeded to have a heart attack last Friday night. She says he didn’t seem the type. Fit. Not that old.’
‘And then Cavanaugh goes the same way the following day. That is interesting. Reminds me of something…’ Bianca cut some of her own steak, chewing with a thoughtful expression on her face.
‘Horton couldn’t find any current Ultras that killed that way. She did a check.’
‘Mm. It was Cygnus’s boyfriend, the one who died. He was killed by an Ultra that could induce heart attacks. With a kiss, as I remember.’
Damian frowned. ‘Horton didn’t mention that one. A kiss would explain what I saw when I read Cavanaugh.’
‘Yes, and the Ultra who killed Cygnus’s boyfriend was locked up. Horton’s check would be for known Ultras who are out on the street. I expect anyway. I’ll give Cygnus a call and see what she knows.’ There was a pause. ‘On Sunday. I don’t want to be wasting any of my Damian-time.’
‘Seriously, do I need to leave a note at the office to have my death investigated in the event of heart failure?’
‘No point. I’d get away with it anyway.’
Puget Sound, WA, 12th March.
Enhydra was a unique sort of girl and it had not made for an especially happy puberty. She had initially been diagnosed with hypertrichosis – sometimes called werewolf syndrome – and it was not until some of her other peculiar attributes were taken into account that she was identified as an X-class Ultra. No matter the diagnosis, being a teenage girl with hair all over her body had not been the most pleasant of experiences.
Essentially, Enhydra was a sea otter-girl, though her abilities surpassed several of those found in sea otters. She had gone into marine biology because she had some advantages humans lacked, such as the ability to swim at a hundred and forty knots while holding her breath for over thirty minutes. She had an extreme dislike of companies which polluted the waterways around Seattle, and a lesser hatred of people calling her ‘cute.’ Despite the latter issue, she was now twenty-two, had never grown taller than five-foot-three, and had learned that ‘cute’ could get her publicity and time on TV to voice her concerns about the environment.
Her aquatic abilities also made her quite useful to the Seattle Watchmen, and it was because of them that she was currently speeding through the water of Puget Sound, heading for the general area of Jefferson Point. The water was deepest in that area and the hydrophones the Watchmen had stationed at various points around Puget Sound had been picking up some rather unusual noises for the past several days. When those noises had begun to take on the characteristics of seismic activity, Enhydra had been dispatched to see what she could find.
‘I’m coming up on the source area now,’ she said. She did not need to breathe when she was underwater, but when she was working with the Watchmen, she wore a mask. It allowed her to use a sound-based communications system which worked with the same buoys the hydrophones were on. Very convenient for operations like this.
‘Any obvious signs of geological activity?’ Vindicator asked.
‘Maybe. There’s a lot of silt in the water. Visibility isn’t good. Something must’ve stirred this up.’
There was silence for a second or two and then, ‘Be careful, Sally. We’ve just had a report that Miss Liberty has been seen overflying Seattle. From what I’ve been reading about her, she’s not the type to fly out here for a quick visit.’
‘Yeah. I’m always careful, Jon. You know I– Hold on, there’s… There’s light down here. Something’s glowing.’
‘Glowing?’
‘Yes, glowing. It’s covering a pretty big area. Not too bright, but a definite glow covering… It has to be over four hundred feet across. If someone’s been dumping–’
When she was silent for too long, Vindicator prompted her. ‘Sally? Enhydra? What are you seeing?’
Enhydra watched as the glowing mass which was covering a large expanse of seafloor shifted again. No, not shifted. Shifted was wrong. The mass was moving. It was rising upward with an undulating motion which suggested some form of consciousness. The entire thing had an oddly speckled appearance. The glow seemed to emanate from thousands and thousands of tiny point sources all over the gelatinous ooze.
‘It’s moving,’ Enhydra said. ‘Whatever this is, it’s moving. Hell, Jon, I think it’s alive. It’s… It’s rising, and it looks like it has some sort of purpose. It’s getting faster.’
‘Any idea which way it’s going?’
‘West. It’s heading for Jefferson Point. I figure we have about five minutes before it gets there.’
‘And when it gets there?’
‘I have no idea. This is not a lifeform I’ve ever seen or heard of. But it’s a massive blob of glowing, green jelly, Jon. That’s the stuff of fifties B-movies. Nothing good ever came of a movie monster rising out of the sea.’
~~~
The heaving, green mass of whatever-it-was was making its way up Jefferson Beach Road leaving a complete mess in its wake. Vindicator hovered above the creature, watching its passage and wondering what could possibly stop it. He had tried blasting it with the laser mounted on his arm, and there had been some signs that he was doing damage. The glow had dimmed as blackened scar tissue replaced the green. But the damage had healed over in a second, leaving no obvious signs that it had been there.
Miss Liberty was blasting it with some sort of energy beam too, and she was having just as little effect. He had noticed that she did not get too close to the thing, and the reason for that became obvious as it used its own offensive capability. It could extend pseudopods out to some three hundred feet from its body, smashing into whatever it chose to attack. The impact was the least of it: whatever it touched, whether with an extruded limb or with its body, was left coated in a sticky, glowing fluid which ate into almost any surface. Cars were left in its wake, crushed and decaying under the onslaught of the weird acid.
‘Jon, are you getting anywhere with that thing?’ Enhydra’s voice, now over the radio. Vindicator had had her picked up by one of their automated helicopters and flown back to the Watchtower; there was really nothing more she could do.
‘No. It regenerates damage too quickly and it’s too big. I’m not sure what Miss Liberty’s firing at it, but she’s not doing any more damage than I am. We’re going to need help.’
‘Calling in the Union?’
‘Yes, but I’ll put a call through to the local rep first.’
‘Huh?’
‘Cygnus. They made her the US liaison for a reason.’
Seattle Watchtower, Lake Washington, WA.
‘I don’t like just leaving it,’ Miss Liberty said as Cygnus led her down through the Watchtower to the operations centre.
‘No, but we need to pool our knowledge and come up with a plan. You shooting at it was just wasting energy.’ Cygnus had arrived with Astraea about five minutes before the rest of the Union’s ‘big monsters’ team had turned up via warp conduit. ‘For example, you arrived before the thing even emerged from the water.’
‘I… see things. I get visions. They aren’t always especially clear, but I saw it coming out of the water and I–’ Miss Liberty paused, swallowing hard. ‘I saw some of its victims.’
‘Those limbs it throws out look like they could do a lot of damage.’
‘Yes, but that’s not the worst of it. The slime is corrosive and toxic. If it gets onto your skin… You die in a lot of pain.’
‘Assuming the acid doesn’t eat you alive.’ Cygnus reached to her ear. ‘Astraea, stay well out of reach of those tentacles. It’s not just acid, it’s toxic.’ Astraea was still out keeping an eye on the blob and watching for people getting in its way. An early warning from Miss Liberty had, so far, prevented any people getting under the creature.
‘Are you kidding?’ Astraea’s voice came back almost immediately. ‘I’m not going any nearer that thing than I have to. I do not entertain any hentai fantasies.’
‘She should be careful touching anyone who’s infected,’ Miss Liberty said. ‘The stuff will stick to her if she touches it.’
‘Great,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘Astraea, Miss Liberty says the gunk it leaves behind will stick to you if you touch someone covered in it. So… Yeah. I’m going to talk to Hugh.’
‘Come up with a plan,’ Astraea replied. ‘This thing is heading right for Kingston and I don’t think it’s going to stop for anything.’
‘Right.’ Letting go of her earpiece, Cygnus pushed through into the control room. Doctor Ultimate, Brightstar, and Adamantium were already there along with Vindicator – or Jonathan Patterson now that he was out of his armour – and a naked, furry woman Cygnus had not met yet. ‘Miss Liberty says it’s toxic as well as corrosive,’ Cygnus said before anyone else could say anything. ‘Astraea is out there keeping an eye on it, but nothing much seems to be stopping it.’
‘We can’t do enough damage fast enough,’ Patterson said. ‘It heals very fast.’
‘My energy beam was barely damaging it,’ Miss Liberty said.
‘Lewis–McChord are sending out a couple of attack helicopters to see what they can do,’ Patterson went on. ‘Can we get Astraea on the speakers? She can give us an idea of what’s happening.’
‘Sure,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’re using UoU channel three. Standard encryption.’
A few seconds later, Astraea’s voice could be heard coming out of the room’s speakers. ‘Okay, I see the choppers. Does anyone say “choppers” any more? Never mind, they’re heading in toward the blob.’
‘We have designated it Eldritch dash zero three, Astraea,’ Hugh said.
‘That’s a mouthful. Also, does that mean there have been two more?’
‘Two more creatures of unknown origin, yes. None have been Leviathan-class, however.’
‘The helicopters are getting pretty close. Someone told them about the range on those tentacles, right?’
‘We think so,’ Patterson said.
‘They’re getting pretty damn– They fired! Holy Hell! That’s a lot of rockets and some people are going to need new houses, but they hit with, uh, most of them. There’s a lot of smoke and flame… Uh… They’ve blown a huge chunk of it apart, but it’s still moving. They’re swinging around for another attack. Shit! I can see the thing regenerating.’
‘Let us know when the helicopters attack again,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘This is bad. The creature appears to be able to rebuild itself at remarkable speed. The military may end up doing so much damage to the surrounding area that killing the thing will be rather a pyrrhic victory.’
‘They’re firing!’ Astraea announced. ‘One of them’s waiting longer… Oh shit!’
‘Astraea?’ Cygnus asked, a little worry in her voice.
‘Uh, the second helicopter got its rockets off and the thing’s damaged, but it got too close. The blob… Eldritch three, it threw out five of those tentacles and the pilot couldn’t get out of the way in time. The helicopter… it’s just gone. Smashed to pieces.’
‘And the creature?’ Patterson asked.
‘I can still see it moving. It’s slower than it was, but it’s moving. And it’s regenerating. When it’s shifted out of the way of the wreckage, I’m going to see whether I can help the crew. I, uh, don’t think there’s much chance.’
‘Please tell us when the creature has regained its original mass, Astraea,’ Ultimate said.
‘Will do.’
‘We are going to need information,’ Ultimate went on. ‘Cosmic energy scans will be the easiest thing to gather. Evacuation. We need to evacuate anyone in its path. Tissue samples.’
‘That has to be the most serial random collection of thoughts I’ve ever heard out of you, Hugh,’ Cygnus said, ‘but how are we supposed to get tissue samples?’
‘I suspect, my dear, that the answer to that will be you. I just haven’t worked out precisely how yet.’
Cygnus sagged. ‘Great. Does anyone else want the job of Guardian to humanity? I warn you, it sucks.’
Kingston, WA.
‘You’re sure about this?’ Cygnus asked as she flew along beside Miss Liberty. They were heading for Kingston where Eldritch-03 was busy destroying the town centre. It seemed to be happy to take its time over the process, which was sort of good in that it wasn’t heading for anywhere with a denser population.
‘I don’t think it can do too much damage to me,’ Miss Liberty replied. ‘I plan to avoid getting hit, but I think I’ll be safe if it does hit me. Anyway, you’ve a much better chance of this working if someone is distracting it.’
‘Yeah… How tough are you?’
There was a second of silence before the patriotic heroine replied. ‘I guess we’re just about to find out.’
You could tell where the blob had been because it left behind a trail of damaged buildings, cars which looked as though they had spent the last decade underwater, and a lot of general chaos. It had chewed its way through the majority of the western side of the town, skirted the park on the northern side, and was taking its time munching on a fast food restaurant as the two heroines flew in over the main highway through town.
‘Hope it gets indigestion,’ Miss Liberty muttered. ‘Going in,’ she added in a louder voice. Then she was accelerating toward Eldritch-03. At about five hundred feet away, she let fly with a blast of incandescent, white energy which blackened the creature in a thin line across its flank before blasting a big hole in the side of a building behind the thing. Saying that it turned was obviously wrong, but somehow you could tell that the flying woman had caught its attention. Five limbs flailed out at her as she darted in within fifty feet of the thing. Mostly they went wide, but she had to jink to dodge two of them as she launched herself out of range, turned, and fired again.
Cygnus watched for a second to be sure she seemed to have the blob’s attention, then she lined herself up on the other side of the creature. ‘Sensors working, Hugh?’ she asked, just to be sure. She had a backpack on with an array of scanning devices loaded into it as well as a camera mounted on a headband and a big ceramic jar in her hands.
‘Indeed they are,’ Ultimate replied. ‘Proceed when ready, Cygnus.’
‘Going in.’ Cygnus accelerated: stationary hover to fifteen hundred feet per second in an instant. She came to a dead stop no more than a foot from the monster’s glistening skin and then reached out with her jar, pushing it into the slick surface. It was like pushing something into thick jelly. No, it was like frogspawn. Up close, the entire surface seemed to be made up of clumps of glowing particles suspended in a gelatinous material. As Cygnus scooped up some of the glowing goop, she saw several of the clumps break up and flow up her arms within the slime. She had rigged up an extra-strength force field for this engagement; it was not going to help her much if she got swatted by a tentacle, but she was quite positive that the goop would not get near her skin. Still, the sight of the glowing fluid crawling over her body was disgusting and not a little terrifying.
‘I think it’s noticed you,’ Astraea called out over the radio.
‘Pulling out,’ Cygnus replied. In front of her, the ‘flesh’ of the monster was rippling, beginning to bulge. It was likely preparation for a limb extruding. Cygnus turned in the direction of open air and hit top speed with a bang of exploding air. There was a gasp from Astraea as a pseudopod exploded out from Eldritch-03’s side, passing right through the space Cygnus had been in.
‘Cygnus?’ Astraea asked. No one answered.
‘Cygnus?’ Miss Liberty asked, now that she had reached a safe distance from the blob. Nothing.
‘Cygnus, are you–’ Astraea began.
‘Sorry,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Sorry. I’m about a mile south of you. I took a dip in the water to wash that slime off me and the outside of Hugh’s jar. I’m fine, it didn’t hit me.’
‘I heard that bang and–’
‘That’s what happens when you hit twice the speed of sound from a standing start. I’m heading back with Hugh’s jar of goo. I just hope it isn’t eating its way out already.’
Seattle Watchtower, Lake Washington, WA
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As it turned out, it was not.
‘The material becomes chemically inactive after a couple of minutes,’ Doctor Ultimate explained. ‘That’s an estimated time, obviously, based on the amount of the container’s inner wall it had eaten through before the process stopped. I’m running analysis on the cellular structures, but first indications are that we are dealing with a colony creature.’
‘It looked kind of like frogspawn up close,’ Cygnus said.
‘Not a poor analogy.’ Ultimate used one of the command centre’s screens to display footage from Cygnus’s head-cam. It showed the clusters breaking up to crawl over her arms. ‘Each cluster consists of a number of large, bacterium-like cells. Each cell is independent of the others, but they work together, probably using chemical and cosmic energy signals to communicate. I believe, however, that these cells are unable to function when removed from the larger cosmic energy field generated by the bulk of the creature. I think what we have here is a colony of mutated cells held together by a huge, self-generated cosmic energy field. It’s fascinating.’
‘In a horrifically destructive way,’ Brightstar said.
‘Oh, quite clearly it has to die. When I have thoroughly analysed all the data, I hope to be able to suggest a method of achieving that goal.’
‘It’s like Ever,’ Astraea said. She had the kind of expression on her face that came with some sort of revelation: musing and shocked. She had come back to the Watchtower for a break while Miss Liberty took over the task of keeping watch on Eldritch-03.
‘Sorry?’ Brightstar asked.
‘Uh, I asked Hugh about avatars. How they’re powered and where they come from. Hugh said there was a hypothesis suggesting that, um… Well, Ever might be powered by the life in the Everglades. Bacteria, plants, and alligators can’t become Ultras, but their combined will to survive could power an avatar. Ever. This thing is kind of like that.’
‘That’s… weird.’
‘But quite possibly true,’ Ultimate said. ‘I suspect that the cosmic energy burst from Naryan Tan’s ship may have kickstarted the process, but we could be looking at a form of Avatar-class Ultra composed of mutated marine bacteria.’
‘The sea fighting back,’ Enhydra said from where she was monitoring the hydrophone network. There was some concern that there might be more than one of the blobs out there. ‘Pollution in Puget Sound has caused a reduction in the oxygen in the water. That’s killed off a lot of fish and other marine animals. Now we’re paying for it.’ She looked around at the assembled heroes. ‘I am so going to be saying “I told you so” on a lot of local TV channels once it’s dead.’
~~~
Patterson was holding up his arm to shield his eyes from the wind caused by the rotors of a helicopter as it came in to land atop the Watchtower. The tower was something which looked vaguely like it belonged as part of an oil-drilling platform. It was basically a drum on tall, metal legs with a landing pad on top. The helicopter landing there now was not one of the three autopiloting ones the Watchmen owned, however.
Bianca Fullerton cycled down the engines, made sure everything was off, and climbed down from the charter aircraft she had hired at Sea-Tac. ‘Jon,’ she said as she took Patterson’s offered hand. ‘It’s great to see you again, though not under the circumstances.’
‘Always a pleasure to see you, Bianca,’ Patterson replied. ‘What I don’t understand is why you’re here.’ He waved toward the hatch which would let them down onto the flight-engineering deck below and they all started walking.
‘Ah, well…’ Bianca reached out to take Cygnus’s hand. ‘I came to see this one. I was going to just call, but then I saw the news broadcasts. I haven’t been to this part of the world in a while and if there’s some way I can help… Plus, I could wait around for you to get a spare moment to chat, Cygnus.’
‘Now’s as good a time as any,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Hugh is busy running every kind of test he can on a sample of Eldritch three we got for him. Hopefully, he’s going to come up with a way of killing it, but until he does…’
‘Until he does, we all sit around listening to the reports on what this thing’s destroying,’ Patterson said. ‘It’s been a fun day.’
~~~
‘Heartbreaker,’ Cygnus said. ‘That was the codename Ghostfire and Blutadler assigned her. Adrienne Philips.’
‘Right,’ Bianca said. ‘And this sounds like her MO?’
‘Well, in as much as she could induce unexplained heart attacks with a kiss, yes. The trouble is that, as far as anyone could find, there’s no trace left on the bodies to indicate the attack was induced. Ghostfire got the autopsy results doctored in Bobby’s case to implicate me, but when you put that aside, we’d have been hard-pressed to get a conviction without the evidence they found in their base.’
‘It’s the lack of evidence in Cavanaugh’s case which has made me suspicious. The ME couldn’t find the usual markers for a cause. He was a fit guy who’d just had a medical. Shouldn’t have happened. Of course, that doesn’t mean it didn’t, but…’
‘I get where you’re going with this, honest, but Heartbreaker should be in prison. Uh, hang on.’ Cygnus tapped her ear. ‘Denny? Could you check on the current status of Adrienne Philips, aka Heartbreaker. She should be in the women’s prison in Jessup.’ There was a pause and then Cygnus frowned. ‘No one said anything about moving her there. There was no point… Okay, well. Thanks. Apparently, Adrienne Philips was transferred to the Fortress in twenty fourteen, and is listed among the dead there.’
‘Really? And they didn’t tell you anything about moving her? I’d have thought–’
‘The UID hasn’t liked me for a while. I’d imagine they forgot to mention it. That said, she didn’t need to be in there. Her powers only worked on men.’
‘I seem to recall you questioning why they sent Blutadler there when he was convicted.’
‘Yes. Yes, I did.’
‘I think I may have to do some digging later. For now, I’ll stick around here and see whether I can do anything to help you guys.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘If you find anything out, let me know. And if you want to stay, I’m sure Jon won’t be too worried about having the extra guest for a while. Right now, everyone’s just waiting for Hugh.’
Kingston, WA.
Cygnus flew slowly over the devastation that was Kingston. The sun had gone down about twenty minutes earlier and the glowing, green monster was still trashing the place.
In truth, not all of the devastation was down to Eldritch-03. The military had tried a few other things, including napalm. That had given the creature pause for a few minutes. It had recovered from the hail of flaming death fairly quickly but had seemed reluctant to burn itself again by climbing over the burning buildings around it. A reluctance to face fire had suggested that it could be contained, so buildings had been demolished and fires set to stop Eldritch-03 from moving further inland. More destruction piled on top of what the monster had caused.
‘Any change, Cygnus?’ Doctor Ultimate asked over the radio.
‘No, it’s– Hold on…’ There was something changing. The glow was shifting, dimming a little and wavering. As Cygnus watched, it turned and started hurrying east, far faster than it had moved previously. ‘It’s… It’s heading for the water. I think it’s leaving. The glow has dimmed down a little and it’s wavering, and Eldritch three is heading for the water.’
‘It’s not dark yet, is it?’
‘No. There’s not much light in the sky, but there’s still some.’
‘And the first report was… No, it did not begin moving until forty-five minutes after first light. Of course, at that depth, first light would mean little…’
‘You’re musing, Hugh. Do you think we’re at least getting the night off?’
‘Follow it into the Sound, Cygnus, and keep an eye on it for a few minutes. We’ll see what Enhydra can detect on the hydrophone network. It may simply be switching targets, but I am… somewhat hopeful that our night will be quiet.’
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Unseen by those sitting around the Watchtower’s common room, the darkness thickened in one corner and three people stepped out of it.
‘You’re right,’ Heather said, ‘that’s kind of creepy.’
‘Told you so,’ Jacob replied.
‘Just see if I agree to hop you across a continent again,’ Andrea said, and by then the voices had attracted some attention.
‘What are you three doing here?’ Cygnus asked from one of the sofas.
‘Jacob and Heather wanted to check up on the Watchmen, and I figured I might as well come over and ask whether you had found some way for me to help.’
‘Oh. Okay, and no, in that order. How’s New Millennium?’
‘Dark. Fairly quiet. I’ll do a turn around Churchton when I get back.’
‘How is the glowing monster from the depths?’ Heather asked. She wandered over to take a seat beside Patterson, who did not seem to object.
‘Currently, in the depths,’ he said. ‘It sank itself into Puget Sound around sunset and all our sensors suggest it’s dormant at the moment.’
‘Slacker,’ Andrea commented. ‘I’m sort of glad you haven’t found a way I could stop it. Professional courtesy and all that.’
‘Sorry?’ Patterson looked a little perplexed.
‘Well, one eldritch horror to another.’
‘Ah, yes. You’re Twilight. I thought you could only teleport into places you’d been before.’
‘That was the old me. The new me can… Well, if I have a general idea of where I’m going, I can look out of any patch of shadow or darkness in that area. Then it’s just a matter of deciding to be solid there instead of where I was.’
‘And travelling that way is creepy,’ Heather said. ‘It’s like… It’s like you know you should be scared out of your wits, but you’re not and that’s weirder than being terrified.’ She shook her head. ‘You’d need to try it.’
‘It’s totally dark,’ Jacob said. ‘No light at all.’ He laid a hand on Andrea’s shoulder. ‘She can see, and I guess Cygnus can, but the rest of us are blind.’
‘I thought Hugh was here,’ Andrea said.
‘He and Adam are down in the lab,’ Brightstar said. ‘I’d be there too, but I’m told I’m a distraction. You missed Miss Liberty. She had to leave for a while to… recharge her patriot cells or something.’
‘And yet I am unperturbed by not meeting our glowing new national hero.’
‘She’s okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘She’s a bit inexperienced and unsure of herself. That’s sort of refreshing in a national avatar. I get the feeling that there’s an unusual story behind her somewhere.’
‘That makes three of us,’ Andrea said. ‘I wonder what hers is…’
San Francisco, CA, 13th March.
There was a funny thing about the UID office in San Francisco: no one really expected anyone to break into it. Well, there were a lot of barriers preventing people from attacking the building, but prisoners were only ever there briefly, so there was little point in trying to break them out. No one thought there was anything in the building worth sneaking in for, and they were wrong, of course. The building housed a secure data server containing all sorts of information, and information was always worth something to someone.
In this case, it was worth enough to Mink for her to be crawling through air-conditioning ducts from the roof. That kind of thing was never a pleasant experience. It was dirty, tight, and claustrophobic. But the server room, buried right in the middle of the building where it was thought to be most secure, had plenty of ventilation. Computers liked ventilation and disliked high temperatures. The ducts got her straight to the room she wanted where she managed to unscrew the grill over the vent. Putting it back in place was going to be more of an exercise, but she had tools for the purpose with her. Finding a port on one of the service terminals in the room, she plugged in one of her hacking devices and settled down to wait.
Seattle Watchtower, Lake Washington, WA.
‘It’s on the move again,’ Enhydra said. She tapped keys on her console and the biggest of the display screens in the ops room lit up with a map of Puget Sound. A fuzzy sort of blip could be seen moving in the water off what had been Kingston.
‘Heading for Edmonds or Woodway,’ Patterson said. ‘Do we have an estimate for how long?’
‘Fifteen minutes and it’ll be crawling out of the water. Maybe less.’
‘I’ll get the evacuations started.’
~~~
‘It’s coming up on the other side of the Sound,’ Cygnus said as she walked into the lab where Doctor Ultimate was working with Adamantium as an assistant and kibitzer. ‘They’ve started evacuations. Miss Liberty is heading out there. I’m going with Astraea in a few minutes. Have we got anything?’
Doctor Ultimate peered at her for a second. ‘It appears to be rising with the moon.’
‘Huh?’
‘It is not reacting to sunlight. The moon came up a matter of minutes ago. The times also correspond to the rising and setting times yesterday.’
‘Does that help?’
‘Not really. It means we can expect it to continue its rampage until after eight thirty tonight.’ Ultimate shifted in his seat. ‘Just stand there and listen while I ramble for a moment. Perhaps something will occur to you that Adam and I have missed.’
‘Sounds unlikely but go on.’
‘The DNA analysis would seem to indicate that we are dealing with a mutated form of cyanobacteria, commonly known as blue-green algae. The term “algae” is improperly used, however; these are bacterium. They have an EMX-one gene, which would appear to be how it controls the rather complex field of cosmic energy surrounding the colony. This field binds the individual cells together forming a group mind, a gestalt, if you will. There are frequencies within the field associated with psionic activity. I believe these are the “thoughts” of the group mind. Other–’
‘Hold on,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘If it’s using psionic frequencies to control itself, could we jam them?’
Ultimate smiled. ‘I considered that, but you would, I believe, have to get very close to the creature to use your jamming field.’
‘Yes, but–’
‘And it would only disable the creature, assuming that it does what we’re both thinking anyway. We would still have the problem of collecting up some ten point eight million cubic metres of acidic, toxic material.’
‘Yeah, okay. Uh, what about attacking the bacteria. Chemicals, maybe. Or these cyanobacteria have to have something which eats them.’
‘I thought of that,’ Adamantium said. ‘The problem is the volume. If you use antibacterial chemicals, we’d likely be creating a major ecological incident, and we aren’t sure it could get through this jelly the cells are suspended in. There are bacteriophages which eat cyanobacteria, but we’d need a huge volume of them and, again, we aren’t sure they could get past the suspension medium.’
‘Damn. That sounded like a good solution. There must be something. How do they usually sterilise things? Boiling water? No, that’s crazy. We’d need gallons of the stuff.’
‘Radiation,’ Ultimate said. ‘Low-energy gamma rays would seem the best method. It should ensure sufficient penetration of the mass.’ He smiled at Cygnus. ‘Do you think you can produce a beam of gamma radiation, my dear?’
‘Well, I can try. For God’s sake, don’t mention this plan to the military. They’ll want to nuke the thing.’
‘We’ll keep it quiet for now. Uh, there is one other thing I wanted to mention.’
‘Oh?’
Ultimate turned and tapped at a keyboard. A graph of some sort appeared on his screen. Maybe something to do with frequency distributions. ‘This is the frequency analysis of the energy beam Miss Liberty fired at Eldritch three. She’s firing pure cosmic energy and the centre band of the frequency distribution is your principal frequency.’
‘Uh… oh.’
‘It would appear that, if Miss Liberty is a product of the American collective consciousness, that group mind has decided that it needs something to stop you should you become a threat. If she were to kill you with that weapon, I believe it would destroy your Guardian essence as Naryan Tan’s was destroyed by the reactor explosion. Of course, she can also defend the country against other Guardians, but I felt you should know.’
‘Thanks, Hugh. That’s… useful information. What I wonder is whether she knows what it can do.’
‘That, my dear Cygnus, is not a question I can answer.’
Edmonds, WA.
Edmonds was a little like Kingston across the water, but bigger. There was a marina, a ferry terminal, and a lot of touristy shops. Also, a lot more people who needed to get out of the way of Eldritch-03 which had decided, it seemed, to demolish the marina as the first stage of its assault. That was delaying its movement into the town, which was probably a good thing; with only fifteen minutes’ warning and no really major roads, it was taking time to get people clear.
‘You’re serious about this?’ Vindicator asked as he flew alongside Cygnus and Astraea toward the beast as it crashed through boats and docks indiscriminately. ‘You’re going to irradiate it?’
‘Hugh gave me the frequency I need to project,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Actually, he told me all about the necessary state transitions to create a one point three million electronvolt photon discharge and I didn’t really understand most of it, but I think I can generate the beam. Eldritch three gets dosed with ionising radiation and its cells pop, or something. We might still have a bit of a mess to clean up, but it’ll be dead.’
‘Well, nothing else has worked…’
‘Exactly.’
Miss Liberty was circling over the blob, firing off bursts of energy at it every so often. At first it looked like she was just doing it to do something, but as they got closer it became obvious that she fired off a burst whenever Eldritch three started shifting toward the town. It did little damage, but it tended to keep the monster focused on trashing the marina.
Taking aim three thousand feet from her target, Cygnus blasted out a beam of incandescent energy, the air exploding away from it with a loud crack as she did so. Doctor Ultimate had explained another feature of gamma radiation: it was very bad at penetrating air. She would have had to get far too close to her target to do any useful damage if she was just firing photons. Instead, she had wrapped the beam in a field of cosmic energy to force the air clear and let the beam pass through vacuum.
And it seemed, at first, to be working. The energy stream left long gashes in the glowing mass, and the creature as a whole began thrashing as though it were finally having some reaction to the damage it was taking. Cygnus pulled up at about 600 feet from the blob, rising up to join Miss Liberty.
‘It’s working,’ Miss Liberty said, ‘but it’s still regenerating.’
‘And it’s starting to turn around. This is going to be next to useless underwater. We need something faster.’
‘The missiles. Explosions seemed to hurt it more.’
‘Right…’ Hurriedly, Cygnus began shifting her energy attack. ‘Everyone back off. I don’t know how this is going to spread.’ Beneath her, Eldritch-03 was almost entirely healed of the scarring she had caused and it was smashing its way through the docks as it tried to get back out to sea. Cygnus rose up to about twelve hundred feet, turned, and fired off a spread of three shimmering projectiles. Each of them hit the skin of the blob and erupted into a burst of ionised air. In their wake, massive areas of the blob were left blackened and the creature slowed briefly before picking up its pace.
‘I am fairly sure that that is physically impossible,’ Vindicator said, ‘but I don’t care. Hit it again.’
Cygnus was ahead of him. Another three bomblets dropped across the mass of jelly, blasting deep into the mass and causing it to shudder, lurching backward before it again tried crawling toward the sea. It was noticeably slower now; Cygnus was clearly doing damage. Another three barrages went down and the glow from the creature became dimmer and dimmer until it faded out entirely and they were left looking at a slick of oily, blue-green sludge washing gently back and forth with the waves. Eldritch-03 was dead.
Seattle Watchtower, Lake Washington, WA.
‘The police have sealed off the marina and the Coast Guard are deploying some floating barriers which will, hopefully, contain the… pollution.’ Patterson grimaced. ‘It doesn’t appear to be radioactive, but it may be corrosive and toxic.’ From somewhere, he had produced a bottle of champagne to celebrate. Everyone was partaking except for Miss Liberty.
‘I suspect,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘that with the “parent” entity dead, the remains will become inactive quite quickly. They likely already are. Cygnus confirmed that the cosmic energy field has dissipated, which appeared to be the element binding the whole together. I should caution you to keep a watch on that region of Puget Sound for a while, but I believe the danger is over.’ His intent gaze settled on Cygnus. ‘Some impressive improvisation, young lady. Even if, as Jon says, what you did should not be physically possible, your bombardment technique worked well.’
‘Wrapping quantities of gamma photons in cosmic energy so they explode?’ Cygnus asked sweetly. ‘How would that be considered impossible? We were dealing with a colony of individually unpowered cells connected together using cosmic energy.’
‘Yes, well, implausible physics aside, it appears that we have successfully defeated this threat. Well done, everyone.’
‘I’m not really sure I did anything very useful,’ Miss Liberty said.
‘You helped us get the information we needed to defeat it, my dear.’
‘And you kept it in the marina today,’ Cygnus added. ‘If it had got into the town, the clean-up would be worse.’
‘Oh, well, I suppose there’s that,’ Miss Liberty conceded. ‘I suppose one person can’t do everything.’
‘Nope. I wouldn’t have had a clue how to stop that thing without Hugh, and Hugh couldn’t have figured out how it worked without both of us to get the data he needed. Team effort. Of course, I’ll get all the press…’ Cygnus grinned, but Miss Liberty looked rather pleased with that notion.
‘You can keep it. Half the pictures of me just show my butt in this costume.’
‘I remember when they just used to take pictures of my butt. Good times…’
‘I remember those pictures too,’ Adamantium said. Brightstar gave him a look. ‘Uh, I concentrate on pictures of Ally’s butt now, of course.’
‘A little better,’ Brightstar said. ‘Watch out, Miss Liberty. The next thing will be Cygnus persuading you to be in one of those calendars.’
‘Maybe,’ Astraea said, ‘but right now we’re concentrating on Sally.’
Enhydra jerked as though someone had just shot her. ‘Me? I don’t think I could–’
‘Of course you can. It’s not like you wear clothes most of the time anyway.’
‘Just give in, Sally,’ Cygnus suggested. ‘Once she’s got an idea in her head, she’s never failed to get her target in front of a camera.’
Enhydra’s furry brows furrowed. ‘I know you can’t tell through the fur, but I’m blushing right now. Just saying.’
Colorado Springs, CO.
‘Why would someone blow up a burger joint?’ Astraea asked.
The news of an explosion in Colorado Springs had come through at about eleven thirty, just as everyone was packing up to leave. Cygnus, Astraea, and Miss Liberty had flown down direct. Doctor Ultimate, Adamantium, and Brightstar were taking the longer route via Antarctica, but Ultimate had decided that he would take an interest in these random explosions and Adamantium would be useful in the rescue effort.
‘Maybe they really hate fast food?’ Miss Liberty suggested. If that was the case, they really hated fast food. The entire building had been demolished by the blast. Glass from the windows was scattered in a wide arc and the walls had been blown out entirely. Police officers were already evacuating all the nearby structures, though the destroyed building was surrounded by parking and the nearest other building was two hundred feet away.
There were people starting to pick over the wreckage as well, but they paused as the three heroines swooped in to hover over the flat-pack restaurant. Cygnus had already reconfigured her powers, and her radar was picking over the debris. ‘Okay… I am not hopeful, but… Let’s start with that section of rubble there.’ She pointed, and Astraea and Miss Liberty headed for the section of roofing she was indicating.
‘We’re not going to get anyone out of this, are we?’ Miss Liberty asked, her tone sad and a little sullen.
‘Probably not,’ Astraea replied, ‘but you have to have hope.’
~~~
‘The FBI are suggesting suicide bombers,’ Brightstar said.
‘Obviously a possibility,’ Doctor Ultimate replied, ‘but only if the group sending them has access to some quite advanced technology. From my analysis of the explosion, I would estimate that this would require some eleven hundred kilograms of TNT. Even using a modern thermobaric composite, almost six hundred kilos would be needed. Achieving this with a package a human could viably carry into the building unobserved would require some beyond-normal technology. Super-science.’
‘Or it’s an Ultra,’ Cygnus suggested.
‘Not a known one, but yes.’
‘Detonatrix escaped from the Fortress…’
‘Her explosions, while impressive, do not compare with whatever did this.’ Ultimate shook his head. ‘If this is an Ultra, it’s someone new. And I’m not sure telling the FBI that would help matters.’
‘They would be required to hand it over to the UID,’ Brightstar said, ‘and they are trying really hard not to do that.’
‘Thanks for coming down to do this,’ Cygnus said. ‘You could’ve just headed back to the icy wastes.’
‘Sun or icy wastes,’ Brightstar mused. ‘Let me think about that for a while.’
‘While you’re thinking, I’ll get back to searching for bodies.’
‘Good luck.’ Brightstar sounded quite sincere about that, but they both knew it was going to take more than just good luck for them to pull anyone out of the rubble alive.
New Millennium City, MD, 14th March.
‘What we’ve got is something of a mystery,’ Bianca said from the big screen. She was at home, down in the Minx Cave, and teleconferencing with the best encryption UltraNet could supply. ‘A mystery, or something a little more sinister.’
‘Oh great,’ Cygnus said. ‘Give us the bad news.’
‘Well, UID records state that Adrienne Philips, aka Heartbreaker, died in the Fortress attack. What UID records don’t say is when she was transferred to the Fortress in the first place. There is a transfer request taking her out of the Maryland Correctional Institution for Women on the tenth of December twenty fourteen, but there’s no destination listed.’
‘That sounds… illegal.’
‘It certainly shouldn’t happen. Your friend Kopf was taken to the Fortress on the thirteenth and is also listed as dead, by the way.’
‘That’s uncomfortably close timing. Or I may be being paranoid.’
‘Not so sure,’ Andrea said. ‘The Court finally got me the information I asked for on Project Jekyll.’
‘Sorry,’ Bianca interrupted. ‘Project Jekyll?’
‘It’s a name that’s come up a couple of times,’ Cygnus said. ‘Some kind of secret project. Slapstick said they were, or would be, interested in me, and the guy who tried to assassinate the Amazon Queen was supposedly a product of Project Jekyll.’
‘And that makes sense,’ Andrea went on, ‘because Project Jekyll was a UID project attempting to create super-soldiers. The project was initiated in March of nineteen sixty-five, just over a year after the UID was founded. It ran for five years and was officially shut down having shown no results.’
‘But?’ Bianca asked.
‘Yes… But there have been various rumours that it was continued under a slightly less official remit. It supposedly became a black project looking into ways of making existing Ultras useful to the intelligence community and the military.’
‘But just rumours,’ June said.
‘Rumours with some evidence to back some of them up. The assistant director of the original Project Jekyll, a man named Gerald Theakstone, went on to run a high-security UID facility at Andrews. He took a lot of old Project Jekyll staff with him. One or two developments in anti-Ultra equipment have appeared within the UID despite there being no evidence of any development work in that area. The biggest evidence we have didn’t come from the Court, but they have confirmed parts of the story. Bodach, the assassin in Amazonia, was used extensively by the CIA, but they didn’t train him, or turn him into a useful asset. That seems to have been down to Jekyll. As far as I can see, Heartbreaker would be just the kind of person they’d be interested in, and they could definitely swing vanishing her and then having her listed as dead.’
‘You know that means they probably hoovered up Kopf too,’ Cygnus said.
‘I doubt he even made it to the gates of the Fortress,’ Andrea agreed. ‘Maybe they even have him back trying to create super-soldiers.’
Cygnus grimaced. ‘Poor bastards. Considering what he did to me just to test my powers, I hate to think what he’d do to give someone powers.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA, 15th March.
‘The process requires both gene therapy and extensive psychological conditioning,’ Kopf stated as he prepared for the final stage of the process. ‘This is merely the activation stage.’
Beyond the reinforced glass window in front of him, a volunteer selected from several hundred candidates identified within the Army and Marines was being strapped into a seat which looked alarmingly like an electric chair.
‘Psychological conditioning?’ Theakstone asked.
‘It is a well-established fact that the expression of Ultrahuman genetics has as much to do with psychology as biology, Director. Except under certain unusual circumstances, one must have the correct genes to manifest any abilities at all, but those genes are all related to the construction of the nervous system and brain. The form of the abilities comes from the mind of the Ultra. You wish a certain type of Ultrahuman expression. To achieve this, we must condition our subjects to expect certain results upon activation.’
‘I see.’
‘Unfortunately, we are still experimenting with the precise form of conditioning required. Some of my earlier attempts proved… intractable.’
‘You mean psychotic.’
‘They had issues involving anger management.’
‘If they survived.’
Kopf ignored the slight tone of rebuke. It was barely a hint of disapproval; Theakstone was not really that worried about losses so long as Kopf could produce results. ‘The survival rate is now over sixty percent.’ Behind the glass, the technicians had finished strapping the soldier down and were leaving the room. ‘Let us see whether this will be a success.’
His aging fingers tapped quickly over keys on a computer console and several screens lit up showing diagnostic displays and the output of an array of biological monitors. ‘Heart rate is a little elevated,’ Kopf noted. ‘Not unsurprising.’ One of the screens – having scrolled through a wall of messages too fast for anyone to read – paused with a flashing cursor and a question: Initiate? Kopf tapped the Y key and hit return.
Beyond the glass, the room brightened, the light coming from no obvious source. The subject’s heart rate ticked up toward a hundred beats per minute. Then a wide beam of white light shot down from the ceiling, enveloping the soldier. You could just about make out that he was straining against his bonds, and his heart rate shot up to a hundred and fifty and kept climbing. Even through the soundproofing, you could hear the man screaming.
Then the light shut off and the soldier collapsed back against the chair, breathing hard. Kopf watched the heart-rate monitor, letting out a soft sigh as it began to drop, slowly at first and then more quickly. ‘Physically, this one is a success,’ he said.
Theakstone could sort of tell that. The man had been naked when he was strapped in, and it had been clear that he had a reasonable amount of muscle. Now that muscle was more obvious, thicker and more defined. Theakstone would not have been excessively surprised to discover that the man could bounce bullets with his stomach muscles. The man’s fists clenched, and he tried to lift his arms. His biceps bulged almost alarmingly, and the Kevlar straps appeared to be stretching under the pressure. The man looked up at the figures on the other side of the glass. There was a manic gleam in his blue eyes. His teeth were gritted in a taut, slightly insane grin.
‘Ah,’ Kopf said. ‘Unfortunately, it would appear that the latest modification to the conditioning has not been effective.’ He stabbed at a button beside the keyboard, and the soldier jerked, his eyes widening for a second before he slumped forward. The thick needle which had been jabbed into his neck was just visible.
‘Is he dead?’ Theakstone asked.
‘Sedated. It is frequently more useful to study one’s failures than one’s successes. Science is a process, Director.’
Theakstone stared at the unconscious man beyond the glass for a few seconds. ‘What about that other thing we discussed?’
‘The weapon? I have constructed it. A relatively trivial matter given that it utilises the same projection technology as the cosmic energy beam in there. Obviously, I have been unable to test it.’
‘We’ll field test it when we need to. I have no doubt there will come a time when it’s needed. Meanwhile…’ He finally turned away from the ex-soldier in the chair. ‘I’ll see that you get more volunteers.’
 
 



Part Three: Faith
Andrews Field, MD, 20th March 2017.
The Secret Service really seemed to have relaxed in the past few months. Well, it seemed like they were less worried about Cygnus dropping in for a visit with the president. It was an arranged visit; maybe they would have been a little more worried if Cygnus had just turned up to land outside the official residence, but she was expected, so no one batted an eyelid.
In fact, Delphine came out of the ‘work house’ to meet Cygnus, waiting on the path which led out to the small circle of roadway the two buildings sat on. ‘Come on, she’s not behind on her appointments today.’
‘Is she usually?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Meetings never take the time they’re scheduled for. Of course, she cancelled a couple to drop you into this afternoon’s timetable, which may explain why she’s not running late.’
‘Must be important.’
‘That’s for her to tell you.’
Cygnus’s eyes flicked to the gap between the two houses. There was now a sort of tent forming a walkway between the buildings. ‘I thought she didn’t want that covered walkway between the two houses.’
‘She didn’t. Then she realised it would stop anyone seeing her walking from the house to the office, so to speak, so she could work in jeans.’
Cygnus was still smirking at that when she entered the lounge/office to find Hart – in skinny jeans and a racerback shirt emblazoned with ‘GO RAMS’ on the front – pouring coffee. ‘I’ve never heard you say no to coffee,’ she said as Cygnus walked over to the sofas.
‘And you’re not going to hear me say it today, Madame President.’
Hart looked up and raised an eyebrow. ‘You got the “Madame President” thing out of your system now?’
‘I think I have to say it once a meeting.’ Cygnus settled down and took the offered coffee cup. ‘You know, your predecessors didn’t call Brightstar to come visit as often as this.’
‘I can’t speak for them, but I like you better.’
‘God! Don’t ever let Alison hear that.’
Hart grinned and looked around at Delphine. ‘What do you think, blackmail material?’
Delphine gave a small grimace. ‘I wouldn’t recommend it. She’s been known to drop submarines on people.’
‘One time,’ Cygnus said. ‘I did that once. And it wasn’t a big submarine.’ She paused and tapped her lip with a finger. ‘Of course, I’ve got stronger since then…’
‘Okay,’ Hart conceded, ‘no blackmail. First thing on the agenda, these bombings. What do you know? The FBI is still calling it terrorism related and probably suicide bombers.’
‘Well, I happened to have Doctor Ultimate handy when the second one happened.’
‘Third. This was the third. The second happened in some out-of-the-way town in the middle of nowhere.’
‘Canyon Day, Arizona,’ Delphine supplied. ‘An unoccupied house was blown up on the nineteenth of February. No injuries. The FBI weren’t brought in until the local cops decided that it wasn’t a gas leak.’
‘Okay… Well, I don’t think this is terrorism, domestic or otherwise,’ Cygnus said. ‘The targets are… I mean, the loss of life is terrible, but the targets are inconsequential. A university library in Scottsdale. A burger restaurant in Colorado Springs. They don’t make sense. Add in an empty house… And if these suicide bombers exist, it’s hard to believe no one’s seen them wandering around with their twelve-hundred-pound thermobaric backpacks.’ Hart raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s what Hugh says you’d need to get the explosive effect at the burger place. No one’s seen anyone suspicious prior to these explosions, and they would look really suspicious.’
‘So, you think this is an Ultra?’ Hart asked.
‘Yes. No. It’s hard to see how it could be. Again, no one’s seen anyone doing anything odd. It seems like it must be an Ultra. If it is… it’s a really weird one. Anyway, the FBI have Hugh’s analysis. What they do with it is up to them.’
‘Okay.’ Hart paused, pressing her lips together. ‘Nothing much else to be done then. Second thing. You know, of course, that an alien vessel, an asharem spaceship, crashed in Maryland recently.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘I stopped it crashing too hard.’
‘Exactly. Well, when I was briefed on it, it turned out that various government scientists have been pulling it apart and trying to figure out how it works for months.’
‘They didn’t send it to Fullerton Technologies?’
‘Apparently they wanted to avoid any possibility of technical information leaking to foreign powers. Well, they’ve basically got no technical information. Specifically, they’ve been trying to work out the antigravity gizmo aboard the ship and getting nowhere. I gave them until this coming Friday to achieve something, or I’d have it sent to FTI. Turns out that FTI have a problem. I called Bianca today and they lost their best quantum physicist recently. That would make working with an antigravity system hard, I’m told.’
‘Depends how it works. If it’s something to do with gravitons, then probably. Or it could be a quantum gravity thing. That would probably make it hard too. I, uh, watch science documentaries. The scientists are still arguing about exactly what gravity is.’
Hart flashed a smile. ‘Here’s the ask. Doctor Ultimate worked with FTI once before on the ship they found in the Antarctic Ocean. If we ship this one to San Francisco, could we get him to go out there again to look at this one?’
‘I can ask,’ Cygnus replied. ‘He’ll say yes, of course. “Hey, Hugh, do you want to take a look at a working antigravity unit?” He’ll bite your hand off. The only issue will be how the information gets used.’
‘Ask if he’ll do it and what the provisos would be. We’ll work it out. Uh, the other thought was, well, would the asharem on Mars be willing to just tell us how it works?’
‘I… have no idea. You know, we could probably get Madvedant to come down here to discuss it. Have a semi-official visit by the asharem Guardian. I think she’d go for it and it would cement a few ties, open some channels of communication.’
‘All that good diplomatic stuff. I thought the asharem found Earth pretty uncomfortable to live on. I was figuring that I might have to visit them. Wasn’t looking forward to that.’
‘Asharem can barely move in our gravity and can’t breathe our air without lung damage,’ Cygnus agreed, ‘but Madvedant’s a Guardian. If she wants to come to Earth, she just needs a power configuration that lets her live here. Guardians can adapt to just about anything.’
‘And you wonder why the security services are worried about you,’ Delphine said. She was grinning.
‘Oh, I don’t need to wonder. I’m quite well aware of why.’
San Francisco, CA, 24th March.
‘Do you see what you’ve got me into, oh great and powerful Guardian of Humanity?’
Cygnus looked at the horde of armed Army and UID personnel and nodded. ‘Yes, oh great and powerful billionairess,’ she said to Bianca. They were outside the same warehouse which had been used for Rho Ashigna’s ship. The dock in front of it was lined with men in uniform – even if that uniform was sometimes just a blue suit – most of them with assault weaponry.
‘They’re acting like this is Area Fifty-One or something. My people have to go through a UID ID check, then an Army ID check, just to get to the building. Then we have to apply our own checks, obviously. The Army wanted to seal off the entire campus! Thankfully, Hugh put his foot down at that point, and you know what he gets like when he feels the need to assert himself.’
‘Threatened them with a Union withdrawal?’
‘Actually, he threatened them with you.’
Cygnus’s eyes widened. ‘Me?’
‘He pointed out that President Hart had personally asked you to set this up. So, if they’d wait a short while, he was quite sure you’d be willing to get the president on the phone so they could explain what the problem was.’
‘Oh. Actually, that is probably what I’d have done. I’ll mention the excessive security to her and see if she can’t persuade them to back off a bit. I think she’s still a little hamstrung by being new in the office. Nominating Montrose to be her Secretary of State has not made her popular in political circles and her current Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff doesn’t like having a woman as his boss.’
‘Huh. Well, I can’t help with the first one, but the second… She needs to put her foot on Woodley’s neck. Preferably in higher heels than she usually wears. He’s an asshole, but if she stands her ground, he’ll start respecting her.’
‘I’ll pass it along. Should we go in and watch Hugh and Elaine cooing over the alien tech?’
‘Yeah. That might have calmed down Hugh’s temper a little.’
~~~
Apparently, it had not.
‘What did they use to open this up? Explosives?!’ Hugh Last, Doctor Ultimate, was not stammering, or confusing thought streams, or speaking too fast, or any of the other indications that he was happily engaged in analysing some problem. No, he was fixed upon one idea, and that idea probably involved surgical equipment and the team who had previously worked on Quillant Vedro’s spaceship.
‘I’m thinking laser cutters,’ Elaine Ellis replied. ‘I don’t think they’d have got through the housing with much less.’
‘It’s closed with bolts. Just because they didn’t have the right tool, they decided to use entirely the wrong one?’
‘Uh… This is the military we’re talking about.’
‘That… is a gross generalisation,’ Ultimate said, deflating a little. ‘We’re going to have to rebuild several of these external connectors. Probably some of the circuit boards. We’re lucky we have the materials analysis from the previous ship.’
‘Ships,’ Bianca said. ‘We did analysis on the ship brought down over the Pentagon. I take it things are not all rosy?’
‘Seems like they disassembled the ship with as much care as a kid opening presents at Christmas,’ Elaine replied. The ship had arrived by land in three containers. That might have been a sign that things were not going to be good, but everyone had remained hopeful until the contents of the containers were revealed. ‘We haven’t found any documentation indicating how everything was connected together. Yet. We might still find it.’
‘I am not holding out hope,’ Ultimate said.
‘I’ll get onto them about that,’ Bianca said.
‘And if you have no luck,’ Cygnus added, ‘I’ll ask President Hart. And you’ll have Madvedant here next week. She may be able to help.’
‘She’s coming here?!’ Elaine squeaked. ‘She’s going to see the mess they made of one of her ships?’
‘Not one of hers. She’s not their queen or anything. They treat her like a leader, but there’s no official title and she’s hoping that they’ll get over it soon and set up a proper government.’
‘Still…’
‘She’ll be here on Tuesday afternoon, staying through Wednesday. You’ve time to make yourself look competent.’
Elaine looked at the chunk of machinery she was standing beside and grimaced. ‘Well, I won’t be sleeping this weekend.’
New Millennium City, MD, 26th March.
‘That is not such a pleasant way to travel,’ Madvedant commented as Cygnus brought them in to land in front of the house.
‘The warp conduit? No, no one likes them, but they’re a lot faster than doing it the long way.’
The alien Guardian nodded. ‘And now that I have seen you create one, I believe I could do the same. Thank you for providing the transport. I could have adapted myself to space, but using your… What did you call it?’
Cygnus grinned. ‘My air cargo configuration. Actually, I have three. One’s really for cargo. I don’t provide protection for passengers.’
‘You are a more powerful Guardian than I am. However, travelling in your arms was most convenient.’ As predicted, Madvedant was having no trouble with the gravity and atmosphere; she could concentrate on her surroundings, not just on survival. ‘This is a beautiful world. The trees grow so tall and broad. On Ashari Mastada, trees are tall and thin, and there are fewer of them.’
‘Well, we don’t have trees everywhere. Come on inside. I know Andrea and Jacob are keen to meet you.’
Madvedant’s head and eyes swivelled constantly as she took in the architecture of the house, the furnishings, and her general surroundings. That was until Jacob stood up from one of the sofas to greet her and she just stood there and gawped.
‘I think you broke her,’ Andrea commented.
‘Apologies,’ Madvedant said. ‘I am considered tall for a woman. For an asharem woman. I am equal in height to most men, but…’
Andrea giggled. ‘Jacob’s tall for a human male. Hi, I’m Andrea.’ She started to hold out her hand and then changed it to the ‘high five’ greeting Cygnus had shown her.
Madvedant grinned and touched her hand, then she held out her hand for a handshake with Jacob. ‘If we use your form of greeting, I will not have to fly.’
Jacob chuckled and enveloped Madvedant’s small hand in his own. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madvedant. You’re my first ever alien. Well, I probably could’ve got to meet a hodrite, but I doubt we’d have been on speaking terms.’
Madvedant grimaced. ‘Few other species are on speaking terms with the hodrites.’ She looked around and saw June waiting. Her eyes narrowed. ‘I feel like I should know you…’
‘I was wearing a blonde wig last time we met,’ June replied. ‘This is the real me. I’m June.’
‘Ah, I see. And the reason for the disguise?’
‘Not every Ultra wants their real identity known. Having a secret identity makes having a normal life possible, or easier. Some do it to protect their families and friends.’
‘Okay. Um, you said that not every human has abilities, but it seems that everyone here does…’
‘This is not a typical household,’ Cygnus said. ‘June used to be normal, and Jacob only moved in here recently. But we used to have one normal person in the building. Then June went and let us down…’
June shrugged. ‘It did suck a little bit being the only one who couldn’t do anything.’
‘Nonsense, June,’ Denny said. ‘You helped me coordinate things. Good afternoon, Madvedant Mareko. Welcome to my interior.’
‘And that’s Denny, our house,’ June explained.
‘I wasn’t aware that humans had developed that level of artificial intelligence,’ Madvedant said.
‘I was not built by humans,’ Denny replied. ‘I was the computer aboard Cygnus’s predecessor’s ship. I was successfully transplanted to this building since my original vessel was no longer operable.’
‘Which is one reason you’re staying here tonight,’ Cygnus said. ‘Along with Denny, we got some of the best security on the planet. I’m not saying we will have any problems, but if there are any, we have more or less everything covered.’
‘And since we have everything covered,’ Andrea said, ‘we can settle down and chat. I know I want to know all about your people and I’d imagine you have questions about humans. I say we put the coffee on and start talking.’ She frowned. ‘Uh, anyone know whether an ashar can drink coffee?’
‘Biologically,’ Cygnus said, ‘there’s no reason why not. It is a bit of an acquired taste…’
‘I wish to try this “coffee,”’ Madvedant announced. ‘I am quite sure it will not be a problem.’
~~~
‘No more coffee for you, young lady.’ Cygnus looked pointedly at the alien woman sitting on the sofa, her back ramrod straight and her hands fidgeting in her lap.
‘I feel fine,’ Madvedant said in something of a rush.
‘Caffeine is a stimulant, and one you’re obviously not used to. Three mugs is enough.’
‘Aww,’ Andrea said, grinning. ‘You’re no fun, Cygnus.’
‘Are you channelling Twi?’
‘Maybe.’ Andrea had been watching Madvedant’s slide into a state of ‘wired maniac’ with the kind of glee reserved for children watching some form of disaster unfolding.
‘My heart rate is a little high,’ Madvedant conceded. ‘I don’t believe we have this form of stimulant at home. We have stimulants of various kinds, but not this one.’
‘What about alcohol?’ Andrea asked. ‘Do you have alcohol?’
‘We have alcohol. It’s believed that our ancestors discovered the principle of making it through the consumption of fermented fruit, thousands of years ago. I know exactly what happens when I drink alcohol.’
‘Great,’ Andrea replied, grinning wider. ‘Wine with dinner then.’
~~~
‘By profession, I’m a xenobiologist,’ Madvedant said. She was looking a lot more relaxed, whether from the wine or by virtue of the caffeine wearing off. ‘That’s how I knew about the Fenaldas. That’s our ship. It was being prepared for our next colony effort and I was supposed to be aboard as a passenger, in stasis, when it left. Our surveys suggested a basic ecosystem on the world we were going to, and I was going to study that. As well as becoming a colonist, obviously.’
‘Sounds exciting,’ Jacob said.
‘And scary,’ June added.
‘It was both,’ Madvedant agreed. ‘Instead, we ended up running for our lives with whoever we could get aboard the ship. I suppose that was a lot more exciting and scarier. Now we are making a new colony, as planned, but without the carefully selected colonists, not as planned.’
‘Is that going to be a problem?’ Jacob asked.
‘Well, we appear to have most of the skills we need. The difficulties will stem from the personalities of our people. We had planned to do thorough psychological tests to ensure that the people heading for the new world would be… team players. I think that’s the right term. We will need to be watchful, but everyone is in the same boat, so to speak. Everyone aboard the Fenaldas has lost their home with no real hope of returning. They are all awakening to a new world where they need to work to put together a new life for themselves.’
‘Not wishing to sound cynical,’ Andrea said, ‘but any random group of humans would include a bunch who will try their best to do as little as they could for the most personal gain.’
‘Yes,’ the alien agreed. ‘The same is true of asharem. We will have our work cut out for us, I am sure, but I believe we can build a new world for our people.’ She grinned. ‘I hope to get some time to study the biology of Earth as well. Here I have an entire ecosystem to study and learn about. We have found little to indicate any form of life on Mars.’
‘That’ll make some people unhappy,’ Andrea said. ‘You’ll love talking to Hugh Last. I think he’s as eager to study the asharem as you seem to be to study us.’
‘I know he’s already done some genetic work on Quillant and some of the other alien species we’ve been exposed to recently,’ Cygnus said.
‘That sounds like something I would be very interested in,’ Madvedant said, smiling broadly.
‘Okay,’ June said, ‘I’ve been wondering about the names for a while… You’re Madvedant Mareko, and he’s Quillant Vedro. Do all your names end in “ant” and “o?”’
Madvedant nodded. ‘Our personal names end in the “ant” sound. Children indicate their lineage by using their mother’s name with the last sound replaced by the “o” sound. My mother was Marekant Selano. She, um, was killed before I could get her to the Fenaldas.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry.’
‘Why should you be sorry? You didn’t kill her.’
‘It’s just an expression of commiseration.’
‘Cops tend to use it a lot when delivering bad news,’ Jacob said. ‘“I’m sorry for your loss.” It’s kind of what we say when we don’t really know someone we’re supposed to be empathising with.’
‘Ah, I see,’ Madvedant said. ‘Well, thank you.’
‘It must have been horrible,’ June said. ‘To have to decide to save everyone you could. Losing your world. I guess we got lucky.’
‘You had a method of killing a Guardian permanently. To my knowledge, no one has ever done that before.’
‘I thought so too,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘Except the way we did it wasn’t exactly that clever. It’s just a matter of using a lot of cosmic energy tuned to the right frequency. Well, frequency, phase, and a few other factors. Every user of cosmic energy has a specific, um, profile, right?’
The alien looked blankly at Cygnus. ‘Perhaps I am not understanding the language correctly. I am not sure what this “cosmic energy” is.’
‘The energy that powers Guardians, and Ultras, and your natural ability to fly?’
‘Oh! You have explained that? It has long been understood that our ability to generate lift required an energy source which our basic biology could not supply. We used studies of the power to build antigravity devices, but we have never explained where the energy comes from.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Well, I was thinking that an exchange of knowledge between our scientists would be pretty one-way. Your technology is obviously more advanced than ours. I guess humans have got something to teach the asharem after all.’
27th March.
Cygnus lay in bed half-covered by a sheet and looking up at the ceiling. On her left, June was snuggled against Cygnus’s side, a contented smile on her face. The smile was at least partially because Madvedant was snuggled up against Cygnus’s right arm, also wearing a contented smile.
‘How did that happen?’ Cygnus asked softly.
‘I got a bit drunk,’ Madvedant replied, her voice sleepy. ‘I always get… Your word would be “horny.” I always get horny when I drink.’
‘And we ended up talking about human sexual culture,’ June said. ‘Maddy didn’t understand what a homosexual is because they don’t have the concept.’ That was another thing: Madvedant was now Maddy to those in the house. Andrea had come up with it; Madvedant liked it.
‘Because all recreational sex is between members of the same gender,’ the alien said. ‘We’re too fertile for mixed-gender sex to be for anything other than reproduction.’
‘And when Andrea and Jacob went to bed,’ June went on, ‘Maddy started asking about the practical side and, well, if it wasn’t obvious to you, I knew she wanted to try out some human booty. Plus, I think being the first humans to have sex with an alien counts as special circumstances.’
‘Not arguing,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I was just checking to see whether I had the logical sequence right in my head.’
‘Now, sleep,’ Madvedant said. ‘It’s going to be a long day tomorrow.’
Cygnus closed her eyes. ‘It certainly is.’
United Nations HQ, Antarctica.
They were starting with the United Nations General Assembly. The Antarctic headquarters of the UN was a couple of hours ahead of the eastern side of America, so Madvedant was addressing the assembled international representatives before visiting the US President for lunch.
The meeting room, the General Assembly Hall, had been modelled after the same room in the old headquarters in New York. There had been some modernisation, but fundamentally it was a big auditorium with banks of seats facing a stage from which speeches were made. Madvedant stepped up onto the stage with Cygnus at her side while the current UNGA president made the announcement, and then the alien woman stepped forward, her gaze sweeping over the room.
‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ she began, ‘representatives of the Nations of Earth, and fellow citizens of the galaxy. I am… not someone who is accustomed to speaking in public. By profession, I am a biologist. By an accident of fate, I am the Guardian of the asharem as Cygnus is the Guardian of humanity. But what I primarily am, and what my people are, is a refugee, driven from our own world by war. I have heard it said that the people of Earth are worried that the asharem represent a threat. We offer no threat to you. Quite the opposite. I am here to offer the hand of friendship. I hope that you will accept it.’
~~~
There was not really much for Madvedant to say to the assembled diplomats, so she kept her speech short. She told them that her people were focused on building houses and infrastructure, but they would be happy to normalise diplomatic relations as soon as they had somewhere to call home. She also told them that there would be opportunities for scientific, cultural, and economic exchange at some point in the future.
Then there was a meet-and-greet where the diplomats could talk to Madvedant directly, and that was where the danger lay, of course. The alien was escorted around by Cygnus, Adamantium, and Brightstar. The two Union heroes had wanted to meet the alien Guardian anyway, Adamantium’s presence tended to make smaller men uncomfortable, and Brightstar knew all the pitfalls.
The biggest trap was Anisim Lospatin, the ambassador from the Soviet Union. That was both a figurative and literal estimation: Lospatin was a big man, a little taller than Adamantium and with a significantly larger stomach. He was bald and had rather rough, slab-like features. His suit was expensive and custom-tailored. He smiled like a tiger which had just spotted a particularly juicy steak.
As he approached the foursome, he was followed by a small, mousy woman with brown hair and pinched features. Her suit was considerably less expensive, but it fit well over a relatively shapely body which appeared to have more muscle than one might have expected.
‘Zdravstvuyte, Miss Mareko,’ Lospatin said. ‘It is a great pleasure for me to make your acquaintance. I am Anisim Lospatin, ambassador for the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.’ His English was excellent and there was barely a hint of an accent to it.
Madvedant smiled. ‘Hello, Mister Lospatin.’ She took his hand to shake it. ‘I understand that your country is one of the largest on Earth.’
‘And yet, you are visiting the President of the United States, but not our Premier.’
‘I have only so much time to spare, Ambassador. I am staying with my human counterpart’ – Madvedant indicated Cygnus – ‘in her home in America. Paying a short visit to President Hart seems appropriate. There is no intention to exclude anyone.’
‘Then perhaps you could speak to President Hart concerning the spaceship she wishes you to consult on. The Americans have refused to give our scientists access to–’
‘Ambassador,’ Brightstar said, ‘Guardian Mareko is not part of the United States Government and has no say in the matter. The Union is now involved in analysing that vessel and we’ve only agreed to it so long as we can disseminate the knowledge gained around the world. Besides, I don’t recall the Soviet Union offering anyone access to the ship they shot down over Moscow…’
Lospatin did not seem to like being fact-checked. His gaze flicked to his assistant. Her features seemed to be even more pinched than before.
‘You should see to your assistant, Ambassador,’ Cygnus said. ‘I think she has a headache.’
‘I am fine,’ the woman said, not looking at Cygnus.
‘Sure? I’m running my psionic jamming field, and I know it gives Delphine a headache.’ Madvedant gave Cygnus a curious look, but the Russian ambassador just seemed annoyed.
‘Miss Sivakova is not–’
‘Oh, Anisim, everyone knows,’ Brightstar said. ‘All the nations who can afford them have psionic shield devices. I’m surprised you even bother these days.’
Lospatin frowned. ‘It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Mareko,’ he said, and then he set off away from them again.
‘The word “psionics” does not appear to translate,’ Madvedant said.
‘Then you’re lucky,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’ll teach you how to shield your mind from it later.’
‘It seems that humans do have many things they can teach the asharem.’
Andrews Field, MD.
President Hart was waiting outside the White Houses with the usual array of Secret Service guardians. Delphine was there and Cygnus saw her wince as the jamming field enveloped her. Cygnus and Madvedant touched down about ten feet from the president, and Hart took a couple of steps forward to greet them.
‘President Francesca Hart,’ Cygnus said, ‘let me present Madvedant Mareko, Guardian of the asharem.’
Hart surprised Cygnus a little by raising her right hand in greeting. ‘Welcome to what passes for our nation’s capital, Guardian Mareko,’ Hart said.
If Madvedant was impressed by the alien form of greeting, she did not show it. She raised her hand to meet Hart’s as she said, ‘Thank you for allowing me the honour of meeting you, Madame President. I am… not really a head of state.’
Hart waved that away. ‘As I understand it, you’re as close to one as we’ll get until your colony is established. Come on inside. After talking to the General Assembly, I’m sure you’re at least thirsty.’
Delphine accompanied them inside, waiting until they were in the building before sidling up to Cygnus. ‘Could you kill that field of yours? I promise I won’t peek.’
Cygnus flashed her a smile, part smirk, and shut off the field. ‘I think I’ll trust you. Just this once, of course.’
‘Oh, of course.’
‘Well, Lospatin was trying to get his pet telepath inside Maddy’s head. I’m not being entirely paranoid.’
‘Sivakova? I have no idea why she’s still there. All the minds worth reading have some form of protection.’
‘That’s what Brightstar said.’
‘Now,’ Hart said as she settled down on one of the seats in her office, ‘as I’ve said before to Cygnus, you’ll call me Francesca, Guardian Mareko.’
‘Then you must call me Maddy,’ Madvedant replied. ‘It is a new nickname, but I like it.’
‘Twilight came up with it,’ Cygnus supplied, sitting down opposite Hart and beside Madvedant.
‘Mm,’ Hart said. ‘I really must meet your mysterious colleague at some point. I think it’s appropriate for a president to get a feel for all the most powerful people in the country. Well, that and the whole Avatar of Shadows thing is fascinating.’
‘I’m sure she’d be happy to drop by. It’ll give your security detail collective heart failure, but I’m sure she’d like to meet you. She missed the election.’
‘I’ll arrange something. Well, Maddy, I asked Cygnus what your intentions were when she came back from her first visit to Mars. Personally, I’m satisfied with her explanation of your situation. There are a few politicians and not a few citizens who are not so happy. The “alien menace” was talked to death during the election and it was not entirely put to rest by my victory. One or two are now saying that we’re harbouring refugees who will bring the other kind of Guardians back to this solar system.’
‘It is true that they may follow us here,’ Madvedant said, ‘but it is by no means certain. They have what they wanted: our worlds.’
‘And they’ll be coming back at some point anyway,’ Cygnus added. ‘We killed one of them. That’s supposed to be impossible, so they aren’t going to leave us alone. It might take them a while to get around to it, or maybe to find a counter, but they’ll be back. Wouldn’t it be better to have the support of asharem technology when they do?’
‘I’m not the one who needs convincing,’ Hart countered. ‘However, since we’re headed that way anyway, my main reason for asking you to drop by was to seek your help understanding some asharem technology which… fell into our lap.’
Madvedant smiled. ‘We don’t begrudge you the salvage. Without Cygnus and Astraea, Quillant Vedro would have died and another ashar would have been lost. I would like to propose an exchange of information between our scientists, but I need to speak to Doctor Hugh Last before I can produce any sort of realistic plan.’
‘Yes, he would be the person to talk to.’
‘As for helping with the ship… Well, I am a scientist, but xenobiology does not lend itself to explanations of antigravity technology. I know it was derived from our own ability to fly, but not how, or how the physics works.’
Hart nodded. ‘I know this will all take time. A lot of people expect results yesterday. I only decided to take this away from the military scientists who were working on it because their reports indicated they had made no progress. We know FTI and Doctor Last have done impressive work on alien technology before. Someone got paranoid when they decided what to do with that ship.’
‘The Russians have been pretty secretive about what they recovered in Moscow,’ Cygnus said. ‘The Chinese… Well, they’re not in much of a position to say anything. I could imagine people here started talking about national security a lot.’
‘Our national security is best served by actually getting our hands on that technology. Hell, even Kilmer’s damn stupid space prison idea might be just about viable if we had commercial antigravity technology.’
Cygnus looked Hart straight in the eyes. ‘Madame President, don’t ever say that in public. Not even as a joke.’
Hart looked back for a second and then nodded. ‘Fair point.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘We have a suite for you up on the top floor,’ Bianca said as she escorted Cygnus and Madvedant through the Bayview Grand Hotel’s lobby. ‘I assume you’d prefer to stay in the same suite? There are separate bedrooms.’
‘That will be quite acceptable,’ Madvedant replied, smiling.
‘How’s Damian?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Oh, overworked,’ Bianca replied. ‘He’s supposed to have next weekend off, so we’re hoping nothing major comes up. Uh, Damian’s my boyfriend.’ The last was added for Madvedant’s benefit. ‘He’s a detective.’
‘A demanding vocation,’ Madvedant said.
‘Yes. Very. If we’re lucky, you’ll meet him tonight. We’re going to sit down and chat over dinner. I’ve got Hugh and Elaine coming. We can socialise before we really get into the technical stuff tomorrow.’
‘I would enjoy that. I realise that, for you, meeting someone from another world is fascinating, among other things, but the same is true for me. Prior to leaving my home planet, I had no interaction with people of other species. Animals of various forms from other worlds, yes, but not people.’
‘She’s a xenobiologist,’ Cygnus said.
‘Huh,’ Bianca responded. ‘Hugh is going to love you.’
‘So I’m told,’ Madvedant replied.
~~~
‘What is most extraordinary,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘most unexpected, were the obvious similarities between the species we’ve encountered. Your own species, Maddy, shares many chromosomes with ours. That… Well, we may need to rewrite a number of textbooks, I can assure you.’
‘We call it the interstellar biogenesis theory,’ Madvedant replied, nodding. ‘It is more or less as certain now as what you call evolution by natural selection. There are cases of species arising through pure abiogenesis, but those are spectacularly rare. Almost every known species derives from one of two known lines of genetic material.’
‘Thean and Koran,’ Cygnus supplied.
‘I’ve heard them called that, yes. I think your Guardian essence is older than mine. Anyway, Theans tend to be bipedal, upright, for want of a better term, humanoid. Their most distinctive feature is the ability to manifest certain abilities which, frankly, defy most of the known laws of physics.’
‘I’m going to guess that humans are a Thean species,’ Damian said. He had made it, but he was sitting there listening with a somewhat bemused expression on his face. The science was largely passing over his head. ‘I find it difficult to believe we originated on another world, but–’
‘No,’ Madvedant interrupted. ‘You originated here. Elements of your DNA originated somewhere else, but the ultimate construction of each Thean species is unique. Many morphological elements are consistent, but not always. Humans evolved on Earth, to meet the requirements of life on Earth. They just got a kickstart from space.’
‘Panspermia,’ Ultimate said. ‘It’s been put forward as a hypothesis for the beginnings of life for some time.’
‘I thought evolution explained how life began,’ Damian said.
‘A common misconception. Evolution by Natural Selection explains how species diversify. How one original form of life can become many forms. But it needs there to be a living thing, able to reproduce, for it to operate. Hence, evolution says nothing about the beginnings of life.’
‘This is great,’ Elaine said, grinning a little maniacally. ‘I’m not even a biologist and this is great. What about the other line? The Korans?’
‘Less inclined to be humanoid,’ Madvedant replied, ‘but the two I’ve seen are. They’re smarter and longer-lived, in general, than the Thean species. A Koran species created the Guardians to be their guardians, but they used a Thean lineage to do it.’
‘The palacines and the shalean, if memory serves,’ Ultimate said. ‘Cygnus explained that to us. I assume you have the same ability to recall memories from your past hosts?’
The alien nodded. ‘It’s a Guardian thing. As I remember it, I was one of the last Guardians to be made. I was sort of young, impressionable, and several of the older Guardians persuaded me that the palacines had become decadent and unworthy. So, I fought against our creators. I switched sides when my shalean host was killed on a scouting mission. New host species with new ideas and priorities.’
‘You’re right then,’ Cygnus said. ‘About me being older. I think I was one of the first. Not that that means much because the first generation was huge.’
‘How many Guardians are there?’ Bianca asked.
‘I’m not sure anyone knows now.’ Cygnus glanced at Madvedant but got a shake of her head in reply. ‘Tens of thousands? Something like that.’
‘That’s a lot of potential problems out there who might be looking our way.’
‘Yes. I guess it is, but we’ll be ready for them when they come. We have to be.’
28th March.
Madvedant had been able to identify most of the components the engineering team was working on. Doctor Ultimate had apologised for the mess which had been made of the ship but Madvedant had waved that away. ‘Scrap,’ she had said, ‘is scrap.’ The important thing was the pilot, and he had been saved. Discussion had turned to how the asharem on Mars could actually help the Earth scientists to understand what they were looking at. Madvedant had suggested that some humans could go to Mars, with some help from Cygnus, and there could be an exchange of knowledge there.
‘It’s not going to be as easy as most people would expect,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘The first step will be to get our mathematicians talking to yours.’
‘Mathematicians?’ Bianca asked. ‘I thought mathematics was the universal language. We need to relearn our math?’
‘Mathematics is a universal language, my dear,’ Ultimate replied with a smile. ‘The notation is an entirely different matter.’ He turned to a whiteboard no one appeared to be using, picked up a pen, and wrote up the most basic equation he could. 
z = x + y
Madvedant grimaced. ‘Hugh is right. I understand that because Cygnus does, but we would not write that the same way.’ She picked up a pen and wrote up her own version.
x y + z =
‘Fascinating,’ Ultimate said. ‘A form of Reverse Polish notation. Yes, there will be much work to get the two groups working with the same notation system.’
‘And I used the plus and equals signs to make it clearer,’ Madvedant added. ‘We don’t use those symbols for those functions. And we count in base six, not base ten.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Why?’
‘Historically, when people counted on their fingers, they used one hand for the numerals and one for the sixes. It lets you count to thirty on two hands.’
‘Hardly the most unusual form of counting,’ Ultimate said. He turned back to Bianca. ‘However, I believe you can see the issue. You, I’m sure, know how to write down an integral, but it is highly unlikely that you would recognise the same thing written down by an ashar.’
‘Yeah,’ Bianca replied. ‘I get it. So, we keep doing what we’re doing for now, and get together some teams to go up to Mars. They’ll need some training anyway, I guess.’
‘Probably,’ Madvedant said. ‘We can construct habitats for them which would mimic Earth’s atmosphere, but they will need to be prepared to work in respirators outside those areas. And we are busy working on our own requirements at the moment. It will be… at least several Earth weeks, probably more like months, before we can begin an exchange programme.’
‘Well, I think I’ve got a handle on the antigravity system anyway,’ Elaine said. ‘It’s a bigger, more efficient version of the flight systems on Ultramech. I think it’s the other technology and science we could learn which is going to be important. We could be looking at some serious advancement in human technology over the next decade.’
Bianca grimaced. ‘Great for the company bottom line, but I can’t help but think that’s not going to be as good as it sounds.’
‘No,’ Ultimate said sadly. ‘I should imagine that decade and the one or two after will be quite turbulent. But that’s the thing about knowledge. It’s a two-edged sword and once it’s out of the scabbard, it’s very difficult to put it back in.’
Earth Orbit, 29th March.
‘Do you think this was a success?’ Cygnus asked. She was engaged in the task of making sure the warp conduit she was about to generate came out in the right part of space, i.e. near Mars, but she could still talk.
‘I think…’ Madvedant paused, her lips pursed. ‘Yes, I think it went well. I even enjoyed myself. At times. Next time, I’d like to visit privately and go out into your city. I’d like to see normal citizens doing what they do.’
‘You’ll need to be able to shapeshift, at least cosmetically.’
‘I can do that. I already worked that one out. Which reminds me, I’d like to spend some time with you, learning more of what you have done with your power.’
‘We can do that, sure. It might be better if I came out to Mars for some things. I’ve had to learn a lot of ways to destroy things, and Mars has the advantage of providing almost no possibility of collateral damage.’
Madvedant giggled. ‘Yes. That is a valid point. Tell me, do you think this visit has been a success?’
‘Currently, yes. However, I reserve the right to change my mind when I’ve seen what the media makes of it all. If there are problems, I’ll come out and let you know. I’m not expecting any, but humans can just be… contrary.’
‘We need a method of communicating without all this travel.’
‘Yeah… I’ll ask Hugh what we know about long-distance telepathy. If I can figure it out, we can add it to the list of things I’ll teach you.’
‘It’s getting to be a long list.’
‘Sure is.’ Cygnus stretched out a hand and space convulsed, twisting and shrinking until part of it was trying to be in two places at once. ‘There you go.’
‘Thank you. I think I’ll be able to do that myself next time. Farewell, Cygnus. I hope your life is not going to be too interesting for comfort.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Farewell, Madvedant. I’m sure something will turn up to keep me busy soon enough.’
Kansas City, MO, 4th April.
The sound of a loud bang, maybe more of a crack, had everyone at the bus depot looking up and wondering what had happened. Then Miss Liberty rocketed down at a pace which suggested that she had arrived very quickly indeed and was probably the source of the sound. She was a new enough phenomenon in the country for people to start toward her as she landed beside the depot, looking around urgently. Phones were produced. People began to video what was happening.
‘Everyone, get away from the depot,’ she called out. ‘Run! There’s going to be an explosion.’ At first no one moved and, exasperated, she yelled louder. ‘Run!’ Then she headed for the waiting room behind the glass. Whether it was the shouting or the intense look on her face, the crowd began to hurry away. In a few seconds, they were running.
‘Clear the building!’ Miss Liberty yelled as she walked in through the doors. ‘There’s about to be an explosion. I am not kidding, people. Get out or you could be badly hurt. Move!’
The vision she had had was quite graphic and it had come with an awareness of the location she was seeing, but the exact details of the explosion had not been clear. She knew that this bus depot was the location of the next bomb, but she had no idea where in the depot the detonation would happen. She was starting down toward the far end of the building when the walls shook and the glass around her exploded.
~~~
Another sonic boom broke over the site of what had been a bus depot. This time, the results were a lot more ducking and a lot less looking upward, but Cygnus appeared over the site barely a second later and everyone relaxed. Astraea was with her and spotted Miss Liberty first. The national hero was starting to shift debris at one end of the building which now looked like a badly designed flat-pack furniture package.
‘Talk to me,’ Cygnus said as she dropped in beside Miss Liberty, shifting her powers to let her search for survivors.
‘I got here about five minutes before the bomb went off,’ Miss Liberty replied. ‘I didn’t get enough information to know exactly where it was. I cleared people away from one side of the building, and I went inside to look. It went off before I could get to it.’
‘That’s probably lucky. Are you sure you could survive being close to one of these things when it goes off? I’m pretty sure I’d be dead.’
‘I… hadn’t thought of that. I was in that end when the explosion happened.’ Miss Liberty waved toward the other end of the building which was still standing, if damaged and missing all its windows. ‘There was a wall between me and the bomb. The doors blew out, but I barely felt the actual explosion. Well, there was a lot of heat. Flames blew through the doorway.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘It really does sound like a thermobaric bomb, but… Are you sure it was a bomb?’
‘No, but something exploded.’
Looking around at the flattened, broken building, Cygnus nodded. ‘It certainly did. Leave that bit, there’s nothing under it. We’ll find the bodies further toward the centre.’
‘Just bodies?’
‘No one’s moving, but we might get lucky.’
‘Have some faith. We will.’
Cygnus flashed a bleak smile. ‘Faith isn’t something I have a lot of.’
~~~
‘Who’s the guy in the suit?’ Cygnus asked. She had stopped to take a break from shifting debris and gone to see how Astraea was doing with the victims. Against the odds, they had pulled a couple of live ones out of the wreckage and Astraea had managed to get all of them to the state of walking wounded.
Astraea glanced around to where a man in a three-piece, slate-grey suit was wandering between the less-injured victims, handing out bottles of water. ‘His name’s Jonas Harrison. He’s some sort of preacher. He seems to have some talent for healing since I’ve seen him heal a few cuts and bruises.’
‘Well, that’s good, I guess.’
‘Maybe. I asked if he could help some of the more serious cases and he told me, and I quote, “I do not work with the spawn of Satan. These people will wish they had never accepted succour from a demon in human form.”’
‘Oh really?’
‘Yeah. He prays a lot. And spouts biblical quotations. It’s all sincere too. He really believes what he’s saying.’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘He believes you’re a demon?’
‘Or possessed by one. There was a lot of stuff about “casting out.” I stopped listening and went back to work, so he said I couldn’t stand being in the presence of “the truth of God.”’
‘Huh. Nothing much we can do about it.’
‘Except get on with our jobs.’
‘Too true,’ Cygnus replied, rising into the air. ‘Let’s do that.’
New Millennium City, MD, 5th April.
‘I believe I have spotted a pattern in the explosions,’ Denny announced. The big screen lit up with a map of the USA. It had four little stylised explosion symbols on it, one for each of the detonations so far. Aside from a general movement to the east and north, there did not appear to be any visible pattern.
‘I’m not seeing it,’ Penny said. She was a little grumpy that the television footage from the previous night had featured a lot of video of Jonas Harrison spouting nonsense.
Dates appeared next to the icons. ‘That is because the pattern is not spatial, but temporal. With a variance of plus or minus one hour, the explosions occur at an interval of twenty-two point five days.’
‘That’s weirdly precise for a bomber,’ Andrea said.
‘It is,’ Denny agreed. ‘There is an obvious trend toward the north and east. It would suggest that the cause of these explosions is heading this way. I have no data to predict a specific destination. It could be this city or Andrews Field, or another city in the immediate area. Or the spatial pattern may be entirely erroneous. I can say that the next detonation is likely to occur between ten a.m. and midday on the twenty-seventh of April, but not where it will occur.’
‘It’s more than we had,’ Penny said.
‘If it were going to be night, maybe I could spread some imps out and we could get the news faster,’ Andrea said. ‘That time of the morning, they’re more or less useless.’
‘The explosion after this next one is likely to be at night, Andrea,’ Denny replied.
‘We were sort of hoping to avoid that one, but beggars can’t be choosers, I guess.’
Kansas City, MO, 6th April.
Jonas Harrison stood to the right of stage, preparing himself for an unusual meeting. He had done the same sort of thing for several years, but the crowd waiting for him this morning was not his usual crowd. Generally, the folks in the seats were Christians waiting to hear his inspirational words. They wanted to hear about faith, the glory and power of God, and the salvation which could only be received through the blessing of Jesus Christ Our Saviour. They wanted to see miracles worked in the name of God and for five years Jonas had given them that. It had been a con. The blind men who Jonas had given sight to had been shills. The old women who suddenly regained their health had been reacting to a placebo. Faith could be a wonderful way to get people to believe they had seen something they had not and thereby extract money from them.
And then it had changed. At a Sunday afternoon prayer meeting, he had really cured a young girl’s asthma. He had riled the crowd into their usual fervour, but this time he had felt the power of God roaring through him. He had touched the girl’s head and her breathing had eased in an instant. He had known that the power was real. Three months later, in Paducah, Kentucky, another girl had been brought to him because she was hearing voices in her head. He had known what was wrong as soon as he had laid eyes upon her: Jolene Beck was possessed and he, Jonas Harrison, could drive out her demon. He had done it too. Her parents had been ecstatic, but Jonas was even happier than they were because he knew what his mission in life was. God had chosen him for a specific task, and now he was going to go out in front of the assembled press people to explain that task to the world.
He walked out onto the podium, to the waiting lectern, and cameras flashed madly. At the back of the room there were video cameras from several news channels, all the major networks. It was a good turnout. He was pleased, and he knew he looked good on camera. He was a reasonably tall man, not exceptionally, but above average, with a well-proportioned body and an attractive face. His ash-blonde hair was well groomed and his blue eyes shone in the lights. He always wore immaculate suits to events such as this: the crowd liked the authoritative statement that made. It made him look a little like a politician, which worked for him because his task would eventually lead him to depose the current president.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began when the flashes were dying away. ‘Brothers and sisters in God. My name is Jonas David Harrison and I have come before you all today to reveal to you the mission God in his infinite wisdom has placed upon me.’ Slight pause for dramatic effect. Jonas knew his voice had sounded better since God had granted him the power to do what had to be done. Even in that short introduction, he could tell that the reporters had begun to hang on his words. ‘There is a cancer in our society. Evil walks our streets. That evil presents itself as good, but I see through that veil of misdirection. The Prince of Lies works in plain sight in our cities and towns. His agents are everywhere, and we have come to believe that they are helping us. They are not helping us, brothers and sisters. They worm their way into our hearts and make us believe that wrong is right. We call them Ultrahumans, but I see them for what they are: they are possessed by Satan’s demons and I have been chosen to cast them out.’
There was a rumble from the crowd. Part of it was disbelief, and there were some hints of disgust. A greater part was positive; hardened journalists were wondering whether he was telling the truth and suspecting he might be.
‘On Tuesday in Kansas City, I saw the destruction Satan has brought to our world. And I saw Satan’s minions swoop in to provide their false aid. They came from New Millennium City, the new Gomorrah, and that is where I will take my quest next. There I shall confront the minions of Satan, casting the demons from those possessed, and I shall free that blighted city from Beelzebub’s yoke!’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘He’s delusional,’ June stated flatly. ‘He believes every word he’s saying. He believes that we’re all possessed by demons.’
‘Technically not far from the truth in my case,’ Andrea pointed out.
‘You aren’t possessed by a demon.’
‘Well, not now. I embody the entity which has preyed on human fear of darkness and the unknown for longer than his religion has existed. You could say I am a demon.’
June scowled at her. ‘You’re not a demon. Anyway, his religion hasn’t been around that long. I mean, he comes over as an Evangelical Christian, but he’s not without guilt.’
‘I pretty much thought guilt was as omnipresent as God in Christians.’
‘Mostly Catholics, but not the point. His guilt is that he used to scam people before God gave him the real power to heal. He really can heal people. I saw him do it. Just minor stuff, but he was healing.’
‘The question, I think,’ Penny said, ‘is whether he can really “cast the demon” out of Ultras. I assume he means he can take their power away.’
‘His website claims he can,’ Denny supplied. ‘There are a number of examples. I can find no other documented evidence of such events, however.’
‘He could still be a con man,’ Andrea said.
‘I don’t think he’s that,’ June replied. ‘I’m not really sure what he is, but he’s left the con jobs behind. He could be a problem.’
‘If he is, I’ll look into it,’ Andrea replied. ‘After all, if he’s after anyone in this city, it’s probably me.’
~~~
‘It’s about time someone said something about them,’ Edward Woodford said to the evening news. He would do that fairly often and Brian, his son, generally ignored whatever was said. This time was different: the report was on the press conference Jonas Harrison had given.
‘We’d all be dead if it wasn’t for Cygnus,’ Brian said. He had still not told his parents he was an Ultra. His father’s inconsistent, but generally negative, attitude was the main reason for that.
‘If it wasn’t for her, those aliens would never have come here.’
‘That’s not true. They’d have come eventually.’
Edward flashed his son a glare. ‘Sure of that, are you?’
‘Yes.’ Maybe the direct answer came as a shock or something, but Edward did not immediately answer. ‘Cygnus told everyone what they were like and why they were here. Eventually, they’d have found Earth, seen the Ultras, and attacked.’
‘She was just trying to save her own skin,’ Edward snapped.
Brian got to his feet and started for the door. ‘Everything she told the government about Naryan Tan was true. He did exactly what she said he’d do once she was aboard his ship. She’s tried her best to safeguard humans when all we do is hound her and take every opportunity to make her job harder. I’m going out.’
‘When will you be back?’ Felicity, his mother, asked.
‘I don’t know,’ Brian replied as he closed the porch door behind him.
13th April.
Brian had been back. His father had started spouting stuff he had heard from Jonas Harrison’s speeches, and Brian had packed a bag. His mother had been a little perplexed by Brian’s attitude, but explaining would have just made things worse. It was not the best way to spend your birthday.
Not the worst either. He knew Josie was indulging him some by letting him stay with her. On the other hand, she seemed to be enjoying having him around on a more permanent basis. He had been spending the odd night, occasionally whole weekends, at her place, but this time he had been there for a whole week. It was… kind of domestic. Brian had even taken a trash bag out to the dumpster at the back of the building before school on Tuesday morning.
Today, however, was Brian’s nineteenth birthday, and Josie was determined to lift the slight melancholy which had settled over her boyfriend. ‘We’re going out to dinner,’ she told him. ‘I’m paying. Don’t argue.’ She was wearing a dress. It was short, showing off her gorgeous legs, but high in the collar and long-sleeved. It was rather more sophisticated than she usually wore. She was actually wearing heels! Josie, or Fleet to many of her friends and the UID, never wore heels; being a speedster able to run at almost four times the speed of sound, she preferred running shoes.
‘Okay,’ Brian said. He had come back from college to find her dressed up and was wondering what he had in his wardrobe to match her outfit.
‘Then we’re going to come back here and you can open your present.’
‘You didn’t have to buy–’
‘I didn’t buy you a present,’ she interrupted. ‘I bought me a present. I’m wearing it, under this dress. When you’ve taken the wrapping off, I’m quite sure you’ll enjoy it. I put some clothes out for you. Go change.’
Brian developed a dopy sort of grin. ‘Can’t I just unwrap it now?’
‘No. Go change.’ She waited until he was in the bedroom before muttering, ‘Get a move on before I do decide we can skip dinner.’
16th April.
‘Some Ultras would be better off without their powers,’ Jacob commented.
Up on the big screen, the evening news was showing a video of Jonas Harrison’s afternoon prayer meeting where he had ‘cast out the demons’ from two Ultra volunteers. He had also claimed to cure an elderly woman of cancer, but that was awaiting confirmation from her doctors. The change in the Ultras was immediate and obvious. One of them had had glowing irises until Harrison touched the man and the light had gone out.
‘Sure,’ Andrea agreed. ‘Does that mean you would be better off without them?’
‘Well…’
‘You know what I did to Blacklight, right?’ Penny asked.
‘Sure,’ Jacob acknowledged. ‘You took his powers away.’
‘So, if you really want your powers gone, why have you never asked me to do it?’
Jacob frowned. ‘Maybe I never thought about it until now.’
‘Or maybe your life isn’t that bad with them,’ Andrea suggested.
‘Maybe,’ he conceded. He was sitting on the sofa in his bodysuit, one arm around Andrea’s shoulders. It was not exactly intolerable.
‘Well, if you do ever want me to do it,’ Penny said, ‘be really sure. There’s no going back.’
‘Meanwhile it looks like Harrison really can take away powers,’ June said. ‘If he comes here, it’s going to cause problems. Even if it’s just a PR problem, it’s a problem.’
‘Agreed,’ Andrea said. ‘I think it’s time we knew a lot more about Mister Harrison.’
17th April.
The receptionist at Roman and Hill recognised Andrea as soon as she entered the room. It was the eyes. They all knew about the eyes. The woman did look a little surprised at Andrea’s choice of clothing: Andrea normally turned up in dark jeans and a jacket, but today it was a midriff-baring band T-shirt, a short grey pleated skirt, and platform pumps with an ankle strap. There was also a studded leather collar around her throat. However, Roman and Hill employed good people and the surprise barely showed.
‘Good morning, Miss Morgan,’ the receptionist said. ‘Mister Hill has an early client meeting, but he’ll be available very soon.’
Andrea nodded. ‘I’ll wait.’ She walked over to one of the chairs provided for customers, grabbed a month-old magazine from a side table, and sat down to wait. Hill would have broken off his meeting to see her immediately, if she had demanded it. Perhaps the old Grand Masters of the Shadow Court would have demanded it, but the first ever Grand Mistress was not that kind of manager.
‘You should be,’ Midnight said from somewhere behind Andrea’s left ear.
‘Oh, lay off,’ Twilight responded from just behind Andrea’s right ear. They were like a pair of shoulder angels. ‘I sometimes think you say things like that just to sound mean. You’re not fooling anyone, you know.’
‘I’m evil,’ Midnight said rather petulantly, ‘and don’t you forget it, missy.’
Andrea kept silent. It was doubtful that the receptionist was going to think much about the Grand Mistress talking to herself – half the Court figured that it was amazing how sane Andrea was – but it seemed best not to start any new rumours.
‘Mister Hill will see you now,’ the receptionist announced before the argument could continue.
Andrea got to her feet and dropped the magazine back where she had found it. ‘Thanks. I know the way.’
Montgomery Hill was well into middle age, and that was starting to tell around his middle. Even so, he was a little fitter than one might expect for a senior lawyer in a respected firm. His hair was greying quite a lot now, likely the result of too much exposure to shadow creatures, but there was a bright intelligence in his grey eyes and he smiled as Andrea walked into his office, revealing perfect, white teeth. ‘Grand Mistress. Always a pleasure.’
Andrea smiled back, taking one of the rather comfortable guest chairs opposite him. ‘Except when it’s not, which isn’t today. I need some research doing, Shade Hill. I’d imagine you’re aware of the evangelist heading this way, Jonas Harrison?’
‘A disagreeable young man,’ Hill replied. ‘You want him investigated? I can’t say I’d be displeased with such an assignment. I’m not fond of that kind of zealot.’
Technically, the people of the Shadow Court could be described as religious zealots, but it was a little different. They had always known their ‘god’ resided in a room in a castle in Italy, and now their ‘goddess’ walked into offices to ask questions. It did not require faith to believe in the mysteries of the Shadow Court.
‘I want a full report on him. History as well as whatever we can find out about his current state. Anything and everything we can find, but with a strong focus on this ability he seems to have to depower Ultras.’
Hill actually rubbed his hands. ‘I’ll put some of my best adepts on it. We haven’t had a really juicy research job in a couple of months. Oh, while I have you here, Grand Mistress, I’d just like to say that our arrangement with Mister Dannon and Miss Bryant is working out exceptionally well. Their work in Seattle was more than we could have hoped for.’
‘I’m glad that’s working.’
Hill nodded. ‘The Seattle case in particular brought them to the attention of a few other Court fronts and I’ve been receiving queries regarding their availability. Since you were the one who made the introduction, as it were, I thought I should ask your opinion.’
‘Oh.’ Andrea considered her answer for a second and then nodded. ‘I’d say that there’s no reason to not pass them work from other companies, on two conditions. First, there needs to be some legitimate way those companies could find out about Fortuna Investigations. We don’t want questions asked which would uncover the connection between the various front companies.’
‘The Seattle case was widely publicised,’ Hill responded.
‘Probably good enough. Second, the same rules apply. Neither Jacob nor Heather are to be used on anything with direct links to the Court. Only legal jobs.’
‘Of course.’
‘Then I see no reason why we can’t pass more work their way.’ Andrea grinned. ‘At this rate, they might need some new staff and a bigger office.’
‘The office next door to theirs is vacant, and it would just be a matter of knocking through a wall and putting in a door.’
‘Well, just wait for them to need the new space before you get the builders in.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
Jackson Thurlow sat in a metal chair, straps holding him at wrists, ankles, thighs, and waist. It was not the first time he had been in the chair. The man on the other side of the glass had been trying various methods to restart his Ultrahuman abilities, many of them involving cosmic energy. So far, nothing had worked.
‘We are ready, Mister Thurlow,’ Herman Kopf announced. ‘Prepare yourself.’
Jackson clamped his teeth firmly down on his gumshield and gave a sharp nod. He was prepared. Even after all the failed attempts, he was prepared. Then there was the light which made Jackson close his eyes just before the pain hit him. His fists clenched. His entire body strained against the straps. The pain was worse than ever before, but this time there was something else: a blooming sensation of power deep within Jackson’s body. It was working! It was actually–
The light died, the pain subsided more slowly, and the blossoming feeling of power died along with it. Jackson sagged, spitting out the gumshield so he could pull in deep, ragged breaths. ‘It didn’t work.’
‘No,’ Kopf responded slowly. ‘No, it did not.’ Jackson looked up to see the old man staring at his instrument displays. ‘No, this did not work, but we did get a response. I must analyse this data, Mister Thurlow. I believe I see where I have been in error this far.’ Kopf lifted his head and looked Jackson in the eyes. ‘Have faith, Mister Thurlow! Soon. Yes, soon you will see your powers return.’
New Millennium City, MD, 18th April.
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, ‘let’s see what we have.’ She unceremoniously ripped open the cardboard envelope which had been couriered to the house, tipped it up and caught the expected memory stick, and then pulled out several sheets of paper with the letterhead of Roman and Hill visible on the top of the front sheet.
‘Report from the Court?’ June asked.
‘Uh-huh. Let me just skim…’ Andrea flicked through the sheets, nodded, and settled down on one of the sofas. ‘It looks like he started off as just another snake-oil salesman. I mean, he’s been grifting since he was eighteen. He ended up with his own team, scamming punters with a combination of fairly good fire-and-brimstone preaching and fake faith healing. That changed in May of twenty fifteen when he actually cured someone of asthma. The Court were able to find medical records and he really did cure the girl.’
‘That confirms what I’ve seen,’ June said.
‘Yeah. His sermons got even more passionate. There are a few newspaper reports about them. People saying they came away exhausted, feeling as though they’d had a real religious experience. Some of the reporters went to the meetings expecting to expose a fraud. In August of twenty fifteen, the parents of a girl named Jolene Beck brought her to a meeting in Paducah. That’s in Kentucky. Beck was hearing voices and nothing any of the doctors she’d seen could do anything. The Court believes she was either a latent or functional telepath, until Harrison got his hands on her. He said she was possessed by a demon, wound the crowd up into a frenzy, and banished the demon. Whatever the actual case, Beck stopped hearing the voices. After that, Harrison began a crusade to rid the world of the demons infesting it.’
‘The first indication that he could really heal was in May twenty fifteen?’ Penny asked.
‘Uh-huh. The Court believes he’s an Ultra created by the cosmic energy burst from Tan’s ship.’
‘That would be my guess. And he started to believe his own hype?’
Andrea nodded. ‘They say “a high probability of a delusional state based upon guilt over his previous false claims in the name of God.”’
‘That’s the hundred-dollar words version of what I said, right?’
‘Uh-huh. Um, in other news, he’s comfortably well off, but not rich. His group are a registered charity, so they don’t pay taxes. His parents are dead. No steady relationships that anyone could find. Some indications that he hasn’t had any casual relationships in the last couple of years. He’s delusional, but he’s living his delusion.’
‘That may not be good,’ June said. ‘He really believes what he’s doing is right. That kind of thing can be infectious.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said, musingly. ‘I have a bad feeling we’re going to have to come up with some way of showing people what he really is.’
‘Agreed,’ Andrea said. ‘Actually, I think I’m going to enjoy this.’
‘Is that you channelling Twilight again, or is it Midnight this time?’
Andrea shrugged. ‘Not sure it matters in this case.’
Louisville, KY, 23rd April.
The crowd were absolutely humming tonight. Jonas could feel the power peaking within him as they poured out their hearts and souls to him. One woman in the front row had fainted. An old man was looking shaky on his feet and would probably go next. It was time for this afternoon’s big finish. Oh, there would be a few other minor things. He would heal someone, he had no doubt, but this would be the thing they remembered.
‘Brothers and sisters,’ he roared, ‘there is a demon among you.’
‘No!’ screamed the crowd.
‘I say that Satan has sent one of his minions to this meeting. He stands among you and I call him out. Come and stand before me, servant of Beelzebub. Come out from among these good people and have that demon driven from you.’ Jonas pointed out into the crowd and a lot of them shrank from his accusing finger, but not the one Jonas’s God-given sight had revealed to him. No, that man stood tall and then, seeing that he had been identified, walked out from among the people to face his accuser. ‘Give me your name, spawn of Satan!’
‘My name is Carl Louise,’ the man said, ‘but the good people of Louisville know me as White Spectre.’ He was a fairly big man, tall and muscled. Handsome too, with clear blue eyes and a cap of soft blonde hair. He was basically your typical male Ultra: super-strong and bulletproof, which was a common set of powers for men who thought a real man was strong and tough.
There were various shrieks and protests from the crowd. Worked up as they were, Jonas could have brought the Pope up on stage and persuaded his audience that it was the Devil in disguise. ‘Are you ready to have your demon driven out, White Spectre?’ Jonas called out. ‘Are you ready to reveal yourself before God and these good people?’
‘I am ready to face you, Jonas Harrison. I do good with these God-given powers I have been granted.’ White Spectre was pretty good at playing a crowd too. ‘I thank God every Sunday for the abilities he has given me. I thank God every night as I keep the streets of Louisville safe. The Devil had nothing to do with making me an Ultrahuman and I call you a fraud!’
Jonas smiled. This was better than he had hoped for. ‘Then take my hand, and let’s see who has God watching over him.’ He held out his hand and White Spectre took it in a fierce grip. ‘Brothers and sisters,’ Jonas more or less yelled, ‘see the power of the Almighty at work this day!’ There was a momentary pause and then a shudder passed through White Spectre. He staggered backward, releasing Jonas’s hand before collapsing onto the stage on his butt. ‘Satan begone from this house!’ Jonas called out as White Spectre shook his head in disbelief.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Well, that was kind of stupid,’ Andrea commented as the scene at the prayer meeting played out on the big screen. There were reporters and cameras following Harrison around as though they were waiting for their Pulitzers to turn up. They had got the entire thing on camera. ‘He’s going to get even more press now.’
‘It was stupid because White Spectre has a public identity,’ Penny countered. ‘He’s got no powers now and everyone knows it.’
‘He looks shocked,’ June commented. ‘I mean, that’s more than just the shock of losing his powers. He really believed that Harrison couldn’t touch him and now he’s questioning whether he was wrong about everything. That’s an existential crisis happening right there on TV.’
‘Makes sense,’ Andrea replied. ‘That’s the other big error here. White Spectre decided to face Harrison on Harrison’s terms. He bought into the religious thing just as much as Harrison has. We need to discredit the man, not present him with things he can use to reinforce his reputation.’
‘That sounds good,’ Jacob said, ‘but how are we going to do that?’
‘Well, I know where to start. I’ll talk to Montgomery Hill in the morning.’
24th April.
‘Another research project, Grand Mistress?’ Hill asked as Andrea took one of the guest chairs in his office.
‘Yes. Same subject, sort of. Maybe a harder ask, maybe not. The first Ultra Harrison neutralised, Jolene Beck, I’d like her found. Tell me where she is and I’ll do the rest.’
‘Just give me a second, Grand Mistress.’ Hill picked up his desk phone and tapped some keys. ‘Wallasey, regarding the Harrison research, do you have a current address for Jolene Beck?’ Hill paused, listening, and then put the phone down. ‘It would appear that Miss Beck left home last May and has not resurfaced. I’ll begin a search for her.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Top priority, Shade Hill. I want to have a chat with Miss Beck before Harrison gets to New Millennium.’
‘That could be a tough ask, Grand Mistress. He’s due in town this coming weekend.’
‘I’m aware. Utilise any resources you need. Any resources.’
~~~
Montgomery Hill did not personally visit Fortuna Investigations too often. When he did, it was frequently something important. This time it did not seem especially important, but it presumably was.
‘This… is a slightly unusual case,’ Hill said. They were in Heather’s office. Jacob could have set his air conditioning warmer now since his new suit allowed him to operate in shirtsleeves in a hotter environment, but they had got used to doing things this way. ‘This is something the, um, CEO of our parent company–’
‘Andrea,’ Jacob said. ‘You mean Andrea asked you for something and you need our help with it.’
‘Yes,’ Hill admitted. ‘We simply feel that some mundane, if you’ll pardon the expression, detective work might bear more fruit than our less conventional methods.’
‘So this is the Jolene Beck case?’
Hill waved the thin file in his hand. ‘It is. This is everything we have on her, and it’s not much. We will continue to search for her ourselves, but we would appreciate it if you also hunted for her. You can approach her family directly.’
‘Huh. Heather can. I don’t think they’re going to react well to a big black guy with glowing blue eyes. That’s two counts against me considering that they took their daughter to a preacher to have a demon exorcised.’
‘You’ve got a point,’ Heather said, opening the file and looking at the first page. ‘Looks like I’m going to Kentucky.’
Paducah, KY, 26th April.
Paducah was a twelve-hour drive from New Millennium City and its most notable feature appeared to be the National Quilt Museum. There were posters up in various places for ‘QuiltWeek Paducah’ which would be happening in April. Aside from that point of interest, the city looked like many American cities, but a bit more parched. The streets were broad, the houses, and most other buildings, set back from the road. There were trees and a lot of places where the grass was trying its best to keep growing despite what appeared to be a severe lack of water.
Jolene Beck had lived in a house on Alabama Street before vanishing off the face of the planet. It was a squat, wooden building, low enough that Jacob would have had to bend to get through the front door. There was a big garage/workshop at the back of the property, complete with a tarmacked drive leading up to it. There was also a path to the door, but it was hard to tell it from the baked soil on either side: the grass here was doing an even worse job than elsewhere.
Heather walked up to the door and knocked. After about a minute, the door opened and a woman peered at Heather with a look of profound distrust. ‘I ain’t buying whatever you’re selling,’ the woman said. She was no more than five-foot-five and slim. Ash-blonde hair fell to her shoulders and she had green eyes set in a pretty face which was not aging especially well. Worry lines marked her forehead.
‘Mrs Hauser?’ Heather asked, producing her ID. ‘I’m not selling. I’m looking for your daughter, Jolene Beck.’
‘I ain’t seen her in months,’ Hauser replied quickly. ‘Whatever she’s done–’
‘I’m a PI, Mrs Hauser, not the police. It seems that your daughter might be the beneficiary of an inheritance, and I’ve been asked to track her down.’ Heather had the funny feeling that mentioning money might provoke a better reaction than the real reason, or any other reason for that matter.
The change in Mrs Hauser’s attitude was immediate. ‘Oh. Well, you’d better come in, I guess. I don’t recall any relatives of mine dying recently.’
‘It’s a distant relative on her father’s side,’ Heather lied. ‘There are some pretty weird stipulations in the will and we’re trying to find anyone who might meet them.’ The lounge beyond the door was… lived-in. Yes, that was probably the kindest word for it. Nothing was new, but the newest thing in the room was a reclining chair set in front of a TV screen which, from the general design, had to be almost a decade old. The sofa set near to the chair had that lumpy quality that suggested its cushions needed restuffing. There was a fake fire on one wall; none of the pictures on the mantelpiece appeared to include Jolene. ‘When did you last see Jolene, Mrs Hauser?’
‘May first last year. At least, that’s when we found out she was gone. Must’ve packed a bag and gone through the window in the night. I went to get her out of bed for church and her room was empty. Bed hadn’t been slept in.’ Mrs Hauser had a southern accent: who would have guessed?
‘So, that was just about a year after you took her to see Jonas Harrison?’
‘Just about. You know about that?’
‘It came up in the background research. It was in the local newspapers.’
‘Sure was. She’d been hearing voices. In her head, you know? None of the doctors knew what was up with her. One of them suggested we take her to see a psychologist. He said how maybe she was reacting to the divorce, but that was just stupid. The divorce was four years before the voices started. She was fourteen when she started hearing them voices. So, we took her to see Pastor Harrison and he saw what was wrong with her just as soon as he saw her. She was struggling with a demon, and he cast it out of her and she didn’t hear those voices again. Did better in school. Got a job at the Walmart like Jed wanted.’
‘That’s Jedediah Hauser, your second husband?’
‘That’s right. Been married going on six years now. Jed said that Jolene should get herself a job when she was sixteen. She said she couldn’t work around so many people because the voices were louder when she was around a lot of people.’ Which, from what Heather had learned in UID courses, sounded about right for an oversensitive telepath. ‘Probably that demon was telling her to kill folks,’ Mrs Hauser opined.
‘Did she ever show any violent tendencies?’
‘Well, no. Now, about this inheritance.’
‘Did she have any friends she might have confided in, Mrs Hauser? Anyone she might have told where she was going? What about her father? Might she have gone there?’
‘Cletus moved back to Illinois when we split up,’ Mrs Hauser said. ‘He’s living in Metropolis now. I don’t think she’d have gone there. They didn’t get along too well. She didn’t get along too well with Jed for that matter. She told me, she said, “If you knew what he was thinking, Mom, you wouldn’t like him either.” That was just the demon talking.’
Heather smiled. ‘Perhaps you have an address for Mister Beck? And maybe you could write down a few names of friends Jolene might have talked to? That would be very helpful.’
‘Well, don’t see why not.’ Mrs Hauser got up from the sofa and started for one of the rooms at the back of the house. ‘You be sure to tell me if you find her. It’d be nice to have my little girl back in the family home.’
Especially if she had a fat inheritance, Heather figured. ‘Of course, Mrs Hauser,’ Heather said, intending to do no such thing.
Metropolis, IL.
Jolene’s friends had been of relatively little help. Most of those Heather had found were unwilling to talk. The couple who were had said that Jolene had been distracted for the last month she had spent in Paducah. It had been kind of like when she had heard the voices in her head, but she had said nothing about them coming back. They figured that if the voices had returned, Jolene would head off somewhere away from people. None of them believed that Jolene had been possessed, but the possibility that she was an Ultra had not sat too well with them either.
Cletus Beck – Mrs Hauser really had a thing for stereotypical southern names – had gone back to Metropolis, Illinois, as Mrs Hauser had said, where he worked as a janitor in a hotel. Metropolis was a good bit smaller than Paducah, and no more than half an hour’s drive away. It was famous for, and Heather was truly amazed by, its giant statue of Superman outside the county courthouse, and the Super Museum nearby which featured all sorts of Superman memorabilia. There was also a rather more life-size statue of Lois Lane a couple of blocks away at Market and West 8th complete with pen, notepad, and handbag. Heather wondered where the statue of Jimmy Olsen was but decided not to go looking to see if there was one.
Instead, she went searching for the address Mrs Hauser had given for her ex-husband. It turned out to be a somewhat sprawling building on Gibbons Street. The wooden exterior was unpainted, and it looked like people had been adding sections to the back of the place over the generations; the tiled roof had about three different design methodologies to it as you went from front to back. All the doors and windows had screens over them, and some of them had boards nailed over them for good measure. There was a station wagon parked on the grass – grass that was a lot greener than the stuff in Paducah – which had rust eating its way into a couple of the wheel arches.
Heather walked up the partially sunken flag path to the door, opened the screen, and knocked. The door was opened by a blonde woman in a cropped T-shirt and short shorts. Her bust was trying very hard to rip its way out of her shirt. If she was older than twenty-one, Heather would have traded in her gun, and the detective began to wonder whether Mrs Hauser had given her the wrong address.
‘Hi,’ the woman said, beaming. She had an accent you could have used to carve stone; the one word was drawn out into at least three syllables.
‘Hello,’ Heather said. ‘I’m looking for Cletus Beck?’
‘Oh, he’s inside, watching Jeopardy! on the catch-up. Come on in.’
‘Right. And you are?’
‘I’m May, but you can call me Sparkles. Everyone does. It’s my professional name.’
That explained a lot, but not how the rumpled, slightly balding man sprawled on a recliner in front of a large flat-screen TV had managed to land the pneumatic blonde in the first place. She had to be almost thirty years younger than he was, and so far out of his class it was almost criminal.
‘Now, Sparkles, I told you not to just invite these salespeople into our home,’ Mister Beck said as soon as he spotted Heather in her skirt suit. Then he looked back at the screen. ‘What is Amazonia?’
‘What is Amazonia?’ one of the contestants said from the TV.
‘Told ya,’ Beck said and hit the pause button on his remote. ‘Now look here–’
‘I’m not selling anything, Mister Beck. My name is Heather Bryant and I’m a PI. I’ve been engaged by a law firm in New Millennium City to find your daughter, Jolene. She’s not in any trouble. We believe she may be a possible recipient of an inheritance.’
‘Jolene? Haven’t seen Jolene since she was ten. Her mother wouldn’t let me near her. I had a drinking problem, you see. Been clean and clear for six years, ain’t I, Sparkles?’
‘Sure have,’ Sparkles replied. ‘Would you like some coffee, Miss Bryant? Or lemonade?’
‘I’m fine, thank you,’ Heather said with a smile. ‘Your daughter ran away from home last May, Mister Beck. I was wondering whether you had any idea where she might have gone.’
‘Oh, I know she ran away. Mary, her mother, called me up out of the blue, asking whether she was with me. How would she be with me? Doesn’t even know where I live as far as I know. Heard about that preacher too. Not that Mary was going to tell me about that, but it was in the papers. Mary always was an idiot when it came to them evangelical types.’
‘You don’t believe your daughter was possessed by a demon then?’
‘Only demons in this world are in politics. Harrison should exorcise a few of them and then they’d not be taking so much of my pay check each month.’
‘Mm. Thank you for your time, Mister Beck. I’ll let you get back to your programme.’
Beck gave a nod and unfroze the channel. The contestant selected ‘Ultras for a thousand’ and the presenter read out the clue: ‘This mysterious heroine went missing in China for eighteen months.’ Beck scowled at the screen.
‘Who is Twilight?’ Heather said. Then she turned and headed for the door. Apparently, Twilight’s sojourn was not as well known as Heather had thought, because she heard the compère confirming her answer as she stepped outside.
‘How’d you know that?’ Sparkles asked. ‘Cletus didn’t, and he knows everything.’
Heather smiled. ‘My business partner is her boyfriend.’
The woman’s eyes widened. ‘You know Ultras?’
‘One or two. Have a good evening, Sparkles.’ And Heather set off for her car. She was no closer to finding Jolene than she had been earlier. She would go back to the hotel and plot out some potential locations nearby where the girl might have holed up. Some place where she would be exposed to as few people as possible. She sighed: this was America, it was full of places like that.
Lexington, KY, 27th April.
Lexington had a lot of history, but Miss Liberty had no time to consider it as she flew in at around five times the speed of sound and began searching for the location in her vision. She had seen a large, flattened sort of building being blown apart and she had to locate it fast. She had seen that building in an industrial park of some kind, but that park was surrounded by housing. The explosion might not cause much damage outside the park, but then again, maybe it would.
She spotted the rows of warehouses after only a minute and powered down toward them. It was a Thursday and the place was busy. Trucks and vans were everywhere. People were everywhere. At least she knew which building was going to blow: the last in a row of four large structures which she headed right for.
‘Clear this area!’ she yelled as she flew over the heads of workers toward the large doors which had to be used for loading and unloading. ‘There’s going to be an explosion. Get out of here!’ Again, her warnings did not seem to be having quite the effect she wanted. Maybe the costume had been a bad idea. Too much leg? She spotted a lever switch on a wall just inside the door. It was painted red and had ‘FIRE!’ in white letters over it, and that would have to do. She yanked the lever down and alarms started going off all over the place.
People looked around, momentarily confused, and then common sense kicked in and they began to file out of the building. Miss Liberty took to the air and began to work her way through the tall stacks of shelving units which took up pretty much the entire interior of the building. She swept down the rows of shelves, shouting at people to get out whenever she saw them. If she could get everyone out, even if she could not stop the explosion, then there would be far fewer casualties at least. She was not entirely sure how long she had, but it was looking good. There was every possibility that the building would be empty before–
There was someone standing at the end of a row of shelves. He was just standing there, not leaving, not doing anything else. She figured he was in his teens. Brown hair and dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. He was just… standing there, maybe fifty or sixty feet away.
‘Hey!’ she yelled. ‘Hey, you have to–’
And then her entire world was filled with heat and battering pressure.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘I think this constitutes some form of sexual harassment,’ Jacob commented as he squared up to fight June. The latter was wearing athletics shorts and a sort of skimpy sports bra, along with light sparring gloves and instep protectors.
‘June needs to learn to fight people bigger than her,’ Andrea replied. She was quite visibly trying to force the smirk off her face. ‘And you are learning to ignore obvious distractions.’
Jacob was in his light bodysuit and June was just human. ‘I’m having to ignore obvious distractions too,’ she said. ‘And my distraction is lower so it has more effect. Seriously, Jacob, that suit leaves nothing to the imagination.’
‘Ha ha,’ he responded. ‘Neither does yours.’
‘Stop with the verbal sparring and start with the physical,’ Cygnus suggested.
Jacob set his jaw, lifted his fists, and… that was when Denny chose to interrupt. ‘There has been an explosion in a warehouse in Lexington, Kentucky,’ the computer announced. ‘Miss Liberty was seen prior to the detonation and is believed to have got everyone out, but she is now missing.’
Cygnus’s expression went from a grin to flat in no time at all. ‘Sparring’s cancelled. June, let’s get changed.’ June was, in fact, already heading for the hole which led down to the ground floor. ‘How does the time match with your prediction, Denny?’
‘Accounting for time zone differences, this perfectly fits the pattern. It also follows the general flow of spatial coordinates, continuing in this direction.’
‘That’s something, I guess.’ Cygnus vanished down the hole after June.
‘I guess it’s you and me for sparring then,’ Andrea said. She was wearing her working outfit of leggings and bra, without the over-the-knee boots. Jacob was genuinely happy she was not wearing the boots.
‘Here come the bruises,’ he muttered as Andrea stepped forward.
Lexington, KY.
Cygnus dropped Astraea over the ambulances and other emergency vehicles and flew straight in to hover over the wrecked warehouse building. Her control field immediately doused the flames around her, but the building was too big for her to cover all of it. Flames continued to push up through the cracked and fallen roofing as she scanned for bodies.
Astraea flew up beside Cygnus as she worked over a grid pattern. ‘The site foreman thinks everyone got out,’ Astraea said, ‘but they have a few day workers who might not have been on the list.’
‘Huh,’ Cygnus responded. ‘I’m not seeing anything yet. I can’t keep the fire down over the whole area, but the building’s a total loss anyway.’
‘Sure looks like it. The foreman said no one saw Miss Liberty leave before the blast.’
‘If she was in here when it happened… I don’t know. National heroes tend to be pretty resilient, but– There!’ Cygnus darted across toward one of the rear corners of the building. A huge slab of fallen roofing was directly under her, uncracked and whole. ‘It looks like she’s in a void of some sort. Maybe some shelving is propping up this roof section. Take the other side and we’ll try to lift it.’
It took their combined efforts, with Cygnus’s strength cut to provide fire suppression, but they lifted the huge chunk of metalwork and roofing felt and tossed it to one side. Astraea was in and at Miss Liberty’s side almost before the slab had landed. ‘She’s breathing,’ Astraea said. ‘There’s a pulse. She doesn’t look like she’s hurt at all.’ It was true; Miss Liberty was covered in dust and bits of debris, but there were no signs of injury and her costume was immaculate.
‘If she’s what I think she is,’ Cygnus said, ‘I’m not surprised. I am surprised she breathes or has a pulse.’
‘Huh?’ Astraea shook her head. ‘Never mind.’ She closed her eyes and focused on healing the woman whose wrist she was holding. She blinked. ‘I can’t… It’s like there’s nothing there to heal.’
‘Mm,’ Cygnus replied.
That was when Miss Liberty’s eyes flickered open. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I… I need to get home.’
‘You need medical attention,’ Astraea replied. ‘You were in an explosion. You were lucky these shelves fell around you and held the roof off you. I want to heal you but–’
‘You can’t. You can’t heal me. No one can heal… I need to get home.’
‘You’re in no shape to fly,’ Cygnus said, dropping down beside them.
‘I have to. I have to get home. If I get home everything will be…’ Miss Liberty’s voice faltered, and she trailed off, her hand going to her head.
‘We’ll get you there,’ Cygnus said.
‘No. I can’t…’
‘I think secret identities are insignificant right now. If it bothers you that much, we’ll tell you ours when you’re fit enough to fly again.’
‘I… Okay. New Millennium City. Uptown. Seventh and Stephanopoulos.’
‘Right.’ Cygnus pulled Miss Liberty to her feet, wrapped an arm around Astraea’s waist, and took off. Debris sprayed out from around her as she hit Mach five in less than a second and headed for New Millennium City.
New Millennium City, MD.
The apartment block was right on the corner of the two streets. It was fifteen storeys tall and fairly modern, lots of glass and concrete as was the case with much of Uptown. Only the top-floor apartments had balconies. The one Miss Liberty directed them to was a little more sparsely furnished than the others: there was a wooden table with chairs around it for eating outside and a single sun lounger with a tarp draped over it. Thinking of Miss Liberty’s invisibility trick, Cygnus shielded all three of them from sight as she flew in and landed on the balcony, immediately lifting Miss Liberty into her arms and heading for the French windows.
‘Bedroom,’ Miss Liberty said, her voice barely above a whisper. ‘Door on the right.’
They had walked into a lounge which also seemed sparsely furnished, or maybe furnished in a way that left plenty of space. There was a dining table off to one side, two easy chairs spaced oddly in front of a TV set mounted on the wall. There were a lot of framed images on the walls around the room, mostly science fiction and fantasy, a couple of film posters. Cygnus marched through the indicated door into the bedroom and immediately figured out why the furniture seemed oddly placed.
The bed was a double, but there was a single woman lying on it. She looked a lot like she had been in a car accident, a really bad car accident: there were bruises over every piece of visible skin and blood was trickling from her nose. She was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, which let you get the full impression of how thin her legs were. She was not a big girl, maybe five-foot-six and thin, but there was almost no muscle tone in her legs while her arms and shoulders showed more development. Her hair was short and dark with the tips dyed red, her eyes were hazel, and she had an angular sort of face with an upturned nose and slightly thinned lips. If the legs were not enough of a clue, there was a wheelchair sitting beside the bed.
‘Heal her,’ Miss Liberty said. ‘You have to heal her.’ And then she just vanished right out of Cygnus’s arms.
There was a groan from the bed and the unknown woman opened her eyes. ‘Oh… Oh God, I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.’ She started to try to lift herself up onto her elbows, but Astraea was there to stop her.
‘Keep still,’ Astraea said. ‘You can explain what’s going on in a minute.’ She laid her hand on the woman’s bare arm and focused her power. This time, it worked.
The woman gasped as the purple bruising vanished. ‘Wow! That feels so much better. I could do handstands!’ She blushed, glancing at her chair. ‘Uh, obviously not really. I-I’m Chantelle, Chantelle Morris.’
‘And you’re Miss Liberty,’ Cygnus said. ‘Or… You created Miss Liberty somehow. She’s like a mental construct or something. Right?’
‘Something like that. Well, exactly like that. Miss Liberty was this OC I developed. Just as a personal project. And then… one day she was real.’
‘OC?’ June asked.
‘Original character,’ Cygnus supplied. ‘You’re an artist? Author?’
‘Artist,’ Chantelle replied.
‘That explains the artwork in the lounge,’ Astraea said. ‘So, you get visions of something bad happening, you go to sleep, and Miss Liberty appears?’
‘Yes, but I go to sleep and wake up as Miss Liberty. It’s really me out there, just in a body that can lift cars instead of one which can’t stand up unaided.’ Chantelle pushed herself toward the edge of the bed where her chair was.
‘I know it’s a little crass to offer,’ Cygnus said, ‘but do you want some help?’
Chantelle opened her mouth to say no, and then frowned. ‘You know, just this once, I’m going to say yes. Astraea’s magic works wonders, but I still feel like a building fell on me five minutes ago.’
‘More like fifteen, but who’s counting.’ Stepping forward, Cygnus scooped Chantelle off the bed with no effort at all and set her into the chair. It was a fairly modern electric affair with well-padded seat and back. Chantelle flicked a switch on the arm and pushed a stubby joystick forward, and the chair glided away around the bed.
‘Come on. I’d imagine you have questions, and I need a coffee.’
‘I wouldn’t say no to some coffee,’ Astraea said as she headed for the door. She reached up to pull her wig off as she went and was taking off the hairnet beneath it by the time she was walking into the little kitchen with its lowered work surfaces.
‘Oh!’ Chantelle exclaimed when she saw June standing there in a plastic swimsuit. ‘Wait, I know you. You’re June Summerfield.’ She paused, blushing again. ‘Which, thinking about it, should have been more obvious than it was, because you’re Cygnus’s girlfriend.’
‘Correct on both counts,’ June said. ‘I got powers when Naryan Tan’s ship exploded. You got them when Captain Freedom lost his.’
‘Yeah. Soon after anyway. I’m still not sure how that happened.’
‘Well, you got them because the national collective subconscious wanted a new national hero. They lost faith in him, but they needed someone else. Why you…’
‘I’m guessing,’ Cygnus said, ‘but if Chantelle had already created a suitably patriotic heroine, the collective subconscious latched onto that character and allowed Chantelle to make her real.’ She tapped a calendar hanging on the kitchen wall and grinned. ‘Not surprised you recognised June.’
Chantelle was blushing again. ‘They’re for good causes. And I told you I was a fan when we first met, remember?’
‘I do. But be careful, June is very good at recruiting for those calendars.’
‘I am,’ June agreed, ‘but I’m not sure about getting the national heroine nude in a swamp. That’s really beside the point. We have adequately determined that Miss Liberty is not invulnerable, especially around massive explosions. I don’t think we can have you rushing to these things on your own.’
‘But–’
‘No buts. We’ll get you an earpiece. When you get a vision, you can signal Denny and she’ll alert us to the situation. Cygnus can be there as fast as you can. Almost. She has to change. I guess you just appear in full costume.’
‘Pretty much. I guess I could take the earpiece with me when I go out. Keep in touch on things like this. I mean, Miss Liberty is the “official national hero,” but Cygnus is too. Sort of.’
‘Except that if the mayor’s office knew how to get in touch with you, they’d be busy setting up a ball to welcome you to the city,’ Cygnus said. ‘And they’ve never even considered doing that for any of the other heroes, as far as we know.’
‘Like the one they did for Captain Freedom? I did think that was a bit… tactless.’
‘You’re not the only one,’ June said.
‘Well, I’m not interested. Um, there is one thing. I kind of got tossed into this without any warning. I have hardly any idea what I’m doing and, well, given my condition, I have no idea how to fight. I can put my fist through a wall. I need–’
‘Training,’ June said. ‘I know exactly where you’re coming from.’
‘Sort of,’ Cygnus said. ‘Andrea and I had been teaching you some basic unarmed combat for a while before you got super-strength. We just worked harder. I guess we can help you. Come over to our place tomorrow. In whatever shape you like. We’ll introduce you to Andrea and set up some sort of training schedule.’ She paused, looking thoughtful. ‘I wonder what happened with Jacob?’
There was a wall clock in the kitchen and June looked at it. ‘By now, Andrea’s probably beaten him soundly and dragged him into the shower in their apartment.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, nodding. ‘That sounds about right.’
~~~
‘Chantelle Morris?’ Andrea asked. ‘I know that name. She does concept art, mostly. She’s done a few book covers and film posters, but she mostly does concept art for video games and films.’
‘Well, if you’ve got anything you want signing,’ Cygnus said, ‘she’ll be coming here to learn how to hit people.’
‘Maybe we should start charging for our time. Are you aiming to teach her Capoaira?’
‘I guess. She can fly. Once she’s learned to control her strength, it’ll be someone else for June to spar with. Maybe we should talk to Master Niigaki for some tips on teaching martial arts.’
June smirked. ‘Speak in a bad Japanese accent and hit people a lot.’
‘I’m sure there’s more to it than that.’
‘Maybe, but that’s all he seems to do with us.’
28th April.
‘I am tracking a cosmic energy source moving in this direction,’ Denny announced. ‘It is a strong source and appears to have no visible object associated with it.’
‘That’ll be her,’ Penny said, getting up from the sofa and starting for the door.
‘You’re going like that?’ Andrea asked. She was also getting up, but she was going to change into her working outfit, minus the boots.
‘I know who she is. I think we can trust her.’
‘Your choice.’
Miss Liberty became visible as she came in to land in front of the house. She saw Penny standing there in the doorway and frowned. ‘I’m, uh, looking for Cygnus.’
‘And you found her,’ Penny replied. ‘I’m a little like you. My alter ego looks a lot different from the one the public know.’
‘Oh. Cool. Um, you knew I was coming?’ Miss Liberty walked over to the door and Penny stepped back to let her in.
‘Denny’s sensors are a little more high-tech than your average system. She can detect and track cosmic energy. She couldn’t see you on standard radar, but she could still track you.’
‘Denny? Astraea mentioned the name, but–’
‘Good afternoon, Miss Liberty,’ Denny’s voice said from the hall speakers. ‘I am Denny, the house computer. I was originally the computer for a spaceship and my technology is far above the average for this planet.’
Miss Liberty’s eyes widened. ‘An AI? Oh, wow. That’s… Wow.’
‘Thank you,’ the computer responded.
‘Come on,’ Penny said, leading the way through into the lounge.
Andrea was just walking out of her rooms, dressed for combat practice. ‘June’s already gone up,’ she said. ‘And hello, Miss Liberty. I’m Andrea Morgan, or Twilight, whichever takes your fancy. I’m the dark, shadowy one.’
‘The scary one,’ Miss Liberty said.
Andrea grinned. ‘Because I choose to be. Cygnus is plenty scary when she’s miffed. She took on a Leviathan-class and a small army, solo, in China.’
‘Well, you have most of Churchton’s criminal element scared of their shadows, according to ACPN.’
‘And yet they still try it on when they think I’m not looking.’
‘No one ever accused criminals of an overabundance of brains,’ Penny said as she walked out of one of the bedrooms, naked and holding one of her Cygnus suits.
‘Uh, you’re naked,’ Miss Liberty said. There was almost certainly no blood in her body, since it was composed of pure energy, but her cheeks still coloured.
‘You’ve seen lady bits before,’ Penny replied. She dropped her suit onto a sofa and changed. There was a sort of blurring of Penny into Cygnus over about a second, and then Cygnus was standing there in all her glory. She reached for her suit. ‘At first, if I was wearing anything when I changed, it got shredded,’ Cygnus explained. ‘I’ve got a lot better at doing it, but there’s still a substantial size difference. If I was wearing Penny’s clothes when I changed, I’d burst all the seams. That kind of thing gets expensive.’
‘I guess so. Um, how are we going to do this? You’re going to teach me how to fight, but–’
‘We have a plan,’ Andrea said. ‘Ultimately, you’ll be learning a martial art invented by Cygnus’s old boyfriend. It’s the one she uses, and it’s designed for use by flyers. You’ll practise with me, Cygnus, and June. Maybe with my boyfriend, Frostburn.’
‘But first,’ Cygnus went on, ‘we want to know how powerful you are, and you need to learn to control your strength in combat. I’m guessing that if you hit the average human with everything you’ve got, you’ll put your fist right through them.’
‘That’s… probably true,’ Miss Liberty said.
‘Let’s go measure your strength.’
~~~
‘She’s good,’ June commented as she watched Miss Liberty chase Cygnus through the obstacle course of suspended bars and hoops. ‘I think she’s better than me.’
‘Hyped up reflexes,’ Andrea replied. ‘She’s doing it all on instinct. With some training, she could be a lot better.’
‘And she can lift ninety thousand tons and hit really hard. Why didn’t Cygnus get her to do a full-force punch?’
‘Because she’d have broken the machine,’ Cygnus called down.
‘Her baseline punch was on a scale with her baseline deadlift,’ Andrea explained. ‘We’re assuming her punches scale with her lifting capacity. Basically, she could punch her way through Denny’s force screen without too much effort.’
‘You’re good,’ Miss Liberty said as she followed Cygnus down onto the mats.
‘With some practice,’ Cygnus replied, ‘you’ll be just as good. I think I can see a few things which you can improve, but I think our main focus is going to need to be on basic combat techniques.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea said. ‘Pardon the phrasing, but you punch like a girl. A girl with excellent coordination who’s able to hit like a crashing jet, but a girl all the same.’
‘Just to play Devil’s advocate,’ Miss Liberty said, ‘isn’t that good enough?’
‘Frequently,’ Andrea replied. She stepped out into the middle of the mat and trails of shadow began to form around her legs. ‘However, hit me.’
‘I might hurt you.’
‘I’m betting you won’t. And June’s there if you do.’
‘Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ Stepping forward, Miss Liberty drew her fist back and swung it in a long arc which would likely have knocked Andrea’s face to the back of her head, if Andrea had not taken a single step back. Frowning, Miss Liberty stepped in again, her fist swinging. Andrea ducked under the blow. The same thing happened again, and again, until the national avatar let out a frustrated roar and threw a massive punch, light flaring around her fist as it moved. This time, Andrea pulled her shadows up around her, vanishing into the darkness, and Miss Liberty’s fist slipped through the column of black without hitting anything.
‘Enough,’ Andrea called from the darkness. ‘That’s enough. Do you see my point?’
‘I couldn’t even lay a hand on you,’ Miss Liberty grumbled.
‘And you got frustrated and threw a punch that could level the building, which we’re going to need to work on.’ The shadows fell away, revealing Andrea again. ‘But you were making it easy for me. I could see your punches coming a mile away. Now, I’m basically just a street fighter, a brawler. If you’d been up against someone trained in judo or something like that, they’d have been tossing you about like a rag doll. I doubt they’d hurt you that way, but it would be horribly embarrassing. If I’d had my sword and I meant it, I could have whittled away at your strength until you dropped from cold and exhaustion.’
‘You just have some bad habits you need to get rid of,’ June said. ‘I had to do exactly the same. I was swinging away, thinking all that build-up meant I hit harder, and it just made it easier to avoid my punches. Plus, yeah, you need to learn not to get angry.’
‘Oh, she can get angry,’ Andrea said. ‘Sometimes that’s good. But you can’t let it rule your tactics, and you can’t let it push you into accidentally killing someone.’
‘I don’t want to do that, no,’ Miss Liberty said.
‘No, I didn’t think you would. If you’re going to kill someone, you should do it on purpose.’
Eddyville, IL, 29th April.
Heather was feeling somewhat despondent, if she cared to admit it. She had spent two and a half days driving between small towns and finding no evidence of Jolene Beck anywhere. She had never once got the impression that anyone was hiding the girl; no one had recognised her picture, she had not been there, and it was as simple as that.
‘So much for being lucky,’ she grumbled as she drove south on the 145. Her stomach chose that moment to add its own grumble just as she saw a sign for a restaurant along with the sign for the settlement it was in, Eddyville. It was two in the afternoon and she had not had lunch yet. ‘Okay, so I eat.’ She took the turn and not long after she was pulling off into the parking lot of a low building which looked like it was more bar than restaurant. If it served food, that would be fine.
Inside, the place was a little rough and ready. There was a deer’s head over the bar, along with various beer signs and some shelves with bottles on. The bar itself was built of whatever wood had been available, as far as Heather could tell, and had aluminium siding as a facing. There was a menu on the bar, however, and Heather glanced over it with growing enthusiasm. Okay, so the place looked like it was run by a family where everyone married their cousins, but the menu looked good.
‘What can I get you?’ The woman behind the bar gave the impression of being able to bench-press cars, and ‘get’ came out as ‘git.’ She was dressed in a checked shirt and jeans. The sleeves on the shirt were rolled up and stretched around beefy biceps. Blonde hair was yanked back into a severe ponytail.
‘You do coffee?’ Heather asked.
‘We do coffee.’
‘Great. Biggest mug of that you’ve got and, uh, do I order at the table or here?’
‘I can take your order.’
‘Okay…’ Heather scanned the menu and then looked up. ‘If I ask for a recommendation, are you going to pick the most expensive thing on the menu, or give me what’s best?’
The woman’s mouth split into a grin. ‘Well, not now. Everything’s good, honey, but the hoagie… That’ll set you up for whatever distance you’ve got left to drive.’
‘One of them then.’
‘Right you are. You go get yourself a table and I’ll have Jo bring your meal over when it’s ready.’
Heather raised an eyebrow. ‘Jo?’ The woman nodded past Heather and she turned, spotting ‘Jo’ easily enough. She was threading her way between a couple of tables, dressed in a short black skirt, white blouse, and an apron. She had shoulder-length, ash-blonde hair and green eyes. She was pretty, though she looked a little distracted. It was fairly busy in the restaurant. Plenty of people with thoughts to seep into a telepath’s head. ‘What’s your name?’ Heather asked without looking around.
‘Emma.’
‘Well, Emma, I suddenly feel like celebrating. Why don’t you add a bottle of beer to that order.’ It looked like Heather’s luck had suddenly decided to kick in. Some Ultrahuman powers really did work in mysterious ways. And Emma was going to get a big tip.
~~~
Jolene, or Jo, did not technically live in Eddyville. There was a farm to the west of the town and Jolene was living in a trailer set amid some trees at the back of their land. It was easily quarter of a mile from the nearest other building. That meant there was going to be no sneaking up on the scruffy little structure: Jolene was going to detect Heather’s mind as soon as she got within fifty feet or so.
So, Heather did not attempt to hide her arrival. There was a badly surfaced road leading up to the trailer, and Heather drove up it, parked, and stepped out of the car. She paused, waiting to see whether Jolene would do anything, but there was no sudden exit out the back of the trailer. Why would there be, really? Heather walked over to the trailer’s door and knocked.
‘Who is it?’ a voice called from inside. ‘Noah? If that’s you, I am not interested in going to the bar tonight. I just got back from there.’
‘It’s not Noah,’ Heather replied. ‘My name is Heather Bryant, Miss Beck. I’ve been employed to find you by a law firm in New Millennium City.’
‘By lawyers?’
‘You’re not in any trouble, I promise. Could we not discuss this through a trailer door?’
There was a slight pause. ‘Lock’s busted anyway. Come on in.’
Heather opened the door and stepped inside. Inside was a little better appointed than the decaying exterior. It was clean and tidy, but there was not a whole lot of room. Off on the left there was a kitchen and a dining area. To the right was a square of seating and a TV set that had to be about thirty years old: it still had a CRT and if the screen was much more than twelve inches across it would be a surprise. Jolene was leaning over to turn it off, a mug of coffee in her other hand.
‘You were in the restaurant at lunchtime,’ Jolene said with a frown.
‘That’s where I spotted you,’ Heather replied. ‘Pure luck that I stopped at that restaurant for lunch, but luck’s kind of my thing.’
‘Huh?’
‘I’m an Ultra. A really minor Ultra. Sometimes I get lucky.’
Jolene shrank a little. ‘I’ve been told that Ultras are the Devil’s work.’
‘I know, but you don’t believe it, do you? Does what you have feel like it’s evil? I mean, annoying, maybe, but not evil, right?’
‘I guess not. But Jonas Harrison–’
‘Is probably not what he seems to be, Jolene. For starters, he didn’t get rid of your abilities for good, did he? The voices came back? That’s why you ran away.’
‘Yes, but it was mostly the things Jed kept thinking whenever he looked at me. He never did anything, but the things he thought about…’ Jolene gave a shudder. ‘I don’t believe that was a demon tricking me. I think that was really what he was thinking.’
‘Probably.’ Heather sat down on one of the over-soft cushions opposite Jolene. ‘Look, when I say some lawyers hired me, that was partially accurate. They’re under instruction from someone else. Have you ever heard of an Ultra named Twilight, comes from New Millennium City?’
Jolene shook her head. ‘Momma never let me watch news programmes and the like, not when Ultras were on them.’
‘Cygnus?’
‘Oh, I’ve heard of her. The girls at school said she’s beautiful.’
‘She is. Well, Twilight works with Cygnus, and they’re looking for you to help us with Harrison. He’s trying to do to a lot of other Ultras what he did to you.’
‘I don’t know…’
‘Talk to them. At least talk to them. And, uh, if you really do want rid of your telepathy, Cygnus can remove it permanently. I think you’d be missing out, personally, but she can do it if you really want it.’
‘If I help them,’ Jolene said, less question and more expectant statement.
‘If you’ll talk to them,’ Heather replied. ‘I think she’d do it even if you don’t think you can help them.’
~~~
There was a muffled thump from somewhere in the back of the trailer, followed by a muffled expletive and a giggle. It was still light outside and Andrea had materialised herself in the bedroom, but Heather was not sure what the cursing was about.
Jolene was, however, wide-eyed. ‘I can’t hear them! Or you. There’s like a soft hiss, like when a radio isn’t tuned to anything.’
‘That’ll be Cygnus,’ Heather replied. ‘She can project a field of, um, psychic noise. It blocks telepathy. She probably figured you’d prefer that to extra minds to listen to.’
‘I did,’ Cygnus said, walking through the kitchen from the bedroom. ‘Um, sometimes it gives telepaths headaches. Delphine hates it. If it’s bothering you–’
‘No!’ Jolene exclaimed. ‘No, it’s better than the voices.’ She was still wide-eyed, but now it seemed more to do with the fact that the tall, beautiful heroine of New Millennium City was standing in her lounge. Cygnus was wearing jeans and a cropped T-shirt, but she was still right there in all her glory.
‘You could’ve warned me about the low ceiling,’ Jacob said from behind Cygnus as he walked in, neck bent to avoid bumping his head. He was wearing slacks and a shirt over his suit, and he looked a bit weird in the crooked posture, but Jolene’s eyes widened further at the sight of the tall man, his glowing eyes appearing brighter in the dim trailer.
‘I didn’t know she was bringing you,’ Heather responded. She scooted down the bench seat she was on so that Jacob could sit down and straighten his neck. He looked grateful.
‘He’s our object lesson,’ Andrea said, stepping around Cygnus. She, too, was in casual clothes, but like Jacob, the sight of her eyes was enough to tell anyone she was not a normal human.
‘Object lesson?’ Jolene asked.
‘We’ll get to that. So, Jolene, Harrison suppressed your powers for a while, and then they just came back?’
Jolene nodded. ‘Seven months. I had seven months of quiet, and then the voices faded back in one afternoon. I could hear people’s thoughts if I concentrated on them. I could hear Jed thinking about what he wanted to do. I’m not going back there. No matter what, I’m not going back to that house.’
‘We’re not asking you to,’ Cygnus said. ‘Like Heather said, I can suppress your abilities permanently and you can live a normal life, if that’s what you want. Or, we can help you learn to control your telepathy better. I’ve spoken to the Union of Ultrahumans and they have other telepaths who can teach you. There are ways to make it manageable while you learn.’
‘That’s where I come in,’ Jacob said. He pulled aside the collars of his shirt to show the suit beneath it better. ‘This suit keeps my abilities contained. Without it, I’d be cooling this room down because I can’t take temperatures much above fifty. With it, I don’t tire myself out trying to cool the world, and my power only affects me. I’m trying to learn to do all that myself, but in the meantime, I have this suit.’
‘Oh,’ Jolene said. ‘I just don’t see much use for what I can do. It’s just annoying. Sometimes scary.’
Heather grinned. ‘Are you kidding? The FBI are going to be recruiting people like you pretty soon. Local police forces are likely to do the same.’
‘The Union employs telepaths for various things,’ Cygnus added. ‘When you concentrate on someone, can you just hear what they’re thinking, or do you see what they’re seeing, hear what they’re hearing?’
‘I get the senses,’ Jolene said. ‘It’s weird, seeing myself through someone else’s eyes.’
‘There, you see that’s very useful to law enforcement. You can basically be a corroborative witness to a meeting where a police officer could never get away with wearing a wire. The Union uses sense-telepaths to keep an eye on Ultras going into dangerous situations. I’m not saying you should keep your powers if you don’t want them. Heather said I’d take them away, and I will. But I think you should give the other way a try before you make your mind up for good.’
‘Well, I guess I could at least sleep on it. Miss Bryant said you wanted me to do something to help you.’
‘We’d like to take you to New Millennium City,’ Andrea said. ‘Harrison is giving a big speech in front of a big crowd tomorrow night. It’ll be televised on several local channels and ACPN will broadcast it nationally. We don’t need you to make the plan I’ve got work, but I’d really like to confront him with the fact that you got your powers back. For one thing, it’ll let the other people he’s neutralised know that it’s not permanent, and that he’s lying about how he’s doing it.’
‘You don’t think he got his healing from God?’
‘That depends on your point of view. I guess, if you’re religious, then all Ultras get their abilities from God. I’m a rationalist, and all the evidence suggests that Jonas Harrison got his powers from an exploding alien spaceship. He’s no more a servant of God than I am.’
‘You’re saying that he’s an Ultrahuman? But he says that Ultrahumans are evil. He says they’re possessed by–’
‘He’s lying,’ Cygnus said. ‘Well, Astraea says that he believes what he’s saying, so he’s deluded. Either way, he’s wrong.’
Jolene set her jaw and straightened her back. ‘I’m in. Momma spent months telling me I was going to Hell for letting a demon into my soul after that man took my powers. I want to be part of telling the world what he really is.’
New Millennium City, MD, 30th April.
‘Sad news from Louisville, Kentucky, this morning,’ the presenter on ACPN said. Behind her, a picture of a man in a white bandana mask appeared, and Cygnus felt her heart sink a little. ‘Carl Louise, formerly known as White Spectre, was declared dead at his apartment in Louisville last night. Police are investigating the death but have indicated that they are not currently seeking anyone else in the matter.’
‘Which is code for suicide,’ Andrea commented.
‘Who was he?’ Jolene asked. She had been brought back to the house the night before and had spent the night in one of the guest rooms.
The presenter answered her. ‘Mister Louise confronted the self-proclaimed pastor Jonas Harrison a week ago at a prayer meeting in Louisville. Police have not commented on the possibility that Mister Louise took his own life due to the loss of his powers. Mister Harrison gave a statement to ACPN indicating that Mister Louise had “gone to face the final judgement of the Lord,” but refused to answer questions regarding the reasons Mister Louise may have had for taking his own life. Mister Louise had no family.’
‘And that is why we need to show Harrison for what he is,’ Cygnus said.
‘Someone would have got to Louise if he hadn’t killed himself,’ Andrea said. ‘He was a public figure. He’s bound to have enemies. Without his powers, he was a sitting duck for a bunch of thugs.’
‘And yet,’ Jacob said, ‘your plan is to do pretty much the same as Louise did. Are you sure he can’t take your powers away?’
‘Absolutely sure? No. I’m as sure as I can be that he can’t take away the ones that count, but he could remove my mutant abilities. That still makes me one big, bad, dark goddess.’
‘But you can’t be sure?’ Jacob pressed.
‘Okay, so it’s a calculated risk, but it’s one I’m willing to take.’ Andrea’s brow furrowed. ‘Jacob, this guy is going to have more and more people convinced that Ultras are evil as he goes on. You know how religious this country can be. The more successes Harrison chalks up, the more people will believe we’re demons. But if he fails, just once, then God is not on his side and we win.’
‘You don’t even believe in God.’
‘No, I don’t, but I’m perfectly willing to use other people’s belief to turn this around before it gets out of hand.’
~~~
Jonas stood in front of his biggest crowd ever, soaking up their energies with their praise. Receipts were up since his campaign had begun, so they had been able to hire a big theatre to hold his first meeting in New Millennium City. It was only just big enough. His audience was even bigger than those he could see thanks to the cameras watching his every move, transmitting his every word to thousands, maybe millions, of viewers out in the city and beyond. Huge spotlights illuminated the stage, and Jonas felt as though the whole world, and God above, was watching.
‘Brothers and sisters, I am here,’ Jonas said. ‘I am here in this city of the lost to tell you that the minions of Satan have come here before me and they do the Devil’s work in your streets. They are here. They are here in this very hall! They sit among you as you praise the Lord, and I shall call them out and cleanse them of their diabolical corruption.’
There were demons out there in his audience. He could feel them, and he would locate them and bring them out to be shown the light, but he was hoping for something a little more dramatic. He had done his research on New Millennium City. There was one so-called Ultra who he really wanted to meet. If he could get Twilight up on stage…
‘In Churchton, the people run scared of a demon of great power. She hides in shadows. She strikes out of the darkness. She claims to be doing God’s work, but–’
‘I have never claimed to be doing God’s work, Mister Harrison,’ Twilight said as she walked in from stage-left. ‘I don’t actually need an old white guy in a robe to tell me to do the right thing. I don’t believe that guy’s helping you either, but if you want to try your luck against the Avatar of Shadows, I’m willing to try mine.’
~~~
Offstage, Jolene was nervous and trying not to show it. She stood beside Cygnus and Heather, in a pool of darkness that Cygnus was creating, watching Harrison’s staff rush about in confusion. None of them had seen Twilight until she had stepped out of Cygnus’s field, and none of them could see the three women within it either.
‘Are you sure he can’t sense us?’ Jolene asked.
‘This field is obscuring us from vision, hearing, and any method of detecting cosmic energy,’ Cygnus replied. ‘That’s how he can spot Ultras. He senses the energy we produce. I’m doing the same thing to watch what he’s doing.’
‘So, uh, you don’t believe in God either?’
‘I used to. My family was never very devout about it, but we’d go to church at Christmas and Easter, and we pretty much thought God ran things. Then an Ultra named Thermite killed my mother and father. I decided that I preferred to believe that God didn’t exist, that things happen by chance, or the works of men. The alternative was believing that God did exist, and He’s a bastard who views people as insects.’
‘Uh, oh.’ Cygnus’s voice had gone from a sort of musing tone to something a lot harder on the last sentence. Jolene decided that asking anything else might not be too good an idea. Besides, the banter on stage was heading in a direction which was going to be her cue.
‘Oh, I’m pretty sure you’re full of shit, Mister Harrison,’ Twilight was saying. ‘You don’t even know what your own powers are. You don’t know their limitations. I think it’s time you met one of those limitations.’
‘Here we go,’ Heather said. Taking Jolene’s shoulders to give support more than anything else, she stepped forward.
‘Good luck,’ Cygnus said. She lifted into the air, vanishing up into the roof of the auditorium, the shadows pulled away with her, and Jolene and Heather walked out onto the stage.
~~~
Andrea gave Jolene what she hoped was an encouraging smile and turned back to Harrison. For the night’s events, Andrea had decided to wear the gown June had designed for her. She had expected it to be first seen in public at some ball or other, maybe at the Huntress’ Den, but this was the right occasion. It was black, of course, with a collar around her neck supporting a bib of mesh fabric down to the upper slopes of her breasts. The rest of the dress, such as it was, was made of a slightly shimmering material which flowed like water. The front and back were panels cut to show her legs all the way to over her hip bones. From the way it looked, she was wearing nothing beneath the dress aside from boots, which were a shinier version of the over-the-knee heeled ones she wore in costume. Harrison had described her as a wanton harlot, and she had countered that slut-shaming ought to be beneath him, but she was not surprised that it was right up his alley.
‘Do you recognise this young lady, Mister Harrison?’ Andrea asked, lifting an arm to indicate Jolene, just in case any of the audience had missed her entry.
‘I do,’ Harrison said. ‘She was the first. She was the one who God sent to show me the demons living in His people. I cast–’
‘You suppressed her telepathy for seven months. It came back. If God meant for you to do His work, wouldn’t he have done a better job of it? I know someone who can permanently neutralise Ultrahuman powers. She doesn’t claim she’s doing God’s work, that’s your hubris.’
‘You told me something evil had been inside me, Mister Harrison,’ Jolene said. She sounded a little shaky, but determined. ‘You told me the things I heard were a demon trying to turn me against my family. Nothing changed when I could hear those things again. It was not a demon. Or if it was, it was in someone else.’
Harrison looked taken aback for about two seconds. Then he rallied. ‘Child, you’ve taken that demon back into your heart. I can–’
‘No,’ Andrea snapped. ‘You’re here to face me. You’re not going to mess with her again.’ She walked closer to the preacher, stopping at arm’s length from him. ‘Come on, I’m the Avatar of Shadows. I’m the best example of something demonic you’ll ever lay eyes on. That won’t just break you in half and eat you anyway. Cast the demon out of me, Jonas Harrison. Every crook in Churchton is praying for you to succeed. Do it.’
He did not look entirely confident as he reached out his hand and laid it on Andrea’s head. ‘Brothers and sisters, join me,’ he intoned. ‘Join me in my hardest trial. Pray to the Lord Almighty that this, our sister, might be cleansed of evil. Amen!’
‘Amen!’ chorused the audience.
Andrea’s eyes widened and she took a step back. Harrison’s face split into a grin of triumph. ‘See! See how the Lord–’
‘Only kidding,’ Andrea said, and the central portion of the stage fell into complete darkness. A shriek came out of that darkness, and then the big spots were back, showing Andrea smiling at an open-mouthed, shocked Harrison. He shook his head as though clearing it and stepped away from Andrea, still looking confused. ‘I think it’s time you met someone else who wants to talk to you,’ Andrea said. Then she closed her eyes.
A few feet away, Heather did the same, and she covered Jolene’s eyes just in case the girl had forgotten. Light blazed from above and Cygnus came down from the lighting rig, a shimmering silver goddess, or maybe an angel in human form. About half the audience fell back into their seats, some slipping to the floor or their knees. They were all wearing stupid smiles as the awe of seeing a Guardian hit them. Others fell to their knees too, but their faces showed something more akin to devotion.
Harrison abased himself before Cygnus as she finally landed and the glow backed off to something more like a shimmering aura tight against her body. ‘Get up, idiot,’ Cygnus said. ‘I don’t want your worship.’ Her speaking was a signal and Andrea opened her eyes. She had to admit, Cygnus in full-on Guardian mode was pretty impressive.
‘Oh, wow,’ Jolene said, her voice low, as she saw Cygnus standing there beside the preacher.
Harrison looked up and Cygnus went on. ‘If God gave you your powers, preacher, then he gave every Ultra their powers. You’re just another Ultrahuman with no more right to spread God’s word than I do, or Twilight has. For what you’ve done, I’d happily take your powers away, but you could actually be useful. There are Ultras who would be better off without their powers, even if temporarily. And you can heal. Because of that, you get to keep what you have. But this…’ She waved her arms out, encompassing the hall and the people. ‘This self-aggrandisement ends now. You were just a con man before you got your gifts, and you’re just a con man now. The difference is that you actually believe your own lies. If I ever hear of you spreading those lies again, I’ll come find you, and I’ll show everyone that you are no servant of God, Jonas Harrison. Do you understand me?’
‘Yes,’ Harrison said, bowing his head. ‘I do understand. Yes.’
‘Good.’ Cygnus’s gaze swept over the crowd, most of whom were still lying on the floor having some sort of ecstatic episode. ‘Let’s get out of here. I need a shower.’ She swept upward without another word.
Andrea stepped up to put a hand on each of Heather’s and Jolene’s shoulders. ‘Couldn’t have put it better myself,’ she said. Then darkness enveloped them, and when the light returned, the only person on the stage was Jonas Harrison.
1st May.
Jolene was back on duty at the restaurant in Eddyville, and she still had her telepathy. She was giving some thought to her future and had promised to call soon, once she had decided on what to do. Cygnus was walking in from delivering the girl back to her current home town when Denny piped up.
‘You have been receiving a number of messages on UltraNet since last night, Cygnus,’ the computer said. ‘It would appear that your performance at Mister Harrison’s event has had some lasting effect.’
Cygnus sagged a little as she walked into the lounge. ‘Oh.’
‘It was pretty amazing,’ June said. ‘Even watching on TV, it was pretty amazing. And that dress really does work for you, Andrea.’
‘Thanks,’ Andrea replied. ‘So what do these messages say, Denny?’
‘It would appear that a statistically significant portion of the audience last night now considers Cygnus to be an angel,’ Denny replied.
Cygnus let out a groan. ‘This is why I don’t use that aura much.’
‘Most are simply stating that they believed her words and are going to live better lives from now on, whatever that means. I have noted a small proportion as being especially fanatical in their devotion and will be keeping an eye on any future communications.’
June was grinning. ‘They just found out what I’ve always known. You’re a goddess in human form.’
‘Just be thankful you didn’t get the full effect of that aura,’ Cygnus replied. ‘You might really think I’m a goddess.’
‘I do, love,’ June replied, still smiling. ‘You’re my goddess. The rest of them can go take a number.’
 
 



Part Four: Iron Cap
Charleston, WV, 3rd May 2017.
Weston Carter had woken up in a field just west of Winchester, Kentucky. That had been four nights ago. As usual, he had had nothing with him. The clothes he was wearing barely fit since he had stolen the best he could find from washing lines. The sneakers he was wearing had come from a charity bin and they pinched his toes. But he was almost at his destination, for a given value of almost. If he kept pushing east, he could be in New Millennium City inside of two weeks, and that was fast enough. He would have four or five days to find Cygnus before there was another episode.
Right now, West was walking along the I-79 just east of Charleston with his thumb out. He was not especially hopeful, but someone might stop. Every lift cut time off his journey. Trucks were the best. Truck drivers seemed happy to have some conversation. West had got pretty good at talking without saying anything, which seemed to suit the drivers perfectly well. He was a little surprised when a sedan pulled to the side of the road just ahead of him. Not a truck, but maybe they could get him a few more miles down the road.
The passenger-side window rolled down as West approached it and he looked in to see an attractive woman in a white, kind of sheer blouse smiling from the driver’s seat. ‘You looked kind of forlorn walking along there,’ she said. ‘Where’re you headed?’
‘New Millennium City,’ West replied hopefully.
‘Well, I can get you as far as Andrews Field, or just outside. I think there are buses from there.’
West had no money for bus fair, but he knew Andrews Field was practically on the doorstep of New Millennium City. This would cut days off his journey! ‘That’d be great,’ he said. He heard the car’s locks disengage, opened the door, and stepped in. The locks clunked shut as soon as he closed the door. ‘Really, I can’t thank you enough.’
‘Don’t sweat it. You’re not a serial killer or anything, are you?’ She pulled out onto the freeway and the car rapidly picked up pace.
West thought about the people who had died in his episodes so far. He focused his attention on the road ahead. ‘No, ma’am. I’m West.’
‘I know you are,’ she said. There was a soft ‘thup’ sound and West felt an impact in his side. He looked down at the dart now sticking out of his abdomen, then up at the weird-looking handgun the woman was holding. ‘Just go to sleep, kid. It’s nothing personal.’
‘What…’ West began, but his vision was already narrowing. Before he could even focus his thoughts, he was asleep.
The woman pressed a button on her steering column with one thumb. ‘This is unit three to control. Over.’ She released the button and waited.
‘Unit three, report. Over,’ the voice issued from speakers in the car. It was, as usual, toneless and efficient.
‘Subject identified as codename Overpressure. Subject is subdued. Over.’
There was a slight pause and then, ‘Transport will be waiting at Demeter’s Temple rendezvous. Sedate subject as required. Over.’
‘Understood, control. Unit three out.’ Demeter’s Temple was the codename for Andrews Field. It was six hours away. At least she had not lied to the kid when she had said she would get him there. It was just his final destination that would be changing.
Andrews Field, MD, 5th May.
Andrea seemed rather comfortable with meeting the President of the United States. There was a hint of rebellious youth about the confident way she sat on the sofa in the not-oval office, legs casually crossed and a cup of coffee in her hands. There was more Twilight there than Andrea, or some of Twilight’s lack of regard for authority had worked its way into Andrea’s personality. Cygnus was beside her, also confident but not in the same way. Cygnus just knew President Hart well enough to be confident in her presence.
‘When they build the new place,’ Andrea asked, ‘is there going to be an office which is oval? Or are they just going to call the main office the Oval Office no matter what shape it is?’
Hart gave a grimace. ‘I have no idea. They’re still working on the designs. They’re supposed to start construction at the end of July and we don’t have designs yet. Maybe the plan was a little too ambitious.’
‘Maybe, but we’re already building homes for the construction workers in Churchton, so I hope you’re not going to delay too much.’
‘Oh, we can’t delay. It’s a little like military contracts. We have to start on time, even if we have to demolish things and rebuild because the plans had to be changed part way through. I have absolutely no doubt we’ll end up having to make on-the-fly changes which will come back to bite us, and retrofit a load of things. It’ll be a mess, but this temporary solution can’t continue. Government needs to be seen to be operating, and a military base is not the place for that to happen.’
The president paused to sip her coffee and then went on. ‘Now, I asked Cygnus to bring you along for two reasons. Thank you both for dealing with the Jonas Harrison situation in a relatively subtle manner.’
‘On live TV is not subtle,’ Cygnus countered.
‘There was no violence. You showed him for what he was. Most importantly, I didn’t have to do anything. When he was finished with New Millennium, he would have come after me. It’s not really a secret that I’m not as religious as many of my predecessors in this position.’
‘The impression I get,’ Andrea said, ‘is that you don’t pretend as much as some of them. Or you’re less hypocritical. Whichever suits you.’
‘Perhaps. The noise over Kilmer’s crazier ideas and Captain Freedom’s betrayal stopped anyone from pushing the religious agenda in the last election. There has been more muttering about my level of faith since, and it’ll be a big talking point next election, I’m sure. If I’d had to intervene with Harrison, it would’ve been used against me. So, thank you. Second thing, China. You’ve been there. I’m not saying I don’t trust what the CIA analysts are saying, but I’d like to hear your impressions.’
Andrea paused, sipping coffee for a second and thinking. ‘It’s still chaotic, but the Republic is reasserting itself to some extent. I have, well, friends there. People I care about anyway. I drop by and check on them once in a while. Tibet is basically free of Chinese control now. The People’s Republic of China is now a band down the coast from Shandong province down to Guangdong province. That includes Hong Kong. The capital is now established in Shanghai and they have enough military power to hold what they’ve got, but nowhere near enough to re-establish their old territories. Most of the rest of the country is either independent and chaotic, or it’s been taken over by whatever authority can establish some level of control. Several areas are controlled by Ultrahumans with enough power to set themselves up as warlords, though some of them are fairly beneficent warlords. The region’s more stable than it was, but it’s still in flux.’
Hart nodded slowly. ‘That’s about what I’ve been told. China will be retaking their seat at the UN in the next few weeks. The analysts say they may put forward a case for UN intervention to stabilise the country under their control.’
‘I doubt that. If the UN goes in, it’s unlikely they’ll ever get out. Or the conditions the UN would set wouldn’t sit well with the surviving party members. They may ask for help with the Soviets. Rumour has it that there are Russian forces massing on the Siberian border.’
‘There are. We have evidence from satellite overflights.’
‘We probably don’t want that happening.’
‘No, we probably don’t. Is there anything the Union of Ultrahumans liaison would like to bring up?’ It was something of a formulaic question: Hart generally asked whether there was anything official Cygnus needed to say, and Cygnus generally did not.
‘Actually, yes,’ Cygnus said. ‘The Union wishes to express concern over the current handling of Ultrahuman criminals within the USA. Basically, no one knows where the inmates of the Fortress were sent, and no one knows where new convicted Ultras are going. There’s no oversight of how they’re being treated.’
Hart opened her mouth to reply and then closed it, frowning. She turned to the ever-present Delphine, standing by the door at parade rest. ‘Delphine? Do you know where they’re keeping them?’
‘No one has briefed me on the matter, Madame President,’ Delphine replied.
‘No, they haven’t briefed me either. I’ll look into it and get back to you, Cygnus. I’ll be political and suggest you let the Union Council know that the President of the United States shares their concern in the matter. Which I do personally as well. I haven’t had time to think about it. First hundred days was up on Sunday and I still don’t think I’ve got a handle on everything.’
‘That’s not uncommon, ma’am,’ Delphine stated.
‘Besides,’ Andrea said, ‘we’re talking about criminals. Whatever else a prison is for, we put them in there so we don’t have to think about them. Out of sight, out of mind.’
‘Perhaps,’ Hart said, ‘but in this case, “out of sight” has been taken to too much of an extreme.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA, 6th May.
West blinked a couple of times and tried to make his vision focus. It was not easy. He was awake, but he felt fuzzy, disoriented. He was awake, but he still felt half-asleep. Still, he managed to resolve a white ceiling, and then he managed to sit up and take in his surroundings. There were blank, white walls to go with the ceiling, except where one wall had a mirror on it and door in it. There was a narrow bed, a washbasin, and a toilet. This was some sort of cell. How had he ended up in a cell? He could remember hiking out of Charleston, and then…
‘I am sure your memory is a little fragmented,’ a voice said. West looked up to see that the mirror was now a window and there was an old man behind it. ‘That will be the effect of the drugs.’
‘Who are you?’ West asked, his voice sounding thick in his ears. ‘Where am I?’
‘My name is Kopf. Where you are is… This place is very secret, Mister Carter. No one knows you are here and there is no way out. You will answer my questions, please. How do you trigger the explosive effect?’
West blinked once and tried the obvious reply. ‘I don’t know what–’
‘Please, Mister Carter. We know what you can do. We know the names of all the people you have killed with your Ultrahuman ability. How is it triggered?’
Curling up on the bed, West hid his face. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Come now–’
‘I don’t!’ West snapped. ‘The first time, I think that was anger. Or fear. So I avoided getting stressed or angry. It just happened anyway.’
Kopf nodded, even if West could not see him doing it. ‘I had concluded that stress might be a factor. You are being sedated to avoid triggering an explosion in this way.’ That explained the fuzzy feeling. ‘Your description may explain some of the data from your examination.’ Kopf seemed to be thinking aloud more than talking to West now. ‘A build-up of cosmic energy over the course of several days… Yes, that might explain… I will return with more questions, Mister Carter. Get some rest. You will probably need it.’
The window turned silver again and Kopf was gone. West lay back down and closed his eyes. He had been so close! Another few days and he could have put an end to this entirely. At least, that had been the plan. Now… Now, he was not sure exactly what was going on, but he really doubted it was good.
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘I’m a little worried about Brian.’
June glanced at Josie briefly. They were taking a break at the side of the training room having spent the last hour being tossed around the mats by various people. Josie had made something of a point of joining June. ‘Oh?’
‘He hasn’t been home, his home, in a while. He had a falling out with his father over Ultras. He’s been staying with me the whole time. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind waking up beside him every morning. He helps around the apartment. He’s started looking for a part-time job so he can help with rent and things. Which he doesn’t need to since my parents think he’s great.’
‘But?’ June prompted.
Josie grimaced a little. ‘He’s not really happy. I don’t think he misses his father much, but his mother and sister are different. He really misses his sister. I mean, I think the real reason he wanted to take on bad guys to begin with was to protect her. She’s a sweet kid. I just don’t know what to do.’
June frowned thoughtfully and sucked isotonic fluids in while she could. Master Niigaki was probably going to make sure she sweated it all out again soon enough. ‘The first thing to do is recon. I’ll talk to Twilight. She can watch them and see how they’re doing for a few nights. We’ll make a plan based on the results of the research.’
That prompted a giggle. ‘That sounds like a military campaign. Why are you in these classes again?’
‘Oh, I’ve spent plenty of time around Twilight and Cygnus. I can plan things fine. When it comes to executing the plan, let’s just say that Twilight can throw me around just like Master Niigaki does. And even she says that you can always get better. We’ll sort out Brian, somehow or other. Don’t you worry.’
New Millennium City, MD, 9th May.
‘That is not a happy family,’ Andrea stated over breakfast.
‘In what way?’ June asked.
‘Well, the daughter asks about her brother and when he’s coming home, but not where the father can hear. I get the feeling that last bit is learned behaviour. The mother is stressed to Hell and back. I only have observation to back up my feelings, but I think she’s worried about both her kids and her husband. She’s hurting. The father… I spotted him just staring at a picture of his children on Sunday night. Outwardly, he’s pretty verbal about thinking Ultras are bad, if not actually evil. Inside, I’m not so sure, and he’s missing Brian too.’
‘He’s chased his son away. Men can be pretty fixated on having a son to carry on the family name and stuff.’
‘Maybe.’
‘To think I saved that asshole’s life,’ Penny said.
‘He blames you for the aliens coming in the first place,’ Andrea said. ‘And if you say he’s right, I’m going to punch you in the nose.’
‘I won’t say it then. I do know they’d have turned up at some point anyway. My first reaction is to blame myself, that’s all. Interesting thought: Brian’s father might lose both his kids if he doesn’t change his attitude. Brian’s an Ultra. There’s got to be at least some chance that his sister could start exhibiting powers, especially if she finds out Brian has them.’
‘She’s fourteen and she hasn’t yet. Or, if she has, she’s been keeping it really quiet. Mind you, she’s a skinny thing and she’s obviously still got some development ahead of her.’
‘So it’s possible. I’m not sure what to suggest. Maybe we should ask the Union if they’ve got a way of dealing with this sort of situation. It has to have come up before.’
June nodded. ‘I guess that’s a good idea. Otherwise we’re waiting for a miracle.’
~~~
Josie pushed open the back door of her apartment block and heaved a black plastic trash bag out after her. It was her turn to take the trash out, and she knew that if it was still there when Brian got home, he would steal the chore out from under her nose. Tempting as that was, Josie refused to allow him to become her servant. She grinned: maybe a little role play along those lines later, but not for real.
Getting to the dumpster, Josie levered open the lid and then prepared to sling her bag of non-recyclables in. Sorting garbage into the appropriate categories had turned out to be a far more complex task than she had first realised. If it’s cardboard with a glued-on plastic window, is it paper or plastic? Maybe the plastic should be torn out. Was the plastic then recyclable? The waste disposal people seemed pretty picky about their plastics. These were things her mother had not mentioned before sending Josie out into the wild to fend for herself. Okay, so Josie did not generally call for advice; she ran over to Bethesda in a minute or less. ‘In the wild’ was a relative term when you could run faster than sound.
With her task completed, Josie turned back for the door and heard a noise. She barely heard it, a soft ‘thup’ from somewhere nearby. Too soft to localise really, but she was immediately more concerned with the impact she felt in her right thigh. She looked down and blinked. There was a dart of some sort sticking out of her leg. Reaching down, she pulled the needle free and looked at it. Some part of her mind was screaming at her to move, get inside. The dart had to have delivered a drug into her system and she needed to get out of there. Unfortunately, the functional part of her brain which should have responded was busy shutting down. The dart fell from Josie’s fingers and she joined it on the tarmac a second later.
~~~
Cygnus landed on the balcony outside Fleet’s apartment and Zap was there almost as fast as the speedster could have been. ‘I don’t know where she’s gone,’ he said, the words coming out in a rush. ‘I got home and she wasn’t here. I tried her cell, but it goes straight to voicemail. I called her parents, but they say she hasn’t been over there today.’
‘Calm down a little, Brian,’ Cygnus said, interrupting the tirade. ‘When would she have got home?’
‘Four, or just after.’
‘Two hours is not a long time to be “missing.”’ Cygnus added the air quotes for emphasis.
‘It’s not like her to turn her phone off. And the trash bag’s missing.’
‘You’ll need to explain that last bit.’
‘It was her turn to take the trash out, but I checked when I got back because she forgets sometimes. She never forgets to put a new bag in though. There’s no bag. She must’ve taken the bag down, but then she didn’t come back up to put the new one in.’
It was thin evidence, but it was obvious that Zap thought it was conclusive. He had been frantic when he had called the house, which was why Cygnus had flown over. This was actually calmer than he had been. ‘Alright, we’ll see what we can find.’ She tapped her ear. ‘Denny, would you ask Jacob to come over here? We need his detective skills. Maybe get in touch with Heather too.’
‘Andrea will be delivering both in a few minutes,’ Denny replied after a short pause. ‘I will begin checking hospital admissions and request any information NMCPD have. I have a location for her earpiece, but that is in the same location as you.’
‘Thanks, Denny.’ Cygnus decided that she would not mention the hospitals part to Zap: he was worried enough. ‘Is there any reason she might have gone off by herself for a while?’
‘No. Not that I can think of. I don’t think I’ve done anything wrong in the last day or so.’ Zap’s brows knitted as he tried to think of something which might have chased his girlfriend away.
‘If you can’t think of it immediately, it probably doesn’t exist, Brian. Josie’s the kind of girl who confronts problems.’ Cygnus looked up as Jacob, Heather, and Andrea walked out of the apartment’s bedroom. ‘We seem to have a missing girl.’
‘I’m not going to be too much use until after dark,’ Andrea said. ‘I took a quick look in Bethesda. There was no sign of her at her parents’ place.’
‘Okay. Jacob, Heather, could you do your detective thing? There’s not much to work with. She seems to have taken the trash bag out and not come back.’
‘Not asking much, are you?’ Heather said. ‘I’ll go take a look outside.’
‘I’ll check up here then,’ Jacob said. ‘Brian, isn’t it?’ Zap nodded dumbly. ‘Okay, you come with me. We’re going to go over the whole apartment and see if anything’s out of place.’
~~~
‘Her bag is still here,’ Jacob said, ‘with her earpiece in it. No phone. If a woman has a purse like that, she takes it with her if she’s going somewhere. There’s no sign of a longer trip. She didn’t so much as pack underwear.’
‘Slim, but you’re probably right,’ Andrea agreed.
‘I got… not much,’ Heather said. ‘I checked the dumpster and there’s a bag on top that’s probably from here. There were a couple of scrape marks on the tarmac which might be from running shoe heels. It’s not exactly a sure thing, and they might not be Fleet’s shoes, but they’re there and fairly recent.’
Andrea pursed her lips. ‘How lucky were you to spot those marks?’
‘Um, fairly lucky.’
‘Right, so someone took her.’ Andrea glanced over to where Astraea was sitting with Brian, trying to come up with a list of places Fleet might have gone to if she had gone under her own power. The idea was that Andrea would look in those places when it got dark. It sounded reasonable, though Fleet had a pretty wide range available to her. The girl could run across water for God’s sake; she was not even restricted to this continent. ‘I’ll tell him.’
The two ex-agents nodded. ‘He already suspects it,’ Heather said. ‘He can take it, and he knows we’ll be hunting for her.’
‘Yeah. Not that we really have anything to go on, but we’ll be looking. I’ll put the Court on it. Unless I locate her tonight, or someone sends a ransom demand to her parents, I’m not sure what else we can do.’
‘Who would want her?’ Heather asked. ‘That’s partially rhetorical. I know we don’t know, but if we can figure it out…’
‘If,’ Jacob said. ‘Her family isn’t that wealthy. I don’t think this is for ransom. I’m not sure I can think of someone who would want to kidnap a teenage Ultra.’
Andrea shrugged. ‘I can think of several possibilities. I’m not sure which one’s worse.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA, 10th May.
Josie gasped as her eyes snapped open and she sat up with a jolt and… She felt weird. She felt clumsy and uncoordinated, which was simply not what Josie Shelley ever felt like. Her skin felt weird too. It was like it was too tight for her body. She was dressed in an orange jumpsuit which did not suit her at all and there was something heavy around her neck. An orange jumpsuit, like they gave you in prison dramas.
The room she was in might have been a cell. White walls and ceiling, grey floor. Metal toilet against the wall and a washbasin beside it. Metal framed bed and that was bolted to the floor. One of the walls had a solid-looking metal door and a big mirror which looked horribly like one of those one-way mirrors you also saw on police shows. Well, the door might be metal, but she could probably smash through it anyway.
Getting to her feet, Josie squared up to the door and readied herself. Then she frowned and reached up for the weight around her neck. That was something else you saw in cop shows: neurotronic restraints to contain Ultras. She could not see the metal collar, but she could feel it.
‘Yes, Miss Shelley,’ said a voice, old and carrying a German accent, ‘your powers have been suppressed for the time being.’ The mirror cleared to reveal the speaker who was an old man. Josie had never seen him before. ‘My name is Kopf, Herman Kopf. I am a scientist specialising in Ultrahumans.’
‘Where am I? What are you going to do with me?’
‘Where you are is unimportant. A government facility which almost no one knows exists. Your government. They wish to turn you into a useful member of society.’
‘I am a useful member of society.’
‘Not in the way they want. They want a weapon, a sentient battering ram.’ Kopf sniffed absently. ‘An unsubtle use of your abilities, but I am, to some extent, as much a prisoner here as you. I do as I’m told, and they allow me to continue my research.’
‘I will never–’
Kopf raised a hand to cut off the statement. ‘I am afraid that you will, Miss Shelley. I have spent decades gathering the skills I need for my work. I will strip away your mind. I will reconstruct a new identity for you. You will be happy to do as your country wants. You can resist. You will resist, I am sure. But in the end I will win.’
‘You can try,’ Josie said. She put as much confidence as she could into spitting out the words. It was more than she felt.
‘Yes,’ Kopf replied, a little sadly, ‘I can.’
New Millennium City, MD, 12th May.
The insistent buzzing from the door intercom dragged Brian out of a fitful sleep which had taken far too long to achieve. He had been in the NMCPD HQ until midnight, filing a missing person report with Josie’s parents. There had been a lot of questions. When he had got back to the apartment, he had gone to bed, got up, failed to watch TV for an hour, gone back to bed, tossed, turned, and generally failed to sleep until after four in the morning. At some point, he had drifted off, but it was eight o’clock and someone was leaning on the buzzer.
Brian hit the response button. ‘Yes.’
‘Mister Woodford? Mister Brian Woodford?’
‘Yes. Look I’ve–’
‘This is the New Millennium City Police Department. We need you to come in and answer some questions with regard to the disappearance of Miss Josephine Shelley.’
‘Now?’ Brian shook his head. Whatever it took. ‘Okay. Just let me get some clothes on. I’ll come down.’
‘Thank you for your cooperation, Mister Woodford.’
Cooperation, yeah, right. What the Hell did they want to ask now that they had not asked the night before?
~~~
‘A UID vehicle is approaching the house,’ Denny announced.
Penny glanced at the clock in the corner of the wall screen, which was showing the approaching town car through some of Denny’s multiple cameras. ‘Nine fifteen,’ Penny commented, getting to her feet. ‘At least they waited until after breakfast.’
‘It’ll be about Josie,’ June predicted. ‘Brian and Josie’s parents reported her officially missing last night. Do you want Astraea?’
‘No. The less they associate her with here the better.’
Andrea walked out of her apartment as Penny left the room. ‘UID?’ Andrea asked.
‘Mm-hmm,’ June replied.
‘Well, we’ve got nothing to tell them. I can’t find her anywhere in the city.’
‘Yes, but they probably have to ask the questions.’
Andrea gave a grunt of displeasure and settled onto one of the sofas. It took a couple of minutes before Cygnus walked into the lounge – clad in one of her emergency sweater dresses – preceding two UID agents, both of whom were known to the trio of women. Special Agent Caldwell was generally dark in colouration and pleasant as far as his attitude went. Special Agent Halliwell was more or less the precise opposite. Andrea noted that he had upgraded his sidearm since she had last seen him: whatever was under his dark suit, it was bigger than before by quite a lot.
Caldwell did the talking. ‘Ladies,’ he said, ‘I’d imagine you’ve worked out that this is concerning the disappearance of Josephine Shelley.’ Halliwell stood there with a look on his face which suggested that he had been told, very firmly, to keep his mouth shut. Which was interesting.
‘We had,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’m not sure what we can really tell you that isn’t on the memory stick we provided. We’re continuing to look into it because–’
‘It’s a police matter now,’ Halliwell said. Caldwell turned and glared at his partner.
‘Because Josie is a friend,’ Cygnus continued, ‘and an associate member of the Union of Ultrahumans.’
‘We… did not know that,’ Caldwell said.
‘Then you haven’t read the information we gave you. Which would have been a good idea before you came out here to ask questions. Is the UID handling this, or the NMCPD?’
‘It’s being run as a joint operation. We’re taking an advisory role and we’ll handle any federal aspects should it be determined that Miss Shelley has been taken over state lines.’
‘That’s a given,’ Andrea said. ‘I personally checked every location she might have gone in Maryland. I also checked a few places I know of she might have been taken.’
‘Would that be why three sex trafficking rings were forcibly shut down over the last forty-eight hours?’ Caldwell asked.
‘She’s a very attractive young woman. Honestly, I didn’t think that was what happened to her, but I’ve tried all the locations I know of. Several of them were already out of business, but I found three still operating. Now they aren’t.’
‘Good. What about the boyfriend? Mister Brian Woodford? Do you know him?’
‘Through Fleet,’ Cygnus said. ‘He’s a good kid.’
‘But you don’t know him as well as Miss Shelley?’
‘If you’re looking at Brian for this, you’re going entirely the wrong way, Special Agent. Aside from my personal opinion of him, he called me for help when he discovered she wasn’t at home. I took Astraea with me. If he was lying, if he was responsible for whatever has happened to her, Astraea would know about it. Brian had nothing to do with her disappearance.’
~~~
‘So, you have arguments?’
Brian was tired and his wits were fried. He figured he had had far less than four hours of sleep, and the cops were asking him dumb questions. He was pretty sure they were dumb, but not absolutely sure, because he could not get his head around what they were asking. ‘Of course we have arguments. Everyone has arguments.’
‘Maybe. What do you argue about?’ The guy asking the questions was Detective someone-or-other; Brian had forgotten the name as soon as he was told it. Special Agent some-guy was watching from the side of the room. He was UID. The cops from the night before had said they would be calling in the UID since Josie was an Ultra.
‘Stupid stuff.’
‘Give me an example.’
Brian sighed. ‘Recently, it’s been whether I should get a job.’
‘She wanted you to get a job?’ There was a hint of something like pleasure in the man’s tone, like he had found something. Maybe. Brian was not really sure.
‘No. I want to get a job to help with the rent and the bills. She says it’s not necessary. Says I should focus on my courses.’
‘I see.’ The pleased note was gone. ‘Have any of these arguments ever become serious?’
‘Serious?’
‘Violent.’
Jerked out of his half-stupor, Brian looked up into the cop’s eyes. Was he serious? Yes. Yes, he was serious. ‘Is that what you think? You think I killed her and dumped the body somewhere? Are you fucking nuts? If I tried to hit her, she could be a mile away before the punch landed. She’s that fast. She’s the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. Except maybe Cygnus.’
‘Calm down, Mister Woodford, we’re just–’
‘Trying to make this easy for yourselves. Blame the boyfriend. Well, when I called Cygnus to help look for Josie, Astraea came with her. She’s a walking lie detector. She sees guilt. If I’d done something to Josie, she would know. You wouldn’t need to ask all these stupid questions, because she’d have arrested me herself.’
‘Mister Woodford, these are just routine questions. You want to find Miss Shelley, don’t you?’
‘Yes, I do.’ Brian felt his anger growing and bit down on it. With the anger, his power was also rising. He could feel the energy in the air, though the cops seemed not to have noticed yet. ‘I didn’t hurt her, so I want you to get out there and find out who did. I’m not answering any more of your questions. Let me go or get me a lawyer.’
~~~
‘You’re staying here until this is done with,’ Cygnus stated flatly. ‘Now go to bed and get some sleep.’ There was a restrained – barely restrained – fury in the woman’s face which tended to make Brian want to do just what she said. He knew her anger was not directed at him, but still.
‘What if Josie comes home?’ he asked, just to show a hint of defiance.
‘Andrea will station an imp in your apartment. If Josie comes back on her own, we’ll know. We can be there in seconds.’
‘Oh. Okay. I’ll, um, try to get some sleep.’ Turning, Brian scurried off to the room Cygnus had assigned him.
‘You heard?’ Cygnus asked as she turned around.
‘I’ll get one over there shortly,’ Andrea replied. ‘You know, they were just doing their job. First rule in a case like this, “Suspect the spouse.” Brian is as close as they have.’
Cygnus took in a breath to respond and then let it go, sagging. ‘Yes. I guess. I’m frustrated. I could haul them over the coals for improper treatment of a Union member, but that would be blowing his secret identity. So, I’m stuck with doing nothing. If we could find Josie…’
‘She isn’t going to come back on her own.’
‘She… might.’
‘Someone has her. Someone with the capability to suppress her powers. I mean, if she hits top speed there isn’t much that can stand in her way, so they’ve stopped her running. That kind of limits the possibilities.’
‘I suppose it does. None of the ones I can think of would be good.’
‘No, they wouldn’t. We’re just going to have to find her before they do anything irreparable to her.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA, 15th May.
Josie figured out that they had put something in her breakfast coffee when two female agent types walked into her cell. The only thing Josie could manage to think was that she had not seen another woman in days. And she could not even come up with a figure for the number of days. She felt fuzzy. It was like being under anaesthetic, but she was not falling asleep. She just didn’t really have the capacity to think.
She could move, because she walked between the two agents through concrete corridors which melded into one corridor which was also somehow a maze. Then there was a room with a big black something in the middle of it. The agents undressed her, which would have been embarrassing if Josie could still feel anything. It did explain the agents being female, she guessed.
Then there had been a mask of some kind and what she thought was water, but she could not see it because the mask had no eye holes. She was floating. She thought she was floating. After a few seconds, she could not feel the fluid around her, or anything much else. There was no light, no sound, and no scents in the air. She could not even feel the air against her skin or in her nose when she breathed in. She was nowhere, and there was nothing around her. And she stayed like that for an eternity.
New Millennium City, MD, 16th May.
‘The bill which will see an end to the Ultrahuman Investigation Division was presented to Congress this afternoon amid wide, bipartisan support.’
‘So far, so good,’ Penny commented. The bill was the lead story on the lunchtime news. That was not especially surprising; it would undoubtedly be the lead story on the evening news too.
‘The current timetable for closure of the government agency specifically tasked with the investigation of Ultrahuman crime will see final shutdown and passage of all UID roles to the FBI by the beginning of April in twenty nineteen. Registration of Ultrahumans under the Special Policing Act will transfer to local law enforcement agencies in June of next year.’
‘Time to get the changes to work,’ Andrea said. ‘They seem to have actually thought this through.’
‘I think Hart’s been thinking this through for way longer than she’s been president,’ Penny replied. Brian was out at class, and Penny was taking the opportunity to be Penny. Getting Brian to go out had not been easy, but he had eventually decided that the routine might do him good.
‘Republican senators have called for a longer period for the transfer of control,’ the presenter went on, ‘but this is expected to be defeated, as is an amendment to shorten the period from some Democratic senators. However, there is support from both sides to place a bar on Ultrahumans investigating Ultrahuman crime in the new system. A spokesperson for the White House suggested that such a clause would be entirely reasonable, if it were included with a second clause banning non-Ultrahumans from investigating non-Ultrahuman crime.’
Andrea snorted out a laugh. ‘I knew I liked that woman.’
‘Yes,’ Penny countered, ‘but if there’s actually a chance of that amendment going through…’
‘Well, you can ask her about it at your next little tea-and-cakes meeting. Friday again?’
‘It does seem to be becoming pretty regular. I wonder whether other liaisons end up with this kind of relationship with their country’s leader?’
‘Just be careful,’ Andrea replied. ‘She’s not perfect and neither is this country. At some point, you might have to be tough with her.’
‘I know. When it comes down to it, I’m a Guardian. I can be a stone-cold bitch when I need to be.’
‘That would probably sound really hard coming from Cygnus,’ June said.
Penny sagged a little as there were giggles and laughs around the room. ‘Yeah, Penny’s too cute to be bitchy.’
Andrews Field, MD, 19th May.
‘I wanted to bring up the Ultrahuman prison situation in private,’ President Hart said. There were cakes, but it was coffee instead of tea.
‘I’m not sure whether that’s good or bad,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’m leaning toward bad.’
‘Good instincts. I’m being stonewalled. Someone has admitted that the prisoners from the Fortress were taken to a disused black site. No one seems to know, or is willing to tell me, where this place is. I’m fairly sure it’s in the USA, but that’s as close as I’ve got.’
‘That’s pretty bad. I’d say that’s very bad. If they aren’t willing to tell their commander-in-chief what’s going on…’
‘It suggests that something I wouldn’t like finding out about is happening. Yes, I’d come to the same conclusion. I’m pushing, but I’m just getting vague answers and being told that “people are investigating the current situation.” They’re saying that providing accurate answers is slowing them down, would you believe?’
‘I’d believe just about anything. We’ve got a missing Ultra in New Millennium. Twilight is almost convinced that whoever took her had to be working for the government.’
Hart grimaced. ‘Almost convinced?’
‘She can’t entirely rule out someone private with a lot of resources. However, that person has managed to stay under the radar entirely without government support, which she thinks is improbable to say the least. Someone with official resources seems far more likely.’
‘They don’t like reading me in on black operations unless I really need to know. Makes it deniable, according to them, which is stupid because the buck always stops at that desk.’ Hart nodded toward her official desk, which looked like it could stop a tank round, never mind a buck. ‘And, of course, who is it who decides whether I “really need to know?” It doesn’t seem to be me. I think I may have to start firing people to get my point across.’
‘That sounds like a plan. Oh, while I’m here, Denny’s predictions suggest that we’re going to get another of those unexplained explosions tonight. Probably between nine and eleven o’clock. Quite possibly somewhere in this area. We’ve told the UID and NMCPD, but I’m not sure what they’re going to do about it.’
‘I know they’ve stepped up security around the base,’ Hart replied.
‘I thought they had.’
‘No one bothered to tell me why. They just said that they had stepped up the terrorism warning level due to information received. I swear half the people who work for me think I’m the enemy.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘To plenty of them, you probably are.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
The room Weston Carter was left in was huge. It was easily the size of the warehouse he had demolished in Lexington and twice as tall. He was not to know that engineers had been carving the space out of the rock for the last two weeks using the latest in tunnelling equipment, and that it had been built especially for him. It had vents which went to the surface and were designed to allow the force of a massive explosion to escape. There were sensors of various sorts everywhere. Many of those would not survive Kopf’s latest experiment, but they would give invaluable data before they were destroyed.
West just knew that he had lost count of how long it had been since his last episode, and now he was standing in something which looked kind of like what he expected underground nuclear tests to be done in. No one had bothered to surface the floor, walls, and ceiling. It was all bare rock. Pretty solid-looking rock. He guessed that Kopf had figured out the rough schedule of the episodes and was expecting West to detonate soon. Somewhere out there, West figured that Kopf was watching.
And he was right. Theakstone stood in the observation room with the scientist. Both of them watched the bank of monitors showing the young man in the testing chamber. That chamber had cost a lot of money to build, and Theakstone hoped the data they got would be useful. They needed a way of provoking the boy’s explosions, because when they had that, he would become one of the most powerful weapons in Project Jekyll’s arsenal. But not the only one.
‘How’s the girl progressing?’ Theakstone asked. It was something to do while they waited.
‘She is resisting more effectively than I might have expected,’ Kopf stated in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘It seems she has quite a strong sense of self-identity. However, it is merely a matter of time.’
‘I’ve heard that said about a lot of interrogation techniques.’
‘This is not your “enhanced interrogation,” Director Theakstone. There is no torture here. The process is lengthy, but it will reduce her to a blank slate eventually. From there, we can rebuild her personality as we see fit. We have the advantage here. No one can resist for–’
‘Cosmic energy spike!’ one of the operators in the room announced.
‘Aha!’ Kopf barked, leaning forward to examine the screens. ‘Now we will see–’ Simultaneously, at least to the unaided eye, all the screens went to snow. ‘Or we will need to review the footage in slow motion. I want a remote camera sent in as soon as the room is stable.’
‘How could anyone survive that?’ Theakstone asked. ‘He was right there, and then the room was engulfed. The pressure wave had to be enormous.’
‘Quite. We are dealing with an explosion equivalent to twenty-five tons of TNT. Far smaller than your typical nuclear weapon, though roughly equivalent to the Davy Crockett recoilless gun developed by your military in the fifties.’ Kopf smiled. ‘Such insanity. It warms the heart to think that people believed such things practical.’ One of the screens lit up as a drone was flown into the chamber. ‘And now we will see just how Mister Carter manages to survive his own power.’
The room itself appeared to have taken the blast with the kind of disregard solid rock had for improperly positioned bombs. Nothing flammable had been left in the chamber, so while the temperature measurements within it had been high, there were no scorch marks, aside from in the very centre where West had been standing. There was no sign of the boy, but there were blackened patches on the rocky surface. It was a little like seeing the blast shadows left on walls in Hiroshima.
‘Where is he?’ Theakstone asked, a rising tide of anger behind the words.
‘Interesting,’ Kopf said, unconcerned by his boss’s tone. ‘It appears that Mister Carter does not survive his detonations.’
‘What?!’
‘He is destroyed and reborn each time. It is not unheard of, Director. Slapstick was noted for the same resilience until Cygnus somehow managed to stop him returning.’ Kopf turned in his seat. ‘I want a full analysis of every data feed from the room. Pay special attention to the cosmic energy patterns immediately after the explosion. It seems that Subject Overpressure has found a way to escape us. He must be reacquired!’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘I am extremely embarrassed,’ Denny said over the radio. ‘Well, I would be if I was human. I believe I am sufficiently chastising myself to consider myself embarrassed. I simply do not understand how this can have happened.’
‘You’re not seeing reports from anywhere?’ Cygnus asked. It was midnight and she was hanging in the air at two thousand feet, right above Friendship Park. There had been no explosions. Not even small ones.
‘There have been no news reports and no traffic on police frequencies. Of course, I am unable to listen in to military communications since they are encrypted.’ There were a few noises over the radio channel, as though people were cutting off scoffing noises and giggles. Denny ignored them. ‘However, the military have seen nothing either.’
‘On the radio channels you can’t decrypt,’ Zoe said. It was one of those nights when everyone who could was listening. Word had got around about the expected explosion.
‘Yes, Zoe. On those channels which I am entirely unaware of.’
‘Thought so. Just checking. So, what happened? I don’t know about everyone else, but I really doubt Denny was this wrong.’
‘We’ve had one Ultra go missing that we know of,’ Twilight said. ‘We don’t know who’s causing the explosions, but maybe someone else has figured it out.’
A voice which had not been heard before on the group channel cut in. ‘I haven’t had any visions, like with the other explosions. If it’s happened again, it happened somewhere where no one was going to get hurt. Somewhere safe.’
‘Who’s that?’ Zoe asked.
‘That’s…’ Cygnus began and then paused. ‘We need a codename for you if you’re going to put your oar in here.’
‘Pythia. It’s–’
‘The name of the Oracle of Delphi. I know some mythology. Okay, so Pythia gets visions of coming events. She’s a… resource we have. She predicted the other explosions, but not this one, so what’s changed?’
‘Like I said,’ Twilight said, ‘I’d say someone has him.’
‘The same someone who has Josie?’ Brian asked.
‘I don’t have any evidence to say yes, but I’m going to anyway. Someone may be collecting Ultras.’
‘Why?’ Zoe again.
‘Ah, the joy of my life betrays her naiveté,’ Svetilo put in, probably from the same room as Zoe. ‘This is not difficult, myshka. The one who causes the explosions is obvious. Fleet would also make a very effective weapon. Someone is collecting Ultras they can use to destroy things.’
‘That’s my guess,’ Twilight said. ‘And right now we could really use some kind of lead on where they’re keeping them, because I’ve got nothing.’
Seattle, WA, 22nd May.
West opened his eyes and let out a groan. Dying really hurt. Waking up after dying was not really much better, especially when, as was the case here, it was dark and he had no idea where he was. He was cold and naked and, apparently, in an alley somewhere.
It was a fairly wide alley. You could have easily driven a car down it. There was a wall on one side and a fence on the other, both of them having short trees behind them. He could see buildings on either side at the end which looked like fairly modern apartment blocks. The building on the left had a column of balconies set in its side, and those had to have really spectacular views of the building opposite. None of them had laundry lines strung, so clothing was going to be an issue.
Stepping carefully, West walked up to the end of the alley and looked around. The roads were quiet. The area looked residential. There were parked cars. Across the road was a rather impressive building in brick with a ‘CHURCH PARKING ONLY’ sign on the wall. Maybe he could get some help at a church. Well, it was one possibility.
He still had no idea where he was until he turned his head right and looked up the hill. The place seemed pretty hilly. The road sloped up quite steeply toward a big white building at the top. Over that wall, he could see something he had only ever seen on TV. Up there, brightly lit against the dark sky, was a thin tower with a big, saucer-shaped object on top. The Space Needle. He was in Seattle. He had to be. Seattle was an entire continent away from New Millennium City! But…
But he had seen a report about Cygnus working with the Seattle Watchmen. There had been some sort of monster in Seattle just before his third episode. He had been in Colorado Springs then. Cygnus had gone to the site of the explosion straight from defeating the monster. She had been right there. If only it did not take two days for him to reform after the episodes…
The point was, Cygnus knew the Watchmen. West was really not sure he could trust the cops. Especially after what had just happened to him, he was not trusting the cops. But the Watchmen… He needed clothes and a public phone. And possibly a quarter. Looking around, none of those things appeared to be coming his way easily.
~~~
It had taken a while. The church had had a charity bin outside it. West had jeans with not-designer holes in them, a T-shirt, and a thin jacket. The night was not too cold, and it was not raining, so that was more or less good enough. He was still barefoot, however, as he walked through the night-time streets of Seattle in search of a phone.
The one he found was in a 24/7 and still had a phonebook in it. It was not far from the Space Needle, which West figured was a good landmark. He thought the shop clerk might throw him out for walking in without shoes, but he was dealing with night staff; throwing out a vagrant who did not actually smell and looked clean was far too much effort. West was watched all the way to the phone, however; there was a lack of any desire to act, and there was stupid.
The Seattle Watchmen had an emergency, toll-free number to call. Now that was useful. Picking up the receiver, West dialled the number and waited.
‘Welcome to the Seattle Watchtower emergency response number,’ a pleasant female voice said. West’s voice sank. He was talking to a machine. He could just tell it was an automated system. ‘Please speak clearly and state the nature of your emergency.’
Well, he had to try. ‘My name is Weston Carter. I’m the Ultra responsible for the explosions in Colorado Springs and… and Lexington, and those. Please, I need help. There are people trying to get me.’
‘Please wait,’ the voice said before he could say any more. ‘Please wait,’ the voice repeated after a second or two. West waited.
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
The insistent buzzing of Theakstone’s phone dragged him out of a dreamless sleep with several grumbled oaths. He picked up the offending device and thumbed the screen to answer. ‘Theakstone. This had better be important.’
‘Sir.’ The voice on the other end sounded urgent. That was good. ‘The NSA intercept has picked up a call they believe to be from Subject Overpressure. He’s using a payphone in Seattle. A twenty-four/seven near Seattle Center.’
‘Then get a team out there to capture him.’ Theakstone considered checking who this agent was and having him demoted to base latrine cleaner.
‘Yes, sir. They’re already on their way. It’s who he’s calling, sir. The call is to the Seattle Watchtower.’
‘What?! Get that team out there now!’
Seattle, WA.
Vindicator swept around the Space Needle once, all his sensors working to locate the boy he had spoken to minutes earlier. Weston Carter claimed to be the source of the explosions which had been happening across the country. He claimed to actually be the bomb. A power he could not control. He had said he was safe for the moment, but Vindicator had seen the stats on those detonations…
Carter also claimed that there were shady agent types after him. Vindicator had no doubt that people were looking for the kid, but the little description he had given of these agents suggested that this was something else. His radar picking up three fast-moving vehicles also tended to suggest that something weird was going on. He located the cars by sight: black SUVs with obscured licence plates. That was not good.
Then he saw the boy. He was standing right where he said he would be: in the parking lot beside the Needle. Shoeless. Dressed in worn jeans and a black windbreaker. And those SUVs would be on him in seconds.
Swooping down, Vindicator planted his feet on the tarmac with enough force to leave cracks. ‘Are you Weston?’ he asked, his voice distorted by the suit into something a little more menacing than was needed right now.
‘Y-yes,’ West replied.
‘Then hold on. We need to leave.’ Stepping forward, Vindicator wrapped metal-clad arms around the boy and lifted him up, tight against his chest. Rocket engines re-engaged, and they blasted into the sky as an SUV screamed to a halt not fifty feet away. ‘You’re safe now,’ Vindicator said.
‘I need to see Cygnus,’ West shouted over the roar of the air flying past him.
‘Yes. So do I. I’ll put a call through as soon as we’re at the Watchtower. I just hope she won’t mind being woken up too early.’
~~~
Cygnus dropped from sixty-five thousand feet and some Mach number she did not want to think about toward Lake Washington and the Seattle Watchtower. She was just above fifteen thousand feet when her radar picked out a moving shape crossing Lake Sammamish: a helicopter which seemed to be making all speed for the same destination. Maybe it was jumping to conclusions, but she figured she had less than five minutes before someone federal turned up at the Watchtower for Mister Explosion, or whatever his name was. She accelerated downward.
‘Denny?’ Cygnus asked as soon as her feet hit the helipad.
‘I am here, Cygnus,’ Denny replied. The signal was being relayed through the Watchtower’s communications system; it was lucky that Eldritch-03 had turned up and made linking comms a useful thing.
‘Tell Andrea that plan B is a go and urgent. There’s a helicopter on its way here right now. ETA one minute.’
‘Plan B confirmed,’ Denny responded. Cygnus watched the sky as the chopper grew closer on her radar.
Jon Patterson, now without his Vindicator armour, walked up to join her as the black dot resolved into a fast-moving helicopter shape. ‘Carter’s downstairs,’ he said. ‘If you want to talk to him, it looks like you need to hurry.’
‘That’s being handled,’ Cygnus replied. She nodded toward the helicopter as it shifted trajectories to circle around the tower in what was probably meant to be a threatening manner. ‘You know stuff like this better than me, I’m sure. Is that thing likely to be armed?’
‘They can be. It didn’t fly in from any of the local military bases.’
‘I expect they’ll say that they’re UID or FBI.’
Patterson paused, cupping his hand over his left ear and listening. ‘CIA,’ he said, sounding surprised.
‘Really? That’s kind of stupid.’
‘Twilight says to tell you “Target acquired,”’ Denny said into Cygnus’s ear.
Cygnus smiled, speaking aloud. ‘Okay, we’re going to argue with them for a while, but if they push, you can let them search as much of the tower as you want.’
‘But– Oh, right. I’m not used to the idea that she can just… do that.’
‘Pretty sure the feds aren’t either,’ Cygnus said as the chopper’s wheels touched down on the pad.
New Millennium City, MD.
West walked out of one of the guest bedrooms looking a little wide-eyed. ‘That… That was weird,’ he said.
‘Everyone says that,’ Andrea replied as she followed him. ‘If you ever get used to it, you’re probably as strange as me. What’s your name?’
‘West. Weston Carter. I really need to talk to Cygnus.’
‘Cygnus is in Seattle, Mister Carter,’ Denny said. ‘She is keeping the CIA busy for a while.’
‘CIA?’ Jacob asked. ‘They aren’t supposed to operate within the USA.’
‘They are claiming that Mister Carter is an intelligence asset. He has information regarding the recent terrorist bombings.’
‘Which would fall under the FBI or UID. It’s domestic terrorism.’
‘T-terrorism?’ West asked. ‘I’m not a t-terrorist.’
Jacob turned his all-blue eyes on the boy, peering at him. ‘I get that, kid, but try looking at it from an outside perspective. Massive explosions. Unknown cause. Why didn’t you just go to the police? I mean, it turns out that would probably have been a bad idea, but why didn’t you?’
‘I was scared,’ West mumbled.
‘Ease up, Jacob,’ June said. ‘He’s still scared, and probably with good reason. You want Cygnus to take your power away, is that right, West?’
‘I can’t control it. And what good would it be to anyone if I could? I can blow up and k-kill a lot of people. How’s that useful?’
‘I’d have thought that was obvious,’ Andrea replied. She walked over to the coffee machine and poured herself a mug. ‘But it’s an ability we want to keep out of the hands of anyone it would be useful to, so I’m going to get you somewhere safe in a bit. Cygnus will come see you as soon as she can, but I don’t think you’re dangerous for a while yet, are you?’
‘Not unless I get angry,’ West replied. ‘I try not to get angry.’
‘Your history of events suggests much greater regularity than that,’ Denny said. ‘There has been an event every twenty-two point five days since the first in Scottsdale.’
‘It happens anyway, even if I don’t get upset. It’s about twenty days after I wake up. I… die every time, and then I wake up a couple of days later. The last one was a couple of days ago. This time, I woke up in Seattle. I knew Cygnus worked with the Watchmen on that big monster that came out of the sea. I figured they could contact her.’ West was looking around, trying to figure out where Denny’s voice was coming from. ‘Are you on a phone or something?’
‘I am the house’s computer, Mister Carter. You may call me Denny. How is it that the event two days ago went unrecorded?’
‘They put me in a big underground room. I think they wanted to figure out how I work. They didn’t know I wake up miles from where I have an episode. I mean, I’d never had one underground before. I didn’t know I’d wake up outside.’
‘And now we get to the important part,’ Andrea said. ‘Do you know where they were keeping you?’
‘Uh, no. I was unconscious when they took me there, and dead when I got out. It can’t be too far from Seattle. I’ve never woken up more than twenty miles or so from where I die. It was underground. All of it, I think. The corridors looked like they belonged in some spy movie. Like the secret base of the villain.’
Jacob looked at Andrea. ‘A black site, probably somewhere in Washington State.’
‘I’ll make a phone call,’ Andrea replied, heading for their apartment.
Brian had been woken by the commotion outside the room he was using and had been sitting on a sofa, quietly, trying not to be noticed. He knew this was all important, and he knew that the others suspected that West had been held in the same place as Josie. He had to ask. ‘Uh, did you see a girl where you were being held? Blonde. Really beautiful. Eyes like rainbows.’
West looked at him for a second, wondering what a kid more or less his own age was doing among all these heroes. Well, the tall brunette with the big breasts did not look especially heroic, but she was older and very fit, and here was a teenager who looked very out of place. Kind of the way West felt. ‘No. Sorry. I didn’t see anyone except a few men in suits and this old guy.’
‘Old guy?’ Jacob asked, his tone sharp.
‘He said his name was Kopf. People called him Professor. He was the man who seemed to be interested in how my… power works.’
Andrea was out of the room now, but she would have to be told. Jacob glanced at June, raising an eyebrow.
‘This just keeps getting better and better,’ June said.
~~~
Cygnus was back from Seattle by the time a UID vehicle rolled up to the house. She waited in the doorway, scowling. Jacob and June had told her about Blutadler. The fact that Herman Kopf, Professor Blutadler, mad scientist extraordinaire and very sick individual, was conducting his experiments in some sort of government-run bunker explained a lot. Cygnus was pissed off. Andrea had been scarily calm.
Cygnus was expecting to see Special Agent Caldwell and his partner get out of the car, but she was surprised when she recognised only one of the two who did exit the vehicle. ‘Senior Special Agent Brent,’ she said. ‘Or is it still Senior Special Agent?’
‘It is,’ Brent replied. He sounded like a dog growling. Brent was an asshole with a bad attitude to Ultras. He had had a sudden transfer to DC not long after being promoted. Cygnus suspected that had happened to get him away from her as he had a bad habit of making a fool of himself. ‘This is Senior Special Agent Wise.’
Cygnus forced a smile. ‘You were sent to detain me for extradition to Naryan Tan.’
‘That was me, yes,’ Wise said. ‘We have information suggesting that you are harbouring a suspect in a terrorism case.’
‘Oh, so he’s a suspect now? He was an important source of information fifteen minutes ago in Seattle.’
Wise’s eyes hardened. Brent’s throat turned an interesting shade of red as he suppressed the urge to say whatever came into his head. ‘A suspect,’ Wise said. ‘Identified as Weston Carter of Scottsdale, Arizona. You are required to hand–’
‘He’s not here,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘He’s in Antarctica.’
‘The Union of Ultrahumans has no right to take him off American soil. He’s a wanted criminal.’
‘Upgrade from suspect there, agent. Mister Carter has requested asylum with regards to his illegal incarceration by American government officials. The Union has the right to do that by international treaty. You can, of course, file a request to have him released into US custody. You should speak to the US liaison through normal channels. I look forward to getting that call. Unfortunately, Mister Carter does not know where he was being held, otherwise the Union would be contacting the Office of the President to have a search conducted of that establishment. I’m looking forward to making that call.’
‘You can’t just–’ Brent began angrily, but he was cut off.
‘I wouldn’t go out,’ Wise said. ‘You can expect someone to contact you quite soon regarding Carter’s extradition.’
‘Like I said,’ Cygnus reminded him, ‘I’m looking forward to it.’
Andrews Field, MD.
In fact it was several hours before the call came through: President Hart wished to see Cygnus on a matter of some urgency. They had actually gone all the way to the president on this. Someone was worried.
Hart looked a little surprised to see Astraea walking into the official office alongside Cygnus, but she greeted them both without a comment on the extra visitor. Delphine was in her usual place at the side of the room and there were no additional guards. That seemed good. That seemed to suggest that Hart was not worried, and that she was not buying whatever story had been concocted to get West back.
‘So,’ Hart began, as though not quite sure how to phrase her question, ‘I’m told that you’re harbouring a fugitive, Cygnus.’
‘He was an informant to the CIA in Seattle,’ Cygnus replied. ‘When the UID came for him in New Millennium, he was a suspect who became a wanted criminal in the space of a couple of minutes. The Union has granted asylum to a young Ultra with a very bad problem. I am not personally harbouring anyone.’
‘They say he’s responsible for the bombings in Scottsdale, Lexington, and the rest.’
‘Sort of.’
‘Then…’
‘They weren’t bombings, in the traditional sense anyway. Weston Carter explodes every twenty-two and a half days. He literally explodes. Doctor Ultimate has had a chance to run some scans while we waited for your call. West is slowly absorbing cosmic energy. At some point, when he’s absorbed some threshold amount, he blows up.’
Maybe, at some point in the life of every Ultra, the thought occurs that they could have got some power other than the one they ended up with. Some imagine flight or telekinesis instead of the ability to turn invisible when naked or the power to speak to moths. Some probably had the self-awareness to imagine what it would be like to have something much worse. President Hart had obviously had a few thoughts along those lines. She sat there looking horrified for several seconds.
Against protocol, Delphine spoke into the gap. ‘How does he survive that?’ She was a telepath and had maybe gone through a phase like Jolene Beck. She sounded horrified enough to have experience of the darker side of Ultrahumanity.
‘He doesn’t,’ Astraea replied. ‘He must have a power like Slapstick had. He dies in each explosion. Then he wakes up a couple of days later, miles from where he died.’
‘He’s been trying to get across country to me,’ Cygnus went on, ‘because he heard I could remove someone’s powers permanently. I know he should have gone to the police, but he’s a scared teen and, as it turns out, that would probably have been a bad idea anyway. Someone found him after the Lexington explosion. They’ve been holding him in some sort of base. We believe this base may be related to a supposedly shut down UID project codenamed Jekyll.’
‘I’ve never heard of it,’ Hart said. She looked around at Delphine.
‘It’s not one I’ve ever been read in on, Madame President,’ Delphine replied, ‘but wasn’t that the name of the project that the Amazon Queen claimed had trained Bodach?’
Cygnus nodded. ‘It started in the sixties just after the UID was founded. It was a super-soldier project, shut down after five years with no results. However, it was apparently continued as a black project with a remit to find ways to use Ultrahumans within the military and intelligence communities, using any method they thought could work. Bodach was an invisible assassin. We believe, though the evidence is circumstantial, that they’ve inducted and trained another Ultra known as Heartbreaker. She can kill any man she kisses.’
‘By heart attack?’ Hart asked and then waved the question away as too obvious. ‘Do you know where this Project Jekyll is based? Has Mister Carter been able to provide any details of the location?’
‘No, unfortunately not,’ Cygnus said. ‘He was drugged before he arrived and technically dead when he got out. He returns to life miles from where he died, so his appearance in Seattle isn’t much help. But we are looking.’
Hart nodded. Her lips pursed for a second. ‘Obviously, if you discover that location, I would expect you to let me know at your earliest convenience.’
‘As soon as I have a confirmed location, Madame President, I’ll do that.’
~~~
In the air, heading back toward New Millennium City, Astraea slid in close beside her girlfriend. ‘Neither of them were lying, or guilty. Neither of them knew about Jekyll. And that was genuine horror when it came to what’s happened to West.’
‘I figured,’ Cygnus replied, ‘but I wanted you along in case either of them fooled me. I doubt they’d manage to fool both of us.’
‘You’re feeling guilty. About lying to the president.’
‘Yes, I am. But I also think she knows why, and I think she’s given us tacit approval to go ahead and sort this out.’
‘Well, she said “at your earliest convenience.”’
‘Yeah, and that’s going to be right after I’ve pulled that damn place apart with my hands.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
The underground base was exactly where the Court had said it should be. It was not dark in Washington State, but there was plenty of shadow beneath the trees which surrounded the bunker-like entrance for Andrea to do her thing. Nothing but a presence in the darkness, she swept in and down, jumping between shaded areas where she could find them, but taking note of every security provision she saw on the way.
It was certainly big enough. There were four levels to the place, excluding the entrance directly under the surface and the vehicle park behind a much larger entrance near Crawford Lake. That one was far more carefully disguised, and also far less thoroughly guarded, but the lengthy corridor leading down to the base was basically a shooting gallery; it would be fairly easy to bring quite overwhelming firepower to bear on anyone trying to enter that way.
There had to be around two hundred people in the base, maybe a few more or less. It was time for the evening meal for most of them; apparently the evil government conspiracy kept more or less office hours. On the very bottom level, it was also time for dinner. That was where the cells were located, so that was where the prisoners were being fed while the staff ate in a large canteen up on the top level, which was still a considerable distance belowground. The majority of the staff seemed to live on site and there was ample space for them up on level one.
Below that were labs, offices and operation rooms, though to Andrea it appeared as though the labs were retrofits. These had been offices and had now been given over to various forms of research, all of it Ultrahuman science. And below the labs, there were other, less savoury forms of working environments. It seemed like Kopf had finally cracked a way of creating super-soldiers since there were people training in several rooms who clearly had enhanced strength and reflexes. The enhanced strength showed partially in ugly muscle mass which distorted their normal proportions, but they were fairly fast for all that bulk. As Andrea watched, she began to discern a few other characteristics: none of them were very bright, they seemed to largely ignore pain in any form, and they appeared to have short tempers. The instructors were not exactly afraid of them, but they were more careful around them than one might generally expect from a drill sergeant.
There were also other rooms, some of which Andrea had no clue as to the function of. Four she did, and in one of those she found Fleet. She had checked two of the sensory deprivation tanks before she found the girl. Clearly, someone was attempting to brainwash Fleet, but they also appeared to be doing something similar to a couple of men who looked like they were marines or maybe Army grunts. The super-thugs in the training room had looked like the same sort of men, so maybe this was part of Kopf’s process. Ultrahuman powers were a product of the mind, so perhaps the subjects needed to have the right sort of mindset to form the right kinds of powers. Andrea was not sure what Kopf – she was sure it would be Kopf – was doing to Fleet, but the girl lay there in the dark, unmoving. It did not look good.
‘We need to get her out,’ Twilight said.
‘We will,’ Andrea answered.
‘If we grab her, they’ll know they’ve been found,’ Midnight pointed out.
‘I know. We’ll get her out, but it’ll have to wait until everything else is ready. An hour or two is not going to make that much difference.’
‘You don’t know that,’ Twilight stated flatly.
‘No, I don’t, but it’ll still have to wait. We’re going to need a plan to hit this place, and I need to know every square inch of it to come up with one.’
Turning from the black tank with its precious contents, Andrea went on, searching through the bunker and memorising everything she saw.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘I couldn’t find Kopf,’ Andrea said as she rubbed at the bridge of her nose. Jacob put a mug of coffee in front of her and she flashed him a smile. ‘However, I did find a couple of areas that I couldn’t see into.’
‘Like the place he had in San Francisco?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Just like that. I figure he has his quarters and some work areas warded. I’d rather not get Viviane involved in this, so someone else is going to have to track him down in there.’
‘We’re probably lucky he hasn’t done the whole site.’
‘Maybe. The guards I saw had some fairly serious firepower. Most were packing P-nineties. That’s nothing you haven’t totally ignored before, Cygnus, but everyone else should be careful. They put out a lot of bullets in a short time, and the ammo was designed to punch through Kevlar. I’m pretty sure they had handguns as backup. I saw a few grenades, but I suspect they’re smokers. Letting off something explosive in a confined space wouldn’t be a great idea.’
‘But don’t rely on it,’ Jacob said. ‘I’m not saying it’s a sure thing, but some of them may be fanatical enough to consider going down with the enemy a good trade.’
‘I’m not really fond of explosions,’ Miss Liberty said, grimacing a little. Cygnus had called Chantelle and asked whether Miss Liberty wanted in on the operation. She had been… keen on joining. Svetilo was also there, and had brought Zoe to the house so that she could sit in with Denny, even if neither was going to know what had actually happened until everyone got back.
‘I doubt it’ll be something you need to worry about. A typical hand grenade is not going to scratch you.’
Miss Liberty shrugged. ‘Maybe not. Um, I have to ask this. Are we trying to take these people alive for trial?’
‘We’re trying,’ Andrea replied. ‘I suspect that they might consider that a less appealing option. Just from what I saw, pretty much everyone in that base could be tried and convicted for conspiracy to commit just about every form of civil rights abuse in the legal code. That’s neglecting the kidnapping and, probably, a few cases of at least manslaughter if not murder. I found some of Kopf’s failed super-soldier experiments in freezers. He must be keeping them for testing.’
‘What about Josie?’ Brian asked. His voice was kind of soft, but it carried.
‘She’s there. She’s in a sensory deprivation tank. Physically, she looked fine, but I’ve no idea how long she’d been in there or what condition her mind’s in. Sorry, Zap, but if I’d pulled her out, they’d have known we were coming. She had to stay where she is until we go in and get her.’
Brian just nodded. ‘I’m going too,’ he stated flatly.
‘I’m not sure that’s such a great idea,’ Cygnus said.
‘It’s going to be Hell in there, kid,’ Jacob said, almost over the top of Cygnus.
‘I know you are,’ Andrea said, and Cygnus, Jacob, June, and Miss Liberty looked at her as though she’d gone nuts. ‘This is his girlfriend. He’s been going to the UoU training sessions. He knows what he can and can’t do.’ Andrea looked directly at the determined teenager. ‘You stick with Svetilo and Astraea. When the big guns have cleared the way in, the three of you will go and get Fleet. You can “arrest” anyone who gets in your way, but your main task will be to retrieve Fleet and get her up to the surface. Once that’s done, you’ll hold the exit and act as backup if needed. Jacob, I want you to hold the exit until they get to you. We need that route out if things go badly.’
‘Keeping me safe and out of the way?’
‘I expect you’ll be pretty busy freezing escaping staff to the floor, actually. You be careful. If anyone has to pick bullets out of you, I’ll be miffed.’
Jacob did know his own limitations. He nodded. ‘Fair enough.’
‘So, that leaves me, you, and Cygnus as those “big guns” you mentioned?’ Miss Liberty asked.
‘Basically. Well, to be precise, you and Cygnus are the artillery, and I’m going to reduce grown men to quivering blobs of terrified boy-jelly. The lighting in that place is perfectly adequate, but nowhere near bright enough to stop me.’
‘I think I’m going to come away from this profoundly disillusioned with the concept of war.’
‘Good. If everyone felt that way, we’d probably stop having wars.’
Iron Cap Black Site, WA.
Guard duty on the entrance elevator level was generally pretty boring. Not infrequently, an agent would find himself given the duty when he had somehow managed to piss off his boss, but it was a rotating duty for the lower-ranking agents: everyone did it eventually. It was rather mundane for agents who had all made Senior Special Agent, but when you considered what went on below, mundane could actually be pretty nice.
The two agents on duty tonight had started a four-hour shift at eight p.m. and were ‘looking forward to’ another two and a half hours of standing outside an elevator while nothing happened. It did beat guard duty down in the cells. There was even a coffee machine in the small office off the lobby area. That was vital if you pulled one of the after-midnight slots. They were, in fact, just talking about who should go and make the next pot when the entire room was plunged into darkness.
You got used to darkness in the bunker. When you went to sleep, it was in total darkness, because you were basically sleeping in a cave. Turn out the lights and it went as black as the inside of Director Theakstone. This darkness was different. Somehow, it was darker than the simple absence of any light. It swallowed light. Or something in it did, something that was moving, getting closer, reaching out for whoever was foolish enough to be standing there in the dark…
As quickly as the blackness had arrived, it swept away again to reveal Andrea, in her working outfit, cuffing the two stunned, disarmed, and shivering agents. The rest of the team were coming down the stairs from ground level as she did so.
‘We probably don’t have too long before someone notices they have a problem,’ Andrea said. ‘There are cameras on this level. It just depends who’s watching.’
Nodding absently, Cygnus walked over to the elevator doors, wrenched them open enough to get her fingers inside, and then peeled the metal back as though it was cardboard. The car was nowhere in sight, but the cables were there. Shifting her powers, she stepped back, lifted an arm, and blasted the metal hawsers until they gave way. One of the cables slammed into the edge of the shaft as it whipped downward, and then there was an almighty crash as the elevator car slammed into the bottom. ‘They’re going to know we’re here soon enough anyway,’ she said as the noise died down.
‘True,’ Andrea replied. She pointed at a door off to one side. ‘That’s the fire stairs exit. They’ll be expecting us to use it.’
Jacob walked over to the door. He was in his full armour and his boot crashing into the door produced the expected result. In fact, the door flew off its hinges and started clattering down into the stairwell. ‘Door’s open,’ he said.
‘No kidding,’ Cygnus commented, then she turned and blasted the two cameras mounted in the ceiling. ‘Do you really think they’ll just be watching the stairs? They do know some of us can fly.’
‘I don’t think they’ll have identified everyone,’ Andrea replied. ‘They’ll probably know that Frostburn can’t fly. I doubt they even know who Zap is. I mean, this is the first time he’s been in costume outside of a UoU training session.’
As ordered, Zapf Bang! was sticking close to Svetilo and Astraea, but he looked tense and ready for a fight. His costume reflected his old hoodie-and-jeans outfit. It was, in fact, more or less a hoodie and jeans, but this one was made from high-tech fabrics and had trauma plates built into the jacket which could stop a rifle round. The whole thing was in black with white lightning streaks decorating the arms and the sides of the slacks. The lightning streaks reacted to his powers by glowing, and they were glowing right now, even though he was not actually doing anything consciously. His secret identity was maintained via a mask which covered his mouth and nose, and that had filters in it to keep gas out of his lungs. ‘I’m ready,’ he said, his fists clenching.
‘I know you are, Zap,’ Andrea replied. ‘Stick to the plan as much as possible.’ Then she walked over to the elevator shaft and stepped off into space.
‘Here we go,’ Cygnus said. She followed Andrea down the shaft with Miss Liberty on her heels.
‘We give them a few minutes to take care of immediate opposition,’ Svetilo said, ‘and then we go find your girlfriend, Zap.’
‘I know,’ he said.
‘This is brave thing you do for the woman you love. Invading secret base against the odds.’
‘Uh, thanks.’
The Russian kept her face entirely straight as she added, ‘The sex must be incredible.’
Beneath his mask, Brian felt his cheeks heating up, but he had sort of expected something like that from the notorious heroine-cum-model. ‘Well, I think it is, but I don’t have your experience.’
Svetilo let out a bellow of a laugh. ‘Touché, Zap. Stick with us, and we will get you your love back. You have my word as Russian.’
~~~
‘She is going to leave us some, isn’t she?’ Miss Liberty asked as Cygnus pushed through the elevator doors at the bottom of the shaft. Just below them, the elevator car was a crumpled mess.
Cygnus stepped out into the room beyond the doors and looked around to see Andrea’s shadows filling the space around the fire exit. ‘She can be a little greedy. It’s best to jump in when you spot a spare.’
‘I heard that,’ Andrea called from the roiling darkness. Someone began panic firing and bullets zinged out of the black to slam into walls and ceiling. The firing was suddenly cut off as Andrea got to the shooter.
‘Well, it’s true,’ Cygnus called back. ‘The one behind you is reaching for a grenade.’
‘On it.’
‘I can’t see a thing in there,’ Miss Liberty said. ‘I can usually see something, even in complete darkness.’
‘Twilight’s darkness cuts off more or less the whole visible and near-visible spectrum,’ Cygnus said. ‘I think I see by some sort of cosmic energy thing.’
The shadows fell away into a low carpet which clung to the floor revealing nine unconscious men, and one who would probably not be waking up if the slash across his chest was anything to go by. ‘We needed these ones out of the way quickly,’ Andrea said. ‘I promise you’ll get to hit some when we get deeper into the base.’
‘You, um, had to kill that one?’ Miss Liberty asked, indicating the man with the slashed torso.
‘He was the one who started shooting. Two of his friends might not be waking up because of him. I needed to stop him quickly. Extra quickly.’
‘I guess.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Just be careful how much force you use yourself. If you don’t remember to pull your punches, you’re more likely to kill someone than I am.’
Miss Liberty returned the nod. ‘I guess there aren’t too many innocent people down here anyway.’
‘Probably very few. Let’s get moving before we have the entire base on top of us.’
~~~
Theakstone thought, at first, that his phone was ringing again, but the sound seemed wrong. By the time he had processed what the difference was, his phone was ringing.
‘Theakstone,’ he barked. ‘What’s the alert for?’
‘We’re under attack, sir,’ the voice on the other end said. ‘We’ve definitely identified Cygnus, Twilight, and Miss Liberty.’
‘Miss Liberty?! She should be on our side.’ Even as he said it, Theakstone was aware that he was probably lying to himself.
‘Apparently not, sir. We believe we’ve identified Astraea, Cygnus’s sidekick, and Svetilo, possibly Frostburn, and there’s at least one other target we don’t have an identity for. We’re having trouble containing them. They seem to know the base rather well and our weapons aren’t really a match for them.’
‘I’ll be there in five minutes. Deploy the super-soldiers. I want those people stopped and I don’t care about capture.’
~~~
Svetilo stopped on the fire stairs and edged open one of the doors. ‘Da, this is first level down. Can tell from the bodies.’
‘Bodies?’ Zap asked. It came out as more of a squeak than he would have liked.
‘Mostly unconscious, I think. We go down two more to get to the level Fleet is on.’
‘And we take it carefully when we get there,’ Astraea said. ‘The three big guns will be keeping most of the agents busy up on level one, but they won’t have cleared everyone out of the lower levels. That costume will take most of the sting out of gunshot, but it wasn’t designed with armour-piercing rounds in mind, Zap, so if they’re carrying rifles, stay behind me and Svetilo.’
‘I don’t know about you,’ Svetilo said, ‘but my force field doesn’t do too well against armour-piercing rounds either.’
‘Oh. Well, thinking about it, I’ve never tested… You know what? Let’s all just try not to get shot at at all.’
‘Da! This is sound plan, Astraea. I am not sure it will work entirely, but the plan is sound.’ The Russian was grinning broadly.
‘Oh, shut up,’ Astraea suggested. ‘Let’s get down to level three and rescue Fleet.’
~~~
‘They’re withdrawing,’ Cygnus commented. It seemed to be true. The agents who had been trying to hold the main corridor through the top level were pulling back in twos. ‘Why do I think that’s not a good thing?’
‘Because they must have a reason,’ Andrea replied from within her shadows. ‘I think they’re pulling back to the canteen. Maybe they have a defence lined up there. Heavier weapons? Let me scout ahead.’ The blackness surged forward, chasing the last of the retreating agents toward a pair of double doors and then vanishing inside. There was a pause and then Andrea’s voice over the radio link. ‘They’ve got the super-soldiers lined up here. A couple of them have some sort of energy weapon which they are firing at me and– Hey! I actually felt that!’
Cygnus and Miss Liberty bolted forward, slamming through the doors. Tables had been set up as a makeshift barrier at the far side of the room, which was the largest they had yet seen in the complex. Behind the tables were a number of agents with the short, high-tech P90 rifles in their hands. In front of the tables were ten hulking brutes jammed into combat fatigues. A couple had P90s, a couple more were carrying bulkier rifles of a weird design with a very broad muzzle, and the rest were unarmed. The ones with the weird rifles were busy changing big, magazine-like power cells. Andrea’s shadows were still there, looking just as solid as usual.
‘I said I felt it,’ Andrea said, ‘not that it hurt. Be careful. I’m not sure what those things are firing, but it’s powerful.’ Then she moved forward, her shadows spreading as she went.
A beam of light lanced out through the blackness as Andrea closed on the soldiers and agents. It was pure luck that it hit Cygnus in the left arm. She let out a shriek of surprise as the beam burned into her skin. It hurt. It had gone through her force screen as though there was nothing there, but the cry was definitely more shock than pain; the weapon had left a reddened mark on her bicep. ‘I know what that is. Kopf has come up with a cosmic energy rifle.’
‘Bet it’s tuned to you,’ Andrea replied as her shadows rolled over the awaiting defences. Two more blasts of energy lanced out of the darkness, this time doing nothing more than blowing out ceiling light panels and making the room darker. A couple of P90s opened up on automatic, peppering the area with bullets which the armour the agents were wearing was not going to stop. The shadows shrank away to reveal Andrea, her sword afire with black flames, swinging at one of the agents behind the tables as the man fired randomly. The black blade passed through, apparently leaving not even a scratch, but he fell anyway, collapsing onto the floor of the canteen where he lay beside the bodies of three agents he had shot in his panic.
The second wildly firing agent turned his attention to Miss Liberty as she vaulted the tables. With a wide-eyed, panicked expression on his face, he concentrated his fire directly into her stomach; twenty rounds of armour-piercing ammunition slammed into her force field at point-blank range and did absolutely nothing. He was still squeezing the trigger even when the gun ran dry. His grin had taken on a strained, maddened edge. ‘Why won’t you die?!’ he screamed.
Miss Liberty smiled at him. ‘You should go to sleep now,’ she said, and hit him in the jaw. He dropped like a bag of cement.
‘I think you should all put your weapons down,’ Cygnus called out. ‘There’s no need for the rest of you to get hurt but hurt you we will if you don’t give up now.’ There was a pause, and then one of the agents dropped her weapon to the floor and raised her hands. Fairly quickly after that, the others followed suit.
The super-soldiers were another matter. They were largely flaked out on the floor already. All except for one of them who had slipped to his knees but was still upright to some extent. He had been the second one with an energy weapon, but he had dropped that and was just staring at his hands as though he could not quite believe what he was seeing. Cygnus frowned, not sure she could believe what she was seeing either. The man had shaved his hair back to fuzz, but that fuzz was now grey, and his skin looked a little slack. He had even lost muscle mass. When he looked up at Cygnus, she realised he had lost more than that; there was a lack of recognition in those eyes more profound than anything she had ever seen before.
‘What’s happened to him?’ Miss Liberty asked.
‘Premature aging,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Far more than Twilight’s terror usually causes. It’s like he’s got dementia or something.’
‘I think the boss should get his money back on those soldiers,’ Andrea said. It was a joking phrase, but there was a hint of sadness in her voice. ‘They’ve fared less well against me than the normal agents did, and I think Kopf has shortened the soldiers’ lifespans. Shortened them a lot, from the looks of him.’
‘Oh, this Doctor Kopf, or whatever he calls himself, has got to go down,’ Miss Liberty stated emphatically. She turned to the nearest surrendered agent and grabbed the front of his armour, lifting him off his feet and pulling him toward her. ‘Where is he?’
~~~
‘Those don’t look normal,’ Zap said as he spotted a squad of four hulking men in combat fatigues at the end of the corridor which was supposed to have Josie at the end of it.
‘Da,’ Svetilo said. ‘Not normal. Those are super-soldiers Twilight told us about.’
‘Oh. What do we–’
The men spotted the newcomers and began charging toward them. ‘Shoot them!’ Astraea snapped, and Zap more or less just reacted. Lifting his arm, he unleashed a bolt of crackling energy at the leader of the squad. He went down, stumbling from a run to a messy roll as the bolt exploded into an arcing mass of electrical energy. The charge struck his three companions, but they seemed to shrug it off without a thought. They were fifteen feet away now and a little too close for comfort; Zap switched to a new expression of his power he had been practising in class for a while. A smaller bolt of electricity leapt from his fingers. This time there was no explosion, but sparks danced across his target’s skin and the soldier fell, sliding along the floor as his nervous system misfired. Behind him, the leader was still on the ground, jerking a little as the charge danced through his nerves.
That left two still standing, and Astraea and Svetilo waiting for them. One of them managed to dodge under Svetilo’s blow, but the other stopped hard as Astraea planted her fist in his stomach. She used her full power, however, and the man just grunted and readied himself to fight.
The soldiers were fast too, both of them attacking before either of the women could recover to strike again. Svetilo’s opponent threw a punch at her face which skimmed past her nose. Astraea’s had better aim, but his fist slammed into her shield, resulting in an impressive display of light. Neither of the men were paying attention to Zap, which turned out to be a mistake as he hit Astraea’s one in the back of the head with a bolt of static and the man’s legs collapsed out from under him. That did not stop Astraea from kicking him in the ribs, however.
Svetilo’s return punch hit its target and sent him spinning back down the corridor. ‘Da!’ she yelled. ‘That is what you get for messing with Russian girl!’ Her victim started to struggle to his feet, and then collapsed. Reaching down, she grabbed the back of Astraea’s opponent’s collar, lifted, and slammed his head into the floor. Twice. He stopped moving entirely. ‘Khoroshiy boy!’
‘Uh, one of the others is getting up,’ Zap said.
One of the ones he had disabled was, indeed, pushing to his feet. Astraea had lost her victim, so she stepped forward, lifted into the air a little, and swung forward, her booted foot lashing around to slam into his face. Blood splashed the wall and he slumped back to the floor, stunned again. Landing, she pulled the man upright and locked her arm around his neck from behind. He started fighting back after a second, trying to break her hold, but she kept up the pressure while Svetilo stepped past her to take care of the last man, the first one Zap had downed. He threw a punch right at her face, but she pushed the blow aside with her left arm and drove her fist into the soldier’s chest. Again, her blow sent him flying back down the corridor. Brian could have sworn he heard ribs cracking even from thirty feet away.
Astraea was still hanging onto her man as he struggled to free himself. They were sort of evenly matched, but she had the advantage in position and, for a trained soldier, he did not seem to be using much in the way of tactics. He was weakening. You could tell, even if he kept trying to break free.
‘You want help?’ Svetilo asked. She was grinning. She was grinning quite a lot.
‘No, I got this,’ Astraea replied.
‘You are sure? I could give him little tap on the head.’
The man’s legs gave way under him and he stopped struggling so much. ‘No, I think I can manage to choke one guy into unconsciousness. I’ve decided that super-fights are not for me. Next time, I’m just going to nuke them into pacifism.’
‘That could save much time. I think you can let him go now. His lips are turning blue.’
Astraea dumped the unconscious soldier onto the corridor floor and watched as he took in a shuddering breath. His eyes remained closed. ‘Okay. Yeah. I should steer clear of toughened thugs. Let’s get Fleet.’
The room they had been aiming for was maybe twenty feet on each side and fifteen feet in height, and a lot of the space was taken up by a big black pod. The thing was smooth, its edges curved, and there were cables running out of it and up into ducts in the ceiling and floor. Thick cables. There was only one obvious control panel on the thing and it had exactly two buttons on it: both were large, one was green and the other red, and they were labelled.
‘She’s your damsel to rescue, Zap,’ Astraea said.
Stepping forward, Zap pushed down hard on the green button, which was labelled ‘OPEN.’ Nothing happened for several seconds and he glanced around at the two women, getting shrugs in reply. Then there was a sound like a pump starting up and water running through a pipe. After another few seconds, part of the pod began to lever upward while another section levered out toward the floor. Zap rushed around to the lowering doorway and found more or less exactly what he had hoped to find. Perhaps he had not been expecting her to be naked aside from a big helmet and a belt around her waist. Unaccountably, he found himself embarrassed that Svetilo and Astraea were seeing Josie naked.
‘I’ll get her out,’ Astraea said, stepping into the tank. She was stepping into about a foot of fluid, probably water. ‘These boots are waterproof and higher than the waterline.’ The belt went first. It was tethered to the side of the tank via a couple of thin cables and was presumably there just to keep Josie centred. The helmet took a little more effort. It was locked in place and Astraea had to break the band around Josie’s neck to get it off. Then the faceplate levered up and the helmet with its various cables fell away into the water. Astraea lifted the girl and handed her out to Zap, who settled her onto the floor before his fingers stroked her blonde hair free of her face.
‘Josie?’ he said, looking down at the unmoving girl. ‘Josie, can you hear me?’
Her eyes flickered open and she looked up at him. ‘Josie?’ she asked, her voice soft. ‘Am I Josie? Who are you?’
~~~
‘They’ve split up,’ one of the agents watching the camera feeds said. ‘It looks like Twilight and Miss Liberty are heading for level three. Cygnus has stopped on this floor.’
‘What about the others?’ Theakstone asked.
‘There’s still no sign of Frostburn. I think he’s guarding their exit. Svetilo, Astraea and the unknown have rescued the girl, Fleet, and are taking her back up the fire stairs.’
Theakstone suppressed his anger, barely. ‘Kopf will have to deal with Miss Liberty and Twilight. Cygnus is not to make it to this room.’
‘We have agents and super-soldiers defending the route here, sir,’ another agent said. ‘The soldiers have those new energy weapons. They were designed to take Cygnus down, right?’
‘Yes,’ Theakstone agreed. He picked up his own rifle. ‘They were. What about reinforcements?’
‘They say it’ll take a couple of hours to get a suitable assault team ready,’ one of the communications personnel replied. Everyone in the room knew they did not have a couple of hours. ‘We’re on our own, sir.’
~~~
Splitting up was probably not the best of ideas, but Cygnus was alone as she marched down a corridor toward the operations room of the bunker. It was on the second level down and it was being defended. Bullets flew at her, a fair few of them hitting home, but she ignored them. Every round either flattened against her force field or ricocheted off it. The agents were retreating ahead of her and she was in no hurry to stop them. She had maybe sixty or seventy feet of corridor left to go before she arrived at the door, and all the time in the world to get there.
Four of the thuggish super-soldiers were set up at the end of the corridor, in front of the door. They allowed the regular agents to back up into the operations room, readying the same, stubby, ugly-looking rifles as the ones others had used in the canteen. Cygnus saw a light over the ops room door turn from green to red just before the soldiers opened fire. Briefly, Cygnus could not see where she was going. She was fifty feet away now, and the beams were bright streams that struck her force field with violent ferocity. This time there was no pain.
The soldiers appeared unconcerned that their barrage had not dropped their target. They moved almost as one to eject the power cells for another volley. Cygnus was not planning to give them the chance. She shifted her power set, raised her arm, and fired. A stream of charged particles lanced out, splitting the air with a shriek. She swept the stream across the area in front of her. She was in no mood to go easy on the people defending the room ahead. She had heard what had happened to Fleet, for one thing. Yes, Kopf needed to be put somewhere where he would never hurt anyone again, but the same could be said for those running this house of horrors.
Raising her arm again, she fired her beam, this time sweeping a circle and aiming just at the door.
~~~
‘My God! She just obliterated them!’
Theakstone glanced at the screen the agent who had spoken was watching. There was no sign of the four soldiers who had been the penultimate line of defence. There was a lot of oily, black smoke, but no sign of the men. Had she vaporised them? Was she throwing around that kind of power? From the way the two-inch steel door was buckling, she probably was. ‘Open fire as soon as she shows her face,’ Theakstone ordered, lifting his rifle and taking aim on the door.
‘Sir, nothing we’ve got can stop her,’ someone said.
‘That is not what I want to hear, agent!’
Anything else which might have been said was cut off as the door collapsed onto the floor, carved into sections by Cygnus’s lethal energy beam. The edges of the steel were still glowing as she stepped through the hole, closing her eyes to let the barrage of various forms of ammunition hammer against her screen. Theakstone fired his rifle, dropped the cell, loaded another and fired again. He unloaded a third cell before the magazines on the twenty or so P90s ran out of bullets, and then the room fell into silence.
Cygnus opened her eyes. ‘If you’re quite finished. Put your weapons down before I decide I should fire back.’ There was a pause, and then rifles clattered to the ground, followed by handguns.
‘Kopf said these rifles would stop you,’ Theakstone said. He had dropped his weapon, but he was still defiant.
‘What you and Kopf seem to refuse to understand,’ Cygnus replied, making her way through the desks and consoles, ‘is that I can adapt. Kopf was right. Those rifles could kill me. They’re tuned to the same frequency as me, but I can tune my defences to block that out. I just haven’t previously. You’re Theakstone, right? Gerald Winscott Theakstone, the director of this sick little operation?’
Theakstone pulled himself up to his full height and still had to look up into Cygnus’s eyes. ‘I am.’
‘Good. You’re under arrest. Please tell me you’re going to resist, because punching you in the face would make this experience so much more pleasant.’
‘I will not.’
‘See, I knew you were a total bastard and that just confirms it.’
~~~
On level three, Andrea’s shadows shrank from around her as she came to a very solid-looking metal door which had been dropped down to block off a corridor. She frowned, looking around. There was a screen mounted on the wall to her left with a camera above it and a single button below. An intercom of some sort, she figured. Stepping up to the door, she cautiously reached out a hand and then withdrew it sharply.
‘Problem?’ Miss Liberty asked, coming up behind her.
‘The door’s warded,’ Andrea replied. ‘I can’t see past it. I can’t see anything inside the area beyond it. And if I reach out to touch it, I can feel something pushing back. It doesn’t exactly hurt, but I think it would if I tried to get through.’
‘That’s–’
‘Fascinating.’ Both women looked around toward the screen. It was now alight, and the face on it was quite familiar to Andrea. ‘I had theorised that your recent change in abilities was the result of greater integration with the shadow entity,’ Kopf said. ‘That integration would seem to be complete, Miss Morgan. You and the entity are one and the magic of the wards affects you physically.’
‘I’m sure that’s very exciting for you,’ Andrea replied, ‘but you’re still stuck down here. We’ll crack this shield door and Miss Liberty here will be most happy to drag you out.’
‘I invite you to try. That is six inches of reinforced steel. Meanwhile, I have my escape plan well in hand. I will be leaving shortly.’
‘There’s no other way out of–’
‘Ah, Miss Morgan, you continue to underestimate me. There is a secondary fire escape in this section of the bunker, and I ensured that it was warded against your extraordinary sight.’
‘Then I’d better get started,’ Miss Liberty said. She stepped up to the door, balled her right hand into a fist, and drove it into the metal. Nothing much happened.
‘I realise you are strong,’ Kopf said, ‘but–’
‘It’s hardened steel,’ Andrea said. ‘You’re going to have to hit it like you mean it.’
‘Right,’ Miss Liberty replied. Then she drew her arm back and punched the door again. The metal buckled and then broke. The door ripped up from roof to ceiling, and a huge section of the middle of the thing tore away, flying down the corridor beyond. ‘Like that?’
‘Just like that.’
‘It seems I must expedite my departure,’ Kopf said. ‘We will meet again, Miss–’
‘Kopf!’ The sound came from the screen, but it was not Kopf’s voice. Whoever it belonged to was furious about something. Presumably it was something Kopf had done.
The screen now showed the back of the old scientist’s head. His voice was muted because he was not facing the microphone, but he was still audible. ‘Sergeant Quail? Calm yourself, Sergeant. You have nothing to be–’
‘You did this to me,’ Quail raged, still off-screen. ‘You said I’d be some sort of super-soldier.’
‘I did explain that–’
‘You said I’d be powerful, valuable, and now I can’t even go back to my old job!’
Andrea turned to Miss Liberty. ‘If you want that old bastard alive, I think you’d better hurry.’ Miss Liberty did not say a word, but she was flying through the hole she had made in the door an instant later.
‘You’re going to pay,’ Quail continued. ‘You Nazi cocksucker, you’re going to pay!’ The screen went to black very suddenly, and Andrea stood there looking at it for several seconds. Whoever Sergeant Quail was, he seemed pretty determined to beat the life out of Kopf.
‘Hopefully,’ Midnight said from the shadows still pooled around Andrea’s boots, ‘the do-gooder won’t get there fast enough to stop Quail.’
‘For once, I agree with the monster,’ Twilight said. ‘I wanted to off Kopf in San Francisco, but someone persuaded me it would be better if he stood trial.’
‘And it was,’ Andrea replied. ‘If I’d known things would end up here, I might have made another decision, but the trial was for the best.’
‘But not again?’ Twilight asked.
‘I’m kind of with both of you. Cygnus and Miss Liberty might not see it the same way, but I’d prefer it if Quail finishes the old bastard. I think.’
‘You think?’ Midnight asked, sounding a little disgusted.
‘Well, yeah. If he kills him, I’m never going to get to do it.’
23rd May.
It was after midnight when a combined FBI/UID team arrived to take control of the site under direct orders from President Hart. As had been requested, Cygnus had told her what was going on at the black site in Washington State ‘at her earliest convenience,’ and using the site’s own communications suite. It was going to take days to get the prisoners out of the lowest level. Special containment facilities were going to be needed for some of them, like The Freak.
The entire heroic assault team watched as Theakstone was led out of the base in cuffs. He was just the first. Most of the agents were not being cuffed before being taken out to transports; there were simply not that many cuffs going around.
‘I wish we could have taken Kopf alive,’ Miss Liberty said.
Cygnus flashed a glance at Andrea. ‘You–’
‘Not me,’ Andrea said. ‘He was behind a ward of some sort. I couldn’t get near him.’
‘It was one of his experimental subjects, we think,’ Miss Liberty explained. ‘Kopf’s skull was smashed in and I think a few other things were broken before that happened. It was brutal. And yet, somehow I can’t quite bring myself to feel sorry for the old man.’ She glanced at Andrea too. ‘You were lucky you couldn’t go in to see some of the things in his labs.’
‘I’ve seen some of his experiments before,’ Andrea replied. ‘Far too close in one case.’
‘What about the one who killed him?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I couldn’t find him,’ Miss Liberty replied. ‘It took me a few minutes to find the room Kopf was in. I also found a secret escape stairwell we didn’t know about. I guess Sergeant Quail got out through that.’
‘Something to worry about another day.’ Cygnus turned to where Zap was standing very close to Fleet, now dressed in a shirt and military slacks they had found somewhere. She looked scared and bewildered. ‘Tonight, we have one of our own to worry over.’
Andrea gave a nod. ‘Don’t worry, Zap. We’ll get her to the Union HQ and get her checked over. If nothing else works, I happen to know a witch who knows a lot about brainwashing techniques and how to deal with them.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica, 24th May.
‘The work is quite sophisticated,’ Viviane said. Light flickered around her fingers and Josie’s head as the witch searched through the amnesiac girl’s mind. ‘This Professor Blutadler appears to have known what he was doing.’
‘He probably did,’ Andrea replied, ‘but he won’t be doing it again. He was beaten to paste by one of his own creations.’
Josie’s mother, standing nearby with her husband and Brian, looked a little shocked, perhaps at the flat delivery. Viviane, however, just nodded. ‘One might call that poetic justice. He has not succeeded in implanting a new personality. That’s a blessing. It will, however, require months of carefully planned cognitive therapy and a little luck to trigger the return of her natural memory.’ There were several gasps. Andrea was used to the rather dry humour of the English ex-supervillain, and she waited. ‘Or I can just restore it now,’ Viviane added.
‘I think I’d like my memory back now, please, ma’am,’ Josie said.
Viviane smiled. She had turned up in the costume June had designed for her. Silks of various elemental colours and designs rustled around her as she moved closer, placing her hands on Josie’s head. The girl was sitting in a chair in one of the medical rooms in UoU HQ. For once, it was being used for a patient who preferred Earth-normal environmental conditions. ‘This will take a moment,’ Viviane explained, ‘and then you’ll probably realise why that young man over there is just as keen as you to see your memory restored.’
‘Well, he said he’s my boyfriend, and other people say he’s not lying, so I guess he would be pretty enthusiastic.’
‘From what I hear, you’ll be just as pleased with the results. Close your eyes.’
Josie had just done as requested when a blazing nimbus of blue-white energy enveloped her skull. Josie let out a gasp and stiffened, but then her body relaxed as Viviane’s magic invaded her mind and began to work. Viviane lifted her hands away after a couple of seconds and the light faded. Josie was still, her eyes still closed, for what seemed like several minutes but was actually more like a second. Opening her eyes, she looked around at the people in the room. Her lips curled into a smile.
Brian bolted forward before anyone else could move or say anything. ‘Don’t you ever do that again,’ he said in a rush as he lifted Josie out of her chair and into a hug.
Josie hugged back. ‘Sure. Next time, you can get kidnapped by the evil government organisation intent on turning you into a living weapon.’
‘No,’ Andrea said sharply. ‘Neither of you are going to do that ever again. I’m not coming to rescue you again if you do. Once is acceptable. Twice is just being inconsiderate.’
New Millennium City, MD, 25th May.
‘It is with a profound sense of shame that I stand here today,’ President Hart said. ‘Not for something I have done, but for something I have allowed to happen in this country. For something we have all allowed to happen, even though we had no knowledge that it was happening. When the Fortress was destroyed, we worried over what would happen to its prisoners and abrogated our responsibility to them to faceless government officials. We were told they were being held in a safe location. We stopped worrying because the government was keeping us safe from Ultrahuman criminals. We did not give a passing thought to the rights of those people. All we did was consider a plan to launch them into space where we could forget about them entirely. As an Ultrahuman myself, I consider my failure to question what was being done as a particular failure, but none of us should feel we are without blame.’
‘She’s really pretty displeased with herself,’ June commented. Up on the big screen was the live broadcast of Hart’s speech. Cygnus and Miss Liberty were standing just behind her on the podium. It was possible more people were watching due to Miss Liberty’s first real appearance on TV, but plenty of people were watching, and that was what counted.
‘I get her point,’ Andrea said, ‘but she isn’t really to blame. Hell, we’ve known about Project Jekyll for a while. We’re more to blame than she is.’
‘What is it we should blame ourselves for?’ Hart went on. ‘For decades, a secret division of the Ultrahuman Investigation Division has been conducting experiments on Ultrahumans. Experiments designed to turn them into weapons for government use. This division, known as Project Jekyll, was given free access to every survivor of the Fortress. Let me make this clear: even criminals have rights. Whether they are Ultrahuman or normal, prisoners have rights. One of those rights is not to be pressganged into government service as super-powered killing machines, or killed in an attempt to find out how their powers work. No one deserves that, and it will not be allowed to continue under my administration.’
Hart paused, collecting her thoughts it seemed. Once again, she had notes before her but seemed to be entirely ignoring them as she spoke. ‘If that were all that Project Jekyll was responsible for, I’m sure that some of you would feel justified in ignoring those human rights we can never remove, even when convicting someone of a crime. But that is not all. Ultrahumans have been kidnapped and brainwashed, or they have been manipulated into committing other crimes. Crimes including the murder of a UID agent in Los Angeles and a scientist in San Francisco simply because they were a threat to some interest in the military or intelligence communities.’
‘At least Damian will be able to close that case,’ June said.
‘Always good to have a mystery solved,’ Heather agreed. She had come over to the house because they had a bigger TV.
‘An eighteen-year-old girl was taken from outside her apartment building in New Millennium City,’ Hart went on. ‘She was brainwashed. Her memory was blanked and she was part way to being turned into yet another lethal weapon when she was rescued. As with so many things in this country, we have had to rely on private individuals, Ultrahumans with the conscience and means to correct our mistakes, in order to uncover and stop this systematic, horrific abuse of our citizens in the name of national security and it will stop! I heard just before starting this speech that the site where all this happened has been emptied and closed down. Now comes the hard part. I am directing the Department of Justice to find all those responsible for this travesty so that they can be prosecuted for their roles. As a society, we have the even more onerous task of deciding what we are to do with our most dangerous criminals. But when we make that choice, we need to remember that they are human. They have rights, and we have responsibilities. I will not allow us to abrogate those responsibilities again.’
Hart stepped back and reporters in her audience began raising hands. Those hands went down when Miss Liberty stepped forward. If it was a trick to allow Hart to get away without answering questions, it was a good one.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Miss Liberty said, ‘everyone at home watching this on your TVs, my name is Miss Liberty and I am the national Avatar of the United States of America. I’ve been avoiding publicity as much as possible because, frankly, I don’t need or want it. I’m not going to be making political comments or endorsing presidential candidates. I won’t be stopping for press calls. You won’t see me out on the town. But I will be there when I’m needed, and I was needed when Cygnus, Twilight, and some of their friends uncovered Project Jekyll and what they were doing. Our last avatar was named Captain Freedom, and I’m Miss Liberty. Two ideals that Americans hold dear. Freedom and Liberty. They come with a price. When we stand by and let other citizens be used and abused by anyone, we are diminishing what it means to be American. Or even human. I was proud to be your Ultrahuman representative, the spirit of a great nation, until I saw what was happening in that bunker. Hopefully, I can be proud again soon.’
Scottsdale, AZ.
‘I’m not sure I can do this,’ West said as he looked at the house Cygnus had landed outside of.
‘They know you’re alive, West,’ Cygnus said. ‘You aren’t a danger to anyone now and no one is going to be charging you with anything. You have President Hart’s word on that. They’re your parents, they’ll understand.’
The front door of the house – a ranch-style building, fairly low, with off-white walls and a red-tiled roof – opened and two people stepped into view. The woman was smiling, though there were tears in her eyes. The man was looking like he had no idea what expression he should be wearing and so was showing relief, sorrow, happiness, and a hint of disbelief. They did not move, waiting while their son stood beside the heroine with the long white-and-blue hair and the swimsuit costume.
‘Thanks,’ West said. ‘You saved my life. In more ways than one. Are you sure you won’t come in?’
‘I have someone else to visit before I head home. Go and be with your family.’
‘Yeah.’ And, turning and rushing for the door, Weston Carter did just that.
Chowchilla, CA.
Two male guards ushered Adrienne Philips into the interview room. They had her in cuffs and a hobble chain, all connected to a thick belt strapped on over her jumpsuit. Cygnus had no idea what the prison authorities were thinking: Heartbreaker was no danger to Cygnus and was not really any danger to the guards. On the other hand, what was it with having so many male staff in the place. No wonder they could never keep Plain Jane inside a prison in California. Heartbreaker was here pending trial for the death of Wilson Cavanaugh.
She was not especially pleased to see Cygnus. ‘What do you want?’ was the first thing she said.
Cygnus ignored her and looked at the guards. ‘You can go. This is a private meeting between me and Miss Philips.’
‘She’s an Ultrahuman accused of murder,’ one of the men said.
‘Convicted of murder actually, but she can only kill men, and I just walked unharmed out of a secret bunker full of men armed with machine guns and blasters. There’s nothing she can do to me.’ The guards did not look pleased, but they left the room. Cygnus had arranged this with the Office of the President. No one was going to argue with that too much.
‘What do you want?’ Heartbreaker asked again as soon as they were gone. ‘You’ve ruined my life. I had a cure. I could have relationships. Real ones! Now–’
‘You had something that suppressed your ability. A palliative. It kept you on a short chain to Jekyll. You kill for them, they keep giving you the drug. You fell for the same con twice. Are you just incredibly dumb?’
‘I’m not–’ Heartbreaker bit the statement off sharply. ‘What do you want?’
Cygnus stepped forward suddenly and caught Heartbreaker’s shoulders. The girl tried to jerk back, but she was no match for Cygnus’s strength. ‘Keep still, moron,’ Cygnus said. She focused her will and power thrummed through Heartbreaker’s body for a second. Then Cygnus stepped back. ‘I’ve taken your powers away. You get a life. Well, you get one when they finally let you out of prison. I’d say you’ve got a chance of getting a reduced sentence for Cavanaugh. Pout at the jury and get your lawyer to suggest you were coerced. You’re what? Twenty-one? You’ll still have your looks at thirty-five.’
Philips stood there, open-mouthed, staring at Cygnus. After several seconds, she shook her head. ‘You… cured me? You can do that?’
‘Yeah, and if you hadn’t been neck deep in Jekyll, you’d probably have known I could.’
Philips’s eyes brightened. ‘If you put in a word for me, it might go easier in court.’
‘No,’ Cygnus said flatly. ‘You were manipulated, Adrienne, but you weren’t innocent. You knew what you were doing was wrong, but so long as someone would hang that possibility of a cure there for you, you went along with whatever they wanted. You could have said no. At any time, you could have said no.’
Philips frowned. ‘You don’t know what it was like. Not being able to kiss–’
‘The man I loved? Yes, I do. I know exactly what that’s like, because the man I loved died of a heart attack after you kissed him. Even I can’t cure death, Adrienne. You get to have a life again when you get out. Bobby doesn’t.’
New Millennium City, MD, 26th May.
Brian walked up the path to the front door of the little house in Friendship and pressed the bell with his free hand. His other hand was holding Josie’s. Josie’s grip was tight; they were both worried about how this was going to go.
The door opened and a fairly small girl, not long into puberty, with flaming red hair cut to shoulder length was standing there. Her eyes widened, then brightened, and then dulled again as the serious expression on Brian’s face caught her attention.
‘Hi, Beth,’ Brian said. ‘Is Dad in?’
‘Yes,’ Beth said, clearly thinking that would have her brother turning around and leaving.
‘Good. I need to talk to him.’ Beth nodded and stepped back to allow Brian and Josie to walk through into the lounge.
Edward Woodford was on his feet looking… Actually, Brian could not quite work out what the expression on his father’s face meant. There was tension there, being held back under as much calm as the man could muster. ‘Good evening, Brian,’ Edward said. ‘It’s nice to see you again. And we were all glad to hear that Josie was okay after her… ordeal.’ Someone had leaked the fact that Josie was the New Millennium City girl kidnapped by Project Jekyll. Josie’s picture from her UID registration had appeared on TV. She hated the fact that the picture was terrible more than the outing: she had always been out. ‘We… I assumed that she was why you, um, reacted so badly to–’
‘Yes,’ Brian interrupted. ‘And no.’ He lifted his hand and let his power build. Sparks began to dance between his spread fingers. He left his crackling hand there as he spoke. ‘The club I go to on Saturdays is run by the Union of Ultrahumans. I go there to learn how to use this properly, safely. In fact, the idea for that club came from Twilight when she caught me trying to stop muggers in Friendship Park.’
‘Well, we thought you might be…’ Brian’s mother – perched on the edge of a sofa – said. She was Felicity, and she tended to defer to her husband quite a lot; it was possibly her worst character trait. ‘We knew you met there and when we found out that Josie was…’
‘An Ultra, Mom,’ Brian said. ‘You can say it. It’s not an insult. I should have told you before this. I was scared. I wasn’t sure how you’d take it, and then Dad started spouting off about Harrison.’ Brian frowned and shook his head. ‘When Josie was taken, and Twilight found out where she was, I went with them to get her back. Me, and Astraea and Svetilo went down to get Josie while Cygnus, Twilight, and Miss Liberty took care of the big stuff. And Frostburn was there holding our exit in case things went bad. I had to go in and get her. Had to. And now I’m not scared to come here and find out what you think of your son being an Ultra. I’m not giving up Josie for anything. I’d rather not give up my family either, but if it’s got to be a choice…’
‘Brian,’ Edward began, but he stopped as Beth stepped up beside her brother.
Raising her hand beside Brian’s, Beth narrowed her eyes and her palm began to glow. Something like a flashlight beam shone out onto the floor in front of her. ‘I’m one too,’ she blurted. ‘I can’t do much. I can control light. Make it. I’m an Ultra too.’
Edward sagged. ‘Well, that settles it, doesn’t it? My son’s a hero. My daughter can make light shine from her hand.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘What is it you do, Josie?’
‘I… run very fast, sir,’ Josie replied. ‘They call me Fleet, as in “fleet of foot.” I can run over water and up the sides of buildings at almost four times the speed of sound. Jekyll wanted me because if I hit something at that sort of speed, I survive and the thing I hit usually doesn’t.’
‘I see.’
‘That explains why you found it so easy to visit Brian while you were living in Bethesda,’ Felicity said, smirking.
‘Um, yes,’ Josie agreed. She looked back at Edward. ‘You think Brian’s a hero, sir?’
Edward nodded slowly, almost reluctantly. ‘Any man who’s willing to invade a secret government facility to save the woman he loves has got to be some sort of hero.’
‘He saved you before that. When that alien came in here and Cygnus threw him out again. The alien would have shot you all if Brian hadn’t made his gun malfunction.’
‘Ah… I did wonder why some high-tech blaster decided to fail just at the right moment.’ Edward’s gaze fixed on his son. ‘This is going to take some adjustment, son.’ He glanced at his daughter. ‘Quite a lot of adjustment. But I’m willing to try. Perhaps some of my ideas are a little… old-fashioned.’
Brian could think of a few other words for his father’s beliefs on the matter, but if the man was willing to try… ‘Well, maybe we could start with Beth coming to the Union HQ on Saturdays with us. She can learn to use her powers. Even if she doesn’t end up using them for anything, she should learn how. And maybe you could come with us one week. If you see what the others are like, what the Union people are like when they’re not on TV. Then maybe you’d feel better about Ultras. All of them, even the ones as powerful as Cygnus and Twilight, are just people.’
‘People who don’t wear much in the way of clothes,’ Felicity said, getting a giggle from both Josie and Beth.
Edward’s face finally cracked into a smile. ‘That was always the part I liked,’ he said, and there was more laughter.
From the shadows in the corner of the room, Andrea watched the exchange, nodded to herself, and slipped back into the greater darkness. Zap was going to be okay. Another life had been put back on track.
‘That’s making quite a big assumption about the boy’s father,’ Midnight said from somewhere just behind Andrea’s left ear. ‘He still might–’
‘Shut up, Midnight,’ Andrea said softly. ‘Just for one night, let’s believe things can turn out to have a happy ending.’
‘Well, just for one night…’
 
 



Epilogue
Los Angeles, CA, 2nd June 2017.
The fact that Belphegor was going through his second plate of food with some gusto was an indication that things had turned for the better as far as the Seven Princes were concerned. There were still just five of them at the meeting, but business was going well. Their competition in San Francisco was a thorn in their sides, but there had been little to disturb them since Mink had put them on to an attempt by the Four Queens to move into Los Angeles.
Lucifer sat at the table with a smile on his face. He had an announcement to make, but he was waiting for the right moment, which would be when Belphegor moved on to his third lunch. As the plate was brought out by one of the fat man’s mind-controlled slaves, Lucifer got to his feet. ‘Gentlemen, I have good news. I have found a replacement for our incarcerated brother, Beelzebub.’
‘Do we really need another Beelzebub?’ Asmodeus asked. ‘Our influence hasn’t diminished badly since we lost him.’
‘Your efforts to maintain that influence have been noted, Asmodeus, but the replacement I’ve found comes with some very attractive advantages even you would find difficult to duplicate. I’ll call him in and you can see.’ Turning, Lucifer gestured to one of the women with the blank looks. She opened the doors behind her.
A column of twisting, writhing blackness moved in through the doors. If you looked very closely, there seemed to be a humanoid shape in the middle of the column, but any details were entirely obscured and it might have just been a shadow.
Asmodeus lurched to his feet, his face paling visibly. ‘Have you gone insane, Lucifer?! What is this?’
The shadows fell away, twisting down around the figure within them until there was nothing left. The man was dark, swarthy perhaps. His hair was short and black and he had a short beard carefully trimmed around his jawline. He was attractive in a dark, slightly malign way. His eyes were probably brown, but they were so dark as to almost be black, and he dressed all in black too.
‘This,’ Lucifer said, ‘is Mister Iain Jankowski. He used to belong to the Shadow Court, but he left them during Twilight’s absence, and he took all his toys with him.’
‘What possible use could we have for one of Twilight’s ex-flunkies?’ Asmodeus demanded.
‘I am very good at uncovering secrets,’ Jankowski said. His voice had an accent, probably Eastern European, but too faint to be certain. ‘There are many things I know, or can find out, which could be useful to the Seven Princes.’
‘Name just one,’ Asmodeus said, his tone a challenge.
Jankowski smiled. ‘What if I were to tell you that I can give you the real identity of the mysterious heroine known as Mink.’
###
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