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Part One: Kage
Tokyo, Japan, 4th June 2017.
Despite the effects of a magnitude 6.3 earthquake the day before, Tokyo was a sea of lights, a glowing backdrop to the chaos unfolding on Academy Island. Academy Island – or Akademīairando – had not been there until relatively recently. It had been built in Tokyo Bay for a specific purpose, but it was now being used as a base by the Union of Ultrahumans because, among other things, every building on the island was newly constructed to a very high standard and the worst damage the place had suffered was the destruction of someone’s Brightstar chibi when it had fallen from a high shelf.
Brightstar was unaware of this terrible event, or that there were chibi dolls of her, which was likely for the best. Right now, she would not have thrown a hissy fit even if she had known: she was far too busy being frustrated and not a little angry. ‘I hit the damn thing with everything I’ve got and it didn’t flinch.’ Brightstar was tall, beautiful, blonde, and blue-eyed. She was dressed in a white leotard with a blue star emblazoned on the front. She looked every bit the internationally famous hero she was, but despite the obvious exhaustion in her posture, her eyes were flashing, and brave men were steering clear.
‘It seems to be able to absorb energy attacks,’ Adamantium said. He was Brightstar’s boyfriend and more immune than most to her nasty side. That he was composed of living metal and so relatively impervious to her energy blasts probably helped. ‘Hugh thinks you were just powering up that gamma beam attack it’s got.’
‘You’re lucky you look cute in those trunks, Adam,’ Brightstar replied. ‘I clocked the thing at around a hundred knots. If, as we suspect, it’s coming here, we’ve got less than twenty minutes.’
‘To do what?’ The voice had an accent and was distorted, but the English spoken was near perfect. The speaker was Shizukana Sasayaki, Silent Whisper, and he was one of the local heroes working with the Union to handle the aftermath of the earthquake. He was fairly tall and quite muscular, but you could not tell much more about his looks since he wore a full-face helmet which also disguised his voice. He was something of a contradiction: his costume suggested some sort of dystopian future ninja, but he was known for certain magical tricks which he had apparently learned from an ancient master of ninjutsu. Whatever, he had proven to be an excellent liaison. ‘If you cannot stop the creature,’ he went on, ‘who can?’
‘Thank you for your vote of confidence, Whisper, but I’m not the biggest gun we have now. I put in a call on the way back here and said she should put a rush on things. It’s, uh, six a.m. in New Millennium City. I had to wake her up.’
‘But if your energy beams cannot harm it…’ More excellent English, and this came from what appeared to be a schoolgirl. She was dressed like a schoolgirl and looked no more than sixteen or seventeen, even if her uniform had something of a slovenly look about it with her shirt unbuttoned, tie hanging loose, and skirt just about long enough to be decent. She was, however, present for a specific reason, so no one was complaining about a child being on what might soon be the front line.
‘The thing about her is that she’s more adaptable than I am. Actually, she’s more adaptable than just about everyone. Viviane, I guess… But Viviane doesn’t have the raw power.’
The girl widened eyes that were a shimmering sort of purple colour. About the same shade of purple as her hair, in fact. ‘You mean–’
She stopped as the gathering gloom of a Tokyo sunset suddenly darkened around them all, thickening until, briefly, no one could see anything. Then the darkness fell away and there were two extra people on the concrete platform which formed most of the seaward side of the island. They were light and darkness: the half-alien guardian goddess of the human race, and the embodiment of everything man feared when he looked into the shadows. They were Cygnus and Twilight.
‘I wasn’t expecting you, Twilight,’ Brightstar said.
‘You said it was a rush job,’ Cygnus replied. She was, as usual, a stunning woman to look at. She was a supermodel in a semi-translucent white swimsuit which had seven blue stars on it, forming the constellation she had taken her name from. Her hair was long and straight, falling to the middle of her back. It started out white and transitioned to the same blue as the stars on her costume as it went down. There was something about her which transcended mere physical beauty; Cygnus was a goddess made flesh, but she rarely acted as though she was anything more than an ordinary woman. ‘I’m fast, but Twilight’s pretty much instant.’
‘As long as it’s not too bright,’ Andrea said. ‘Sun’s going down, so it wasn’t too hard to find you. ACPN’s been reporting on the rescue efforts out here. I knew roughly where you were before I went looking, and the sun really glints off Adam’s skin.’ She flashed a grin at the big, platinum man and got a slightly embarrassed look back. Andrea was not in her Twilight costume, but she was still very obviously an Ultrahuman. She did not have Cygnus’s looks – few people did – but she was an attractive woman with dusky skin, black hair which she now wore long and generally in pigtails, a figure moulded by years of martial arts training and exercise, and eyes which were jet black across their entire surface. Tonight she was dressed in knee-high, high-heeled boots, a purple-and-green plaid skirt, and a racerback T-shirt in black with ‘You’re not AFRAID of the DARK, are you?’ printed on it in white. ‘Besides,’ the Avatar of Shadows added, ‘I’ve never been to Japan.’
‘What’s the problem?’ Cygnus asked. ‘You said it was designated Kaiju seven, right? So, giant monster. I thought Japan was pretty much used to handling big lizards. I mean, there must have been another six.’
‘This one is bigger than anything we’ve ever seen before,’ Adamantium explained. ‘Alison’s beams appear to just strengthen it. We’ve had people fainting from seeing it and that’s before it opens its mouth and roars or lets loose some sort of gamma-ray beam.’
Andrea waved a hand dismissively. ‘Guàiwù.’
‘It would appear to be significantly bigger than that creature. I believe Guàiwù was around sixty feet in height. Kaiju seven is two hundred and fifty feet standing on its hind legs.’
‘And basically immune to energy attacks,’ Brightstar added.
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, ‘when does it get here? Anyone got a coin? I’ve got something I think might work.’
‘You’re going to try the–’ Andrea began.
‘Oh yeah,’ Cygnus said, grinning. ‘What better place to try it out than here?’
~~~
‘You figured this out from watching a Japanese animated movie?’ Brightstar sounded just a little incredulous.
‘It’s a TV series,’ Andrea replied. ‘Anime. It’s known as anime.’
‘From the Japanese rendering on animation,’ Whisper said. ‘Animēshon. Though there are forms of the “art” made in other countries than Japan.’
‘You say “art” like you don’t think it is. Kind of difficult to tell what your expression is through that mask.’
‘It is not an artform I enjoy.’
Andrea shrugged. ‘Well, anyway, this one features a girl with electrical powers. She can control electrical and magnetic fields, and her party trick is firing coins or something at supersonic velocities.’
‘Basically,’ Cygnus said, tossing the coin Whisper had given her, ‘she’s able to use her powers to make a railgun, an electromagnetic accelerator weapon that fires hypervelocity projectiles. It’s got far better range than the power I used to take out Guàiwù, and I somehow think that could be really important this time.’
‘Well,’ Brightstar said, ‘you might be right. This thing–’
The thing in question chose that moment to rise out of the waves between Academy Island and Chūōbōhatei. The water was around a hundred feet deep, and the monster’s head was at least a hundred feet above the suddenly disturbed water. In some ways, Kaiju-07 was similar to Guàiwù: it was a truly massive lizard. There the similarities seemed to end, however, because this was far closer to the classic Tyrannosaurus Rex-like form Godzilla traditionally took in monster movies. Its forelimbs were shortened, probably making the limbs quite useless, but it had massive jaws with long, vicious teeth and there was a double row of fin-like plates down its back which sparked with energy. Its eyes glowed with the same kind of light. It was a horrific abasement of nature, a walking monstrosity.
Cygnus saw it through the darkness and had to shake off the pang of fear the sight caused before she could take aim. ‘Range is… eighteen hundred metres,’ she said. ‘I have a target lock.’
‘Target lock?’ the schoolgirl asked.
‘She’s using radar to rangefind,’ Andrea explained.
‘She can do that?’
‘She can do whatever she wants.’
In the distance, the beast raised its head, opening its jaws to roar. Arcs of electricity flared around Cygnus as she stretched out her arm and lined it up with the distant monster. ‘I don’t think we want it to roar,’ she said, and the electrical arcing flared into brilliant light. A streak of orange light lanced out from her hand as the coin was launched at over three times the speed of sound. Even at that speed, it took over a second to reach Kaiju-07, but when it arrived it burst right through the side of the creature’s skull and just kept on going. Blood, bone, and brain matter exploded outward as the projectile, a hundred-yen coin, ripped apart whatever it met. There was a ripple of energy down the creature’s back, the water around it began to boil, and then it was falling back beneath the waves.
Grinning, Cygnus turned to her audience. ‘Okay, so, who wants lizard burgers? It’s going to take some work to chop it up, but the news did say there were some supply problems after the earthquake.’
‘Somehow,’ Andrea said, shaking her head, ‘even in Japan, I can’t see that being a popular option. Fugu fish is one thing. Giant, radioactive lizard is another.’
~~~
‘So, who’s the kid?’ Andrea asked. They were walking to where Brightstar assured them they could get coffee. Coffee was, at this point, a must.
‘Multiplier?’ Brightstar replied. ‘She’s… Multiplier. Or one of the Multipliers.’
‘You do remember I haven’t had coffee yet, right?’
‘I am San,’ the schoolgirl said.
‘That’s three in Japanese.’
‘You speak Japanese?’
Andrea shook her head. ‘English, obviously, Italian, Mandarin, Cantonese, and Tibetan. I’m fairly bad at most of them, but I get by. However, I did take martial arts lessons, so I know the first few numbers.’
‘Ah, yes. I take jujutsu classes. There is much counting. I am the third clone of Tsukuda Momoka, Multiplier. We like to use the English form of our nickname. It is cooler.’
‘You’re a clone?’
‘A, uh, construct. Yes, construct. I am the third of twelve copies of Onēsan.’
‘I know that word too. Older sister, right?’
San smiled. ‘That is correct.’
‘I’ve been known to read manga.’
‘Multiplier is able to share sensory data with her clones,’ Brightstar said. ‘That’s why she was out there with us. The original was inside keeping the people here up to date with what was happening.’
‘And “here” is?’ Cygnus asked. They were inside one of the buildings and it seemed to be some sort of dormitory. Girls in a similar uniform to San – except that all the buttons were done up on their blouses – were stepping aside as the group made their way down the corridor. ‘I mean, it seems to be a school…’
‘It’s Ultra Academy. San, would you give them the Japanese? I’ll just slaughter it.’
‘Urutoraakademī,’ San supplied. ‘It is new. Construction began after the cosmic burst over this part of the world when it became apparent that more Ultras were appearing because of it. This is the first full year of operation, though I started in the autumn term last year.’
‘It’s a school for Ultras?’ Cygnus asked. ‘Japan is bringing all its Ultras together to train them?’ And putting them all on an island away from the general population. Cygnus was not entirely sure that sounded like a positive thing.
‘It is more than that. Urutoraakademī is a place where Ultras can be themselves, and where potential Ultras can realise their true power.’
‘The Union is monitoring,’ Brightstar said, ‘and we’re even involved in some of the courses. The Ministry of Education came to Hugh to help design some of the courses. We were actually considering moving our own junior training course here, but… Let’s get some coffee and then we’ll discuss it further.’ She pushed open a door which opened into some sort of refectory, except that it looked more like a restaurant. No waitresses, but there was a definite feel about the place which suggested upmarket restaurant.
‘This is one of the senior dorms,’ San explained as the group trooped over to where a couple of tables were free. Adamantium and Whisper were skipping the coffee: it did nothing much for the metal man, and the ninja was not going to take his helmet off. They both remained standing when the women sat down. ‘There is a range of housing on the island. Some of the better dorms are only available to students with parents who can afford to subsidise their children’s education, but everything is new and of good quality.’
‘Right,’ Cygnus said. ‘So, we aren’t sending the Union’s students here because?’
‘There’s the language barrier,’ Brightstar said. ‘That’s not insurmountable, obviously. However, the Japanese education system is…’
‘Stressful,’ Andrea said. ‘I read manga, remember? If I remember right, even Japanese kids who’ve spent time in foreign education tend to have trouble re-assimilating. It’s a long school year of long days. There’s quite a lot of pressure to succeed.’
‘And, in some ways, there is more pressure here,’ San said. ‘Everyone here is either an Ultra or has genes which could make them an Ultra. Not everyone who could develop powers does, but the environment of Urutoraakademī is designed to help as many as possible express whatever ability they might have.’
‘They do not perform experiments to create Ultras,’ Whisper put in a little quickly. ‘Well, unless you consider the whole academy as an experiment. The idea is to create a place where there is no social pressure to not express your powers.’
‘I get the idea,’ Andrea said, nodding. ‘Someone who can make twelve copies of herself doesn’t get called a freak.’
‘Yes,’ San said. ‘Here, Onēsan is a valued student. She can learn to defend herself without censure. There are judo clubs in many schools, but jujutsu is another matter.’
Whisper’s helmet nodded. Presumably his head did likewise. ‘Urutoraakademī has a kenjutsu club rather than a kendo club.’ His hand wrapped around the hilt of the katana he had slung at his waist via a couple of cords. While he seemed to be some sort of ninja, he was not a typical one. He wore a tunic of sorts which appeared to be made of some form of ballistic cloth and was quite loosely fitted. It even had a cowled neck. Similarly, the trousers he wore were quite baggy and came with carbon fibre knee pads. On his feet were some combination of sneakers and more traditional, split-toed slippers. There was a backpack attached to his tunic by plastic clips rather than just straps, and there was the katana which Andrea had been eyeing since she had arrived. His muscular arms were bare, though he wore flexible gloves with some padding over the knuckles. The helmet was smooth and black and very modern-looking. In all, he looked like a very modern ninja, if that was what he was.
‘So, basically,’ Cygnus said, ‘this place wouldn’t go down well with Western-educated children?’
‘That was our thought,’ Brightstar replied.
‘I guess it’ll be interesting to see how things work out here. How’s the clean-up going? You still don’t need me or Andrea?’
‘Actually,’ Adamantium said, ‘there might be something Andrea could help with…’
~~~
Tokyo’s subway. Clean, bright, modern, and notoriously overcrowded. Right now, the Toei Ōedo line was not crowded with passengers, at least not where Adamantium had brought Cygnus and Andrea to. There was something of a crowd, but they were all rescue workers trying to clear fallen rock and concrete.
‘It’s made more difficult by the need to shore up the roof as they go,’ Adamantium said. ‘It’s going to be some time before this section of the line is useable again, unfortunately. They are still maintaining service on either side of the blockage, but we think there are people trapped in there.’
‘If the earthquake had come an hour earlier, even thirty minutes, the line would have been shut down and there would be no problem.’ San had been replaced by Go, the fifth copy, who was monitoring the rescue efforts in case the rescuers needed rescuing. It was impossible to tell the difference, aside from the layer of dust Go was wearing along with a hardhat. ‘As it is, the company is sure that one of their trains was in the affected area when the roof came down.’
‘No idea of the number of passengers?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Only a general figure. It was early and the train would not have been full.’
‘And, practically,’ Adamantium went on, ‘we don’t know if there are any survivors. We don’t know the extent of the cave-in.’
‘But it’s probably dark in there,’ Andrea said, ‘so I can go in and look. You should’ve called me sooner, Adam. I could’ve been here in a minute.’
Adamantium looked a little embarrassed. ‘To be honest, I didn’t think of it until you were here.’
‘So quickly I am forgotten,’ Andrea said on a sigh. ‘I’ll go see what I can find.’ The shadows flooded upward from around her feet, swallowing her. When they fell away again, Andrea was gone.
Whisper, standing nearby, let out a little gasp. ‘That is a most interesting ability. She can control the shadows in any way she wishes?’
‘There are some limitations,’ Cygnus replied. ‘These days she can smother quite bright lights, but she prefers to work where the shadows are natural. And she can take people with her. Travelling that way is… kind of disturbing, but it’s fast. Anyway, if there’s anyone alive in there, she’ll find them. She can see out of any shadow, anywhere.’
‘Amazing.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘That’s Twilight. They don’t call her the Avatar of Shadows for nothing.’
~~~
Andrea materialised on the far side of the blockage and looked back at the fallen rubble. The rescuers were going to be at it for a while longer: they had managed to clear maybe half of a hundred feet of obstruction. And then it stopped. There was next to no light in the tunnel, but that meant nothing to Andrea, and what she saw looked… wrong. The roof had fallen, sure, but it had fallen in a fairly well-delineated area. Behind her, the tunnel was clear until another fall had blocked it maybe six hundred feet to the west. The train had come to a halt about a hundred feet from the western blockage. It would have had no power at that point; the trains were fed electricity from overhead lines which had been cut when the roof collapsed. Andrea frowned. Collapsed might not be the right word.
The train had no power, but at least some of the emergency lights were still functioning. The light was dim – and Andrea did not need it anyway – but it was there, casting more shadows than providing illumination. It did make it quite clear where the train was. The thing was a bunch of silver blocks on wheels, like many a subway train across the world. This one had purple paint above and below the large windscreen; purple, or maybe magenta, was the colour used to identify the Ōedo line. There seemed to be absolutely no damage to the vehicle, nothing had fallen on it, but there was no sign of the driver in the cab. From what Adamantium had said, no one had been able to contact anyone on the train since the earthquake.
She shadow-stepped into the train’s cab. Still no driver. The cab door was unlocked, however, and pushing through into the passenger cabin revealed a man in a uniform along with various other people in suits and casual clothing. It was June, summer, and a couple of people in the car looked like westerners, probably on holiday. Not a happy holiday: everyone Andrea checked was dead.
‘Someone did a particularly thorough job of eliminating the occupants of this train,’ Midnight said from the darkness on Andrea’s left. There was no compassion in the voice. Midnight was not exactly a compassionate personality.
‘They don’t seem to have been wounded in any way,’ Twilight said from Andrea’s right. ‘There’s no reason for them to be dead. It’s only been thirty-six hours or so since the earthquake.’
‘And yet, dead they are. They died in terror it seems.’
Midnight had a point. A lot of the bodies were huddled into corners or wearing frozen expressions of horror. As Andrea worked her way down the eight cars, the situation did not change. In the sixth car, one of the doors had been forced open and there were a couple of terrified, dead people lying on the ground outside. Andrea stepped down to check on them and noticed a body lying beside the rubble at the western blockage. She would check on that one after she had worked her way through the train cars.
It was in the last car that she found someone alive. A young man, quite fit and with a fairly muscular body, and he was alive, but huddled under one of the emergency lights, shivering. He started at the sight of Andrea’s boots appearing in his field of vision, looking up at her as if terrified at what he might see. ‘Kage,’ he said.
‘Do you speak English?’ Andrea asked.
‘Kage,’ he repeated.
‘I’m going to take that as a no. I’m sorry, but this is going to come as a bit of a shock.’ Reaching down, she put one hand on his shoulder and another over his eyes, then she pulled the shadows up around them and slid through whatever space her darkness seemed to occupy to the far side of the tunnel blockage.
The light barely had time to return before the man let out a shriek and bolted backward, ending up sprawled on the tracks. ‘Kage! Kage!’ 
There were rescue workers and paramedics rushing toward him almost immediately, but he just kept repeating the same word in a strangled, terrified voice even as he was being stretchered away.
‘Okay,’ Andrea said once he was gone, ‘what’s “kage?”’
‘Shadow,’ Whisper supplied. ‘It is likely that he was shaken by your transportation.’
‘It freaks me out a little,’ Cygnus said, ‘and I haven’t been trapped in the dark for a day and a half.’
‘That would be great if he’d just started saying it now,’ Andrea said, ‘but that was all I could get out of him before I jumped him. And he wasn’t in the dark. The emergency lights on the train are, mostly, still functioning. He was huddled right under one of them. Um, he was the only one I found alive. There are about thirty-five people in there and the rest of them are dead.’
‘All of them?’ Whisper asked. It was impossible to tell whether he was frowning, but you could sort of hear a frown in his voice.
‘All of them. Well, there’s a body outside the train I haven’t checked. There could be one or two more, but none of the other people have a pulse. More or less all of them look like they were scared to death.’
‘An Ultra,’ Cygnus said. You could see that she was frowning.
‘Or something like an Ultra. I’m going to go check anyone I haven’t. While I’m doing that, you can decide whether you want me to jump the victims out or wait for the tunnel to be cleared.’ With that, she turned and vanished into the darkness.
~~~
‘His name is Hiraku Moto,’ Adamantium said. ‘Physically, he’s suffering from mild dehydration and milder starvation.’
‘Most people can last a day without food,’ Andrea said. They were back in the school, back in the refectory in fact, with coffee mugs set before them. ‘He looked pretty fit. I’d imagine he could fairly easily survive a day or so without water.’
‘Quite. His physical state is recoverable, but his mental state… He refuses to sleep with the room in darkness.’
‘That sounds familiar,’ Cygnus commented.
‘I was home all day yesterday,’ Andrea said. ‘Denny would know if I’d gone out. Aside from patrolling anyway, and she keeps tabs on our locations even then. Jacob’s in Baltimore, so I didn’t have any reason to go out.’
‘I wasn’t accusing you.’
‘I was. I’m getting my alibi ready for when I start second-guessing myself. If they’d all been frozen, I’d be really worried.’
‘The one body you did bring out died of heart failure,’ Adamantium supplied. ‘The autopsy results just came through. They rushed it, considering the circumstances, but they are quite clear on the cause of death. It’s speculation at this point, but it appears that Mister Moto died from exhaustion.’
‘That also sounds familiar,’ Cygnus said.
Andrea nodded, a deep frown on her face. ‘Yes, it does.’ She got to her feet, ignoring the remainder of her drink. ‘I need to go home and pick up my working clothes. Then I need to stop off in Italy. I’ll be back here later tonight. Is there somewhere I can stay for a few days, or should I organise a hotel?’
‘We can arrange something with the academy,’ Brightstar said. ‘Adam and I are staying in one of the staff complexes. I’d imagine they have a few more spares. But why? What is it you think killed these people? Or who?’
The shadows drew up around Andrea as she prepared to leave. ‘I’m not absolutely sure, but it sounds like a shadow demon. And if there is one of those wandering around Tokyo, then it’s my job to get rid of it.’ The shadows drifted away like smoke, and Andrea was gone.
Schatten Schloss, Italy.
‘Anyone home?’ Andrea walked up the stairs from the deep, dark rooms in the basement of the castle, searching for either of two specific women, though anyone would do when it came down to it. The kitchen had been empty, even though it was around time for an evening meal, so she had carried on up into the great hall dressed in her combat gear and carrying a small suitcase.
An attractive brunette with very dark eyes turned as Andrea walked through the door. Her eyes widened and she smiled warmly. ‘Grand Mistress. It is a pleasure to see you here.’
‘Morning, Mia. I mean afternoon. Evening? Is it evening here? I thought we’d got past all that Grand Mistress stuff.’
‘I enjoy the way you cringe a little when I call you that.’
Andrea’s eyes narrowed. ‘Sometimes, I wish Lena hadn’t helped you improve your English. Is she around? I need to ask the two of you about something.’
‘It’s a nice evening. We’re eating in the tower. You’re welcome to join us…’
Shrugging, Andrea headed for the big door at the other side of the hall. ‘Well, I haven’t had lunch yet.’
The castle had a single tower, built so that the surrounding area could be observed. These days, the probability of someone attacking the place was fairly small, so there were no longer watchmen posted there, but someone had carried a table and three chairs up into the room at the top. It was plastic furniture since there were no glazing in the windows and the rain was sometimes blown in from the Italian Alps, but the chairs had cushions on the seats to provide a little more comfort, and it was a nice evening. The summer sun was still quite high in the sky and the waters of Lago di Molveno glistened in the light at the bottom of the mountain.
Buxom and blonde, Lena Tonaldo was sitting at the table and smiled as Andrea emerged through the hatch from below. ‘Hey, Andrea. You joining us for dinner?’
‘Lunch in my case,’ Andrea replied. She bent to give Lena a kiss on the cheek and then walked around to one of the free chairs. ‘Lunch and information.’
‘Court information, I assume?’
‘Well, I wouldn’t come all this way for advice on sightseeing in Rome. Are we… missing anyone?’
‘Missing anyone?’
‘The defections,’ Mia said. ‘I believe we are discussing the people who seem to have left the Court without our agreement.’
‘I didn’t think the Court ever agreed to let anyone go,’ Andrea said.
‘It’s rare. People retire from active service, but they generally remain members. A few people have been granted the right to leave under various specific circumstances. However, we did have a number of people vanish during your time in China. Many of them have been tracked down and dealt with. Others have not.’
‘Any in Japan? Tokyo specifically?’
Mia frowned. ‘I would have to check our records…’
‘No, you don’t,’ Lena said. ‘That was the weird one. Uh… No, I’d have to check to give you the name, Andrea, but there was one guy who vanished from the Tokyo office and he was a bit of an outlier.’
‘Ah, yes. The adept.’
‘Why does that make him an outlier?’ Andrea asked.
‘We lost several adepts in Beijing,’ Lena replied. ‘They have all been confirmed dead following the nuclear explosion there. We lost others there too and the remainder have moved to reinforce the Shanghai office since the government moved there.’
‘Uh-huh. I’ve been to Beijing. I’m not surprised we lost people.’
‘Yes. However, most of the people we have lost and who remain at large are shades. They have access to more magic and are better trained. They have managed to hide from us by one means or another. The man in Tokyo was an adept, an analyst. He has no field skills or experience, and he was never taught shadow magic. Despite this, no one has been able to track him down.’
‘The Tokyo office will know more about him,’ Lena said. ‘I’ll get you the address when I check on what his name is. I take it you’re going after him?’
‘If only to clear him,’ Andrea replied. ‘You know there was an earthquake down there recently? Well, a trainload of passengers were killed, but not by the actual quake. Seems like they died terrified and exhausted.’
Lena gave a small shudder. ‘A shadow demon.’
‘Seems like it, but if this adept never learned magic, I really doubt he could summon a demon. So, you say there are others still missing?’
‘The most senior is a man named Iain Jankowski, a shade in the Warsaw office. That’s in Poland, in case you weren’t aware. From what I remember, he wasn’t entirely pleased with the changes we’ve made to the Court. When you went missing, he took the opportunity to go his own way. Or that’s what the Warsaw office thinks.’
‘That is the other odd thing about the man in Japan,’ Mia put in. ‘Most of those who vanished did so during your absence. He went missing around the same time as the cosmic energy burst over Asia. Aside from the people confirmed dead in Beijing, he was one of the very first to disappear.’
‘Hm…’ Andrea frowned in thought for a second or two and then smiled. ‘I’ll check up on that when I get back to Tokyo. Let’s eat.’
‘Of course. You’ll have a glass of wine with us?’ Mia plucked the bottle from its cooler and stood to pour the wine.
‘Well, just a glass to be sociable. I’m heading straight to Japan from here. If I drink too much, I might get lost in China again.’
‘That,’ Lena said, ‘isn’t something we want. Seriously, the Court turns into a bunch of old maids if their Grand Mistress isn’t around to keep them straight.’
‘Agreed,’ Mia said as the wine poured. ‘No more vanishing in foreign countries. Next time, we will have to come looking for you.’
Andrea took a sip of wine. ‘Well, that’s me told.’
Tokyo, Japan, 5th June.
‘Which one are you?’ Andrea asked as one of Multiplier’s clones showed her to the apartment the academy had assigned her.
‘I am Jūni. Number twelve. I handle the night shift with Jūichi. This way, Onēsan never misses anything.’
Andrea smiled. ‘Useful. I’m glad I’m not keeping you up past bedtime.’
‘Oh, no. I go to bed at eight thirty in the morning, after breakfast with Onēsan. Tomorrow is a school day, so she will be up quite early.’
The building they were just arriving at was a fairly modern design, very clean and obviously new, but it followed a pattern Andrea had seen on a number of ‘slice of life’ anime episodes: it was a block structure with walkways and stairs on the outside, the doors of the apartments opening onto the open ‘corridors.’ While she could not confirm their presence from this side, Andrea was pretty sure that there would be a balcony for each apartment on the other side of the building. They started up the steps to the upper floors and Andrea noted the vending machine beside the staircase.
‘School life in Japan is pretty hard, right?’ Andrea asked. ‘It’s an early start?’
‘Classes begin at eight forty-five, but there is homeroom before that. At Urutoraakademī, we are fortunate, however. It is never very far to travel from the dorms to the classrooms. At Onēsan’s last school, she had to travel for almost an hour in each direction. Here it never takes more than fifteen minutes.’
‘Yeah, but I bet you weren’t constantly being watched back then.’ Andrea pointed up as they passed under a security camera which was watching the stairs. Or it looked like a security camera, but there was something a little odd about it.
‘We are constantly monitored here,’ Jūni agreed. ‘All the cameras also have cosmic energy sensors in them. This helps maintain security and can detect the emergence of some powers before even the student becomes aware of them.’
‘Right.’
On the top floor, Jūni turned left and walked down to the last door on that side of the block. ‘This is your apartment. The pass they gave you should open the door.’
Andrea lifted the key fob device she had been given and presented it to what appeared to be a combination of intercom and locking mechanism on the wall beside the door. The sound of the lock disengaging was audible. Jūni smiled as she pulled the door open, outward, to allow Andrea to enter. Andrea spotted a light switch and pressed it – it was more of a light button – to get the lights to come on in what appeared to be a hallway leading into a room which did look as though it had a balcony through the window at the other end.
‘Do you think you will need any help finding your way around?’ Jūni asked.
‘The apartment? I think I’ll manage. If manga has taught me nothing else, it’s what to basically expect from a Japanese apartment. Hey, do you have any homeroom teachers who are about four feet in height with pink hair and a flat chest?’
Jūni giggled. ‘No. I think that only happens in manga.’
Andrea walked into her home for the next day or two, shaking her head. ‘See, now you’re destroying all my illusions…’
~~~
Ginza was the kind of shopping district you found in many large cities. Designer shops abounded, but you could find more reasonable prices if you went looking. Andrea was not looking for clothes, but what she was looking for was a little out of the ordinary under the circumstances. She was used to the Shadow Court using legal firms as front companies for their regional offices. Lawyers frequently needed research departments, which nicely covered the majority of the Court’s activities. In Tokyo, the company was called Byakuya, which meant ‘white night,’ and it was a management company for singers, actors, models, and other celebrities. That just did not seem to fit the rather staid, shadowy nature of the Court.
She found the place occupying a three-floor office structure above some sort of designer outlet she had never heard of which was situated on what was almost a back alley. Despite the relatively ignominious location, the reception area was bright and welcoming. The receptionist smiled warmly as Andrea walked in wearing a plaid miniskirt and a string-strapped camisole top. The latter was black with the Chinese hànzì character Mù printed on the front in white. It was what she had called herself in China. She had the suspicion that it was pronounced differently in Japan, and possibly that it meant something else, but she was not going to worry about it right now. She was also wearing sunglasses, which meant that the receptionist did not immediately recognise her.
‘Hello and welcome to Byakuya,’ the woman said brightly. She was fairly young, maybe early twenties, and she was attractive. Black hair fell past her waist and quite large, dark eyes had a sparkle in them. Her smile almost glowed. She knew all about presenting a good face to clients. She could also recognise a foreigner and her English was excellent. ‘How may I help you?’
There was no one else in reception, so Andrea took her glasses off. ‘I need to speak to the local shade.’ Andrea indicated the nameplate on the reception desk. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t read Japanese, so I’m not sure of your name.’
The receptionist was on her feet and bowing a lot so quickly that Andrea wondered whether teleportation had been involved. ‘Kami-sama, please forgive me for not recognising you. I am Ueda Masami. I will inform Maki-san of your arrival at once.’
Kami-sama? Kami were spirits, as far as Andrea could recall. Well, she would work that one out later. ‘There’s no reason you should recognise me, Ueda-san. You didn’t know I was coming. I would appreciate a few minutes with Maki-san, however.’
‘Of course.’ Ueda reached for the phone on her desk. ‘It will just be a moment.’
Shota Maki came down to reception to personally escort Andrea to his office. He was a handsome man in his mid-thirties. That was young for a shade, but he had earned it, distinguishing himself in his duties as a field adept as well as showing aptitude for data analysis and leadership. Plus, apparently, he had something of an eye for talent since Byakuya was a fairly successful talent agency. Maki had carefully groomed, designer-tousled black hair and near-black eyes, and his sculpted, angular features suggested either that he should have been one of his own clients, or that he had been materialised out of a romance anime by some multidimensional accident.
‘We are most honoured to have you visit our branch, Kami-sama,’ he said once they were both seated in his office, which was kind of what you might expect an agent’s office to look like: modern, lots of glass and chrome, and featuring pictures of the company’s major talent on the walls.
‘Okay, “kami-sama?” What’s with that?’
Maki’s cheeks coloured a little. ‘Ah, it is a way of addressing, uh, deities. “Kami” means “revered spirit.” The “sama” suffix–’
‘That one I know. I should’ve got the whole thing, thinking about it. I’m not a goddess, Maki-san. Not literally.’
‘Says you,’ Midnight commented from somewhere to Andrea’s left. ‘I think it’s appropriate.’ Andrea decided not to reply.
‘Please consider it a local eccentricity. The… entity we revere is now more real than ever. I am the only member in the city who has ever been to Schatten Schloss. I encountered the old Darkness briefly when I was made a shade. It never moved from within the castle’s basement. Now, you walk into our office and we occasionally see reports of you on the evening news.’
Andrea let her lips curl. ‘I suppose it is a little different. Very well, I’m Kami-sama in Japan. Now, I’m here regarding one of your members, or ex-members, Juro Yoshida.’
Maki nodded slowly. ‘I saw the report of your efforts in the subway. You believe that Yoshida-san may be somehow connected to the deaths.’
‘Honestly, I have no real evidence to say that, but the way the passengers on that train died suggest an attack by a shadow demon. If it’s not Yoshida, then someone else in this office is up to no good, or we’ve got someone else with the ability to work shadow magic. Or it’s a very coincidental Ultrahuman power. I’m starting with Yoshida because he seems like the most likely suspect.’
‘Except that he was never taught shadow magic. There is no way he could be summoning a demon to carry out these attacks.’
Andrea’s eyes narrowed a little. ‘Attacks? Are you saying that there are other cases like this?’
‘In the past two years, we have identified twelve deaths which we strongly believe follow the same pattern as the subway. There are another eight possible matches. All of them criminals of one form or another. Thus far, the police have not made any connection between them.’
‘They’re about to. I need everything you have on all of those cases and anything you have on the hunt for Yoshida. Kami-sama is going to be investigating. I don’t plan to stop until whoever is doing this isn’t able to do it again.’
~~~
There were various things in the data the Court supplied to Andrea which she had not been made aware of previously. One of those things was that the man she had found further from the train, beside the rubble, was a member of a yakuza organisation and a minor Ultra. He had been bulletproof and stronger than your typical citizen. Nothing extreme, but useful in a fight, and it made him difficult to take down by conventional methods. There was supposition that a rival group, the Oshiro-kai, had decided that he needed to be eliminated. A number of enemies of the Oshiro-kai had met untimely ends in the past sixteen or so months.
The ends had been untimely, but not unnatural. At least, in most of the cases, the police had found no cause for investigation. Some were viewed as accidents. Some had simply been put down to undiagnosed heart conditions or, in a couple of cases, severe exhaustion. The Japanese recognised a condition they called karōshi, which translated as ‘overwork death.’ That had been put down as the reason two people had died. Apparently, it was not that uncommon an occurrence. To Andrea, it looked a lot like the symptoms of a shadow demon attack.
The Court were aware of a number of unattended deaths that the police had not even examined carefully. They had all been declared natural, generally attributed to karōshi even when there was no evidence that the subject had been overworking. In all, the Court had documented thirty-two deaths, starting about a month after Yoshida had gone missing, which appeared to be the work of a shadow demon.
Andrea was working through the various reports, oblivious to the time, when the buzzer on her door sounded. She blinked, shook her head, and turned to look down the hallway at the door. ‘Who…?’ Sitting there was not going to uncover who might be outside. Padding over to the door on bare feet, she opened it without bothering to check through the spy hole and…
The woman standing patiently outside the apartment was stunning. She was tall and slim with narrow waist and hips and a moderate bust, but her figure was mostly concealed by her kimono which was white with red sun discs and black carp adorning it. There was a wide, red obi holding everything together around her waist. On her feet she wore split-toed socks and geta, the classic Japanese clog-cum-flip-flops. Black hair was formed into an elaborate updo of coiled plaits, all held in place by gold combs and pins from which strings of red glass beads hung, framing her face. At a fundamental level, she was a very attractive Japanese woman with dark eyes, full lips, and a pert nose, but there was something else to her, some undefinable quality of inner beauty which transformed her into something transcendent. She was also carrying a bundle wrapped in brightly coloured cloth for some reason.
‘Amaterasu,’ Andrea said, raising an eyebrow. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’
The woman smiled and the sun seemed to brighten. ‘You recognise me, Twilight-san?’
‘Not exactly. The pictures I’ve seen don’t do you justice. But the only other person I’m aware of who has that kind of beauty is Cygnus and she doesn’t own a kimono. She’s also in America, and you are the Japanese national hero.’
‘I would have liked to have met her.’ Amaterasu spoke almost perfectly unaccented English. Then again, the woman was something like ninety years old, even if she looked no older than thirty, and had had plenty of time to learn languages. ‘To thank her for defeating the kaiju.’
‘I’ll pass on your regards. Do you want to come in?’
‘Please.’ Andrea stepped back and Amaterasu stepped inside. She stepped out of her geta and placed them behind Andrea’s boots, and then she followed Andrea into the main room of the apartment. ‘This is really just a courtesy call. I understand that you are investigating the deaths of the subway passengers and may be staying here for a few days. I wished to “check out” such an exalted visitor to our–’
‘Someone told me today that I’m related in some way to Izanami no mikoto, the ruler of your land of the dead. I’m not entirely sure about that, but I can understand someone making the connection. Yomi is a land of darkness and shadows. I’m all about the darkness and shadows. And Izanami, I’m told, is a goddess of creation and death, which is partially suitable. I’m not the pacifist you are. I’ll kill, if doing so will save more lives. I try to avoid it. The paperwork is a real pain. Anyway, I can understand you dropping in to check me out.’ Andrea looked around and then added, ‘Uh, have a seat.’
The apartment did not come with a lot of furniture, but it had some, possibly even more than Andrea had expected. There was a low table which her laptop was currently resting on. It was meant to be used while sitting or kneeling on the floor, so there were a few cushions near it to keep joints off the fairly hard floor. Off to one side was a bed; Andrea was happy that she had remembered to make it before leaving for Byakuya that morning. There was also a sofa, which suggested to Andrea that the room was used for foreign visitors more often than natives. In the space beside the hallway in, there was a kitchen and a bathroom, both compact but fully equipped. The shower had been useful to get Andrea moving when she had had far too little sleep because her body clock was still on Eastern Daylight Time.
Amaterasu lifted her bundle. ‘I brought lunch. I thought we could eat and chat.’
Andrea shrugged and headed for the kitchen. ‘Sure, why not. I hope you’re okay with soft drinks because that’s about all I’ve got here.’
‘I’m sure that will be fine.’
~~~
‘This,’ Andrea said after making sure she had swallowed what she was eating, ‘is fabulous. Bento, right? Traditional lunchbox meal.’
‘That is correct,’ Amaterasu replied. ‘I am glad you are enjoying it. I made these myself before coming here.’
‘Cook and national Ultra. You’re a talented woman.’
The talented woman covered her mouth, but you could tell she was grinning. ‘Thank you. I am surprised that an American is aware of bento.’
‘Manga and anime. I work, uh, that is, I used to work in a comic shop. Manga is still something of a niche market in America, but anime has started to take off more, especially on the west coast. I’ve even got Cygnus interested in watching some of the subbed anime that’s available. I wouldn’t say it gives a very accurate picture of Japanese life, but you do learn some of the words and something of the culture. Enough to figure out how the bathroom worked in this place, for example.’ Andrea selected a lump of something which turned out to be chicken in herbed batter and chewed. The meal was more or less done with and her guest had barely asked anything, which seemed odd given the reason for coming.
‘I was under the impression that most westerners considered manga to be entirely composed of porn.’
‘Uh, well, most probably do. A lot of what gets translated fits into the science fiction, fantasy, and “oops, my clothes fell off” genres, but some of the more general stuff is starting to appear. Comedy anime have been coming out for a couple of years. Not everything is magical girls and giant robots. Then again, the big American comics all feature Ultras.’
‘It is a popular genre in manga. You said you used to work in a comic shop?’
‘Yeah. I went missing for eighteen months. Roger had to replace me, and I don’t actually need a job. I didn’t want to take the new girl’s place when I went back. It’s safer too. No one ever attacked the place while I was there, but there was always a danger. I miss it. I miss the mundanity of stacking shelves and helping people find what they’re looking for. But now I can decide I need to spend a few days in Japan if I need to and I don’t need to worry about the shop while I’m away.’
Amaterasu nodded. She had finished her bento; Andrea had been doing more talking. The woman ate as though no one should be able to tell she was eating. Chopsticks were used expertly to transfer food to her mouth. Her jaws appeared able to make the minimum movements necessary to chew. Andrea imagined that geishas ate like this: always with the greatest of delicacy. And she felt like a cow chewing cud in comparison.
‘What do you think of the academy?’ Amaterasu asked.
‘Honestly, I haven’t had much of a chance to see it.’
‘We must change that. Do you have a couple of hours spare?’
‘I wasn’t planning on going out until dark, so, I guess so.’
Amaterasu smiled. ‘Then, I shall be your guide.’
~~~
The school was, perhaps unsurprisingly, a school. Well, it was an academy, and maybe it was built more like a modern university than a traditional high school, but it was definitely a place of education.
It was kind of like what Andrea was used to, and kind of like a different world. Everyone sat at individual desks, which had been the way her high school had organised things. Every desk had little hooks on the sides here, a place to hang the ubiquitous bags every student carried. It was lunchtime when they started their tour and many of the older students were sitting at the desks with bento rather than using the school’s cafeterias, which was different. In America, even those who brought their own lunch ate in the cafeteria.
Along with the classrooms, the place had laboratories for experiments, craft rooms, gymnasia, playing fields, tennis courts… everything you would expect from a really high-class educational facility. It also had some more esoteric facilities which were in use by the time Amaterasu took Andrea to that area.
‘Shooting range?’ Andrea asked. The range was a large, open area with shooting bays at one end and a large, built-up bank at the other. It looked like a shooting range, though there were no targets. As she asked, a beam of light lanced out of one of the bays, streaking down the range to hit the bank.
‘Yes,’ Amaterasu said, ‘though the intent is not to learn marksmanship. That said, I believe there is a rifle club here too.’
‘You’re really trying to make Ultras here.’ They had moved down the line of shooting bays a little and Andrea could see the source of the light beam. The boy looked to be in his mid-teens, a good-looking kid still a little gangly from the steady change from child to man. He was checking some results on a display beside him; presumably the range had various sensors designed to detect energy discharges.
‘I would not say “make,”’ Amaterasu replied. ‘Encourage might be a better word. Japan has long suffered from cases of chūnibyō and the instances of that have only increased since the alien ship exploded above this area.’
Andrea felt her cheeks heat up a little at the mention of the ship she had destroyed over Asia. Well, that had been Midnight. Midnight had done it, but…
‘Anyone would think they would prefer an alien invasion,’ Midnight commented. ‘They should be thanking me.’
Andrea decided she would ignore the comment. ‘Chūnibyō? I don’t know that term.’
‘Ah. It translates as “eighth-grader syndrome,” or something similar. Literally, it is “middle sickness.” Eighth grade is the middle year of middle school, the thirteen to fourteen age range. These are children caught between childhood and young adults. They frequently rebel in some way and, especially in recent years, this rebellion has expressed itself in the development of Ultrahuman powers. In many, these powers are eventually suppressed, usually as a result of societal pressures to fit in.’
‘And here, you’re trying to remove those pressures.’
‘Yes. At Urutoraakademī, we are attempting to raise young Ultras to their full potential.’
‘That’s not going to come back to bite them at all,’ Twilight said.
‘An entire generation of fully expressed Ultras,’ Midnight chimed in. ‘No, I can’t see anything wrong with that either.’
Bloody sarcastic alternate personalities.
~~~
Somehow, Andrea had expected Shibuya to be all shops and offices, along with a huge crosswalk and optional zombies. Maybe Midnight had been hoping for zombies. In reality, the place had lots of little alleyways with housing on them. Getting lost in the place looked like a given, if you were unable to shift your perceptions anywhere there was a shadow. To Andrea, Mistress of Darkness, everywhere there was shadow, there she could be. She was using that ability, along with the dispersal of a bunch of imps throughout the city, to look for any signs of Yoshida. She had started, on this night, around Harajuku and was working her way roughly north toward Shinjuku. She was not having a lot of luck.
What she had managed to do so far that night was to stop a couple of muggings. She had no procedure, or language, for arranging for the arrest of the two men she had scared out of a year’s growth. On the other hand, the victims had got away with their wallets and she had scared two muggers into delirium. It was not Churchton – for starters, Tokyo was a whole lot bigger than her usual watch area – but she figured she might as well do what she could. When she spotted a young woman surrounded by four boys in one of the alleys of Shinjuku City, she decided to step in.
She had no idea what the men were saying, but they had the woman backed up against a wall and one of them was leaning over her in a manner which suggested robbery with menaces or, more likely, something worse. When the leader, the one leaning over their victim, reached out to grab the woman’s blouse, Andrea acted. The shadows from the nearby streetlamps thickened and swelled, swallowing the little tableau into darkness. The voices of the men came to an abrupt stop and then turned to exclamations, followed by screams. Two of the men ran out of the darkness, in opposite directions, and kept running.
Andrea pulled back her shadows to reveal the wide-eyed woman and the remaining two men. Both of the men were now lying on the floor. One of them was bleeding from the forehead having bounced off the wall when he fainted. The shifting of shadows also revealed Andrea standing there in leggings and a tight, cropped top, both made of some form of tactical material with a hexagonal structure to it, over-the-knee, high-heeled boots, fingerless gloves, and a bunch of tactical harnesses with her sword, knife, and pistol attached to them. The woman’s eyes managed to widen still further as she took in the sight of the foreign hero.
‘Are you okay?’ Andrea asked. That was another thing: she was really relying on the Japanese education system to let her speak to any civilians she came across. It was not ideal. The woman just kept staring.
‘She might just be in shock,’ Twilight suggested. There was a suggestion of movement in the darkness on Andrea’s right, as though Twilight was there, leaning in to examine the victim. ‘Shadows don’t normally come to your rescue. Plus, Midnight designed this outfit. You look like you’re ready to skin her rather than save her.’
‘I didn’t design it for being sweet to traumatised girls,’ Midnight said. ‘I designed it for traumatising both genders.’
Andrea felt like pointing out that this much skin was not that traumatic for men, but instead, she spoke to the woman again. ‘Do you speak English at all? You should probably get home before they come around.’
‘A little English,’ the woman said in a thickly accented, timid voice. She made a quite low bow toward Andrea. ‘Arigatō. Dōmo arigatōgozaimashita.’
Well, Andrea knew that much Japanese. ‘Uh, ieie.’
The girl straightened up, flashed a brief, and also timid, smile, and then rushed off in the direction she had been going before the little gang had stopped her. That was when Silent Whisper stepped out of the darkness a little way down the alley in the other direction. The light glinted off the glossy surface of his helmet as he walked over to where Andrea was standing. She glanced his way as though unsurprised by his appearance. She was unsurprised since the darkness was light to her.
‘They are alive?’ he asked without preamble.
‘Still breathing.’ Andrea indicated the one with blood running down his face. ‘That one’s going to need that cut closing. My shadows don’t harm people. Physically. Unless I want them to.’
Whisper chuckled softly, though it came out a bit more like a rumble through the helmet. ‘That was… very qualified. They would have taken more of a beating if I had stepped in. Your power is… enviable.’
‘If you’d been through what I went through to get it, you wouldn’t be saying that. Um, I really wouldn’t have the first clue how to arrest these two in this country. I was just going to let them wake up and not worry over the details too much.’
‘Since their victim is gone and would likely not enjoy the interrogation she would receive if this was reported, that is likely for the best. The other two are possibly still running. They will think twice about such behaviour in future.’
‘Maybe. I’m out here looking for the person or thing responsible for those deaths in the subway. I didn’t really plan on stopping assaults in progress.’
‘An interesting case with many twists and turns. You were aware of the bōryokudan connection?’
‘Sorry, bōryokudan?’
‘You would know them as yakuza.’
‘Ah, right. Yes, I’ve been made aware of that.’
‘And did you know that the police are now sure that the falls in the tunnel were caused by explosives?’
Andrea frowned. ‘No. That I wasn’t aware of. That’s a crazy coincidence. Someone blows up a subway tunnel at just the same time an earthquake hits the city.’
‘It is believed that the Oshiro-kai has a psychic on their payroll. One capable of precognition. They have proven unusually adept at avoiding police raids.’
‘Huh. Back home, I’d just assume someone in the cops was on the take.’
‘And I might believe the same were it not for the fact that it is not only police raids the Oshiro-kai seem to be able to predict. I have had good tips turn to dust when I attempted to intervene, and no one knew I was about to act. Yet, when I arrived, there was nothing to find.’
‘Well that sucks. There’s the possibility that the deaths on the train were to get at one yakuza. That the blocking of the tunnel was deliberate just makes that more likely. That would probably mean the person responsible is working for the Oshiro-kai, but if they can predict every move we make–’
‘Not every move. They do not always escape.’
‘Still… I’ll talk to some of my contacts in the morning. Maybe, just maybe, we can take their precog out of the picture. That’ll give us a more even playing field.’
‘How do you remove someone from the board in a game where they can predict your every move?’
‘Good question, but if we don’t try, I’m not sure we’re going to be able to get anywhere with this.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Wormhole terminus detected,’ Denny announced.
‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ June said, getting up from the sofa to do just that.
‘I’ll get the door then,’ Cygnus said.
‘Confirming arrival of Doctor Last and Alice,’ Denny added. ‘They are alone.’ Hugh Last, Doctor Ultimate, had called the night before to ask whether Cygnus and Astraea would be available to help him the following morning. Neither had anything pressing on, so they had said yes.
‘Morning, Hugh,’ Cygnus said as she opened the door. ‘Morning, Alice. June’s making tea.’
‘Excellent,’ Ultimate replied with a smile. He was his usual, rumpled genius self, without a lab coat this time, but he was carrying something which looked like a cross between a radar gun and an old-fashioned Geiger counter.
‘What’s the gadget?’
‘That I shall explain when we get inside. That way, I don’t need to do it twice.’
‘It’s his latest toy,’ Alice said as she followed her husband in through the door. She was an attractive redhead with an almost unique ability to put up with her husband’s eccentricities. The Union of Ultrahumans claimed this was a superhuman power and had nicknamed her Patience because of it. ‘Well, one of his latest toys. Keeping him to one project at a time is virtually impossible.’
‘I was aware. Does this, by any chance, mean he wants to test it on us?’
‘Not test,’ Ultimate said. ‘It has been tested on a number of the permanent members down at HQ. What I need to do is calibrate it.’
‘Oh, well, that makes all the difference.’
‘Essentially,’ Ultimate said when they were all on sofas with cups of tea or coffee according to preference, ‘what we have here is the prototype of a device which will be used to assign a new, more objective, power classification for Ultrahumans.’
‘Finally got something that works then?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I’m not absolutely happy with the solution, but it does do a reasonable job and it is objective. Current systems are entirely based on the subjective view of the person making the assessment. This analyses the cosmic energy signature of the subject and rates them based on factors involving energy levels, type, frequency and phase distributions, etcetera. The new system removes the origin-based type code, so you won’t be able to tell a “mutant” just by looking at their registration card.’
‘What are the new codes?’ June asked. ‘I mean, I was an A.’
‘And now you will likely be a U. U covers most of the old classes. N-class, natural humans, is still there. The scanner can differentiate between those with very little power, U-zero, and those without anything, N-zero. It can also differentiate the characteristics of avatars, leviathans, magicians, and psychics. Those are now, A, L, M, and P, respectively. The only semi-subjective element comes with powered suits, cybernetics, and robots. Those fall under S-class, but they read as U-class. The operator will need to make an assessment based on cooperation from the subject or observation.’
‘We were in San Francisco last week confirming that last part,’ Alice said. ‘Ultramech is an S-six.’
‘Provisionally,’ Ultimate said. ‘I’m still calibrating. Backroom scans as a natural, N-zero, which was what we expected.’
‘What about you?’ June asked.
‘U-five. For the record, Adam is U-six and Alison rates U-seven. Argus came out U-five, and Polyglot is a P-four. I checked Viviane and Cassandra and they came out as M-class, unsurprisingly. Magnitude seven for Cassandra and eight for Viviane. They are some of the most powerful Ultras I’ve been able to test so far.’
Cygnus narrowed her eyes a little. ‘But you’re expecting me to score higher, right?’
‘Both of you represent both a calibration exercise and an opportunity to check results against expectations. I have quite recent scans of you from my machine at HQ which I can use to verify that this device is performing as I expect.’
‘Okay. Sounds like fun. You don’t need me in costume for this, right? Or naked?’ Cygnus might have been Cygnus, rather than Penny, but she was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. While Ultimate had asked for Astraea too, June was not in her outfit either. Both had been through the genius’s most accurate and powerful scanner, which worked best if the people put into it undressed beforehand.
Ultimate smirked. ‘This is intended to be used in a relatively public setting. Not requiring nudity was a design constraint.’
June got to her feet and moved away from Cygnus. She figured some separation would be a good idea. ‘I think we should do me first. That leaves the big reveal for last.’
‘Very well,’ Ultimate said. Putting down his teacup, he lifted his scanner, aimed it at June, and activated it using a single button on a panel near the back. ‘This will take just a second or two…’ There was a chime from the device. ‘There we are. Astraea is a U-seven. Very respectable.’
‘Seven? I’m up there with Brightstar?’
‘The scale is based on natural logarithms. The higher the magnitude, the broader the range. However, yes, you are of the same general power range as Brightstar.’
‘Don’t worry, dear,’ Alice said. ‘We won’t mention it to her. She was a little put out that Cassandra was a higher magnitude than her, but we persuaded her that magicians frequently have higher apparent magnitudes due to the way their power works.’
‘How much were you lying?’ Cygnus asked. Alice raised a hand and measured an inch or so between thumb and forefinger. Then she broadened it as far as her hand would allow. ‘Thought so. Okay then…’ Cygnus took June’s place standing in front of the large screen which Denny used to display things, including television programmes.
When the scanner chimed again, Ultimate raised an eyebrow. ‘Well,’ he said.
‘Not what you expected?’ June asked.
‘It’s what I expected. Actually seeing it is another matter. A-nine.’
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said. ‘Nine. And the scale is logarithmic…’
‘Okay, what does that practically mean?’ June asked. ‘I mean, I think I know what it means, but what does it really mean?’
‘In a logarithmic scale,’ Ultimate said, ‘each magnitude is some multiple of the one below. People typically use ten as the scale, so magnitude two is ten times the power of magnitude one. Here I used natural logarithms, so each point is two point seven one eight two eight one–’
‘About three times,’ Alice interjected. ‘Which makes Cygnus about nine times as powerful as you and Alison.’
‘Indeed. Well, it’s actually about seven times, but that’s close enough for jazz. However, I happen to know that Cygnus is very close to a ten, based on previous scan data. That would make her around twenty times as powerful.’
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said. She walked back to her seat, looking a little shell-shocked.
‘I’d like to try this out on Twilight at some point.’
‘She’s still in Japan,’ June said. ‘We could maybe get her to stop off in Antarctica on her way back, whenever that is.’
‘That would likely work.’
‘Uh, have you come up with any theories on where Kaiju seven came from?’ Cygnus asked.
‘A theory, with little evidence to back it up,’ Ultimate replied. ‘Japan has had a number of similar creatures turn up following earthquakes off its coast. I believe they are the result of, well, popular culture. The collective imaginations of the Japanese people result in the manifestation of… Godzilla, in one way or another. This one was the largest we’ve ever seen, which may be the result of the cosmic burst in that region, much as we believe Eldritch three was partially due to the energy which hit America.’
‘So, these things are getting worse?’
‘That would seem to be the case. And isn’t that a cheery thought. Perhaps another cup of tea is in order.’
‘I’ll put the kettle on again,’ June said. ‘We can celebrate having the officially most powerful Ultra in the world living here.’
Cygnus just sat there and blushed.
Tokyo, Japan, 6th June.
‘Her name is Hanako Kita,’ Maki said. He seemed to know the answer without having to ask anyone about it or do any research. ‘She is a gifted psychic with psychometric and precognitive abilities. No one in the Oshiro-kai has ever been killed without their death being avenged and she is responsible for many of the “lucky escapes” the group has managed.’
‘You seem to know a fair bit about her,’ Andrea commented.
‘She is an interesting weapon in the arsenal of the Oshiro-kai. We studied her carefully in case we had the need to counteract her abilities.’
‘And how did you manage to study her when she can presumably spot when she’s being followed?’
Maki smiled. ‘She can only sense what she can naturally sense. Since she is unable to see the kuroi yūrei, the imp-like creatures we use for surveillance, watching her was not too difficult.’
‘I just call them imps.’
‘As you say. She can frequently detect that they are watching, but she has never figured out what is watching her. We believe that she developed a degree of paranoia and lost confidence in her abilities for a while during the time we were observing her.’
‘So, if she can’t see them, she won’t be able to see me so long as I stay in the shadows.’
‘That is correct, Kami-sama. We have an adept able to shield himself in shadows much as you do. He was able to follow her for some time one night and he does not have your other capabilities.’
Andrea grinned and Maki leaned back a little as though nervous. ‘I don’t suppose you know where she lives…’
~~~
There was indeed a kenjutsu club at the academy and Andrea found them in one of several dojos around the campus. The academy really did have just about everything.
The instructor was an attractive-looking man with a cap of black hair and a firmly muscled body, though that was kept fairly hidden by his uniform. His legs were entirely invisible under his hakama, but the way he moved gave away a strong physique to Andrea’s eyes. He also had a strong voice which she thought she ought to recognise.
Andrea’s kenjutsu instructor had not been big on etiquette, and she had done a lot of training solo, so she had no clue how to behave in the dojo. So, rather than cause offence, she stood just inside the door and watched as the students went through their waza – sequences of moves designed to turn consciously used skills into muscle memory – using wooden swords known as bokken. Somewhere at home, Andrea still had her own bokken, though she had not touched it in years. These days, she practised with her real sword, and Jacob frequently watched and then made complimentary comments about dangerous women with weapons. The thought brought a smile to Andrea’s face and a pang to her stomach: she was missing Jacob. But he was not home either, unless he had finished up his business and returned already.
She returned her attention to the room as the instructor stepped into her field of vision, bowing. ‘Twilight-san. It is a pleasure to have you visit our humble club. I am Yamamoto Jun’ichi, the instructor here.’ He really did have a voice she thought she should recognise.
Returning the bow, Andrea said, ‘Sensei. I hope I am not disturbing you.’
‘Not at all. It is time for the students to spar. You are a kenjutsuka yourself, are you not?’
‘Hm… That probably depends on who you ask. I’m not bad with a sword. I learned some kenjutsu and taught myself more. I was never very big on the formality of it all, but I suppose you could call me a kenjutsuka, if you’re being generous.’
‘I understand. You are more concerned with the practical use of a katana as a weapon.’ Yamamoto turned to take in the room where the students had now broken into pairs and were busy performing the rather intricate dance that was Japanese fencing. ‘As you can see, we do not neglect that aspect of our art. A number of Ultras in Japan express powers based around the samurai and ninja archetypes. Some of my students will end up using a sword of one form or another against real opponents at some time. This is why we study kenjutsu rather than kendo.’
‘Makes sense to me. Uh, I learned escrima as well as kenjutsu, so my style is… unconventional. I think it’s more so now since I started using a knife in my left hand. And I have a few additional tricks I can do… It gets complicated when you’re mixing martial arts and magic.’
Yamamoto glanced at Andrea and smiled. ‘It would be fascinating to spar with you, I think, Twilight-san.’
‘Maybe,’ Andrea said, ‘but it’s probably not a great idea. A lot of the really fascinating stuff is a little too dangerous to be used unless I mean it. I won’t even use my sword when I’m sparring with Cygnus. I could hurt her.’
The kenjutsu instructor flashed another smile. ‘Fascinating.’
~~~
Hanako Kita could barely remember a time when she had not had visions of the future. She had known what was in every present she could remember getting before she opened it. The first time she really thought she had something special about her was when she was eleven and she had known about her mother’s death under the wheels of a drunk driver before anyone had told her about it. She did not always know what was going to happen in the future, but her ability was a strong one.
Other talents had taken time to develop. If she focused on an object, she could see events from its past. It had actually been that talent which had brought her to the attention of the Oshiro-kai. One of their senior members had been murdered by a rival group, and it had been Kita’s ability to read objects which had told them who the assassin was with just a touch of her hand on the murder weapon. Since then, her ability to see the future had kept her in the employ of a traditionally male criminal fraternity. Every day, she pushed her ability to foresee any trouble which might be coming their way. Her successes were legendary while her failures were minor. She was paid well for her services and she had a large, well-appointed apartment which she enjoyed. It had excellent security. The sudden feeling of dread which came over her as the sun began to set was, therefore, something of a surprise.
Closing her eyes, she gave herself over to the vision which was poking at the edges of her perception, but… All she saw was darkness. The air around her was cold, but she could see nothing. She could see nothing, but there was something there in the dark. Something was moving closer, stalking her, sliding through the blackness until she could almost feel breath on the back of her neck.
Kita’s eyes snapped open and she hurried for the door. Something was coming and now was not the time to be in her nice, safe apartment. Whatever was coming, her building’s security was not going to stop it.
~~~
Gambling had been the stock-in-trade of the yakuza for a long, long time. One of the origins of the organisations, which was also the source of the name, was the bakuto of the Edo period. These were people of very low social status who ran gambling dens and loan sharking operations. Those places were often in abandoned temples, a far cry from the modern one Kita had run to which had a proper bar. The latter was important right now as she needed a drink.
Over on one side of the smoke-filled room, a screen hid a couple of low tables where several of her fellow kobun were playing Oicho-Kabu, a traditional card game. The screens were there primarily to hide the fact that these men would be playing with their shirts off to display their extensive tattoos. Even some non-members who were happy to visit an illegal gambling den run by a prominent yakuza organisation preferred not to see members in their full glory. If Kita was honest, she did not want to either.
She stared at the glass of whiskey she had ordered for a second or two, breathing in the aroma. When she had looked into the future that morning, there had been nothing to see. No trouble had revealed itself to her. What, then, had happened to change that, and why did it seem to affect her directly? She picked up her glass and raised it to her lips.
Icy darkness swallowed her. The vision was as strong as the last one had been. It felt the same, but it now had the sting of smoke in her eyes and this time there was sound. Screams. Shrieks of terror. Men were crying out in horror as something–
Snapping herself out of the vision, Kita drained her glass in one shot and got to her feet. This place was not safe either. Was anywhere safe from whatever was coming?
~~~
A gambling den. Andrea figured she should have expected it, given that she was dealing with a criminal organisation. She wondered vaguely what other kind of establishment Kita might lead her to before the night was done.
‘Maybe a brothel or two?’ Twilight suggested.
‘I suspect the woman might avoid such a place,’ Midnight replied. ‘That even assumes that the Oshiro-kai run brothels.’
It was a good point, but this place was seedy enough. Andrea’s objective for the night was not, in fact, to bring down the Oshiro-kai, but she was also disinclined to leave things be when she uncovered somewhere like this. Of course, Kita was gone already, and the imp Andrea had set to follow the psychic was gone too. That did not mean that Andrea could not do what Kita had probably seen in whatever vision had made her run.
Around the room, shadows began to gather beneath tables and in corners. No one noticed at first. No one was really concerned at all until those shadows suddenly rushed out to fill the room with darkness.
Then the screaming began.
~~~
The oyabun of the Oshiro-kai made his home at the top of an apartment block in Ginza. It was central to the city’s business district, prestigious, and secure. No one could enter the place without an invitation, nor without being checked out by the oyabun’s bodyguards, who were all big men armed with guns and wakizashi hidden beneath their tailored suits.
Takuma Itou was not a man who liked to be disturbed by trivia, especially late at night. Going to his home was bordering on disrespect, but Kita felt that tonight it was warranted. Apparently, Itou also considered it such since Kita was ushered to the great man’s private office almost as soon as she arrived. On the other hand, he did not look pleased to see her. In fact, he looked more than a little annoyed.
Itou was not a big man. He was, in fact, barely an inch taller than Kita’s five-foot-four, though he was significantly more heavily built. In his early fifties, he was balding, and what hair he had was turning grey. Running an organisation like the Oshiro-kai could age you. He worried over the safety of his wife, his daughter, who was studying law at university, and his son, who was in middle school. He doted on his children and Kita suspected that they were going to end up spoiled even if Itou was hoping to see his son rise to take his place at the head of the Oshiro-kai. Underestimating the man was something you did once. He looked like a middle-aged businessman, but under his pristine clothing, there were a lot of tattoos and a lot of muscle. There was a sharp mind behind eyes with sagging eyelids. When Itou got angry, heads rolled, and lately he had taken to employing a particularly nasty means for rolling those heads. Kita did not wish to be on the wrong end of Itou’s brand of punishment.
Bowing as low as she could, Kita made as formal a greeting as her education in the protocols of the yakuza allowed and got no further than that before Itou was speaking.
‘What is happening, Kita-san?’ Itou asked. His voice was far too level for the expression on his face. ‘Three of our operations in the city have suffered some form of attack this evening. You gave no indication of such a threat this morning.’
Kita spoke to the floor. ‘I apologise. Something has changed. When I looked this morning, I saw nothing, but something changed between then and sunset.’
‘Show me your eyes, woman.’ Kita lifted her head at the order, meeting Itou’s eyes and willing him to recognise that she was telling the truth. ‘What have you seen?’ he said after a second. She was safe. For now.
‘Darkness. I see nothing, but I see the same blackness wherever I go. Sometimes I hear screams in the dark. I am not sure now whether this is an attack on the Oshiro-kai, or something which is coming to the city as a whole.’ She was not going to mention her third suspicion, that the shadows were chasing her, since she had a sneaking suspicion that Itou might solve the problem violently.
‘Here? Have you seen it coming here?’
‘I have not had another vision since coming here. Whatever it is, perhaps it fears–’ She cut off in a gasp, a look of horror spreading across her face. ‘I-it’s not safe. We… We have to leave this place before–’
‘I will not be chased from my home by shadows,’ Itou snapped. ‘Leave if you wish, but you will be safe here.’
Kita bowed again. ‘I shall consider your words, oyabun.’ Then she backed out of the office with every intent to leave as soon as her legs could get her to an elevator. It was almost midnight. When would this horror end?
7th June.
Itou’s first act when Kita was out of the room was to have someone summon Yoshida. Shadows. Darkness. Something out of a legend of Yomi, the land of the dead, was attacking the Oshiro-kai and Yoshida knew about darkness. It would take time for the man to get to Itou’s apartment, so the oyabun had placed his guards on alert. If anything attempted to infiltrate the place, he, she, or it would be turned into a bloody smear on the floor.
The next thing Itou did was to pour himself a large glass of whiskey. He drained half of it in one go and then sat down at his desk to consider the situation. Was it possible that Yoshida himself had turned on them? Unlikely. The man was chased by his own demons. He considered the Oshiro-kai a safe haven. Besides, his talents did not include blacking out an entire room, which appeared to be what Kita had seen in her visions.
‘I see the blackness wherever I go.’ That had been what Kita had said. The thought occurred to Itou that this blackness was following the psychic. That was why she saw it coming wherever she went. If she had somehow brought this doom down upon them, she would pay, but for now, whatever was coming would need to be dealt with.
The first scream sounded from somewhere outside the office and Itou drained his whiskey. Then he took an automatic pistol from his desk and pulled back the slider to load a round into the chamber. He considered going out to find out what was happening but decided against it. His guards would deal with the intruder, or Itou would deal with whoever it was when they opened the door. There were a few more screams, followed by silence that stretched on for seconds which felt like hours.
The door did not open. Instead, it vanished behind a wall of shadow which advanced into the room as Itou watched it. There was no sound of the door opening, but Itou raised his pistol and fired at where the door had been a moment earlier. Six rounds could be heard hitting something solid.
‘Missed me.’ The voice was feminine and speaking English and it sounded… amused. The darkness began advancing faster. Itou emptied his weapon, firing wildly into the shadows. Glass broke. The darkness continued to advance, and Itou reached into his desk to retrieve a second magazine. He fumbled it once before managing to retrieve it, popped the empty one onto the expensive, Chinese carpet, and rammed the full magazine home. That was when the world vanished and the voice spoke again from right beside Itou’s right ear. ‘Why, Mister Itou, you’re not afraid of the dark, are you?’
Iced water flowed through Itou’s veins. His heart was hammering in his chest and his breath came in gasps. He wanted to run screaming. He wanted to cower in terror. Instead, he sat in his chair and did nothing while the shadows evaporated to reveal their mistress. Andrea, holding her sword in her hand, stepped around in front of the desk, a slight smile playing over her lips.
‘I’m Twilight,’ she said while Itou just stared at her, unable to get his body to move. ‘I’m not from around here, so you may not have heard of me. However, one of my… people decided that you could give him protection and you’ve been using him to kill people. Most notably, he killed all the passengers on a subway train just to get at one of your enemies. I figure Kita predicted the earthquake and you used it to try to cover your tracks and trap this Yamasaki guy where he’d be easier to deal with. I won’t have my power used for that kind of thing, Mister Itou. You would do well to tell Yoshida that he’s on his own now. I’m going to find him, and he’s not going to like it. You won’t like it if he’s still on your payroll. Are we clear?’
Itou stared at her, unable to get his mouth to form words. Andrea leaned closer, peering into his eyes. The oyabun of the Oshiro-kai began to tremble and Andrea’s smile grew broader. ‘Yeah,’ she said, ‘we’re clear.’
~~~
Whatever the reason Itou had called him in, Taro Yoshida figured he was too late. The oyabun’s private apartment was in chaos. The guards appeared shell-shocked, as though some great battle had taken place, but none of them appeared to be physically injured. They looked stunned, shaken. Yoshida’s stomach sank a little as he made his way to Itou’s private office. If something was going on with the organisation, Itou would be in his office directing whatever actions were needed to stop it.
Except that Itou was not directing anything. He was sitting behind his desk, sipping from a large glass of whiskey. He looked, if anything, more disturbed than his bodyguards. His head came up as soon as Yoshida entered the room. The startled expression was not one Yoshida had ever seen on the man’s face, but it did not last for long. Almost immediately, Itou’s demeanour changed from fear to anger with a strong backlighting of disgust.
‘You!’ Itou snapped. He gestured with the hand the glass was in and whiskey sloshed onto his desk. ‘You are the cause of all this!’
Yoshida bowed. ‘Itou-sama, if I have caused some–’
‘You and Kita. The fool brought her here, but she came because of you.’
‘Oyabun, I don’t under–’
‘A woman came here. She stepped right out of Yomi and came here looking for you.’
Yoshida had a strong feeling, a horrible feeling, that he knew exactly who Itou was talking about. The Court had spoken of her in terms of Yomi and Izanami no mikoto, but he had never really believed… Until his own shadow had changed. ‘Whoever this woman is, I shall find her and–’
Itou barked out a laugh. ‘If you face her, you will die. There is nothing, nothing, that you can do for me or the Oshiro-kai. Leave this place. If any of us see you again, we will do the bitch a favour and end you ourselves!’ It was a hollow threat. No one in the Oshiro-kai was up to fighting Yoshida. They both knew it, but Itou was saving face by trying to appear magnanimous.
Whatever, Yoshida had lost the protection of the Oshiro-kai. He bowed again, and then he turned, heading for the elevators. There were other groups who might be able to help. Itou would say nothing since his rivals would see Twilight’s attack on Itou’s home as a sign of weakness. Perhaps news of the event would remain within the organisation. Maybe if he went to Kyushu…
Yokohama, Japan.
The hotel was cheap, but clean enough and out of the way. Kita had been running all night and she needed to sleep. She had tried other places in Tokyo, places which were nothing to do with the Oshiro-kai. Clubs, restaurants, high-class establishments, and low dives. Nothing changed. The darkness followed her wherever she went. She had taken a taxi and had a vision of darkness. She had tried the subway and got the same. It had taken her two trains and three different taxi rides to make it as far as Yokohama, but now there was nothing. No visions. No sense of unease. The sun was coming up and, it seemed, the shadows had been chased away by the light.
She could barely concentrate to unbutton her blouse, a fact which she felt was somehow important. Her bra was just too much, so she climbed into the room’s bed with its over-starched sheets in her bra and panties, closing her eyes and falling swiftly into exhaustion-driven sleep.
It lasted all of fifteen minutes. The nightmare was vivid, full of creatures she had no name for which stalked her through a shadowy forest full of the obsidian-black skeletons of trees. She awoke screaming and did not stop for over a minute, at which point she realised that she was still in darkness. She had not drawn the drapes over the single, rather small, window but there was no light in the room.
‘Bad dreams?’ Kita jumped at the sound of the voice. It had come from somewhere near where the window was supposed to be letting in the light. There was a desk there with a chair and the woman who had spoken had to be sitting there, watching. ‘Guilty conscience perhaps?’
‘Who… Who are…’
The light filtered back into the room, though the shadows remained thick over the floor of the room, washing up against the sides of the bed and revealing Andrea only from the hips up. She was indeed sitting on the desk chair. One knee poked up through the shadows to suggest her legs were crossed. Her sword was leaning against the chair beside her right arm. ‘I’m Twilight. You are Hanako Kita, the reason why the Oshiro-kai manages to stay one step ahead of the police at just about every turn. Or you were.’
‘I w-was?’
‘Mm-hmm. Yes. By now, your boss has figured out that it was you leading me to all those places his organisation runs. You led me on a pretty merry chase. I’d imagine you’re tired, and that’s why you didn’t see me coming here.’
‘It is daylight. You cannot–’
‘Common misconception. I’m all about darkness and shadows. You can’t have shadows without light, Miss Kita. So, anyway, your benefactors are fairly likely to have decided you’re a liability, but I’d like you to consider the following… request. Leave. Run away. I know that probably turns you into a target for the Oshiro-kai, but if you go back to them, and they accept you, you’ll be a target for me.’ Andrea smiled, as though she was giving friendly advice and not delivering a threat.
Still shaking from the nightmare, Kita bowed her head. ‘I will consider your request carefully.’
‘Good. I’ll let you get some sleep. I took a nap before I started hunting you and I’m starting to feel a little weary. Sleep well.’ The room went black again, but this time the shadows fell away completely after barely a second, and Andrea was gone.
‘That seems very unlikely,’ Kita said to the empty chair.
Tokyo, Japan.
‘Why did Yamamoto-sensei ask me to help with this?’
‘To annoy me?’ Multiplier suggested. Her whining classmate was Taro Mizushima. Mister Yamamoto, their homeroom teacher, had asked Multiplier to give a message to Twilight and, for reasons known only to himself, had requested that Mizushima went along too.
Mizushima grimaced. ‘Something bad is going to happen.’
Multiplier sighed. People tended to avoid Mizushima, not because he was a bad person, but because he was convinced of his own terrible luck. He was actually a fairly good guy, not unattractive, generous when he could be, and quick to jump to the aid of others. But he did seem to suffer more than his fair share of misfortune, except occasionally when it suddenly seemed that the universe aligned to give him practically impossible good luck. If something weird was going to happen to anyone in their class, Mizushima had it happen to him. Despite this and a genetic disposition for Ultrahuman abilities, the ship which had exploded over their country had not awakened any powers in the boy. Well, apparently his hair had glowed bright pink for a week, but the special effects had only come with ridicule and his hair had returned to a slightly messy dark brown in time. He had a reputation as a jinx, but Multiplier was of the opinion that you made your own luck. If Mizushima was unlucky, it was because he thought he was unlucky.
‘Nothing bad is going to happen,’ Multiplier said. ‘We go to Twilight-sama’s apartment, tell her that she’s invited to lunch with Amaterasu and the principal, and then we escort her to the cafeteria. What, exactly, can go wrong with that?’
‘I could accidentally insult her. My English isn’t exactly great, you know. We could be attacked by yakuza on the way back. Aliens!’ He was warming to the subject. ‘We could be attacked by aliens. A volcano could erupt out of one of the playing fields. An asteroid no one has noticed could–’
‘Like I said, Yamamoto-sensei asked you to come with me because I murdered his dog in a past life and he has been waiting to exact revenge ever since.’
Mizushima’s shoulders sagged. Sagged more. ‘I haven’t had anything really unlucky happen to me all this week. I’m due for something spectacular. You’ll see.’
‘Shut up and try not to make a fool of yourself. Don’t speak. That’s the best idea. Just stand there and look… less rumpled than usual.’
Adjusting his tie, Mizushima tried his best to keep his grumbling to a low murmur as they arrived at the apartment and Multiplier knocked on the door. There was no answer after a few seconds, so she knocked again, waited for a few beats, and then reached for the handle.
‘What are you doing?!’ Mizushima hissed.
‘Seeing if the door’s open.’
‘You can’t just–’ He stopped as she turned the handle and opened the door. You could see all the way through to the window at the other end of the apartment and there was no one visible. It was not a lot bigger than the student apartment he had been assigned, but it was a little bigger and the fixtures and fittings seemed of higher quality. Multiplier stepped through the door and walked in and, without really thinking it through, Mizushima followed.
‘From what I heard,’ Multiplier said, keeping her voice down, ‘she was pretty busy last night. One of the big yakuza groups isn’t looking so big. Maybe she’s asleep…’
‘And we’re walking into her bedroom!’
‘… or hurt.’ Multiplier stopped when it became apparent that Andrea was not in the unmade bed. ‘Doesn’t look like it…’
‘We should leave.’ Mizushima turned on his heel, quite ready to march right back out of the apartment. And that was when he spotted Andrea, walking out of the bathroom while drying her hair with a towel. ‘Gu-ku-nggg,’ he said, because nothing really intelligible was likely to come out of his mouth under the circumstances.
‘At this point,’ Andrea said, ‘I believe I’m supposed to punt you out of the window. If we’re following the manga rules of comedy anyway.’ Darkness swept up to swallow her and when it fell away, she was finishing fixing the towel around herself.
Mizushima bowed at such speed and so deeply that Andrea considered it amazing he stayed on his feet. ‘I apologise for seeing your amazingly fit naked body!’ he said, very rapidly, and in Japanese. Multiplier swatted him over the back of the head.
‘Hey, Multiplier. Who’s the walking stop light? I think he just apologised, but I didn’t get most of it.’ Andrea walked past the still-bowing Mizushima and began digging through her suitcase for a fresh pair of panties.
‘This is Taro Mizushima,’ Multiplier said. She sounded annoyed, and she was, though it was partially because Mizushima had said something disastrous would happen and it had. ‘He is one of my classmates. He did apologise. He just did it very badly.’
‘Explains the thump you gave him, I guess. You’re the original Multiplier, right? Pleased to finally meet you.’
‘The same. Yes, I am Momoka Tsukuda.’ Multiplier bowed briefly. ‘We were sent to invite you to lunch with Amaterasu and our principal.’
‘Breakfast in my case. I had a long night.’ Since Mizushima still had his eyes glued to the floor, and his back was to her, Andrea dropped the towel and began to get dressed.
‘You don’t have a lot of modesty, do you?’ Multiplier asked.
‘Not recently. Anyway, I live in a house with my boyfriend, Cygnus – and you’ve seen the outfits she wears, right? – and Cygnus’s girlfriend, who’s a model. I got kind of used to casual nudity.’ Mizushima’s English was good enough to understand that, apparently, since he made another strangled sound. In truth, Andrea had only been casual about nudity since she had vanquished Midnight to a voice in her head. Personality shifts were almost normal for her at this point, but that had been one she had not noticed until it was pointed out to her. ‘You know, if you keep your back turned, you can stand up straight.’ He straightened, slowly, and kept his back resolutely turned.
‘You may be used to it, but I’m not sure I am,’ Multiplier said.
‘Sorry, but we’ve both got the same bits and I need to get dressed if I’m having lunch with the VIPs.’
‘I’m not sure about that. Us having the same bits, I mean. I’m not sure I could have a body like yours even if I exercised all day and every day.’ Mizushima whimpered, and Multiplier glowered at him. ‘Stop being a baby, Mizushima-san.’
‘I have Ultrahuman genetics under all the magical shadows and stuff,’ Andrea said. ‘Don’t let me give you body-image issues. So, what kind of powers do you have, Mizushima-san?’
‘I… don’t,’ Mizushima replied. ‘I have the, um, genes, but I have not…’
His English was a bit faltering and Multiplier apparently decided to come to his rescue. ‘He hasn’t expressed anything he may have the potential for.’
‘Yes. That.’
‘Well, not everyone does,’ Andrea said, ‘but if you’re going to, I figure this place will make it happen.’ Andrea zipped up the fly on her jeans and nodded. ‘Okay, let’s go meet your principal.’
~~~
Amaterasu was quite visible as the trio entered the cafeteria. For one thing, she was wearing an exquisite peach-coloured kimono with fronds of some Japanese tree painted on it. For another, she had the same goddess-like quality that Cygnus had; your attention drifted toward her even if you were not directly involved with her. Her presence in the room was causing something of a disruption to normal operations. She was sitting in a corner at a table for four, trying to be unassuming, but it was more or less like asking people not to notice the sun shining.
Her two companions were less noticeable. The man was a middle-aged, mid-height salaryman type with a bit of an overbite, short dark-brown hair, and dull, uninteresting, brown eyes. He was dressed in a suit which gave away nothing about his function. The woman was significantly more attractive, though she paled into a withered bloom next to the rose of Amaterasu. She was fairly tall, slim, and probably pretty trim under the pencil skirt, blouse, and jacket. Her hair was long, but wound into a bun, and jet black. She was pretty with fairly large brown eyes which had an exotic tilt to them and a pert little nose. You could see the intelligence in her eyes as soon as you got close enough to make an assessment and Andrea suspected that this was the school’s principal. So who was the man?
‘Looks like a deskbound cop to me,’ Twilight remarked. It was a possibility.
The unnamed woman got to her feet as Andrea approached, followed by Multiplier and Mizushima. ‘Twilight-san, thank you for coming,’ the woman said in barely accented English. ‘Please, place your order with your escorts and they will bring your food to the table.’
‘Uh, okay. Thank you. Uh, could you just get me whatever’s good. Surprise me.’
‘I’ll try not to make it too surprising, Twilight-sama,’ Multiplier replied.
The teacher-type spoke some rapid-fire Japanese which was acknowledged with a ‘Hai!’ and bows from Multiplier and Mizushima. Then there was a pause for the teenagers to leave and the woman bowed. ‘I am Kosuke Tachibana, principal of Ultra Academy. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.’
Andrea returned the bow. ‘My pleasure, Principal Tachibana. That name sounds familiar.’
‘Tachibana-hakase has been interviewed by western media on the subject of Ultrahuman genetics,’ Amaterasu supplied. ‘Perhaps you have seen her on television. Or Last-hakase may have mentioned her at some point. She consults with the Union of Ultrahumans on occasion.’
‘It’s TV,’ Andrea replied, nodding. ‘Cygnus likes watching programmes on the science of Ultras. Since she became one, I think it’s mostly to discover what theories she’s currently disproving by existing.’
Tachibana smiled. ‘My speciality is Ultrahuman genetics, a subject we know far less about than we would like.’ She turned, indicating the man who was now standing just behind her, waiting patiently. ‘And this is Assistant Commissioner Hideki Matsushita of the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.’ There was more bowing.
‘And that explains the lunch invitation,’ Andrea said.
‘Just a chat,’ Amaterasu said. ‘I expressed my opinion that you knew what you were doing, but the police have some concerns. I asked Tachibana-hakase to arrange this get-together so that we can discuss your plans in a relaxed environment.’
‘I’m sure it will be very relaxing,’ Midnight commented. Not for the first time, Andrea wished for the ability to kick the voices in her head.
‘Have you enjoyed your visit to Tokyo so far?’ Tachibana asked while they waited for Andrea’s meal to arrive.
‘It’s been… educational,’ Andrea replied. ‘Your academy is very interesting. I’ve seen a few sights around the city. Not all of them have been dens of criminals. I stopped off in Shibuya to see the crossing there after dark.’
‘Ah, yes, the “scramble.” It is something of a tourist attraction.’
Andrea smiled. ‘Small talk isn’t easy when you’re waiting to discuss the police’s disapproval of someone’s activities, isn’t it?’
‘No. No, it isn’t.’
Luckily, the principal was saved from further awkward conversation by the return of Multiplier and Mizushima with a tray of enough food to keep Andrea going for most of the next week. ‘I guessed you did not get a chance to eat much last night,’ Multiplier said.
‘Thanks,’ Andrea replied, bowing her head to the two students. ‘I… managed to grab a few snacks while I was out. This’ll be great.’
Bowing again, the two students backed off with the rapidity of someone trying to be respectful, but also recognising a potential explosion in the works. Everyone was being too nice and that was always a red flag.
Andrea watched them go and then turned to the cop. ‘Matsushita-san, let’s get this over with.’
Matsushita gave a small wince. ‘The Tokyo Metropolitan Police are… concerned that your activities may disrupt ongoing plans to curb the Oshiro-kai bōryokudan. We would also like to point out that the Oshiro-kai have not been designated as a bōryokudan and as such–’
Finishing chewing her mouthful of sausage, Andrea raised a hand. ‘Let me just stop you there, Assistant Commissioner. I’m not really sure what that designation means.’
‘It classifies them as particularly harmful,’ Amaterasu said. She was sounding remarkably disinterested, very neutral. ‘Further resources are allocated to dealing with them.’
‘Right. That makes some sense. Please tell me if I’m wrong, but gambling is still illegal in Japan? Aside from where it’s legal, obviously.’
‘That is correct,’ Matsushita replied. His English was certainly not unaccented, but it was perfectly understandable. Still, he seemed to be keeping things to short answers or prepared statements.
‘Well, a place like the gambling den I visited last night doesn’t spring up overnight. It’s been there for years. If it was part of some operation to “curb the activities” of the Oshiro-kai, you must have very long-term plans. Besides which, the reason I was out there last night was to remove the single biggest obstacle you’ve had to stopping the Oshiro-kai. Their psychic is out of the picture. I think she’s probably still running.’
‘It would have been better to have arrested her,’ Matsushita said.
‘Why?’ The cop did not seem to have an immediate answer for the rather blunt question, so Andrea went on. ‘Trying precognition cases is notoriously difficult. Trying any case involving psionics is hard. There’s very rarely physical evidence and eye-witness evidence is basically down to “my friend was acting weird; I think it was the psychic.” To get Kita you’d basically need the cooperation of the Oshiro-kai to get evidence of her interfering with police raids. So, it’s unlikely you could get a conviction and the yakuza could have made arrangements to continue to use her in prison. My way, she’s running, and Itou won’t touch her with a ten-foot pole. Yes, she’s free, but compared to the things her ex-employers
have done, Kita’s small change.’
Frowning, Andrea looked around at Amaterasu, sitting beside her at the table. ‘It’s weird, even when I go to foreign countries, I seem to spend a lot of my time justifying my actions to police officers who seem rather intent on protecting criminals.’
‘To be fair to the assistant commissioner,’ Amaterasu replied, ‘the police are required to see that due process is carried out. They must be fair in applying the law. Criminals have rights too.’
‘That’s true. If any of the people I put a bit of a scare into last night would like to press charges, I’d be happy to answer them. No one was physically harmed that I’m aware of.’
Matsushita absently pulled at the collar of his shirt. ‘There have been no reports of injuries. No one has indicated that they wish to press charges. However, the Tokyo Metropolitan Police would prefer that you ceased–’
‘Can’t do that. Well, I won’t be doing anything to any yakuza tonight. I’m going after the man responsible for the deaths in the subway tunnel. I’m… uniquely qualified to deal with him and he’s no longer a member of the Oshiro-kai, so that shouldn’t be a problem, should it?’
‘We would prefer that you left the apprehension of this individual to us.’
Andrea regarded the man for a second. ‘You’re really determined to keep me out of it?’
‘We would prefer–’
‘If that’s what you want,’ Andrea said, shrugging. ‘I’ll give you the information I have on the guy. I should point out that he’s likely to leave the city tonight, more or less as soon as it gets dark. If you’re going to arrest him, you’d better be ready.’
Matsushita straightened his back. ‘If the information you can provide is… sufficient, we will arrest him this afternoon.’
‘You’ll get everything I have just as soon as I’ve finished lunch.’ Andrea paused for just a moment before adding, ‘But I have warned you that I’m uniquely suited to taking this man down. I’m not taking responsibility when you lose officers.’
‘No one asked you to, Twilight-san,’ Amaterasu said.
‘You’re saying that now, but will you be saying the same when you’ve got a bunch of dead cops?’
~~~
The apartment Twilight had directed the police to was not especially impressive for someone who supposedly worked as a hitman for the yakuza. Then again, the apartments were a little bigger than usual, the building had quite good security, and a hitman for the yakuza probably liked to stay below the radar of any interested parties. Anyway, Twilight had been sure of the information and Amaterasu was sure of Twilight. Well, reasonably sure. The American had given in a little too easily when Matsushita had suggested she leave this arrest to the police. It was quite possible that she was just making a point, but…
‘They’re going in,’ the sergeant in charge of the entry team said. Heavily armed and armoured, the four men belonged to one of Tokyo’s Special Assault Teams. They were well trained. Not infrequently, SAT units were used to apprehend Ultras, as was the case here.
The door of the apartment was opened using a master key and the door was opened slowly and quietly. And then there was the noise as the team announced itself and yelled for anyone inside not to resist even as they were running in, guns levelled and ready to be used. The noise continued, but it changed practically as soon as the four men were inside. There were shrieks, gunfire, and the sound of someone being violently sick.
‘Entry team, report,’ the sergeant said into his radio. The sound of gunfire continued as he waited for a reply. To Amaterasu, it sounded like only one person was firing. ‘Entry team–’
‘I’m going up,’ Amaterasu snapped. She started for the stairs up to the first floor – where the apartment was – with long strides which her kimono was not really suited to. She did not care about propriety at this point. The firing stopped as she reached the landing and started for the door. Two or three seconds of gunfire. Whoever had been firing, they could be swapping magazines if they had just been shooting at the maximum rate without regard for accuracy. The SAT officers were trained not to do things like that, and why had only one of them been firing? For that matter, what had he emptied a thirty-round magazine into? Was this Yoshida that tough?
The answer came as the national hero turned into the apartment and took in the scene before her. The four cops were down, and Yoshida was definitely losing his security deposit. There were bullet holes in the walls and in the drapes over the large window at the back of the lounge. Well, one of the cops was on his knees, retching as though he was trying to invert his stomach. The others were on the ground, two of them unconscious – or hopefully just unconscious. One of the unconscious ones had a pair of MP5 magazines beside him, one empty, so he had been firing. It looked like the other had fainted while the last of the team was huddled in a ball on the carpet, trembling.
Amaterasu looked around to find out what had dropped four fit, strong men and, for a second, she thought her eyes were betraying her. Briefly, she thought she saw something which might have been a gorilla, except that it had glowing red eyes, a maw full of huge teeth, and powerful arms ending in long claws. Except that it was not entirely there, seeming to flicker and shift in the dim light coming in through the drapes. And now it was not actually there at all since the occupant of the apartment was a man of average height and build with short brown hair, and dark eyes which seemed to have a little too much flesh around them, as though he had been sleeping badly. Or maybe not sleeping at all.
Then the monster was entirely gone, to Amaterasu’s eyes, but the man was there, stumbling forward and reaching out toward her. She moved to block what looked like a largely instinctual attack, and he passed right through her. She gasped, not because she was apparently dealing with a ghost, or because she was really hurt by the contact, but because she felt the contact. As his arm passed through hers, she felt energy being drawn from her body. It felt cold, but that was not the issue. The fact was that barely anything could harm Amaterasu. Most weapons would not harm her at all, and those powerful enough to breach her defences caused little damage to her body. A touch of this man’s incorporeal hand had drained her of vitality, leaving her feeling as though she had just run a half marathon. A few more contacts like that…
Whirling, Amaterasu engaged one of her most powerful weapons, her voice. A word from her could stop a riot as the rioters became peaceful. ‘Come peacefully, Yoshida-san,’ she began, and then stopped because the average sort of man who appeared to be a ghost and a monster too was gone. A shriek of surprise came up through the floor from the apartment below: he had fled down through the floor. Would he stop there or continue down? There had to be subway tunnels or sewers below.
Amaterasu turned and started for the doorway. She would check below in case the resident was hurt, but it seemed likely that Yoshida was running. The TMPD had wanted to handle this, despite Twilight’s assertion that she should be the one to bring the man in. Hopefully, the shadowy hero would be magnanimous and not say ‘I told you so’ with too much venom.
~~~
Early summer in Japan meant rain, sometimes quite bad rain. As far as Tokyo went, that period was just starting and the extensive storm drain system the city had built was fairly dry. As far as Andrea was concerned, that was a good thing, though it meant that Yoshida had plenty of options as far as escaping meant, and the man was not easy to follow. The imps had been complaining about it the entire time; they could not see him, but they could follow the void he seemed to carry around him. Still, following a twenty-foot blank space in their perceptions had resulted in grumbling gibbers whenever they reported back to their dark mistress.
It was the same for Andrea when she took over the hunt after the abortive attempt to arrest him by the police. It was dark in the sewer system. Andrea was used to seeing in the dark. Darkness meant nothing to her. Except where Yoshida was. Wherever he went, Andrea’s sight betrayed her, and she saw only a misty blackness which followed the man as he moved at a fast walk along the modern, almost futuristic, concrete tunnels. The thought occurred that this was what it was like for other people trying to spot her in the dark.
The tunnel fed into a vast cavern and the sci-fi look just got more pronounced. Here, there was light from big, overhead bulbs and it revealed both the mass of shadow which obscured Yoshida and the huge concrete columns which supported the roof. The place looked like a truly enormous cathedral, a temple to science. It was here that Yoshida stopped and waited, and Andrea set aside her own shadowy camouflage to walk toward him.
‘H-how are you following me?’ Yoshida’s faltering voice came out of the darkness. His English was excellent, there was barely an accent, and he clearly knew who he was dealing with since he used English. ‘The Court couldn’t find me. How c-can you?’
‘I had the imps look for things they couldn’t see,’ Andrea replied. ‘They complain a lot, but they managed it. I left one at Itou’s place when I paid him a visit. It followed you home.’
‘Ha!’ It was a laugh, somewhat self-deprecating, but it came out as more of an exclamation and had a hint of hysteria in it. ‘I’ve been dreading the day you might come to find me since it happened and now you’re here.’
‘What happened, Yoshida? I thought you were controlling a shadow demon somehow, but that’s not it, is it?’
‘I don’t know what happened. It was the night the ship exploded and the city was blacked out.’
‘The explosion caused an EMP along with a burst of cosmic energy. It blacked out electrical grids all over China and Japan. I was in Hong Kong, sort of, and the city was still dark hours after it happened.’
‘I… Suddenly I was a shadow demon. Maybe I merged with one somehow. I don’t know what happened, but I knew I couldn’t stay with the Court when I’d stolen some of your power. I ran. The Oshiro-kai was supposed to protect me. I should’ve known better.’
‘The cosmic burst caused you to express whatever Ultrahuman genetics you have. You’re hardly the only one. So, what do you want to do about it? I can’t have you running around like this. It’s bad for business.’
His voice hardened. ‘There’s only one thing I can do.’ The writhing sphere of darkness surged forward.
Andrea waited until the edge of his shadows was wrapping around her, and then she raised her hand. ‘Stop.’ The shadows ground to a halt at her command and Yoshida let out a gasp. Her hand was lowered, slowly, as though pressing down on nothing, and the darkness sank down, becoming a pool of black smoke around their feet and revealing the man at the centre.
Yoshida was nothing to write home about. Pretty average. Shorter than Andrea even without the heels she was wearing. Puffy eyelids suggested he was not sleeping well. Wide eyes suggested that he was scared. ‘H-how are you d-doing that?’ he asked. His muscles were straining as he tried to move, but Andrea’s power had him in a firm grip.
‘You said it yourself. You stole some of my power, though I don’t actually think you stole it. I grant this power to members of the Court. I think, the way things used to be, that you’d have lost it as soon as you left. The darkness was everywhere and it would have known you had betrayed it. Now… I can’t be everywhere. I have to revoke my consent personally.’ Andrea walked the few paces it took to close the distance and placed her hand on Yoshida’s shoulder. ‘And I revoke your permission to use this power, Adept Yoshida.’
Around them, the pool of darkness vanished, evaporating like ice under a sunlamp. Yoshida let out a gasp, but he was still held in place by Andrea’s command of the dark. His power was gone, but he was still somehow connected to the darkness Andrea controlled.
‘If I’m following the letter of the law,’ she said, ‘I should kill you. You’re a threat to the secrecy of the Shadow Court. I can’t have you taken by the police. Did you kill any of the ones who came for you just now?’
‘I… I’m not sure.’
‘They’ll be hunting you. So will the Court. I won’t end you, but they will if they find you.’ Andrea released her hold and Yoshida sagged to his knees.
‘I did not expect you to be merciful,’ he said, his voice small and weary. Maybe there was some relief in losing his powers.
Andrea turned and walked away, pulling her own shadows up around her. ‘I’m not being merciful. You’re going to live the rest of your life on the run and in fear. Death, when it comes, is likely to be something you embrace with open arms. Don’t come to my notice again, Juro Yoshida. Next time I’ll be far from merciful.’
The shadows collapsed and Yoshida was left alone in the technological temple. And he had never felt so alone in his entire life.
~~~
Amaterasu was outside Andrea’s apartment again. The sun had fallen, but Japan’s national hero still seemed to glow, despite the mildly annoyed expression she was wearing.
‘He got away,’ Andrea said before Amaterasu could speak. ‘You’d better come in. No police with you?’ Turning, Andrea led the way into the apartment.
‘Since we are dispensing with the formalities… Yes, Yoshida escaped. I believe the police are a little embarrassed to have failed when you told them that you would be needed to capture the man.’
Andrea shrugged. ‘Cygnus and I have a history of being ignored when we give warnings. Did you lose anyone?’
‘One of the entry team was hurt. However, I stabilised him at the scene. He is in hospital suffering from extreme exhaustion, but his condition is listed as “fair.” The remainder of the team are unharmed. However, they were all badly scarred by whatever they saw in that room. I am unsure of their mental health.’
‘Common side effects include fear of the dark. I know one person who developed an irrational fear of brunettes. The demons are pretty bad, but the lasting effects tend to be less severe than when I do the scaring. Your guys will probably be okay once the nightmares stop keeping them awake at nights.’
‘That is… good to know.’ It did not sound like a particularly convincing statement. ‘I was asked to request that you track Yoshida down.’
Andrea gave a bleak little smile. ‘Sorry. That was our chance. I used Itou to find Yoshida. I can’t track the man my normal way and now I don’t even know where to start looking. The yakuza won’t help him now and he knows that the police are after him. He’s in the wind and likely to stay there.’
‘I see.’ There was a pause as Amaterasu considered her next words. ‘I got the impression that you gave in to Matsushita-san a little too easily. I contemplated the idea that you may have preferred that the police did not catch Yoshida.’
‘I wanted him stopped. As I said, I’m used to being ignored. And that’s in my own country, never mind a foreign one which has no real reason to trust me. I could have argued it a lot more, but what’s the point? I don’t have any right to arrest someone here. I would have needed the cooperation of the police, and they were not being cooperative.’
‘Very well.’ There was another pause. ‘Do you believe that this is the last we have heard of Yoshida? One avatar to another, so to speak.’
‘One avatar to another and off the record, I don’t think he’s going to be a problem in the future. I’m sure he’ll do his absolute best to stay off everyone’s radar. Don’t quote me on that.’
‘I would not dream of it.’
~~~
‘You didn’t really want to lie to Amaterasu, did you?’ Twilight asked.
Andrea was busy packing: she had no more business in Japan. ‘Not really, but it’s better this way. Besides, I think she knew I’d taken care of things.’
‘She probably thinks you killed Yoshida,’ Midnight stated flatly.
‘That’s possible, but I didn’t.’
‘I wouldn’t have allowed–’
‘I’m quite aware of what you’d have done. I’m not you. He didn’t ask to end up the way he did. My guess is that the Court will catch up with him soon enough. I won’t stop them killing him. Until they do, he’s going to be looking over his shoulder constantly. He won’t be able to stay in one place for long. His life is going to be Hell and I don’t feel like making it easier for him.’
‘It’s not exactly a perfect solution,’ Twilight said.
‘Perfect solutions are for fairy stories and comics,’ Andrea replied. She closed the lid on her case and picked it up. ‘And now it’s time to get back to our less than perfect solution to Churchton. I’m sure the muggers have been making hay while the sun shines. It’s time to bring the darkness back.’
‘Now,’ Midnight said, ‘you’re talking my language.’
 
 



Part Two: Naked Mink
New Millennium City, MD, 7th June 2017.
‘A-seven,’ Andrea said. She was watching Penny and June eat breakfast having arrived home just after eight in the morning. She had figured waiting for them to get up would be for the best. They would want to know the result of Doctor Ultimate’s scanner test.
‘Definitely an avatar then,’ Penny said. ‘Always nice to have it confirmed.’
‘I guess. I’m the same magnitude as Amaterasu.’
‘Who you met.’
‘Who I met. Multiplier, who you met too, is a U-six. Hugh said he’d scanned several people at the academy while he was there last month.’
‘Silent Whisper?’
‘Ah, interesting one. Yes, he let Hugh scan him, and he turned out to be M-two.’
Penny’s eyes widened. ‘A magician?’
‘I think “magic user” would be a better description. He’s not like Viviane. I think he has magic… baked in somehow. Like he’s been enchanted.’
‘Interesting.’
‘Interesting,’ June agreed. ‘Did you get your guy? The one who killed the people in the subway?’
‘I got him,’ Andrea replied. ‘Sort of. I revoked his powers. He’s on the run, but he’s powerless. If the Court catches up with him, they’ll kill him. The same is probably true of the yakuza group he was working for. I’d have liked a different solution, but the alternative was killing him myself.’
‘The Court wouldn’t let him get as far as prison, I suppose,’ Penny said.
‘Nope. He’d die in a holding cell before he could be interrogated. He’s going to have a really crappy life until someone eventually finds him. I think his punishment is… about as fitting as it’s going to get. I’m going to take a nap for a few hours. I need to get back to this time zone properly.’ Andrea got to her feet and took a step toward the door to the apartment she shared with Jacob. ‘Oh, damn! Happy belated birthday, June. Sorry I missed it. I’ve got your present in my case. I’ll give it to you later.’
June waved the comment away. ‘You didn’t miss much and I’m not in a hurry for presents.’
‘The two of you spent the day naked and writhing?’
‘Well, it wasn’t the whole day…’
~~~
‘This is not a formal garment,’ June commented. She was holding a creamy silk kimono against her body and it was not getting much further down than mid-thigh. That was if she wore it pretty low on her shoulders.
‘Nope,’ Andrea replied. ‘I saw them in Harajuku, and I thought Penny would really appreciate one.’
‘So, you bought it for June,’ Penny said.
‘Of course. I figured you would really appreciate it on June. I bought one for myself too. I think Jacob is going to appreciate it. Anyway, June, if you want a formal kimono, you can fly over there yourself.’
‘I don’t speak Japanese,’ June replied.
‘Neither do I. I can kind of read it. Sort of. So long as they stick to hànzì characters. Which are called Kanji in Japan, but that’s written with the same two characters even though it sounds different.’
‘So, you can read some of it, but not pronounce it?’
‘Yeah. Except for the odd occasions when I know the difference, and there aren’t many of those. Anyway, you can go shopping there if you want. I’m quite sure they could find you an English-speaking assistant if you wanted to buy a proper kimono.’
June put her kimono aside and then settled onto a sofa with a mug of coffee. ‘Speaking of proper kimonos, you met Amaterasu.’
‘Couple of times. I’m not entirely sure she trusted me, but she was nice enough. She made me lunch.’
‘What? Like some sandwiches or something?’
Andrea shook her head. ‘Proper Japanese boxed lunch. Rice balls. Various things in herby batter. Tasted amazing. I guess when you’re a Japanese woman who’s been around since World War Two, you learn to cook pretty well.’
‘All she does is be the national hero of Japan,’ Penny said. ‘The government has her on a salary. She’s got a lot of free time.’
‘So do you. Mind you, it’s Wednesday. Are you having lunch with the president on Friday?’
‘She’s expressed an interest in hearing about Japan and the kaiju. Actually, you spent more time over there than I did. I think you should–’
‘Don’t rope me into your political lunches.’
‘They’ve got damn all to do with politics and you know it.’ Penny’s brow knitted a little and she took off her fake glasses to clean them with a corner of the robe she was wearing. ‘Well, it’s fostering good relations between the Union and the government. Sort of. It’s more like good relations with the head of state. Our “chats” aren’t entirely popular with… I mean, the general populace like my relationship with Francesca, and it’s popular with local government.’
‘Our local government thinks Hart is wonderful,’ Andrea pointed out. ‘She’s building Federal City right next door.’
‘True. Anyway, I think you should come. I’m pretty sure she’ll want to talk about the academy, and you got to know it way better than I did.’
Andrea flashed a smirk. ‘I got a personal tour of the place from Amaterasu.’
Penny returned the smirk with a smile. ‘That’s settled then. You’re coming to lunch on Friday.’
‘I didn’t say I’d–’ Andrea’s shoulders sagged. ‘I suppose I did just talk myself into it.’
‘Yes, you did, so stop complaining. And we should get changed. Miss Liberty will be here in twenty minutes for training.’
Andrea got to her feet and started for her apartment. ‘Still jetlagged and you want me to teach an avatar to fight. When did you get evil, Penny?’
Penny was heading for her own room. ‘I’ve always been evil. I just have a really great smile to hide it behind.’
8th June.
Jacob pulled his dark-blue Chevrolet Volt up beside the sensor dome which sat outside Cygnus’s house and let out a sigh as the almost silent electric motors turned off. He had been able to cover the entire trip on the batteries, but what should have been about an hour’s drive from Baltimore had turned out more like ninety minutes and he hated driving in traffic. Hybrid was definitely the way to go, but the ever-practical Jacob found himself worrying about power loss when he was sitting in a jam. If the batteries did get low, the car would just cut over to the gasoline engine. Worrying over it was dumb, but it was the way his brain worked.
Getting out, he took a charging cable from a box on the side of the sensor dome. Cygnus had arranged for that to be put in when Jacob had decided to buy the Volt. Jacob probably had the only car on the planet that got its power from a cosmic power generator. Strangely, it did not seem to affect the car’s performance.
‘Good afternoon, Jacob,’ Denny said from the speakers on the dome. ‘Was your time in Baltimore productive?’
‘Good afternoon, Denny. We found the kid, so that’s good. He’s going into rehab, which is less good. Picked up a bad habit or two between running away from home and us finding him.’ Popping open the charging flap, Jacob plugged the lead into the car, nodded, and then walked around to the trunk to get his case.
‘At least the person you were looking for is getting treatment.’
‘Yeah, and we gave the family the details on the Union’s training programme. When he’s in a fit state to be around people, he’ll probably get some help controlling his powers. Uh, Andrea’s back from Japan, right?’
‘Yes,’ Denny said. ‘She will be happy to see you back home too.’
Jacob smiled. ‘I’m certainly happy to be home.’ He headed in with his bulky case held nonchalantly in one hand. Without stressing himself in the least, Jacob could lift almost two hundred pounds in one hand. The case had several changes of clothes and his armour in it, but he had no trouble at all carrying it around.
The house was still the same. Outside it was a three-tier wedding cake. Inside the eclectic design continued as you walked through a fairly large hallway, and under a big hole in the ceiling which led up to the dojo, to get to the big, open lounge/dining room/kitchen area where Penny and June were settled onto one of the sofas, reading and watching ACPN on the huge TV screen.
‘Hey, Jacob,’ June said, flashing a smile. ‘Welcome back. Andrea’s in your apartment.’
‘We figure you’d like to get unpacked and stuff before we grill you on your trip,’ Penny added.
‘Uh, yeah,’ Jacob replied. ‘I’ll get unpacked and come out for a coffee.’
‘Cool.’
Jacob had the distinct feeling that Penny was smirking, but it could be difficult to tell with her and Jacob really did want to dump his case and sit down for a while. He continued through, past the kitchen area where there was indeed coffee brewing. The little apartment he shared with Andrea had a complicated door. It was basically a small airlock, though it did not change the air’s pressure as you went through it. Instead, it acted to limit the amount of heat exchange that went on when someone went through because the apartment was kept at a steady forty degrees Fahrenheit, ten degrees below Jacob’s upper limit.
The inner door opened, and he felt the cooler air against his face and hands. Those areas were not protected by the body-hugging suit he wore under his clothes. It was June in Maryland and it was warm enough outside that he probably should have been wearing his helmet, which meant his full armour, but the car’s air conditioning was good and driving in armour was even less pleasant than driving in traffic. Maybe, if he talked to Doctor Ultimate, some sort of lightweight headgear could replace the helmet…
Jacob’s train of thought derailed sharply as he stepped out of the airlock and realised that he was not alone. The only woman he knew who found the temperature in the apartment as comfortable as he did was kneeling on the floor in what amounted to the entrance vestibule with her hands resting lightly on her thighs. She was wearing a dark-blue kimono-style dress which left a lot of thigh showing as well as her shoulders and much of her chest. Jet-black eyes did not quite look up at his, a subservient posture which really did not fit Andrea that well, but she was pulling it off.
‘Welcome home,’ Andrea said. ‘What would you like to do first? You can have food. Or you can have a shower. Or you can have… me.’
Jacob’s glowing, blue eyes got a little brighter. ‘A man would have to be as dumb as a post to get the answer to that wrong,’ he said.
~~~
‘That was some sort of anime thing, right?’ Jacob asked as, some time later, he lay in bed with Andrea’s head on his shoulder. ‘The “food, shower or me” thing? You haven’t suddenly developed a submissive personality?’
‘It’s a trope used in anime and manga,’ Andrea replied, not shifting her position which meant that the words came out a little muffled. ‘Often as a joke. From what I read, it goes back way before anime and possibly didn’t start in manga. And no, I haven’t developed a more submissive personality. I just figured you’d appreciate the kimono displayed to, um, best effect. No new personalities since I put Midnight in her place.’
‘Good. And I did appreciate the kimono.’
Andrea’s lips curled a little. ‘Not that it’s difficult to be submissive for you. My big, super-strong man. All powerful. Masterful.’
There was a slight pause before Jacob said, ‘You’re making fun of me.’
‘Yes, but also no. Why would it bother you if I wanted to act all cute and submissive for you? You are a big, strong man. You’ve got four inches and at least thirty pounds on me. Have we weighed you recently? I bet you’ve put on muscle mass.’
‘I haven’t. Weighed myself recently. And I just think you’re too scary to be cute and submissive. Thought. I thought that. I admit you did a pretty good job out there in the hall. Huh, I told Penny I’d be out for coffee once I’d put my case down.’
Andrea bit off a laugh. ‘I wouldn’t worry about that. Penny and June did not expect you to be back for coffee any time soon. I bought June a kimono like mine, aside from the colour, for her birthday. They had no illusions about what was going to be happening once you got in here.’
‘Uh, oh.’
There was another laugh, more of a giggle this time. ‘I find it adorable that you still get embarrassed about things like that. Come on, I could use that coffee, and we can’t spend the whole evening in bed.’
‘I could think of worse ways…’
Andrews Field, MD, 9th June.
Technically, Andrea did not need Cygnus to get her to the current official residence of the President of the United States. However, the Secret Service tended to get snarky when someone casually ported past all their layers of security to emerge from some shadowy corner of the building or one of the closets. So, Cygnus flew in carrying Andrea, though the reception committee was one agent: Delphine.
‘I think you enjoy this too much,’ Andrea commented as they flew in toward the attractive psychic in her customary blue suit.
‘I’m straight, aside from June, obviously,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Why would I enjoy carrying a lithe young woman in very tight jeans and a cropped top?’
‘You’re just making my point for me. Besides, it’s June and Dom and, as I recall, the Amazon Queen when you were down there. I know you’re just waiting for me to break up with Jacob so you can seduce me.’
‘One, I’d be waiting far too long. Two, why wait? I figure if we get Jacob drunk enough, we can get a four-way going without too much trouble.’ Cygnus went on before Andrea could comment on that. ‘And if you’re so worried about me getting handsy, why didn’t you wear a shirt that covers more of you?’
‘It’s Maryland in June. It’s hot. Jacob had to wear his armour to get to the office this morning. I’m great with cold, but I’m just as bothered by heat as anyone.’
‘Then quit complaining about flying like this.’ Any reply was cut off because that was when Cygnus came in for a perfect landing in front of Delphine, setting Andrea down as she did so.
‘Welcome to Andrews,’ the blonde agent said from behind a pair of clichéd mirror shades. ‘What does the shirt say? Something Chinese?’
Andrea glanced down at the black shirt with the white lithography. ‘Oh, no. I bought it in Japan. I think it says “Harajuku girl” but I didn’t actually check. I don’t think it’s insulting the American people or anything. The shopkeeper looked a little too scared of me to be lying.’
‘Probably okay then. The president’s waiting for you. She’s pretty keyed up about that academy they’ve got going over there.’
President Francesca Hart was dressed for the weather too. She had a thing for sleeveless coat dresses, which had the advantage of looking quite formal while also being stylish, lightweight, and a little sexy. Today, her dress was a beige shade which was more summery than her usual blues and greys. She had pulled her thick, brown hair up into a bun, off her neck, and she was wearing light makeup. It suggested that this was not her first meeting of the day.
‘I had a rather lengthy briefing on the progress of Federal City this morning,’ Hart explained once the immediate pleasantries were done with and they were sitting around a table in the not-Oval Office. There was coffee, sandwiches, cakes, and various cookies. Delphine had accepted a presidential order to get a coffee, but she was drinking it in a guard position nearby.
‘They should be starting construction soon,’ Andrea said.
‘July thirty-first. That’s a Monday. They’re organising a ground-breaking ceremony for the Saturday before. Well, it’s organised. I’m booked in to uselessly dig up a clod of earth with New Millennium’s mayor. Have they invited you yet, Cygnus?’
Cygnus raised an eyebrow. ‘They’re supposed to? I don’t suppose I have other plans, but no, they haven’t.’
‘That’s about normal for New Millennium,’ Andrea said. ‘The government anyway. Most of the people are fine, but our government is a bit… stupid.’
‘I’ll have someone give them a push,’ Hart said with a shrug. ‘Now, how was Japan?’
‘Hotter and wetter than here.’
‘With added giant monster,’ Cygnus added.
‘Which you apparently took down with one shot,’ Hart said. ‘A headshot at over a mile. I had Woodley in here complaining about your destructive potential. Again.’
‘Not sure why you haven’t got rid of that guy,’ Andrea said.
‘It’s… complicated.’
‘I should point out,’ Cygnus said, ‘that I could only headshot the thing at that distance because it had a very big head. I’m not trained as a sniper.’
‘You make quite good artillery. Anyway, I told the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that I would take his concerns under advisement. What about this academy the Japanese have built?’
‘Ultra Academy. Andrea got to spend more time there. That’s why I brought her along. I got the impression that they had a good idea going, but they were going to be working the kinks out for a while.’
‘That… probably covers it,’ Andrea said. ‘They’re trying to build a community where people can be Ultras without society pressuring them to be normal. It’s partially a response to the cosmic burst. They’ve had Ultras popping out of the woodwork just like we have. Maybe more of them. But they also passed legislation to get genetic testing done in elementary school. Anyone with suitable genetics is offered a place in Urutoraakademī.’
‘That’s a big can of worms,’ Hart said. ‘If we suggested widescale genetic testing, we’d get plenty of support.’
‘Just not from the people you’d want it from. Japan’s a different culture. Fitting in. Being part of the community. That kind of thing is more of a thing over there. Well, one of the reasons they’ve created the place is to reduce the climate of “Ultras are freaks” that pervades society, and I’m not saying that is any different here.’
‘Aside from the testing,’ Cygnus said, ‘if you wanted to create something like their academy here, you’ve got location to consider. The Japanese created an artificial island in Tokyo Bay and, let’s face it, that was partially to isolate the residents. The isolation helps with creating that climate of acceptance, sure, but it’s also to keep collateral damage to a minimum. Wherever you decide to put something like that here, someone is going to complain about it.’
‘We might be able to do it in California,’ Hart countered. ‘There’s already a greater level of acceptance than some other states. There are some fairly large areas we could build in which aren’t too close to major population centres, but they’re also not so far away that it looks like we’re sending the students to a gulag.’
‘It might work,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘You’d know more about that state than I do. I’d imagine you could get FTI on-side for it. Bianca’s always saying that a lot of the innovation her company comes out with comes from studying Ultras.’
‘And you might get around the testing thing if you make it voluntary,’ Andrea said. ‘I mean, open up the place as a new university. Or university and high school, maybe. Anyone can go, so long as they’re open to the idea of living and working around Ultras. Those who go are tested as a matter of course. You’ll get fewer new Ultras out of it that way, but it might make it easier to foster that attitude of trust. Plus, we’ve had more than a few Ultras pop up recently who, genetically, shouldn’t be expressing the genes they have. Urutoraakademī may be being too restrictive in the students it accepts.’
‘Do this right and the Union will endorse the project,’ Cygnus said. ‘They’ve been helping the Japanese in various ways.’
Hart nodded thoughtfully, sipping her coffee and looking as though she was really considering it. ‘I’m going to talk to some people. Get some investigatory balls rolling. Maybe get someone to go over and talk to the people in Tokyo. I’d go myself, but…’ There was a wincing sound from the general direction of Delphine. ‘I get that sort of reaction whenever I talk about foreign visits. Anyway, it would take months to organise and we could do with more immediate information.’ The president’s expression shifted into a smile. ‘Now, does the Union’s American liaison have anything to bring up?’
‘Not really… Where did they get the salmon for these sandwiches? It’s gorgeous.’
The president’s smile broadened. ‘If that’s all you’re worried about, things are going even better than I thought they were.’
Los Angeles, CA.
‘Why, exactly, are we releasing the story in a newspaper I had never even heard of until I saw this copy?’ Jason Sweet was still not entirely happy about the replacement Brightman had found for Beelzebub. Yes, that was partially because Iain Jankowski surrounded himself with just the kind of shadows that Twilight did, but it was also something to do with the man’s way of doing business.
His smile was another point against. He was doing it now. Jankowski smiled at you like you were an idiot for not understanding him, even before he explained himself. ‘We start it small, in a newspaper only the locals will read. Fullerton will not get wind of it until the larger media sources have picked it up. I’ve checked and there’s nothing major hitting the news cycle this weekend. This will be the biggest thing out there for two or three days. Additionally, it was far easier to get this paper to print the story without checking the facts.’
‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ Brightman said. ‘Are the broadsheets going to take the slightest notice of a story in the Daly City Bugle?’
‘Yes.’ There was that smile again. ‘I’ve made arrangements to be sure that they do. They would normally do more checking before printing something like this, but here they can quote a secondary source which the Bugle says they have but cannot reveal.’
‘Which is you.’
‘Which is me, but no one is ever going to find out about that.’
‘It’s still basically just a rumour,’ Sweet said. ‘You’re spreading an essentially unsubstantiated rumour that Bianca Fullerton is Mink. It shouldn’t be especially hard for her to refute it.’
‘Harder than you think. There is one fairly clear way that Miss Fullerton could refute the claim. She is known to be a blonde with long hair. Mink has short black hair. Fullerton wears a wig, obviously, and it would be quite a simple matter for someone to confirm that she is Mink by uncovering that conceit.’ Jankowski let out a short, sharp laugh. ‘I believe that her sister-in-law discovering that fact would disturb Miss Fullerton more than the general public discovering that she’s Mink.’
‘But what does all this get us?’ Sweet asked, pressing the point.
‘It gets the attention of certain parties on the mysterious Mink,’ Jankowski replied. ‘The Queens will certainly put effort into confirming the rumour. I believe they may attempt to eliminate Miss Fullerton on the off chance that the rumour is true. It gives them means of obtaining leverage against Mink, and Diamond will not miss the opportunity. By the end of this, we will be rid of Mink, the Queens, or both. We need to be ready to move into San Francisco.’
‘You’re so sure that Mink can eliminate the Queens if they go for her?’ Brightman asked.
‘Yes. I think she’ll call in some help. And there will be more than the Queens hunting Mink. Sergeant Quail has been arranging things to ensure that another player will join the game when she hears the news.’
Quail was another replacement, the new Sathanus. Jankowski had found him and brought him in, but Sweet was not too sure about the man. He had been part of some sort of super-soldier project which had left him with a few anger-management issues. That was not a bad thing when it came to the role of Sathanus, but Quail seemed to be more prone to violence than Draven, the old Sathanus, had been. Right now he was sitting on the edge of an expensive cabinet looking smug. ‘That’s a pretty lady. It’s hard to believe she’s as dangerous as you say, but she’ll see the headlines and she’ll get out of prison.’
‘Perfect,’ Jankowski said. ‘I’ll keep an eye on her. She may be useful to us beyond her utility in ending Mink. Believe me, gentlemen, in a very short time indeed, the Seven Princes will own the west coast, and then we can see about dealing with… other matters.’
New Millennium City, MD, 10th June.
‘I am receiving a video conference connection request,’ Denny announced. ‘It is being passed through UltraNet, fully encrypted. The caller is Mink.’
‘Lock the house down and connect her, Denny,’ Penny replied.
The big screen changed from showing Denny’s sensor display of the local area to a view of Bianca, in her blonde wig and a T-shirt and jeans, sitting at her computer console in what June called ‘the Mink Cave.’ The billionaire businesswoman and crimefighter looked worried. ‘Thanks for taking the call, girls. I need to talk to Andrea.’
‘She’s in her apartment with Jacob. Denny, could you ask her to come out? Better let her know who wants to talk. Jacob doesn’t know about Mink.’
‘Of course, Penny,’ Denny replied.
‘My secret identity may be a moot point anyway. That’s what I need to talk to Andrea about.’ On screen, Bianca frowned. ‘Maybe I could even hire Jacob on this one…’
‘Let’s wait for Andrea to get here, and then you can start from the beginning.’
‘That’s probably a good idea.’ It was, however, a matter of seconds before Andrea appeared, so the explanation was not long in coming. ‘Okay, last night, a… gossip rag in Daly City, the Bugle, printed a story saying that Bianca Fullerton is actually Mink and claiming to have evidence from an unnamed source proving it. It’s been a slow week for news, so the major papers in San Francisco have picked it up and they’re running with it. Basically, they’re just saying that “it has been reported that” I’m Mink. FTI is going to reply that the story is untrue, but that’s probably just going to make things worse. Issuing a formal denial would be–’
‘Disastrous,’ Andrea said. ‘That’s basically saying the story is true. If Mink is discovered to be investigating, that could result in the same problem.’
‘Uh-huh. So, I need some Twilight magic. I need to know what evidence they really have and what I can do to counter it. I, uh, was wondering whether I could hire Jacob and his partner if there’s any investigation to be done, especially if I start needing it to be public.’
‘It’s an option. It wouldn’t be hard to justify you knowing about Fortuna Investigations. I mean, you know us in both identities.’
‘There is another way you could counter this,’ Cygnus said. ‘Even if there’s no direct way you can do it, there’s another way. If Mink and Bianca are seen together, or at the same time in different places…’
‘Shame I don’t have a double.’
‘You could have.’
‘Huh? Oh, yes. Okay, but we’ll keep that in reserve for now. It would take some setting up.’
‘In the meantime,’ Andrea said, ‘I’ll get the Court to start looking into this newspaper. If they’re being as overachieving as usual, it’s possible they already know where the paper got the story. It’s, what, two p.m. over there?’
‘Yes, but it is a Saturday.’
Andrea shrugged. ‘No rest for the worshippers of dark goddesses.’
Belvedere, CA.
Damian was, of course, worried. He was working, but someone had told him about the story, which was going out on the evening TV news. He had called Bianca, but he was having to be rather circumspect about what he said. ‘Mink has enemies. They’re likely to see this as a free shot, whether they really believe it or not. You could have all sorts of people coming out of the woodwork to get to you.’
‘I’m aware,’ Bianca replied. ‘I’ve already increased security around here. I’ve got Libby and the kids to think of too. Somehow, I don’t think they’re going to like that.’
‘Probably not, but they’re going to have to accept it. I’m going to–’
‘You’re not going to do anything special about this,’ Bianca said firmly. ‘You have a job to do. It’s an important job. It is not to act as personal security for some rich businesswoman you happen to know. I have well-trained and well-paid security staff to handle that kind of thing.’
There was a pause where Damian was almost certainly debating whether to argue the point. ‘I’m off tomorrow. I’m going to come over and spend the day at your place.’
Bianca smiled. ‘If I ever argue that you shouldn’t do that, you can assume we’re breaking up. Just… You be careful, okay? This puts a target on you too.’
‘I’ve got advantages others don’t,’ Damian countered. ‘I’m a trained cop, among other things. You need to be extra–’ He stopped as he heard the buzzer sound on Bianca’s end. ‘Someone at the door?’
‘And I can bet who it’ll be. I’ll see you in the morning.’
‘Looking forward to it.’
Bianca buzzed the door open as she put the phone down. Then she waited the couple of seconds it took for Libby, her sister-in-law, to storm through into the lounge. ‘Is it true?’ Libby asked; pleasantries were not going to be a thing, it seemed.
‘I’m going to assume you mean the story about me being Mink.’
‘Of course! What else? Is it true?’
Bianca settled a weary expression on her face. ‘Well, what do you think, Libby?’
‘What do I– What am I supposed to think? They say they have a source.’
‘An anonymous source. And the only people who are supposed to know who this source is work for a newspaper which should only be used to line birdcages.’
‘There’s all your extreme sports. You know martial arts.’
‘Along with a significant percentage of the population. You’re missing something obvious which you’re uniquely suited to pass judgement on, Libby.’
Liberty Fullerton was not the brightest of women. She was not stupid, but she was also not that hard to manipulate, even if she had a really strong stubborn streak. For example, she was still trying to get her monthly allowance raised every month, despite having failed to budge Bianca an inch for years. She was mellowing a little with age, but also worrying about her looks fading now that she was thirty-five. She had an ego, and it could be used against her. Like, for example, suggesting she might have knowledge others did not share. ‘I, um, am?’ she asked.
‘There aren’t many good pictures of Mink, but the descriptions are more or less all the same.’
‘Yes, well, your boobs are certainly a match for–’
‘She’s a brunette, Libby. She has short black hair. Do you really think I could have been wearing a blonde wig all these years, right under your nose, and you wouldn’t have noticed? Come on. You’re more observant than that.’
Libby pulled at her own dark-blonde hair and regarded Bianca’s thick, slightly messy tresses. She broke out in a slightly self-mocking smile. ‘No, of course not.’ Everyone knew that Bianca Fullerton was a blonde. She had been for decades! She had had blonde hair since Libby had known her. It was just plain stupid to think… ‘I feel just a little foolish for even considering that it might be true, to be honest.’ And Libby showed her softening side: she would never have admitted that a few years ago.
Bianca shrugged. ‘No, you’re right. I have the right build and I do the sports. Huh, Damian said I looked kind of like her after he met her that time. He told me she has bigger breasts.’
‘And you’re still going out with him?’ There was a brighter smile to show that Libby was joking. ‘Is he visiting this weekend?’
‘He’ll be here tomorrow. Maybe we could come up to the main house for lunch.’ Libby seemed to like it when Damian was around. Bianca had a theory that Libby was getting lonely. ‘Uh, there is one thing I need to discuss with you. True or not, this story could cause problems. I’m increasing the security around here. Don’t go off the property on your own. Make sure Marie and Mark do the same. I’ll arrange to have them taken to and from school and I’ll inform the school that they need to be more careful about security there.’
‘They won’t like that. But I’ll make sure they understand. Marie’s a sensible girl and Mark… Well, if you could get him a female bodyguard, I’m sure he’d be willing to go anywhere with her.’ Mark, Bianca’s nephew, had turned sixteen in May. Girls were definitely a thing now and his mother was worrying about how his grades were likely to be affected.
Bianca grinned. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
New Millennium City, MD, 11th June.
Andrea was cooking. Sort of. It was the kind of Sunday when you decided that salad was a good idea for lunch. Actually, it was the kind of Sunday when you contemplated taking a picnic to the beach, but the very fact that anyone in the house had contemplated it meant that others would also have done so. There was every possibility that news cameras would have turned up two minutes after the food had been taken out. And there was the point that Jacob would have been trying to eat through his helmet. So, Andrea was making a chicken salad.
It was a fairly domestic day. Penny was upstairs putting away laundry. Jacob was finally sorting out the laundry he had generated from his trip to Baltimore. June was sitting on one of the sofas in the lounge, fiddling about with her design package on her laptop and occasionally pushing the resulting images out to the big TV to study in more detail. Andrea was not sure what she was working on, but June had a habit of messing with designs when she had some spare time and felt creative.
Andrea stopped in her slaying of innocent lettuce to examine an outfit which had just appeared on the TV. It was a dress, if a relatively minimal one. There was a tight band around the chest, a panel over the stomach, and then a skirt of two strips at front and back coming down from a band around the hips. There was also a belt around the waist to keep everything in place in the middle. The mannequin figure the dress was on also had a pair of high-heeled boots which took thigh-high to an extreme; as the figure revolved, Andrea could see that the top of the boot stopped just below the figure’s buttocks.
‘Is that a new design for me?’ Andrea asked.
‘Well, sort of,’ June replied. ‘I mean, I’m just playing. I set myself a goal of making something in a dress that would still work with your harnesses.’ She tapped at her computer – which was actually just acting as a dumb terminal for software running on Denny’s hardware – and the straps of Andrea’s weapon harnesses appeared over the dress and boots. ‘Should still provide free movement. Doesn’t interfere with the harnesses. Oh, and the boots are really sexy. I like this design.’
‘So do I. All of it, not just the boots. What I’ve got is fine, but Midnight designed it.’
‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Midnight sounded rather affronted. Andrea ignored her.
‘You pay the costs for the fabrication system in Antarctica, I won’t even charge you for the design. You know, since I was just messing about anyway.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Okay, send it down for fabrication. The crooks in Churchton always appreciate being arrested by a sexy hero.’
‘No, they don’t. Especially not the way you arrest them.’
‘Okay. No, they don’t, but I appreciate looking good while I’m scaring the crap out of them.’
Belvedere, CA.
Occasionally, Damian entirely forgot how long he had been dating Bianca. Actually, a lot of the time he did not even think about it, but occasionally he noticed that things had changed while he was looking the other way. It was usually the kids who brought it home.
Mark, for example, had shot up eight inches in the last three years. He had filled out too, though there was still some growing left in him. He looked more like a young man than a breast-obsessed kid these days. His obsession had, in fact, shifted into a more general appreciation of the female form. He was a pale sort of kid. He still liked astronomy, though he had finally decided that he was unlikely to make it as an astrophysicist. He was now working on becoming a games programmer: console games warred with his telescope for time in the evenings. His telescope was now usually pointed upward when he used it.
Marie had a habit of being more of a shock, especially when she decided to wear something like the spaghetti-strapped top and tight jeans she was in today. She was now as tall as her Aunt Bianca, and so taller than her mother. She was pretty and blonde. Her bust had never grown out beyond a B-cup, but she made the most of what she had when she felt like it, which was not often. She had had a couple of boyfriends in the last year, but never anything serious, and she seemed quite determined to head off to university, majoring in business studies. More and more, Bianca was viewing Marie as the next CEO of Fullerton Technologies.
Sunday lunch with Libby and the kids was not the minefield of familial danger it had been. It was downright pleasant in many ways. Libby did her best not to bring up money when Damian was around. Mark did not spend ninety percent of the meal staring at his aunt’s chest. They had conversations, generally entirely inconsequential ones. It was pretty domestic and that was not something Damian had expected in his life any time soon.
‘How’s school?’ Damian asked, not especially addressing it toward anyone.
Marie shrugged. ‘Pretty much over. I’m just doing extra credit stuff and waiting for next year.’
‘Yeah,’ Mark agreed. ‘Things are kind of winding down. Except they’re winding up too. A lot of stuff about how important next year is.’
‘Still planning on being a programmer?’
‘Uh-huh. Aunt Bianca’s arranged for me to spend a week in one of the FTI programming departments this summer. It’s not games, but it’ll give me an idea of what I’m letting myself into.’
Damian grinned. ‘When I was your age, I’d never have given up a week of the summer to do something like that.’
Mark shrugged. ‘It’ll look good on my university entrance forms.’
‘How long do you think we’ll need to be escorted when we leave the house?’ Marie asked.
‘Until the noise over this stupid rumour dies down,’ Bianca replied. ‘Sorry, I have no idea how long that’ll be. It’s summer and the news cycle is slow…’
‘Could be a while,’ Marie said, her tone sinking.
‘It’s for our own safety,’ Libby said. ‘Really, what can these people be thinking? Printing this kind of spurious so-called news should be illegal. Can’t we sue or something?’
‘That’d just make everyone think it’s me trying to cover up the truth,’ Bianca replied. ‘I have some contacts looking into the Bugle’s source. If we can trace it back and find out where they got the idea, then maybe we can put a stop to it.’
‘It’d be kind of cool if it was true,’ Mark said after silence had sat there for a second.
‘Way cool,’ Marie agreed, and the children grinned at each other.
‘I mean, Mink is… really cool.’
‘Seriously sexy and badass. Her costume is amazing!’
‘There’s too much flesh on display, if you ask me,’ Libby asserted.
‘Can you imagine rooftop stakeouts in that outfit?’ Bianca put in. ‘Gravel everywhere. And she has to be cold in winter. We’re not in Los Angeles.’
‘You’ve met her, haven’t you, Damian?’
‘Uh, yeah,’ Damian admitted. ‘She helped out with a human trafficking bust. She’s… quite a woman. Uh, but I don’t know how she survives the winters either. Some people say she’s a magician, or maybe she’s got heating coils in that suit.’
‘Interesting idea,’ Bianca said. ‘I think she just puts up with being cold. Or maybe she keeps warm with all the jumping over rooftops. Whatever, right now she’s not in my good books. Being linked to Mink is annoying. When I find out who’s actually responsible, they’re going to pay.’
Chowchilla, CA, 12th June.
Part of the morning routine at the Central California Women’s Facility was, unsurprisingly, a check that the inmates were still there. As with most prisons, the headcount generally only varied as expected. There were new inmates, releases, and sometimes transfers to the medical facilities. On the morning of the twelfth of June, there was a discrepancy.
The woman was known only as Diào Huā. That was an alias, but the passport she had entered the country on was a fake and no other identity had been uncovered for her. She was believed to be Chinese, but the Chinese government denied any knowledge of her. Tall, willowy, and beautiful, she had jet-black hair which fell to her behind and hazel eyes which tended to amber, depending upon the light. She had been sentenced to life for the murder of Snapshot, one of the San Francisco Stars. The state had wanted to press for the death penalty, but it was decided that they were unlikely to get it, especially since Diào Huā admitted her role in Snapshot’s death. She had spent the first year of her sentence in maximum security, but she had been a model prisoner and they had moved her. There had never been the slightest hint of a problem, until today.
Diào Huā’s cellmate was a middle-aged grifter named Vi Hooper and she was still in their cell. She had, from the looks of the bruising around her neck, been rather expertly rendered unconscious using a choke hold and was of no real use in determining how Diào Huā had got out.
Hooper was of considerably more use in determining why her roomy had decided to leave. ‘She was really excited about the evening news yesterday,’ Hooper explained. ‘Only reason she was still hanging around was Mink. Said she couldn’t go home until Mink was taken care of. I guess I’d have been excited too. Now she knows who Mink really is.’
San Francisco, CA, 13th June.
‘Someone was tailing me on the way here,’ Bianca said.
Elaine Ellis, aka Backroom of the San Francisco Stars, looked up from her morning examination of emails. ‘Reporters?’
Bianca shrugged. ‘That’s a possibility. Two men in a town car. Could be reporters, though I didn’t see a camera. Could be someone aiming to kill Mink. You heard about Diào Huā?’
‘The Stars got notified of the escape. The police told you?’
‘Damian told me. No one else apparently considered it an issue for Bianca Fullerton to worry about. The Four Queens are probably fairly interested in eliminating Mink too. Could be a couple of Diamond’s people. If she allows them out without a suit on.’
‘From what we’ve been able to figure out so far, Diamond does what needs to be done. We still haven’t figured out where she’s set up her base of operations. Well, aside from it probably not being inside the boundaries of San Francisco. With Mink and the Stars looking, if she was operating inside the city, we’d have found her by now.’
‘She operates here,’ Bianca countered. ‘Her people operate here, and she’s been directly involved in a couple of operations in the city. She just directs things from somewhere else most of the time.’
‘Yeah, okay. Point is, it could have been a couple of her people following you earlier. She could have people watching you. She’ll want to be sure that story’s true before she acts on it. If the Four Queens assassinate Bianca Fullerton, she has to know that they’ll have a world of hurt coming down on them.’
Bianca nodded. ‘True enough. It’ll slow things down. Hopefully, Andrea’s people will come up with something we can use to counter this. The sooner the better.’
New Millennium City, MD, 14th June.
‘This is not like you, Mister Shaftsbury,’ Andrea said into the phone. ‘Has Mister Epps been eaten by demons or something?’
‘No, Grand Mistress,’ Shaftsbury replied. ‘Epps is as well and as effective as ever, however, even he cannot find what is not available to be found. We have managed to follow the story to the reporter responsible on the Bugle. Beyond that, however, the trail grows very cold. Epps has done his job as well as he can, and I have dispatched a number of other resources to attempt to uncover further leads. It is our opinion that someone with rather specialised knowledge has obscured the trail.’
Andrea frowned. ‘Someone who knows your methods?’
‘Precisely, Grand Mistress.’
‘That’s not good. Have you had anyone, adepts or shades, go missing from your office recently?’
‘None, Grand Mistress. To my knowledge, the same is true of Los Angeles.’
‘Right… I believe this has moved into territory where I need to take a personal interest, Mister Shaftsbury. Don’t worry about sending me details, I’ll be dropping by tomorrow at… Let’s say ten a.m. I’d like a fairly thorough rundown on what you have, and anything you have on sightings of ex-Court members in your area. Apologise to Mister Epps for me. I’d imagine I just ruined his evening.’
‘Of course, Grand Mistress. I’m sure Epps will understand. Will you be requiring a hotel room for your stay?’
‘No. I’d imagine I can find somewhere to set up shop without having to worry about expenses.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘Knock, knock,’ Andrea called out as she emerged from the utility room at the back of Bianca’s house.
‘In the lounge,’ Bianca called out.
Andrea dumped her case where she could pick it up later and walked through into the front room. The blinds were all closed over the huge windows which overlooked San Francisco Bay. The big TV screen was hinged down to hang in front of the windows too. One of the local news channels was playing on it with the sound off.
‘I get the feeling,’ Bianca said, ‘that you suddenly deciding to come out here is not a good thing.’
‘Not really,’ Andrea agreed, dropping onto one of the room’s sofas. ‘Basically, the Court has hit a lot of dead ends trying to trace the source of this story. The dead ends they’ve hit are of a nature which suggests that someone from the Court, or who used to be with them, is responsible and hiding their tracks very well.’
‘I didn’t think they’d go against their dark goddess.’
‘Well, while I was missing, we had a few people vanish. I’m told a few of them were not so pleased by the way I chose to run things and they took the opportunity to skip town. I’m fairly sure of the ones who left, and neither San Francisco nor Los Angeles lost anyone. I’m having them track down any evidence of someone coming in from outside.’ Andrea waved a hand at the blinds. ‘You’re right. You’ve got at least two groups watching you. Diào Huā’s out there. She’s managed to get past your security people, but she’s just observing at the moment. I left an imp to watch her. There are a couple of goons out in the bay on a boat. I think they belong to Diamond, but I’m not positive.’
‘Well, we could put Diào Huā back behind bars, but–’
‘But she’d probably break right back out, maybe killing someone to do it this time.’
‘That. It’s probably best to nail everything at once, if that’s possible. Convince her I’m not Mink and then get her locked up. Hopefully get the Queens off my back at the same time.’
‘And whoever is actually behind this,’ Andrea added, nodding. ‘The Court has made a start. They’ve been putting out some disinformation, applying a little pressure. They think we’ll start seeing some results from that tomorrow. Since we know you’re being watched, we’ll see about giving them a show tomorrow night, I think.’
‘Do you think these men on the boat could lead us to Diamond and the others? I’ve had no luck in figuring out where the Four Queens are actually based. None of their street-level people seem to have a clue. Most are too scared to say anything even if they have some vague idea.’
‘Sounds like Ghostfire’s operation back when he was operating. Except Ghostfire had Blutadler working with him, so they could threaten people with being turned into cyberzombies.’
‘I think Diamond is quite scary enough as it is, though she also seems to have Helen Parks working with her. She can scare someone to death. Literally.’
Andrea smiled. ‘She should be really interesting to meet. Can’t wait.’
San Francisco, CA, 15th June.
‘Oh, hey, Andrea,’ Elaine said as she walked into Bianca’s office. She waved a newspaper. ‘Is this your doing?’
‘I think newspaper publishing involves a lot of reporters, editors, production staff, and people like that,’ Andrea replied. ‘I didn’t personally produce that copy, no. I figured you for an online reader.’
‘I like to support print publications, and I meant the editorial. They’re backing down on the “Bianca is Mink” story. Basically, it’s been a few days and the Bugle hasn’t produced their star witness or any other evidence.’
‘And they’re acting as though they didn’t print what the Bugle said without checking or suggesting there was anything dubious about it,’ Bianca said, her tone a little sour.
‘No,’ Andrea said. ‘I took no direct action to get them to start backing down.’
‘Indirect action?’ Elaine asked.
‘Actually, no. My people just figured that I’d want something like that done. And all they really did was point out to a few editors that they were being irresponsible. If something bad were to happen, Bianca might stop being magnanimous and sue them for spreading malicious rumours. I mean, it’s true, right? There hasn’t been any evidence issued to back up the original claim. It’s been almost a week since the Bugle put the original story out.’
‘True. I’m not really complaining. It just seemed a bit sudden.’
‘I didn’t go around and scare them into saying what I wanted them to say. I’m going into the city in a bit to find out who it was that scared the Bugle’s editors into printing the original story. Or to hear what we’ve been able to find out about it anyway. The trail is unusually well hidden, from what I’ve been told.’
‘Huh. You know, the thing that’s been bothering me is why this has happened at all. I mean, if some villain thinks he’s got Mink’s civilian identity, why give it to a crappy little newspaper that doesn’t even publish in San Francisco? Why not act on the information?’
‘It’s a good question,’ Bianca said. ‘Did you come to any conclusion?’
Elaine shrugged. ‘Best idea I could come up with was to get someone else to do the acting. Someone’s playing a long game here.’
‘Long games are Diamond’s forte, but I don’t think she’s behind this. I think it’s someone new. Or someone new working with someone we already know about. Whoever this is, they know too much about how my people do business, and that I do not like.’
~~~
Miss Blake was still on reception at Shaftsbury, Greene, and Burket, but she recognised Andrea immediately and did not look at her as though examining something stuck to the sole of her shoe. Actually, Blake looked rather cheerful and quite happy to see Andrea. Andrea had the uncharitable thought that the woman was getting laid now, hence the improvement in disposition.
Whatever the actual circumstances, five minutes after Andrea arrived in the law firm’s offices, she was in one of the conference rooms with a cup of very good coffee and both Shade Peter Shaftsbury and Adept Broderick Epps, the boss of the place and the best researcher they had. Shaftsbury looked like a lawyer in late middle age. His dark-brown hair had more grey in it now and his face had a couple more lines. His hazel eyes looked a little older than before, but no less watery. Epps looked like a nerd. He looked as though he should be wearing a lab coat with a pocket protector, but he was in a slightly rumpled suit. He did have glasses set in front of intelligent, blue eyes, and he was the kind of pale you got from never going outside. He was also something of an overachiever, which explained why he was looking annoyed and uncomfortable.
‘I have relatively little to tell you, Grand Mistress,’ Epps said. Andrea had seen the folder containing the printed report and was wondering what ‘a lot’ looked like, but this was Epps. ‘In particular, the actual source behind the release of Mink’s identity remains unknown and we have nowhere else to look.’
‘Tell me what we do have, Mister Epps,’ Andrea said. ‘Let me decide whether your self-recrimination is justified.’
‘Of course, Grand Mistress.’
‘Perhaps we should begin with the current situation in the city,’ Shaftsbury suggested. ‘We can finish up with the rather meagre specifics.’
Epps gave a nod, settled his thoughts, and began. ‘The only game in town, so far as criminal activity is concerned, is the Four Queens. We have established a definite membership for them at this point, largely due to appearances they have all made at relatively high-profile crimes. The leader is known only as Diamond. You have encountered her before, Grand Mistress.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea replied. ‘She’s a piece of work.’
‘Even the Shadow Court has no record of her original name. We believe her southern accent is genuine and that she hails from the south-eastern states. By our estimates, she has personally murdered at least fifty-two people, but the total number of people she’s ultimately responsible for killing is difficult to estimate and is likely over a thousand. We know of at least two dozen dead in San Francisco since she arrived. Most of those were technically killed by Detonatrix, but at Diamond’s order.’
‘I know less about Detonatrix. Never met her. I know she escaped from the Fortress after it was destroyed.’
‘Her real name is Amanita Fuller. She has the ability to project a force field and to fly to a limited extent. Her primary ability, which she appears to take significant pride in, allows her to fire a projectile of some form capable of significant armour penetration. This projectile explodes with considerable force, hence her nickname. She is rated as an X-four, the same rating as Brightstar.’
‘Doctor Ultimate is working on the final calibration of a new rating mechanism,’ Andrea said. ‘So, that could change if we put her back behind bars. There’s an outstanding warrant for her arrest, I assume.’
‘There is, Grand Mistress,’ Shaftsbury supplied. ‘I believe there is also one for Miss Helen Parks.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Epps confirmed. ‘Miss Parks is currently calling herself Wraith and appears to prefer that name to her real one. She and Detonatrix are operating the Queens’ protection racket, though we don’t believe Detonatrix really likes working with Wraith. What we’ve uncovered, primarily through the police reports on the Parks case, actually, is that Wraith is an ex-junkie who appears to have the ability to scare people to death only if she is harmed in some way. We believe she is able to heal herself through the use of this power.’
‘Plausible,’ Andrea said. ‘I can do something similar.’
‘The last of the four is Susan Fong, aka Cherry Blossom. She’s an empath, officially rated as a P-two. However, we believe that is a significant underestimate of her capabilities. She has a record for extortion and that seems to be her primary role within the Queens. She puts people in compromising positions and then uses that leverage to gain money or influence. Backing up the four principals are a staff of twelve men, Diamond’s suit, who act as intermediaries between the Queens and the various organisations beneath them. In one way or another, the Queens have taken control of every major player in the area as far south as San Jose. Their attempts to push into Los Angeles have failed, largely thanks to Mink, and it would appear that Diamond has decided to wait before she challenges the Seven Princes.’
‘Okay. Do we know where Diamond is running things from?’
‘Her people travel only during the daylight hours,’ Shaftsbury said. ‘It would appear that her experience dealing with the Court in New Millennium City has taught her enough about her methods to at least make it difficult for us to track her. We believe her base of operations is south of the city, but that’s as close as we’ve got.’
‘Fair enough. Well, I’m here now. If I need to know where she vanishes to, I’ll handle finding her myself. Does she still have the big guy and the wiry one, the martial artist?’
‘Rex and Jack,’ Epps said. ‘They are a constant. The other members of her suit have been known to change, but Rex and Jack have been with her since New Millennium City at least. We don’t know any more about their history than we do about Diamond’s. All three of them have had their tracks obliterated, somehow or other.’
‘Not an immediate issue. What about the Bugle and its story?’
‘The Bugle has no physical record of anything regarding the story. The entire thing seems to have been kept to verbal reports. Whoever the source is, they don’t seem to have met with anyone from the newspaper since the story was printed. There are also no records of unusual payments made to anyone, and the Bugle makes dubious payments to various people all the time. Everything from a month before the story to now can be accounted for by their normal sources, none of whom would appear to be the source of the Mink story.’
Andrea frowned. ‘For an organisation which prides itself on finding the unfindable, we seem to be coming across things we can’t find a lot lately. That’s not a criticism. Just a statement of fact.’
‘Uh, you asked about possible sightings of ex-members, Grand Mistress,’ Epps said. ‘We have had one report of a possible sighting of Iain Henry Jankowski in Los Angeles. He’s an ex–’
‘I’ve heard the name before. Ex-shade from Poland, yes? Mia and Lena mentioned him when I was last in Italy. He was disaffected and decided to leave while I was missing. And now he’s in this area? That’s interesting. I assume we don’t know where he is now?’
Epps shook his head. ‘There was just a single sighting.’
‘I’ll ask the L.A. office about him,’ Shaftsbury said. ‘They would be more concerned with his appearance there than us. They should have eliminated him.’
‘Maybe,’ Andrea agreed, ‘but I have a feeling that Mister Jankowski is probably a hard man to find, never mind eliminate.’
Belvedere, CA.
In a corner of the Mink Cave, in the area Bianca used to practise her martial arts, the shadows parted to allow Penny and Andrea to step back into normal space.
Penny gave a small shudder. ‘There is something about going through… wherever it is you take us that just feels really wrong.’ She was barefoot and wearing only a robe, which was a stranger way to travel than usual.
‘I don’t think we go anywhere,’ Andrea countered. ‘Sounds corny, but I think we “become one” with the darkness. Everywhere it’s dark or in shadow, that’s where we are. Every part of that, all the time. Until we come back out anyway.’
‘Maybe that’s it then. Maybe I feel like I’m spread too thin.’
‘Sounds really metaphysical,’ Mink said from her consoles. She waved vaguely at some of the seating. ‘I grabbed some clothes for you. There’s a swimsuit there because I figured you’d want to use the hot tub.’
‘It’s a good way to be seen by our watchers,’ Andrea said. ‘And that’s the excuse I’m sticking to.’
‘It’s not a bad one. You’re sure you can do this, Penny?’
Penny had wandered over to the clothing laid out on a sofa. She picked up a swimsuit which was fairly risqué and not the kind of thing Penny would have worn. There were a few strings tying not a lot of fabric in place. ‘Pretty sure.’ Untying her robe, she dropped it down on the sofa, pulled in a breath, and changed as she exhaled. One moment she was an unassuming, short brunette. The next she was a tall blonde with a substantial bust and superlative muscle tone. She looked exactly like Bianca Fullerton’s public image, with the added advantage that her blonde hair actually grew out of her head. ‘How do I look?’ she asked as she began to pull on the swimsuit.
Mink got to her feet and stepped closer. ‘Damn, that’s weird. I have this urge to call Damian over and see whether he can spot the difference.’
‘Damian probably could,’ Penny replied, in Bianca’s voice. ‘For one thing, he can sense Ultras.’ She paused in the middle of tying the suit around her neck. ‘Though I could mask my signature, so I could fool him there. But it’s not like I’m a molecular copy of you or anything. I probably smell a little different. He’s got the enhanced senses thing going, so I think he’d notice things neither of us would. How is he doing with that anyway? Has he accepted he’s an Ultra yet?’
‘Mostly. He still doesn’t really like Ultras, but he keeps most of his actual hatred for the bad guys. That business with the UID experimenting on Ultras actually changed his mind a fair bit, thinking about it. He might not think much of anyone with Ultrahuman powers, but he’s got too much of a sense of justice to think that was even vaguely acceptable.’ Penny picked up a blouse and began putting it on over the swimsuit.
‘If humans can act like monsters, how monstrous can the Ultras be?’
‘Something like that. He still keeps his own abilities secret from just about everyone, but he’s been developing his talents a little. He uses them on the job so long as he can do it without anyone noticing.’
‘He knows we know, right? He’s okay with that?’
Mink gave a shrug. ‘He told Elaine himself one evening. I think the fact that she and I haven’t treated him any differently since we found out has helped too. He was convinced that people would treat him like a freak if his secret was uncovered.’
‘Some would,’ Andrea said. ‘The people who know aren’t exactly a representative sample of humanity.’
‘True enough. I think he’s happy keeping it quiet, but inwardly he’s not scared of being one now. It’s helped him crack some tough cases.’
‘Well, so long as he uses what he has, I don’t care how he does it. If he doesn’t use it, well, it’s a waste of talent. You ready? It’s dark enough outside. I’ll jump you over into the city and we can get started.’
‘Ready to make Mink a bit more visible than usual, sure. Ready to “become one with the night?” Not so sure.’
Andrea reached out and put a hand on Mink’s bare shoulder. The shadows began to thicken around them. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle.’
~~~
‘How does she get between here and there when she doesn’t have you?’ Penny asked. She was lounging casually in the hot tub beside the Pool House, a glass of white wine in one hand. Andrea was sitting in the opposite corner in a black bikini she had brought from home when she picked up Penny. They were both pretty relaxed. It was a warm evening and the tub would have been a good idea under any circumstances.
‘Uh, there’s a tunnel to a garage about a quarter of a mile away. She keeps her car there. There’s also a boathouse on the same property where she keeps a submarine.’
‘You’re kidding.’
‘Nope. Well, it’s more like a submersible speedboat, but it can get her across to a couple of hidden docks on the other side of the bay.’
‘One at Hunters Point?’
‘I think so.’
‘Wonder how she’s doing?’
Andrea grinned. ‘I figure a lot of muggers and drug dealers are going to be really unhappy after tonight.’
San Francisco, CA.
There had been four muggers and three street-corner drug dealers. Mink was not used to being visible, but she had made sure she was seen every time she took one of them down and she was hurting the profit margins for the Four Queens as well as performing a little misdirection.
But the back alley meeting she was observing right now was another matter. This one she would watch without being seen, at least initially, because she knew who one of the people was, and she knew that Shui Liu had been a tong member further up the chain of command than the general street types she had been dealing with so far. Besides, the conversation was sort of entertaining. Mink settled down on a rooftop above the four men and listened.
‘Are you sure we should be meeting here, man?’ The speaker was a man Mink had designated as ‘Blondie’ because his hair was dyed a vibrant and clearly artificial blonde. He looked nervous.
‘You want the stuff or not?’ Liu asked.
‘I want it, but the word is Mink’s been out taking out dealers all over the city.’
‘And you’re scared of a woman in swimwear?’
‘Hell yeah! Getting hit with that rope thing she uses hurts. Besides, if she’s working as hard as I heard, it means she’s up to something. She’s got a plan. Last time she got this active, the Nine Kings ended up–’
‘That wasn’t just Mink,’ Liu snapped. ‘And Mink doesn’t have a damn clue how to deal with the Queens.’
‘That’s what they said about the Nine Kings.’
‘Listen, Fan, if you ever want to meet a scary woman, I can introduce you to the one running things around here now. You don’t want me telling her you’re having second thoughts about our arrangement.’ There was no immediate response from Blondie. Liu nodded. ‘More like it. Okay, you need to tell your people to be ready for next week. We’re shipping a load of stuff in on Sunday night and we’ll be spreading the good news Tuesday through Thursday. We want it out on the streets Friday night. It’s good stuff. Some new stuff coming in with it out of Brazil.’
Mink frowned. Excelsior had come out of Brazil. The original Excelsior which had a few nasty side effects, like making some Ultras explode. Literally. If the Queens were bringing Excelsior back into the country, especially the original formulation, that needed to be stopped. Below her, Liu was handing out bags and the meeting was breaking up. It was time to have a chat with Shui Liu.
Liu watched his three underlings leaving with the goods and took a cigarette packet from his pocket. There was just about enough light in the alley to make out what was printed on the box. Then he worked the action on the cheap lighter he had with him, and his night vision went all to Hell. Not that there was much to worry about.
He had not been a fan of having the tong’s operations taken over by four women, but he had to admit that, under the Four Queens, things were pretty much back to the way they had been when the Nine Kings had owned the streets. The Stars were next to useless when it came to handling organised crime. Fuego and Bonehead got the odd street dealer locked up, but there were always more. Mink had proven singularly ineffective against Diamond. Diamond was as scary as the worst stories told to kids about the Chinese hells, but she was damn good at running things.
Liu lit his cigarette and took a long, first puff on it. He looked up at the dark sky and shook his head. ‘Mink,’ he said, sounding vaguely disgusted. ‘What do they think Mink’s going to do?’
Something flashed in the dim light, passing in front of Liu’s face. His eyes bulged as something wrapped around his throat, tightening until his breath was cut off. Whatever had him was yanked backward and he fell painfully onto his backside and a knee was thrust into his back. He grabbed at the cord around his neck, but it was too tight and thin for him to get his fingers under it.
‘For starters,’ Mink said from just behind his right ear, ‘Mink is going to ask you a few questions. Whether you spend the night in a holding cell or a hospital bed depends entirely on your answers.’
Belvedere, CA, 16th June.
Bianca emerged from the back of the house rubbing at her short dark hair with a towel and wearing a robe. She had just been upstairs washing away Mink. ‘So, was that a successful evening?’ she asked.
Cygnus – now looking like Cygnus – was on a sofa after hanging around to find out how things had gone. She grinned. ‘You tell us. The imps report that your watchers all saw “you” lounging in the tub and drinking wine.’
‘And there have been at least a couple of reports on the late news saying that Mink obviously has a thing for busting petty criminals tonight,’ Andrea added. ‘Several sightings. Even a couple of pictures that weren’t entirely blurry and useless.’
‘I may come to regret that,’ Bianca said, ‘but it sounds like we’ve at least partially established the two identities as separate.’
‘To the people who matter right now, yes.’
‘I guess we’ll see how they react then. Are you doing anything next weekend, Cygnus? Specifically, Sunday night, Monday morning.’
‘Uh, nothing I can think of,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Sleeping? No?’
‘How about helping Mink to take down a drug shipment coming into the city? It’s going to be big. Plus, they’re shipping in Excelsior from Brazil.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘So it’s probably the old formula. Blutadler had many faults, but at least his version of the drug didn’t kill Ultras. Okay, put me down for the heavy artillery role.’
Bianca grinned. ‘Can do.’
‘Are you inviting the Stars to the party?’ Andrea asked.
‘Ultramech. Bony and Fuego will want in, but neither of them are really suited to this kind of operation. Actually, Lament may want in, but Elaine can persuade her not to do it. This really isn’t in Lament’s comfort zone.’
‘Do you know how big a force they’re using to bring this in? You said it was big…’
‘My source was saying tons of product. I don’t think it’ll be a weak security contingent, but that just means we take more of the local criminal element off the street.’
‘You’re sounding far too confident.’
‘Why? You, Cygnus, and Ultramech are going to be there. The three of you could take on an army.’
‘She has a point,’ Andrea said. ‘In fact, we have taken on an army. Twice, if you count the Project Jekyll facility.’
Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘Fair point.’
~~~
Diào Huā slipped off the property when the light was just beginning to show in the sky. The guards were less alert then and it was simple to get past them. She was observed leaving by a creature which looked something like a cross between a chimpanzee and a child’s worst nightmare, but she was unaware of that and the imp had to give up the chase not long after as the daylight got too much for it.
The stash of gear Diào Huā had secreted in the city on her last visit had included a cheap but useful smartphone and it had revealed to her that Mink had been a busy woman the previous night, all while Bianca Fullerton was being anything but busy in her hot tub. It was clear that the story which had caused Diào Huā to leave her cell had been false. Mink and Fullerton were different people. That was an avenue of investigation she no longer felt it necessary to pursue. However, there had been another lead which she had never chased up last time and, given that she was already a fugitive, Diào Huā figured that now was as good a time as any to follow through.
The Chinese assassin set off in the direction of San Francisco. There was someone there who needed to be killed just as much as Mink did.
Pacifica, CA.
‘She was definitely at home, the whole night,’ Rex said. ‘Spent an hour or so in the hot tub with Twilight.’
Diamond did not look up from her game of patience. ‘The knaves are quite sure that it was her, not some double?’
‘I don’t think there’s a way to be absolutely sure without walking up and grabbing her, Diamond, but they got a damn good look at her. They sent a couple of stills they got with a long lens. If it’s a double, it’s a really good one in a swimsuit that doesn’t hide much. Should I pull them back in?’
The woman in the red dress was silent for a moment. She placed a ten of hearts over a jack of spades and reached for the next set of cards. ‘Yes. We fold on that one. I think we’ve got all we need from the Fullerton residence. It may be that she can still be useful, but I don’t believe she holds the interest she did. Now, sugar, the question becomes, why would someone want people to think that Miss Fullerton is Mink? Put some effort into finding out who made up such a despicable lie, would you?’
‘Of course, Diamond,’ the big man said. ‘We’ve got that shipment coming in on Sunday night. You still want me to be there?’
‘Yes, sugar. This is an important one. We’ve got a lot of money tied up in this delivery. It’s going to give us one really good hole card that the Princes won’t be expecting. This might just be our way to shuffle them out of the game. You go down there and make sure nothing goes wrong.’
San Francisco, CA, 17th June.
Juān Qie was under no illusions about her role in life: she ran a brothel. There was, of course, more to her than that. There was more to everyone than their job. Western society had a strange desire to define everyone in that manner, however. He is an accountant. She works in a shop. He builds bridges. She is the madam of a brothel. Thus, Juān had come to see herself as the proprietor of a brothel, but she had done more with her life than lie on her back and gather money.
One of the things she was most proud of was training Mink in the ways of sīchóu xiàn quántóu, a martial art with an ancient and venerable history. It had been developed by the courtesans of a warlord, who also happened to be his bodyguards. They had chosen to meld all of their skills into a fighting art centred around the use of the rope dart, which could be worn openly as a belt or hidden beneath clothing with ease. It also taught the best methods of hitting someone when you had long nails which you did not want to damage. Mink had taken it to new levels with a specially designed rope dart which could do things a normal weapon could not, but Juān had been the one to teach Mink the art.
She had always thought that doing so might come back to bite her. She had thought, in fact, that it was going to get her killed three years ago when the assassin from the Yín Xiàn had come to San Francisco to kill Mink. Yín Xiàn assassins were jealous of their proficiency in sīchóu xiàn quántóu. Their organisation had come to believe that they were the true and only successors to those ancient courtesans. They killed anyone they found using the art who was not part of their organisation, and defectors were treated even more harshly. Juān had never been a member, but she had run from China partially to avoid them. Now there was one in her home.
It was after three in the morning and the brothel had closed for the night. Juān was alone in the building, aside from the killer. She had just sent the last of the staff home before coming upstairs to her apartment. And there she had found the Yín Xiàn, a tall woman, attractive and fit. She stood there in Juān’s lounge wearing what amounted to a bikini and holding her rope dart lightly in her hands, the weighted knife on one end of it swinging gently. The bikini-like outfit showed off the woman’s tattoos; there were a number of them decorating her skin: a dragon crawled down her right arm, a white crane was posed over her chest, and what might have been two more dragons were on her thighs, though they were obscured by the strappy boots which enfolded her legs.
‘Might I know your name?’ Juān asked in Mandarin.
‘I am known as Diào Huā,’ the assassin replied. ‘I have no other name.’
The Yín Xiàn frequently took in orphaned girls to turn into courtesans and killers. This had been one of them, it seemed. She had never known another life. ‘I see,’ Juān said. There would be no reasoning with this one.
‘Sīchóu xiàn quántóu belongs to us,’ Diào Huā said.
‘It doesn’t belong to anyone, but I don’t think I have time to convince you of that. I’m old, but I am by no means weak. I have had a good life and I have no desire for it to end so soon. You’ll find I don’t go easily, assassin.’
‘We’ll see.’ Diào Huā shifted forward and her dart lanced out through the air toward Juān’s face.
~~~
Damian had never been in a brothel without a solid, work-related reason to be there. He had worked vice cases before starting with the Personal Crimes Division, so there had been brothels. Never this one, even if its location was a fairly open secret; no one had ever complained about this one. Still, Damian knew of it and he knew precisely who the body he was looking at had belonged to.
‘Uh, she’s, um, Jewan Key,’ the uniform who had been one of the first responders told Damian, reading from his notes. ‘We don’t have a formal identification yet, but her people say she was alone here last night and she matches the description of the woman who ran this place.’
‘Show me the name,’ Damian said. He looked at the preferred notebook. ‘Pretty sure you’re maligning the lady with that pronunciation and she’s been insulted enough.’
‘Sorry, detective. I’m new on the beat in this area.’
Damian shrugged and went back to examining the body seated in front of him. The old lady still had most of her looks though she was starting to wrinkle a little. Damian happened to know she was now sixty-five and looking really good on it. He was pretending not to know anything about her, so he said nothing. There were a few streaks of grey in her long jet-black hair to give away her age a bit more, but she was fit and fairly strong for someone who should have been living on a pension. Or she had been. There was a livid bruise on her left cheek. Blood had soaked into the seat cushions and the carpet below from a deep wound on her left thigh and there were other stains on her clothing suggesting that a number of cuts or stabs had been made to her torso. Those had probably been administered after she had been tied to a chair with thin cord which had cut into her wrists and ankles as she struggled. What had finished her, however, was the deep wound in her neck. Someone had jammed in a blade of some sort and then ripped open her throat.
‘So, it seems like the throat wound was the fatal one,’ the uniform went on.
‘Seems like it. Not for us to determine. Getting anything else from the scene, Spalding?’
Spalding bit her lip. ‘Well, I’d have to say it looks like she was tortured. Maybe someone wanted to know where she kept her money.’
‘Does it look like this place was searched?’
‘Uh, no.’
‘Then it wasn’t robbery. Someone wanted to know something.’
‘Wonder if they got their answer.’
Damian was wondering the same thing. ‘Not for us to worry about. Not for you to worry about at all. It’s my job to figure out who did this to her, and then I can ask them what they wanted to know so badly.’
~~~
‘That’s creepy,’ Damian said as Andrea’s shadows slid away from him and he found himself back in Juān’s apartment.
‘Everyone says that,’ Andrea replied, ‘or something like it.’ She was in her working outfit, though the weaponry was likely to be of little use tonight.
Beside her, Mink was also in her working clothes. The principal advantage of them right now was the image enhancement her contact lenses gave her. She slipped a penlight from her costume and turned on the UV light. There was a dim, bluish glow in the visible range which was pretty much all Damian needed. Under UV, the bloodstains were a darker black: no one had used luminol on them it seemed.
‘That’s where she was found?’ Mink asked.
‘Yeah,’ Damian replied. He was watching Mink more than the scene this time. ‘Before you ask me to do it, I already checked the scene for memories. There’s a feeling of violence, but it was too sudden to leave a good impression, I think.’
‘You really are getting the hang of this psychometry thing,’ Andrea commented.
‘Just a feeling of violence?’ Mink asked.
‘Yeah. And pain. From the wounds, we think she was tortured before she was killed.’
‘Fuck.’ It was not especially common to hear Mink – or Bianca – drop an F-bomb. This time it sounded a lot like a self-recriminatory one. ‘The bitch wanted to know who I am.’
‘Almost certainly,’ Andrea said, ‘but that doesn’t make this your fault. Diào Huā is Yín Xiàn. She would have killed Juān even if she wasn’t looking for you. She’s to blame for this, and you blaming yourself is pointless.’
‘Probably, but–’
‘No probably about it. This is counterproductive, Mink. We find Diào Huā and we nail her to a wall and that’s how you’re going to pay off any debt you owe to your teacher.’
Damian pulled a few sheets of folded paper from his coat. ‘I got the autopsy report. She wasn’t badly injured before the final cut was made.’
‘Let me see,’ Andrea said, holding out a hand for the report.
‘It’s too dark to read it. I don’t know why I got it out, to be honest.’
‘It’s not too dark for me.’ Taking the papers, Andrea began to flick through them, reading quickly.
‘What we really need to know is whether Juān told her who you really are,’ Damian went on. ‘You were pretty sure she’d worked it out, right?’
‘Amateurs use torture,’ Midnight commented, though only Andrea could hear her. There was the distinct impression that the malign side of Andrea’s personality was reading over Andrea’s shoulder.
‘Amateurs and sadists,’ Twilight countered. ‘Though I don’t think this woman was the latter.’
‘Yes,’ Mink said, ‘I think she knew. She never said she did, but she was intelligent and she’s seen a few of my disguises.’
‘The old woman fooled her,’ Midnight said. ‘This was over too quickly. Diào Huā got an answer and believed it, but I don’t think it was the truth. Amateur.’
‘But did Juān give up the information?’ Damian asked.
‘No,’ Andrea said. ‘This was too quick. Juān said she didn’t know, or made something up, and Diào Huā believed it. We don’t need to worry about that.’
‘How do you know?’
‘Let’s just say that part of my personality is more used to torturing people for information than I am. We can go through here and check the place for anything you might have missed, Damian, but I’m guessing there’s nothing.’
‘If Damian missed it, we won’t find it,’ Mink said.
‘Probably. Then all that’s left is finding Diào Huā and stopping her doing anything like this again.’
Brisbane, CA, 19th June.
According to the signage, the building was the home of a catering company and it was not actually in San Francisco. San Francisco was less than half a mile away, but the area was part of Brisbane. It had a fairly big space outside it for parking, not that there were many vehicles in the lot at the moment. It left plenty of space for the truck coming in from Florida where the container it was carrying had been taken off a ship from Rio de Janeiro. There was no facility to take the container off the truck; the contents would be removed and moved into storage as fast as possible, and then the truck would head south to a depot in San Diego to have the remainder of its contents removed. The remainder was legitimate while the stuff being left behind was definitely not.
Rex had to say nothing to get his people moving as soon as the truck came to a stop. They all knew their roles. He had three knaves with him, and it was expected that they knew the plan to the last detail, but the rest of the crew were made up of various people from the local underworld. Rex was a little impressed that they got to work with an efficiency normally instilled by Diamond giving the instructions. Satisfied that things were moving along, Rex turned and walked back into the building to await the first of the crates. Checking the contents was on his list of things to do personally.
The first crate to be brought in was, when the lid had been prised free, full of fairly small boxes labelled as asthma inhalers. Rex took one of the boxes out and opened it up, removing a small bottle with no labelling on it at all. He held it up to the light, not that that made much difference. The contents was a clear liquid. Without chemical analysis, or someone to test it on, there was no real way to tell that this was not some form of medicine, but it all appeared to be as expected.
‘All right, let’s get this moving,’ Rex said. ‘We want this ready for redistribution by morning.’ Around him, the people waiting for his go-ahead started moving. Rex reached for another box. He would check deeper in to be sure they had not been tricked with a couple of layers of product over empty boxes or something. He doubted that would be the case since the producers had met personally with Diamond, but you could never tell how stupid someone might get when there was money involved.
~~~
‘This is it,’ Andrea said as she emerged from the darkness beside another building a quarter of a mile from the caterer. ‘Well, unless they’re shipping asthma drugs through a catering company, Rex just opened a crate full of Excelsior.’
‘He’s there?’ Cygnus asked. ‘One of her lieutenants is handling this personally?’
‘Looks like it. I guess this is an important shipment. Hell, if that container’s full, they could have about thirty tons of product in there. I’d call that important.’
‘It is disgusting,’ Ultramech said in his not-entirely-monotone voice. He was, at first appearances, a big silver Ken doll with various glowing blue elements showing through his armoured exterior. He had a sense of humour and was becoming a moderately accomplished artist, but when it came to illegality, Ultramech had definite opinions.
‘No arguments from me,’ Andrea said. ‘That stuff killed me and turned my boyfriend into a walking ice block. I have a very personal dislike of Excelsior.’
‘You do not appear to be dead.’ Ultramech did not have much in the way of facial expressions, but you got the impression he was frowning.
‘She got better,’ Cygnus said.
‘I was resurrected by an entity of pure darkness to be sacrificed in a ritual which would prolong its existence,’ Andrea clarified. ‘And before you point out the obvious, turns out it was sort of sacrificed to me instead.’
‘I most certainly was not!’ Midnight said into Andrea’s left ear.
‘And since it got a personality, she’s never stopped complaining about it.’
‘I am not sure I entirely understand,’ the robot said. ‘However, understanding is not required tonight. Perhaps we could discuss your situation at some point when we do not have a drug shipment to deal with.’
Andrea grinned. ‘That’ll probably be an interesting conversation. Shall we get started?’
Cygnus reached up to her ear and pressed a button on her earpiece. ‘Okay, we’ve confirmed that they’re up to no good. We’re moving in now.’
‘On it,’ Mink said in reply.
‘Good luck,’ Elaine added. She was back on Alcatraz Island, monitoring the situation for the rest of the San Francisco Stars.
‘Let’s go,’ Cygnus said, and she lifted into the air, heading for the truck, the drugs, and a lot of armed men.
~~~
The first sign of trouble came when a rocket of some sort appeared over the lot where the truck was still being unloaded. The single rocket burst open, dropping a dozen smaller munitions to clatter down onto the concrete base where they almost immediately began spewing smoke. Mink waited until the smoke was providing a good amount of obscurity to the proceedings before pulling her car – which, much to Mink’s chagrin, Andrea had named the Minkmobile – up outside the gates. The car had been the source of the rocket; Mink’s vehicles had a few optional extras which did not come from the manufacturer.
By the time Mink was getting out of her car, Cygnus and Ultramech were flying in. Cygnus was in her gunship configuration and her first act was to put a particle beam blast through the engine bay. Darker smoke began to mix with white smoke from the bomblets as the engine burst into flames. Neither Cygnus nor Ultramech were hindered by either kind of smoke. Both had some form of imaging radar available which let them see quite clearly through the thickening, choking wall.
Mink had more problems, but her objective was a straight-line dash through to the building and whatever evidence she might find in the place. Chaos surrounded her as the gang members got over their initial shock and began to realise that something had gone terribly wrong. The smoke was not helping: many of them were starting to cough as they pulled pistols from their belts. Mink could not actually see her hand in front of her face at this point but avoiding the men with blurred vision and no clear targets to shoot at was not hard. There were a few gunshots from elsewhere in the cloud, often followed by shrieks or the sounds of bodies hitting the ground; Cygnus and Ultramech were taking care of business. Mink found a door and slipped inside.
Bullets filled the air: someone was shooting at Mink with a fully automatic weapon. Only two of them were going to hit, and both of those were deflected by the force screen generators in Mink’s strange-looking bracers. Mink looked over to where the bullets had come from and spotted four men, three of them armed with P90 personal defence weapons, basically compact sub-machine guns with big magazines. The last of the four was a big man holding a pistol, immediately recognisable as Diamond’s right-hand man. The quick look suggested that one of the three had been covering the door Mink entered by, but now all four were turning to look in that direction. There was about to be a lot more lead flying.
But then the shadows rose up around the gunmen and they were swallowed in blackness. Twilight was making her presence known. Inside that seething mass of shadows, someone screamed and bullets did fly but they were not aimed at Mink; they were not actually aimed at anything and, mostly, there was the sound of bodies hitting the concrete floor. The bullets cut off suddenly and the shadows fell away to reveal Andrea standing over four bodies and holding her sword. Black flames shrouded the blade of her weapon, but they flickered and died as she examined the men at her feet. Dropping to one knee, she reached for the big man’s neck, checking his pulse.
‘Damn,’ Andrea muttered.
‘Is he dead?’ Mink asked. At that point, a man with a gun burst through the door behind her. He was blinking tears out of his eyes and coughing like a forty-a-day smoker, and he did not really seem to realise Mink was there until she was already moving. Mink grabbed his gun arm and twisted, locking the joints and making sure he could not aim his weapon. She kept twisting as the man fought to get his arm back. The gun dropped to the floor and he shrieked, and Mink released him, turning and delivering a rapid pair of punches to the man’s guts which dropped him at her feet. She turned back to Andrea.
‘Dying, I think,’ Andrea said without missing a beat. ‘He took a couple of hits from that sub-gun before I could stop the idiot.’ Moving, she checked another neck.
‘The others?’
‘All alive. I think two of them just fainted. This one was dropped by my sword, but I was using Avatar of Shadows magic, so he’s just suffering from being hit with the icy cold of space. He’ll live.’ She pointed at Diamond’s lieutenant. ‘Him… He needs treatment. I’ll bandage his wounds, but I think we’re looking at internal injuries and a lot of tissue damage.’
Mink nodded, reaching to her ear as she started for the doors at the back of the storage area they had walked into. ‘Backroom? We’re going to need an ambulance here. By the time you can get one to this location, it should be safe for the paramedics. Tell them we have a gunshot victim. Maybe a few other injured too.’
‘I’ll get them and the cops moving,’ Elaine replied over the radio. ‘Who got shot?’
‘Diamond’s big lieutenant, Rex. By one of his own people. I wanted him alive.’
‘He wouldn’t have talked,’ Andrea said. ‘Not about Diamond. And somehow, I think she’s going to blame us if he dies.’ She shrugged. ‘Not entirely without justification.’
‘She wasn’t going to be very pleased with us anyway,’ Mink countered.
‘Yeah, but this is going to make her really pissed off.’
~~~
Bullets flattened themselves uselessly against Cygnus’s force field, right over her stomach. She looked incredulously at the man firing the pistol, shook her head, and punched him in the arm. He let out a shriek of pain as the bones broke, and the gun he was holding dropped from his now useless hand to fall onto the ground.
‘And that’s what you get for being an idiot,’ Cygnus informed him. ‘Now sit down and wait for the cops to come get you.’
The smoke was clearing now and you could actually see a few feet with normal eyes. Ultramech had moved to the gates to make sure that none of the gang left. He had a pile of stunned thugs beside him thanks to his touch being somewhat like a Taser when he wanted it to be. Cygnus was making do with her fists as she walked through the yard looking for people who might still be resisting. They were expecting the cops and paramedics in five minutes. Any opposition needed to be subdued.
Beside her, the smoke became darker before Andrea stepped out of it. ‘Need any help out here?’
‘Not really. It’s not like their pop guns are going to do anything to me. How’s the lieutenant?’
‘Still alive. I stopped the bleeding, but I’m not a doctor. He’s going to need surgery if there’s any hope of him surviving. Mink’s going through their office, but I’m not exactly hopeful. Looks like we have three of Diamond’s people, even if Rex doesn’t make it.’
‘It’s just that none of them are likely to give up Diamond.’
‘That. We’ve put a hole in her operation. I’m just a little worried about what she might do because of that.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘She’s a planner. She strikes me as the kind of criminal who expects losses like this. She’ll start working out how to get more money together and arrange another shipment.’
‘Maybe. That guy in there has been with her for as long as we’ve known about her. There has to be some kind of attachment there. If he dies…’
Sirens sounded in the distance and Cygnus turned to look in the direction they were coming from. ‘We’ll just have to hope they can save him then.’
Pacifica, CA.
‘It’s confirmed, Diamond.’ Jack was not especially happy to be delivering the news to his boss, but someone had to do it. Diamond was less likely to shoot the messenger if it was Jack. He had been with her almost as long as Rex had been. ‘He died on the operating table at about five thirty this morning.’
‘I see.’ Diamond was too calm. This was going to be bad. It had been looking bad for a while. The news that the shipment had been captured had come around six a.m. and Diamond had listened to the report with anger written all over her face. She had ordered Jack to find out what had happened to Rex and retired to her rooms, which she had not left since. ‘And the shipment is a total loss, of course.’
‘I’m afraid so. This hand was a complete bust.’
There was a long silence. Jack considered breaking it with some comment or other, but he simply could not think of anything to say which might not result in a blade hitting his throat. When Diamond turned her head to look at him, her blue eyes were the coldest Jack had ever seen. ‘We’ve some things to do.’
‘Yes, Diamond.’
‘First, get one of the bank raid plans out of storage and get someone looking at it. We’re going to need operating capital to replace that lost product.’ Jack gave a nod to show that he understood. ‘Second, if Liu is still alive, make him dead. It’s apparent that he talked.’
‘He seems like the most obvious source,’ Jack agreed. Part of the problem was that the woman in the red dress had not made a single playing card reference since Jack had walked in.
‘Third, they took Rex from us, so we’re going to take one of them.’ There was a cold edge to Diamond’s voice which sent a chill even up Jack’s spine. ‘Tell our Queen of Hearts to come see me. I’ve a plan in mind.’
‘I’ll send her up.’
‘Good. Get to it, Jack.’ Nodding, Jack turned and set off back toward the door, trying hard not to run. ‘Oh, one other thing.’
‘Yes, Diamond?’
‘Find me a new playmate, sugar. I’ve some stress to work out.’
Jack let himself smile a little. Okay, so Diamond was taking this hard, but she was still Diamond. ‘I’ll make sure it’s a good one.’
San Francisco, CA.
Diào Huā stood on a rooftop in Chinatown and watched the surrounding darkness. There was a nearly full moon overhead and visibility was good. It was not helping. It was not helping Diào Huā to find the elusive Mink much as the old woman had been no help either. There had been a name, but there was no way that Sugar Gold was not an alias and Diào Huā was sure that it was the only name the old woman had known. Once again, Diào Huā was left with hunting the night for her prey, and her prey was just as good at keeping herself hidden as any member of the Yín Xiàn.
She jumped from her vantagepoint to the next rooftop, intending to head south and west toward the Tenderloin district, but that was when someone stepped out from behind an air-conditioning unit and smiled at her. He was big, easily a hundred and ninety centimetres, and heavily built. He was dressed in dark military fatigues of some sort. He carried no weapons that were visible and Diào Huā did not recognise him as any of the local Ultras, and yet he still seemed very much like a threat. She reached to her waist and the cord of her rope dart, and that was when the second man appeared as the night seemed to fall away from him.
This one was smaller, a couple of centimetres shorter than Diào Huā was, but his outfit of black slacks and casually buttoned shirt did little to conceal a reasonably fit man with a handsome face sporting a neatly trimmed beard. He was smiling too, and this one seemed to have powers not unlike Twilight, which was not a good thing in Diào Huā’s book. She prepared to make a run for it: nothing they could want was anything she wanted part of.
The dark, handsome man appeared to determine her plan and he spoke before she could take a step. ‘I am not aligned with Twilight, Diào Huā. I am, however, very interested in assisting you to eliminate Mink. All I ask is that you hear me out.’
Diào Huā paused, frowning. The man was lying, or not telling the whole truth. It was relatively clear that he had something to do with Twilight, though… Others could have powers like the Avatar of Shadow and neither of the two men had attacked. ‘I am listening.’
‘You may call me Beelzebub. My companion is known as Sathanus.’
Diào Huā’s eyes narrowed. ‘Two of the Seven Princes. I understood that those two had been killed or incarcerated.’
‘We are the replacements. The… upgrades. The Princes want Mink removed from the scene and you want her dead. There would seem to be a collaboration of mutual benefit evident.’ Beelzebub had an accent. Eastern European, probably, though it was not strong enough to be sure. He was also very sure of himself. ‘We can provide you with the means to get close to her. You will eliminate her.’
‘And your hands are kept clean, at least as far as the police and public are concerned.’
‘Precisely. We can also arrange for you to leave the country without trouble once your task is done with. The Yín Xiàn are unlikely to help you until you’ve proved to them that Mink is dead.’
That much was true. ‘How is this fortuitous meeting to be arranged, Prince of Envy?’
Beelzebub’s smile widened. ‘Let me worry over the details. For now, we need to get you away from this city where the police are actively looking for you to another where they are not.’
The Princes, Diào Huā knew, ruled the underworld of Los Angeles. ‘You wish me to go to L.A.’
‘I do. For one thing, it will provide you with greater security. For another, I expect that Mink will be in a position to finally end the reign of the Four Queens here very soon, at which point, she will turn her eyes toward the Princes. Mink will be stepping outside her normal territory in the near future. That should be just what you need to gain the upper hand.’
Belvedere, CA, 20th June.
Marie was feeling weird. She had been feeling a little off since lunch and she had had trouble concentrating all afternoon. Yes, she was mostly studying for extra credit at this point, but she wanted the extra credit and she was normally better at keeping her mind on her studies. This afternoon…
She felt as though she was in a cage. She felt cooped up, claustrophobic, and restless. She wanted to be outside in the sun, or… Actually, she wanted to be anywhere other than where she was and the realisation that she would be picked up by people carrying guns and taken straight home in an armoured car was not helping. Marie felt as though she needed to do something. She needed a small act of rebellion. Just something minor would do. If she could just slip free of her watchers for an hour, she would feel like she was in control of her life.
Of course, the answer was a simple one. The guards Bianca had provided were expecting cooperation. Security inside the school was a matter for the school, so the guards waited outside the gate and Marie went straight to them. There was more than one way in and out of the school…
~~~
Manipulating emotion was Cherry Blossom’s forte. There were a few more forceful tricks she could use in self-defence, but her primary abilities lay in the manipulation of people’s emotions and she had become quite good at it over the years. It required a more subtle approach than direct control; you could not simply tell someone what you wanted them to do and have them do it. On the other hand, emotional control tended to seem more natural than mind control. Maybe someone noticed a target was acting a little oddly, but it took someone who had seen that kind of thing before to really spot the changes. Occasionally, people acted weirdly. It was just one of those things. For example, if the normally trustworthy Marie Fullerton suddenly felt like slipping free of her bodyguards, no one was going to worry over it. Most of them had forgotten why the guards were there anyway; the story that Bianca Fullerton and Mink were the same person was basically dead anyway…
So, Cherry Blossom watched Marie sneaking out of her school via one of the gates normally only used by staff. All afternoon, the empath had been pushing the little act of rebellion, and the result was as she had hoped. It was not over, however. There were a couple of knaves waiting to capture the girl, but if they were spotted there could still be trouble. Diamond wanted this handled quietly; no one was supposed to know that the girl was missing until she was secure in their hideout. Cherry Blossom figured that that was unlikely to work exactly as intended, and she was sure Diamond felt the same. Having everything blow up during the kidnapping, however, would not be good.
That was why the knaves were told to stand ready while Cherry Blossom sauntered closer to Marie as the schoolgirl left school grounds and began to wonder, now that she was actually outside, what she was going to do with her freedom. Marie saw the attractive Asian woman, but she thought nothing of it. Pausing outside the gate, Marie looked around and figured that she might as well go to a local shop and buy a soda before heading home to be contrite about her rebellion. She took two steps in that direction, and then her legs folded under her. She felt dazed, confused, and then she felt nothing as unconsciousness took over.
‘Pick her up,’ Cherry Blossom ordered. ‘We want her out of sight as soon as possible. Her guards will come looking soon enough.’ She watched as the two knaves picked Marie up off the tarmac and started toward the waiting car. ‘Make sure she’s tied. I’m not sure how long she’ll stay out and I don’t want to have to hit her again.’
A nice, quiet operation. There was no way even someone like Twilight could track the girl in broad daylight. If Cherry Blossom was being honest, this plan to get back at Mink for the loss of one man and a shipment of drugs seemed like Diamond was losing it. Getting rid of Mink was not a bad idea, but the plan had seemed… poorly considered. Still, it looked like it was going to work. It was possible that the Queens were actually going to nail Mink once and for all, and there was nothing much anyone else could do about it.
~~~
Liberty jerked upright as the phone rang in the main house. She stared at it as though it might be about to leap up and bite someone, probably her. Then her head turned, eyes seeking out those of her sister-in-law.
‘Just take it easy,’ Bianca said. ‘We need to know that Marie is okay, and then we need to know what the kidnappers want.’
‘A-and you’re sure we can get her back?’ Libby had been crying. She had gone through a brief – very brief – period of blaming Bianca, but that had shifted to worry and tears as both Bianca and Andrea made assurances of Marie’s safety. Now… Now Libby was a worried mother, but she trusted Bianca. They argued, sure, but if Bianca said she could do something, that something would get done. Libby picked up the phone. ‘Fullerton residence,’ she said into the receiver.
‘Well hello there, Mrs Fullerton.’ The voice on the other end was bright and cheerful with a southern accent. ‘You don’t know me, but I’ve come into possession of something quite dear to you. I wish to trade.’
‘I want to know that Marie is safe before I say anything else.’
‘Why, of course.’
There was a pause and then Marie was speaking. She sounded worried, even scared, but she was keeping her voice steady. That was probably because she knew what her mother was like. ‘Mom, it’s me. I haven’t been hurt at all. I don’t know where I am. Underground somewhere. D-Diamond says I’ll be fine so long as Aunt Bianca can get Mink to come. I told her that–’
Marie was cut off and Diamond’s voice returned. ‘As Marie said, Mrs Fullerton, I want to exchange her for Mink.’
‘How do you expect me to get Mink to come? That story in the news was wrong! You–’
‘I know all about the faked story, Mrs Fullerton, but your sister-in-law has contacts. She knows Backroom from the Stars, and Mink has been working with the Stars. I’m not going to be unreasonable. I’m going to call back in an hour with instructions for where Mink is to go. I’m afraid I can’t guarantee Marie’s safety if Mink isn’t available at that time.’
‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘I’m sure you will, sugar. I’m sure you will.’ The line went dead.
Libby looked at Bianca again, but it was Andrea who spoke. She had been sitting off to one side of the room, staying silent. ‘Clever of her to want this wrapped up before it gets dark.’
‘She’s trying to keep you out of it,’ Bianca said.
‘Well, it’s true I can’t follow her with all this daylight.’ Andrea’s lips curled into a grin. ‘Luckily, I happen to know some people…’
Daly City, CA.
Viviane came to a hover over some area of conurbation which she did not know the name of and turned slowly. Cygnus came to a stop beside her and waited. They had been performing the same ritual for a while now and Cygnus was used to it. In all probability, Cygnus was not needed for this part of the operation, but they had all decided that having someone backing Viviane up was a good idea.
‘South,’ Viviane said. ‘She’s definitely stationary now. We’re narrowing in. I’d estimate another five or ten minutes before we have an exact location.’
‘And you’re tracking her from some hair? That’s really witchy.’
‘It is quite classic use of magic, I agree. I have no doubt you could do the same, even if you rationalise it as “tracking DNA” or something similar. To me, it’s simply contagion magic.’
‘Well, maybe now that I’ve seen you do it, I could. Maybe. For now, it’s up to you.’
‘Then let us continue,’ Viviane said. The wind flapped at the draped folds of her gowns as she set off again. ‘South and east, I think. We’ll triangulate. I suggest you have everyone head toward the region south of us. I’m quite sure we’ll be extracting young Marie very soon.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘Examining the data Viviane has provided,’ Denny said from the speakerphone, ‘I estimate that Diamond is holding Miss Fullerton in the Pacifica region. The San Francisco Stars are on their way there. Astraea wishes to know whether you need her there for medical assistance.’
Andrea frowned. ‘Tell her to stand by. I don’t think she’s going to be needed, but… She can be here in a couple of minutes anyway, right?’
‘That is correct, Andrea. She will be ready to fly out at a moment’s notice.’ There was a slight pause and then, ‘Cygnus is reporting that Marie’s location has been narrowed down to a block of housing in Pacifica. Viviane suggests that you do the final search.’
Andrea pulled the darkness up around her. ‘I’m on my way.’ Her perceptions spread out, searching quickly through whatever darkness she could find going south from the Fullerton estates and across the bay, leaping between dark alleys and the basements of buildings. She spent barely an instant in any one location, and she was soon sliding through the shadows of the trees around the outskirts of the city of Pacifica. ‘Down there?’ she asked as she solidified out of the shadows beside Cygnus and Viviane.
Neither of the women seemed surprised. ‘The clapperboard building below us,’ Viviane said, pointing at the rather sprawling, single-storey building at the end of a loop of road right on the edge of the city. It was basically out in the country, but it seemed surprising that the neighbours had noticed nothing weird about the place. Assuming there were neighbours; Diamond was the kind of woman who could persuade people to move house if she wanted the block to herself, and maybe that was what had happened.
‘Get everyone ready to go,’ Andrea said. ‘I’m lifting Marie out of there just as soon as I find her. Diamond isn’t going to hang around once that happens.’
Cygnus smiled. ‘The Stars are cutting off the roads out of here. Viviane will join them as soon as we’re sure Marie’s safe. You and I will head in and close the door from this end as soon as you’ve dropped Marie off. Diamond isn’t getting away this time.’
Pacifica, CA.
Marie had to admit that she was scared. She had tried to get her disquiet over to her mother by calling her aunt ‘Aunt Bianca.’ Marie had stopped referring to her aunt that way years ago and felt that something like a regression to childish naming practices might indicate Marie’s state of mind. Maybe it had been too subtle. Maybe it was a pointless exercise given that Twilight was staying with Bianca right now and she had a pretty good idea of what she was dealing with when it came to the woman named Diamond.
Basically, Marie was scared because she really doubted that Diamond was going to let her go even if Mink turned up for whatever meeting was planned. Marie suspected that the ‘meeting’ would be short and violent, though some of the threats Diamond had made regarding Marie’s future suggested that a quick death was not Diamond’s preference for Mink. Even the short exposure Marie had had to the very attractive woman in red had given Marie a whole new perspective on the term ‘beauty is only skin deep.’ Diamond was poised, beautiful, and really well put together. She spoke with the kind of southern belle accent regularly voted one of the sexiest accents in America. And it was all a façade. Diamond was, in Marie’s opinion anyway, not at all beautiful as soon as you looked beneath that gorgeous-but-thin visible layer. Whether Mink died quickly or slowly, Marie had come to the conclusion that Diamond had plans for Marie.
This was all despite the fact that Marie was not tied up and there was no guard in the room she was being held in. The room was small and dirty. There were no windows, but the walls had been sealed so it was dry and not cold. Still, Marie figured she was underground, probably in the basement of a house somewhere. She had woken up in the room, so she was not really sure where she was, or how long she had been there, or anything really. It did not seem like she had been waiting for too long, however. Diamond had staged her phone call thing, told Marie not to worry because Mink would not allow someone to die horribly in her stead, and then left. That had been five minutes ago. Maybe ten minutes ago. Or fifteen. Time really was difficult to judge when you were alone in a room lit only by a single bulb with only a small, wooden chair for company.
And then the lights went out. Marie gasped as a hand landed on her shoulder, but then she relaxed. No one had spoken yet, but Marie was a bright girl and there was only one person in the world who could walk into a dark room without using the door, turning out the lights as she did so. ‘Is that you, Twilight?’ Marie whispered.
‘I thought we were past formality, Marie. You can call me Andrea. Did she hurt you?’
‘No. She’s going to. She was going to. I guess she’ll be disappointed now.’
‘She’s going to be a bit more than disappointed. I’m getting you out of here, and then we’re going to take care of Diamond and her people.’
‘I’m sorry I got caught like this. I’m sorry–’
‘Apologise to your bodyguards, Marie,’ Andrea said. ‘We suspect Cherry Blossom got to you, but that’s beside the point right now. Diamond fucked up. We had no idea where she was hiding out until now. Now we do. I’m sorry you had to go through this, but it’s going to end the reign of the Four Queens in San Francisco.’
‘Well, that almost sounds worth getting kidnapped for.’
~~~
‘Marie’s safe,’ Andrea’s voice said over the radio. ‘Uh, while I was checking for her, I found someone in a room next to hers. Whoever it is, we won’t be saving him. Diamond’s been busy.’
‘Did you spot Diamond?’ Cygnus asked. She was hovering around six hundred metres above the building Viviane had identified as the one where Marie was being held. So far, it did not seem like anyone had noticed the white-clad figure against the cloudy sky.
‘She must be at ground level. I didn’t bother looking above the basement.’
‘Is there any indication that they have some way to escape that we can’t see?’ Lament’s voice came from where the Stars were setting up down the road.
‘I didn’t see any escape tunnels. I expect they’ll try to ram their way out through you guys. So, keep an eye out for Detonatrix. If she manages to get a shot off, it could do a lot of damage.’
‘We’re aware.’
‘And while the Stars do not have an especially effective counter to her,’ Viviane said, ‘I do. Do not concern yourself with the effectiveness of our blockade.’
‘Yes,’ Fuego added. ‘We will stop them. You chase them into our net, and we will close it. With great pleasure.’
‘Well, I’m ready to start chasing,’ Andrea said.
‘Give me a second,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m going to give them a bit of a nasty wake-up call, and I don’t want you getting caught in it.’
‘Sweet of you to think of me. Give them an extra jolt from me.’
‘I think that might constitute overkill.’ Pointing her fist down toward the building below, Cygnus unleashed a stream of energy which, if you really had to characterise it, looked kind of like a lightning bolt being fed down a channel carved into the air. It was a particle beam, highly accelerated electrons being driven down toward a building which was really more used to resisting wind and rain. The tile roof held up fairly well, if rather briefly, before the heat caused the ceramic to shatter and the beam was allowed through into the interior of the building. Cygnus swept the beam across the rear of the house and destruction was left in its wake.
If Diamond and her conspirators had been unaware of Cygnus before, they were certainly aware of her now.
~~~
‘She’s very destructive, isn’t she?’ Lament asked as she watched the arc of ionised air flare across the sky at the far end of the road.
‘Cygnus is quite possibly the most powerful Ultra on the planet,’ Viviane replied. ‘It is often far easier to implement destructive forces than constructive ones. Hence, when you wish to have something destroyed, Cygnus is very good at it.’
‘Hopefully, we aren’t going to need her here.’
There were people appearing from various houses along the street. Everything there looked like a typical, suburban, higher-income home, but the people emerging to check what was happening did not look like typical suburbanites. Seeing guns was not especially surprising, this was America, but the guns they were seeing were assault weapons. They were, in fact, the same sort of weapons the men at the drug shipment had been using.
‘Those things fire armour-piercing bullets,’ Bonehead said.
‘I will need a shield,’ Dali’s Muse stated in the same manner as someone asking for an umbrella to fend off summer rain. Muse was an odd sort of girl. With a name like ‘Dali’s Muse,’ people tended to expect some oddity. Muse put no effort at all into being a little weird because she was weird in a number of ways. She seemed rather like a doll brought to life with a powder-blue bob of hair, large, angular eyes encircled by abstract blue-and-pink makeup, and full lips. She wore a sort of swimsuit made of strips of leather in pinks and pale-blue shades, and she never wore shoes. On the other hand, her feet rarely touched the ground; Muse spent most of her time floating a few inches above the ground which made her seem taller than she was. Her powers were psychic; Dali’s Muse was one of the best crowd-control measures San Francisco had, but she sucked at defence.
‘I will–’ Ultramech began.
‘I’ll handle the defence,’ Viviane said. ‘You take care of disarming the criminals.’ Her hands were moving, forming some sort of intricate pattern in the air in front of her, and a second later something like a shell of light covered in mystic symbols expanded out to swallow the group. The imagery faded quickly, but there was still a ring of light showing on the ground. ‘Stay within the circle and their bullets will not affect you.’
‘Then I’ll handle the ones who get close enough to use their hands,’ Lament said. Opening her mouth, she began to ‘sing.’ Her ability was a little like Cherry Blossom’s power: she could affect mood and emotion. But while Cherry Blossom was restricted to one target at a time, Lament’s power was carried in the tones of her voice and affected anyone she wished within hearing range. She looked and dressed a bit like an opera singer. Her hair was long and blonde, she had clear blue eyes, and a pert sort of nose. She dressed in an asymmetric gown of green and gold.
Ultramech had obviously taken Viviane’s suggestion in stride and was now striding out toward the men who were continuing to appear from the houses along the street. Fuego and Bonehead moved up to flank Muse as she floated forward to take point just inside Viviane’s shield. Fifty feet away, men with guns began looking confused before more extreme emotions emerged. Some seemed terrified, others euphoric. Some dropped their weapons and ran in terror back into the building they had come from. Others stood there, watching whatever weird hallucination was now occupying their attention.
‘We move ahead or stand our ground?’ Fuego asked. He was a hot-blooded Latin type in more ways than one. Originally a gang member in San Jose, he switched over to the side of the Angels after his brother died, and he was something of a zealot when it came to enforcing the law now. He was quite capable of roasting anyone who seemed like they might pose a danger to his friends or anyone else, but he would keep his fire powers in check until they were needed.
‘We wait,’ Lament said, her voice sounding odd as she continued to send out the modulated tones which would pacify anyone coming toward them. ‘By now, Cygnus and Twilight will be working their way through the far end of the street. Why should we push forward when we can just wait for them all to come screaming this way?’
~~~
No one wanted to play with Twilight. As her darkness swept through the belowground part of Diamond’s stronghold, everyone ran ahead of it. Well, almost everyone; it was possible that the screams from the few who were caught in the shadows encouraged the others to new efforts of evacuation.
‘This is no fun,’ Twilight commented. When Andrea was in full Avatar of Shadows mode and her darkness spread out around her like a hideously black cloud, Twilight and Midnight seemed almost like they were separate entities. They were not. Andrea was almost sure of that. ‘None of them are even trying to fight back.’
‘It would be a waste of their efforts,’ Midnight replied. ‘Of course, I would prefer to have them cowering in terror before me, but it would be wasting energy they could be using for running.’
‘You’d prefer freezing them to their cores and snapping their heads off at the neck.’
‘Now you mention it…’
‘She’s not running,’ Andrea said. Ahead of them, standing in one of the basement corridors and looking defiant, was a relatively short, copper-haired woman in a red dress. This was not Diamond, though she looked like she was taking her look from the card-loving criminal. Diamond was more pneumatic and her confidence was not quite so forced. As Andrea watched, the woman cut her palm with a small knife and Andrea knew who she was. ‘That’s Parks.’
‘She feeds on fear to heal herself,’ Twilight added.
‘Isn’t she in for a shock,’ Midnight said even as Andrea stepped out of her shadows to give Parks a look at the real Twilight.
‘I’m Wraith,’ Parks proclaimed. Her voice barely shook. ‘You’ll get no further than this.’
‘Really?’ Andrea asked. ‘You think you’ve got something that can scare me?’
‘Everyone’s afraid of something.’ Parks moved forward, reaching out her bloody hand. Andrea stepped forward to meet her, smiling. Parks made a grab for Andrea’s arm, though Andrea did not try to stop her. Andrea kept smiling and Parks’ expression shifted from confident triumph to confusion. ‘But–’
‘Everyone’s afraid of something,’ Andrea said, her voice soft. ‘Even nightmares can have nightmares. But I came to terms with my nightmares a while back. What I was afraid of, that’s what my nightmares have nightmares about, and I beat her. Now we get to see what you are afraid of.’
‘What?’ Parks looked up into Andrea’s midnight-black eyes. The darkness seemed to consume her. There was only the blackness and whatever might be waiting for her inside it. She felt cold. The cold seeped into her body like a physical assault and she began to tremble. Most people had the feeling that something was stalking them in the darkness. It was something indescribable; something ancient and terrible, but formless. For Helen Parks, aka Wraith, it had a form. Whatever it was, it came with needles. It came to take her back to her old life, dependent on drugs, worthless, and always, always scared.
~~~
‘Parks is down,’ Andrea announced over the radio.
‘Dead?’ Cygnus asked.
‘No, but she’s cuffed and she prefers sitting down and shivering to posing any resistance.’
‘Good enough. I’ll take care of her when I’ve cleared things up here.’
‘“Take care of?”’ Lament asked.
‘I think she’s the kind of Ultra who would be better off without her powers. I’ll take care of it. How are things going up there?’
‘We’ve got thugs trying to leave, but we’re handling them.’
‘Should be more soon.’ Cygnus swept down to land just behind the house. There was a nice big hole in that side of it she could use to gain entry. ‘Anyone seen Diamond or Detonatrix?’
‘Not yet.’
‘Not down here,’ Andrea added.
‘They’re probably–’ Cygnus cut off as something lanced through one of the interior walls and then blossomed into an explosion of pure force centred around a point about ten feet away. The blast buffeted at Cygnus’s shields, but it did considerably more damage to the wall it had broken through. Through the hole, a tall woman with crimson hair and eyes became visible. She was dressed in a black-and-red one-piece bodysuit and, from the descriptions Cygnus had read, this had to be Detonatrix. The woman was responsible for a lot of deaths and she was clearly not worried about using her power in the confined space of the house. She saw Cygnus as Cygnus saw her, and she immediately shifted her aim, raising an arm to fire at the now visible target.
Cygnus was a lot faster. Her particle beam lanced out through the hole in the wall and, to her credit, Detonatrix did her best to avoid it. She even managed to stay ahead of the lightning as it tracked across the space, for a fraction of a second anyway. Her shriek was cut off suddenly as her torso was more or less blown in half by the energy lancing through it. Cygnus had dropped the power on the beam a lot, but it was still far too lethal.
‘Detonatrix is down,’ Cygnus said. ‘It was her or me. I think.’
‘Better her than you,’ Andrea replied. ‘Now we just need to track down Diamond. And Cherry Blossom, I guess.’
‘We need something else too. While you’re down there, you could look for records and computers. We’re going to need some proof of what the Queens have been up to.’
‘I think I can handle that.’
‘Good. Then I’ll see if I can locate our last pair of targets.’ Cygnus began to shift her power configuration as she stepped through the wall where Detonatrix had blown it out. If she repurposed the radar she used for search and rescue, then she could make finding anyone hiding in the building easier. And as for the two parts of the corpse she was walking past, well, worrying over that could wait until the mission was over.
~~~
Susan Fong, Cherry Blossom, was trapped. She was watching the door of the room she was in, the room where Diamond kept all the records the Queens had needed to run their little empire, and so she had noticed when that door began to vanish behind a shifting wall of shadows. It was impressive. Scarily impressive. She had never actually come into contact with Twilight before, but she had done her research and she did not really want to meet the Avatar of Shadows. It was looking a lot like she was not going to get her way, however.
Diamond was good at getting information in various ways. She had told them that the Seven Princes, their rivals, were likely collecting a lot of information on the Queens, and Susan was moderately sure that their dossier on her was pretty thorough. Cherry Blossom had been a minor independent villain in the San Francisco area for quite a while before Diamond came along and promoted her into the major criminal leagues. The Princes would be able to find out a lot about her. What Diamond had managed to amass on the Princes was interesting and not as incomplete as the secretive Princes would have liked. One of the things Diamond had uncovered was that Asmodeus, the Prince of Lies and a total bastard, was scared of Twilight. He had run into her in New Millennium City, and his much-vaunted mental control abilities had failed him. Somehow, she had been able to turn the tables on him and scare him into quitting the city in a hurry. Susan was many things, but delusional about her abilities was not one of them. If Asmodeus had failed to control Twilight, Susan figured she was outclassed.
So, she watched as the entire wall vanished into darkness and held her breath, expecting to see the black-clad heroine appear at any moment. She was so focused on the encroaching darkness that the voice coming from behind her made her jump and squeal like a schoolgirl.
‘If you try any of that emotional crap on me, I’ll turn your brain to soup,’ Andrea said as she solidified in a corner of the room.
Susan did the screaming thing and then turned quickly to face the real threat. ‘You scared Asmodeus out of New Millennium. I’d rather not go near your mind.’
Andrea smiled. It was not a nice smile. ‘I’ve got better since I ran into Sweet, and you’re nowhere near his class.’ She paused. ‘Though I suspect you’re actually a lot more powerful than the UID think you are. Still, messing around in my head is likely to be unhealthy. You can give it a go if you like…’ Susan shook her head. ‘Know your limitations. Good. And I just bet all these filing cabinets and that computer system are chock full of all sorts of information the police would love to get their hands on.’ Nod. ‘Also good.’
‘It would be a lot easier to get into if you had someone who knows all the passwords.’
‘Trying to cut a deal, Miss Fong?’
‘The Queens are finished. It was nice while it lasted, but I’ve no loyalty to Diamond.’
Andrea regarded the woman in the peach-coloured cheongsam for a second or two. ‘You should take a seat.’ There was a noise from the shadows which had now swallowed half the room. It was something like a cross between a rumble and a growl. There was something big and nasty in those shadows. ‘That thing you can’t see is one of my demons. If you so much as breathe wrong, it’s going to make you wish you’d never been born. I’ll be back down to collect you when I’ve rounded up the rest of your minions.’
Susan sat down in front of the computer, putting her hands down flat on the desk and away from the keyboard. ‘I’ll be right here.’
Andrea smiled and the shadows swelled around her, vanishing her back into the darkness. ‘I’m quite sure you will.’
~~~
‘This isn’t going to be easy to get out of, Diamond.’ Jack could always be relied upon to make an unbiased assessment of combat situations. He was not always right, but he called it like he saw it and, in this case, Diamond could not really fault his interpretation.
‘With Twilight working through the basement, I do believe we’ve lost this hand,’ she said. In fact, Diamond was rather happy that, at least so far, Twilight had not deployed any of her shadow demons. If those things were out, the situation would have been entirely out of control. ‘She’s got most of our hole cards staked out down there.’
‘We head for the garage. We’ve got that SUV. The Stars are holding the road out of here and none of them are equipped to stop that thing.’
‘Cygnus could.’
‘Cygnus is still working her way through the house. But we need to go now.’
Diamond nodded and started for the door to the garage. She was annoyed, and not really because once again Cygnus and Twilight had ruined her plans. Because Cygnus and Twilight had not ruined her plans; Diamond was quite aware that her own annoyance at losing Rex had done the damage this time. This was her own fault. Jack was probably aware of that too, but he was her man and he was not going to say anything about it. He did not have to. Diamond was busy kicking herself for their current predicament and it was, she knew, throwing her judgement even further off. Still, making a straight-up run for it was likely the only way she was going to live to deal another hand.
‘You drive,’ Jack said as they approached the big, black, armoured vehicle which Diamond had actually obtained for just this kind of emergency. ‘You’re more likely to resist Dali’s Muse’s power than I am.’
Diamond was not quite so sure right at this moment, but she did have a mind like a diamond. Her will was strong. She saw things how they were, usually. Her levelheadedness had saved the trio of her, Rex, and Jack on more than one occasion. It was just a shame that she had let Rex get under her skin enough that her judgement had failed her this time. She got behind the wheel and vowed to herself that she would get out of this and come back to deal with the people who had taken Rex from her and ruined what had been the best little empire she had ever built.
Jack was about to get into the passenger side when the interior door they had just come through was kicked inward and Cygnus was there, glaring in their direction. ‘Go!’ Jack shouted. He slammed the passenger door and started running at the heroine. Diamond was taken aback for an instant, but it was just like one of her boys to try to hold back a hurricane to let her escape. The car started at the push of a button, Diamond rammed the car into drive, and then she floored the accelerator.
Cygnus watched the man in black charging at her and paused. He was an attractive man; Diamond seemed to like her people easy on the eye. Smooth, light-brown skin suggested relative youth. He wore black hair with loose bags framing a narrow face. Dark eyes had a hooded quality about them. He was built like a martial artist with lots of lean muscle layered into a compact package, but he was absolutely no match for her. Sure, he could probably land blows, but she was protected by a hardened force field. She had learned from her last serious fist fight that toughened flesh had its limitations when your opponent was doing limited deep-tissue damage with every blow. There was no way he could hurt her, but she just had to give him a good tap once and he would be a broken doll.
The SUV Diamond was driving off in was another matter. If Diamond got past Muse’s power and kept driving, no one was going to be able to stop that thing from running right through the blockade and Cygnus was not going to allow that. Ignoring the now very angry Jack, Cygnus took off and roared through the garage at full acceleration, over the SUV, and then she dropped into the road in front of it and raised her arms, bracing herself against the coming impact. Diamond saw what was coming too and she pressed the accelerator even harder, not that the vehicle was going to gain speed at any faster rate. There was a flare of light as metal and plastic impacted cosmic energy. Cygnus gritted her teeth as pain lanced through her arms and shoulders, but the massive truck came to a very sudden stop. Amazingly, the engine was still running, still revving violently for a second or so, but it was going nowhere and Diamond was buried in the airbag which had deployed in front of her with considerable force. Raising both arms, Cygnus knitted her fingers and brought her fists down on the hood of the vehicle. There was a horrific sound of tearing metal and the engine block crashed down onto the tarmac under the car.
‘Mother of God! Are you alright after that?’ Both Fuego and Bonehead had run up the road to where Cygnus had stopped the SUV. It was Fuego who spoke.
‘I’ve felt better,’ Cygnus replied. She looked around quickly. ‘Bony, get her out of the cab and make sure she’s not going anywhere. Be careful. She likes poisoned blades.’
‘I’ll handle her,’ Bonehead replied. It was actually fairly unlikely that any of Diamond’s blades could penetrate his skin, but better safe than sorry.
‘Right, I’ll get back to cleaning out the house.’
‘Cygnus,’ Fuego said, catching her arm. He glanced at the Cygnus-shaped dent in the front of the truck and shook his head. ‘You have taken damage. Are you sure you should continue?’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Not enough to slow me down, and in five minutes I’ll be fine.’ She lifted back into the air and started back toward the house.
‘I told you,’ Viviane said as the others approached, ‘she’s probably the most powerful Ultra on the planet. If she’d had more time to adjust her abilities, I’m sure she could have stopped that car without a scratch.’ The sorceress’s eyes shifted to where Bonehead was pulling a struggling Diamond out of the vehicle. ‘You really annoyed the wrong people when you made enemies of Cygnus and Twilight. The cards were stacked against you from the start.’
For once, Diamond did not have a quick card-related comeback to give.
Belvedere, CA.
Cygnus sank herself up to her chest in Bianca’s hot tub and sighed. ‘Getting hit with an armoured SUV sucks.’
‘There wasn’t a scratch on you when I saw you fifteen minutes later,’ Andrea – already in the tub – said.
Cygnus shrugged. ‘It still feels like I should have aches and pains. I mean, stopping that kind of mass dead puts a big strain on… everything.’
‘It was only doing thirty. A thirty mile per hour collision is very survivable for a normal human. I mean, they probably won’t be doing the fandango afterwards, but fatality is unlikely. And you’re… cosmic.’
‘I don’t think a hundred-and-fifty-pound human should be able to stop a four-ton armoured vehicle anyway.’
‘But you’re cosmic,’ Elaine said. She was also in the tub and looking rather pleased with the fact. Elaine was theoretically gay, which was to say that she identified as a lesbian but rarely, if ever, had a girlfriend. She claimed that it was because prospective partners were scared off by her butt, but the reality was that you had to play the game to score. Right now, sunk up to her neck in a hot tub with three attractive women, Elaine was happy. ‘It’s an established fact that super-strength involves a lot more than just being able to lift big objects. In a situation like that, you’re probably bracing yourself against the ground under you as well as powering up your muscles to provide the necessary force. It was one of the hardest things to get right with Ultramech’s systems.’
‘That’s my genius engineer,’ Bianca – the last member of the tub party – commented. ‘She actually understands this stuff. I just listen and nod. Though, I guess that particular aspect of Ultrahuman powers is just common sense. I mean, you’re right. How could a willowy girl like Cygnus stop a charging SUV? Even at thirty.’
‘It’s cosmic,’ Andrea replied. ‘Maybe Hugh and Elaine understand that shit, but I’m happy living in ignorance.’
‘I find it fascinating,’ Cygnus said. ‘I don’t think I understand much of the physics, but I find it fascinating. Anyway…’ Turning a little, she picked up a glass of wine from the edge of the tub and raised it. ‘Here’s to finally putting Diamond behind bars.’
‘Counting chickens much?’ Still, Andrea raised her own glass. ‘I’ll definitely drink to the end of the Four Queens.’
‘Even if one of Diamond’s minions got away,’ Bianca said. ‘The martial artist. Did we ever get a name for him?’
‘Jack,’ Elaine said. ‘Just Jack. Cherry Blossom has been talking her lips off, but all she knows about him is that Diamond called him Jack. The big guy who died in that drug bust was just Rex. No other name known.’
‘Well, I’d have got Jack if I hadn’t had to stop an SUV with my face,’ Cygnus said. ‘He tried to delay me from going after Diamond. Both him and Rex were stupidly loyal to that woman. When I got back to the garage, Jack was gone. He’ll try to break Diamond out.’
‘Yes,’ Bianca agreed, ‘but he won’t be able to. Security in the local supermax has been upped since California had to start holding Ultras themselves. FTI got called in to help and no one is getting out of that place without inside help.’ She paused. ‘And, having said that, I’m suddenly less sure.’
‘How’s Marie doing?’ Cygnus asked. ‘And has Liberty calmed down yet?’
‘Libby’s been pretty calm, actually. She had a bit of a breakdown when Andrea brought Marie back, but she handled it all a lot better than I thought she would. Marie… She may have some problems going forward, but so far she’s handling what happened really well. They’re making her take a few days off school, but she wasn’t hurt and there are no lasting physical effects. I always thought she had a good head on her shoulders. This is more proof that I was right.’
‘Keep an eye on her,’ Andrea suggested. ‘There may be a few nightmares. If that’s all that’s wrong, she’ll probably be fine.’
‘I think she’ll be fine. Someone change the subject. This is too serious for a Tuesday night in a hot tub.’
‘Okay. Elaine, why are you sunk up to your neck? That’s a cute swimsuit you’re not showing off.’
Elaine’s cheeks darkened. ‘If you must know, I’m feeling inferior.’
‘I thought it was your butt you had problems with.’
‘My butt’s big, sure. My chest isn’t, but I’m surrounded by two pairs of D-cups and… whatever Cygnus is.’
‘F,’ Cygnus supplied. ‘June takes a G-cup.’
‘Do I really need to elaborate?’
Andrea shook her head. ‘No. I’m usually in a room with Cygnus and June. I know your pain.’
‘You don’t know pain,’ Cygnus replied, shaking her head mournfully. ‘I’m cosmic so I got off easy. June can tell you all about back pain. And don’t get her started on having to wear an underwired bra in bed in the summer!’
San Francisco, CA, 21st June.
The Mink/Bianca story had largely been consigned to the history of press mistakes, but Mink was still taking things a little easy. That was why Mink was not on the streets of San Francisco, but Linda was. Linda was a good character to use when Mink was checking up on the drug scene since more than one of the street vendors knew Linda as a regular customer. Linda had short dark hair, usually hidden under a hat or a hoodie. She had brown eyes. She had tattoos which tended to draw the eye, and descriptions of her usually concentrated on those. Linda did not so much walk as shuffle and she came looking for a hit whenever she could get the money together.
Things were going pretty well at the start of the evening. What that meant in Mink’s mind was that Linda was having a tough time spending her money. Linda, obviously, was not so happy since she was having a lot of trouble scoring anything. She must have heard about the big busts in the last few days, they said. Supplies were shaky, they said. Getting product was hard and where it could be got, the price had gone up. Mink was a consummate actress, which was a good thing since it meant that Linda looked disappointed rather than grinning like a maniac.
But then…
‘Come back tomorrow.’
‘T-tomorrow? But I need it tonight.’
‘Tomorrow, kid.’ Linda knew the man as Trent. Mink knew he was Trent Craig Lewin, never anyone high up in the ranks of the criminal underworld, but always with his finger firmly in the pie. He was pushing forty but looked a lot younger. He dressed younger too, trying to keep in with the kids he sold to and obscuring his face behind caps. Under the cap was a not bad-looking guy who had figured out that sampling his own goods was stupid for economic as well as health reasons. ‘There’s been a rush on the stuff after that big shipment was stopped by Mink and those out-of-town heroes. Most people don’t have shit. There’s a shipment coming in and I’ll have new product tomorrow. Okay?’
Linda made a face. ‘I guess I can’t get it if it’s not here. Tomorrow? For sure?’
‘Tomorrow. For sure.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘I admit that getting to and from the city is easier when you can just jump me there and back,’ Bianca said. She was stripped to the waist and using some chemical to remove the fake tattoo of a huge bird which spread across Linda’s upper chest.
‘I find being able to just slide between shadows anywhere in the world kind of useful,’ Andrea replied. She was sitting on the sofa in the Mink Cave, watching Bianca remove her disguise. ‘So, did you hear the same sort of rumours as I did?’
‘Supplies coming in. Available tomorrow.’
‘That’s what I heard. I had a little chat with one of the dealers and that was basically all he knew about it. I’m thinking my decision to stick around and see what came next might have been a good one. We go out tomorrow night and see whether the supplies have turned up?’
‘Yeah. And we’ll let the Stars know. Bony and Fuego will be out on the streets tomorrow. That’ll be four of us keeping an eye on things.’ Bianca paused, checking her chest in a mirror before nodding and reaching for a wrap. ‘If they are getting supplies in this fast… Well, it’s very fast. Like someone was waiting for the Queens to go down.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Too fast. I’ll talk to the Court, but this is… It’s too fast. We’ll see what actually happens tomorrow, but I’m thinking that someone figured out a way to get us to do their dirty work for them.’
‘I don’t like getting played.’
‘You and me both.’
Alcatraz Island, CA, 22nd June.
‘As you suggest, Twilight, the situation on the street is as if we had not arrested Diamond and the others on Tuesday.’ Fuego did not sound happy. He was not happy. None of the Stars looked exactly pleased, aside from Muse. It was generally pretty difficult to tell what state Muse’s mind was in and tonight was no exception.
‘We took four dealers off the street,’ Bonehead added. ‘All of them had new product in their pockets.’
‘And those were only the ones we were able to witness making sales.’
‘Okay,’ Lament said, ‘I know I’m not exactly the foremost expert on organised crime, but that sounds like someone has stepped into the Queens’ high heels a little too quickly.’
‘You’re expert enough,’ Mink told her. ‘Me and Twilight heard rumours of a shipment coming in when we were out last night. That pretty much means that someone was able to get word out to the general low-level criminals that they were taking over from the Queens in less than twenty-four hours.’
‘Which would mean they were preparing for this well before we were getting ready to nail Diamond,’ Andrea added. They had decided on a trip to Alcatraz and the Stars’ HQ to go over what was happening. The Stars actually had space to hold meetings and they had been getting on a lot better with Mink since they had started cooperating to nail the Queens. Mink still did not look entirely comfortable standing beside the big map table in her costume.
‘From which,’ Elaine said, ‘I think we can infer that whoever came up with the idea of linking Bianca Fullerton with Mink is responsible for the new drug supplies.’
‘We can?’ Lament asked.
‘Yes. Whoever they are, they used that story to direct the Queens toward Bianca. Ultimately, the story failed, but the link was made and, when we hit that drug shipment on Monday, Diamond decided to use that connection to get retribution on Mink. Because Bianca knows Twilight, and Twilight knows Viviane, we were able to locate Marie quickly and use her to locate the Queens’ HQ, but I think that just sped the process up. Eventually, this would have ended with Mink and the Stars, maybe with extra help, taking the Queens down after the Queens tried to make a move on Bianca. Someone decided to precipitate the end of the Queens. Someone with a lot of information and a really Machiavellian methodology.’
‘Great. We have to deal with that now?’
‘We have to deal with the Seven Princes,’ Andrea said.
‘They are more concerned with L.A., are they not?’ Fuego asked.
‘They’ve wanted into San Francisco for a while,’ Mink replied. ‘The Nine Kings held them back while they were around and then the Queens moved in. The Queens and the Princes have tried a couple of times to interfere in each other’s territories, but they were fairly evenly matched. Now the Queens are gone…’
‘It leaves the Princes free to move in. And they may have done so already.’
‘Yeah,’ Andrea went on. ‘So, you guys need to try to keep a lid on things here. I’ll go with Mink to Los Angeles and start hunting down the Princes. We have some information on them, but they’ve apparently been getting more difficult to keep a watch on recently. I’m going down there tomorrow to talk to my contacts and get a general overview.’
‘You mean to shut them down? As we did with the Queens?’
‘It’s been a while coming, but I think it’s time.’ Andrea grinned one of her less pleasant grins. ‘After what they did in New Millennium, Cygnus and I have a bit of a score to settle with the Seven Princes. They’re not going to get away with running this time.’
Los Angeles, CA, 23rd June.
Searchlight Risk Management had a fairly large building beside the Los Angeles River in Downtown L.A. and it was probably the largest Shadow Court cover organisation Andrea had seen. As its name suggested, SRM was involved with ‘risk mitigation.’ That was largely a marketing term for ‘we provide bodyguards,’ but the company had grown to provide more conventional private security for anyone needing it, such as event coordinators. They also did a lot of research work to uncover what kind of threats any client might be faced with. It was a very effective cover for the work the Court did, but beyond that, SRM also handled most of the training American Shadow Court field operatives went through. It was a prestigious office to run, and it was run by that most rare of creatures, a female shade.
‘L.A. needed someone a little different,’ Madelyn Levitt explained as she escorted Andrea through from reception to her office. ‘For one thing, it needs someone who can keep order in this place. I’m ex-military.’ She sort of looked it. Levitt was a tall woman probably in her late thirties or early forties and possessed of more than your average amount of muscle definition. Her blonde hair was cropped into a tight bob and she had intelligent, blue eyes. Her skin had a natural tan with just a hint of red-brown undertones suggesting a mixed heritage. You could imagine her yelling at recruits on a parade ground, and that the recruits might be too scared of her to ignore what she was yelling.
‘I probably should have come here for a visit before now,’ Andrea said. ‘Pretty much every adept in America comes through here for at least some of their training.’
‘Here, and our compound in the hills. Here we do the theoretical stuff and urban action training. Out at the compound we do weapons and wilderness training. And we do some advanced training for shades here too. Mostly in the basement, well out of sight.’
‘Got you. Well, as I’m sure you’ve worked out, I’m not the kind of Grand Mistress to micromanage. If I have to come here on general Court business, it’ll probably be for something bad. Today, I need to know what you’ve compiled about the Princes.’
‘Which is both a lot and not much. I’m kind of glad you decided to come down here.’
‘Oh?’
Levitt stopped at a door on the fourth floor and tapped a six-digit code into a pad beside it. There was a click and she put her hand on the handle, opening the door a crack before adding, ‘Something weird is going on with the Seven Princes. Nothing we’ve tried has been able to get around whatever’s happening, but compared to you, even our best shades are children playing in a shadowy ball pit. I’m really hoping you can sort this all out before it gets worse.’ She pushed through into the room beyond the door, which turned out to be a rather plush office.
It was fairly obvious that it belonged to Levitt. There were a number of personal photographs dotted around the place, on walls or some of the glass shelving units, showing the woman in military uniforms of various sorts and often with others also in uniform. There were also a couple of certificates on the walls; Andrea noticed one for business management and another for marksmanship. The furniture was fairly modern, the kind of thing you might expect to find in a film producer’s office. That included a big, comfortable-looking sofa which could easily have doubled as a casting couch. Andrea suspected that Levitt slept at the office more than occasionally. She did not seem the type to personally ‘audition’ her staff.
‘No pressure or anything,’ Andrea said, commenting on Levitt’s earlier statement. ‘I must say it’s occasionally disconcerting how much faith the Court has in me.’
‘You took down the Chinese national hero by yourself, and then a small army in Tibet.’
‘The Golden Dragon wasn’t feeling quite himself and I had help with the army.’
‘Well, that’s another thing. We don’t overlook the fact that your partner is basically an embodied goddess. Not unlike yourself.’ Levitt flashed a grin at the last part. ‘Now, have a seat, I’ll get some coffee in, and then we can start discussing the situation here in the City of Angels.’
‘Do locals really call it the “City of Angels?”’ Andrea settled onto the sofa. It was as comfortable as it looked: soft, but not so bad you felt like you might drown in it.
‘In this case, it’s appropriate.’
With coffee and a printed dossier to work from, Levitt began the lecture. ‘We’ve got a lot more on the Princes since the last time you asked for information on them. I decided that we should commit more resources and… Well, it cost us, but we have got better information than we had.’
Andrea was flicking through the folder. ‘Well, some of this I know already. Jason Sweet, aka Asmodeus, I’ve met personally and he’s a shitbag.’
‘That’s a concise description, but accurate. He’s a psychic, but his powers work through his voice. He can also directly mine minds for information, but he needs to touch someone to make that work. It’s not usually an issue if he can talk to them first.’
‘Right. And we have Dallas Brightman, Lucifer, and Mink has met Randall Totteridge, Belphegor.’
‘Lucifer has light powers – some sort of laser attack – and a lot of charisma. He’s not actually a psychic, but he can often persuade people to do whatever he wants. That said, we’re fairly sure that he’s the leader of the group only because no one else wants to be. Belphegor is a glutinous tub of lard with the power to make slaves out of people. And by people, I generally mean attractive women. We’ve been able to determine that his power also works by touch. Stay out of reach, which isn’t hard considering he needs a crane to move himself, and he’s basically only a threat if you think about what he does with those women.’
‘You’re sure about the touch thing? It might explain how Mink got away with talking to him so easily, but it would be good to be sure.’
‘We’re sure. It cost us a valuable initiate to get that information, but we’re sure. Stunning woman. She was his slave for two weeks and the psychological damage once we got her out was basically not recoverable.’ Andrea frowned but said nothing. ‘And so we move on to the ones we didn’t know much about last time you asked. Abaddon is Harry Lint, a slob with the power to turn those around him into lazy, useless blobs of flesh. We also think he can alter people’s minds given some time to work on them unobstructed. He uses it to take the fight out of some of the people he traffics.’
‘Another really nice guy.’
‘None of them are nice guys. Mammon is Nigel Barnslow. We’re not entirely sure what his powers are, but we suspect they somehow help him to persuade people to join his various schemes. He used to do “get rich quick” cons and he was remarkably good at them. Current theory suggests he can make people greedier and more gullible, but it’s purely theory.’
Andrea nodded. ‘And Beelzebub is in prison and Sathanus died when he decided to try punching out Cygnus.’
‘Yes, but we think they’ve been replaced.’
‘This is where the “something weird” comes in, I assume? I’d have thought confirming that they have new members wouldn’t be that hard.’
‘You’d think. Early this month, we started having problems keeping track of some of the Princes. We can’t spy on their meetings. Something blocks all our attempts. We’ve lost track of Lucifer a number of times, always when we suspect he’s meeting with someone we can’t identify. They’ve changed some of their normal operating procedures in ways which suggest they have another Beelzebub managing their information sources. Probably supplying new ones too. More recently, some of the underground fighting rings Sathanus used to run have started up again. We haven’t yet identified who’s running them, but it seems likely that a new Sathanus is involved.’
‘Okay. So far, this is the City of Demons. Where do the Angels come in?’
‘Lucifer was a fallen angel,’ Levitt replied with a grin. ‘But I was referring to one of the reasons the Princes can operate here without too much trouble.’
‘The L.A. Angels.’
Levitt nodded. ‘Our wonderful Ultra team, officially sanctioned by the city. The Angels are basically in the Princes’ back pocket.’ She held up a hand. ‘I don’t mean that the Angels work for the Princes, but they also don’t work against them. More or less everyone has something in their history they aren’t proud of, and the Princes have dug up enough dirt on the Angels to make sure that the Angels don’t mess with the Princes’ operations.’
‘Swell,’ Andrea said in a flat tone.
‘Huh. The roster is fairly small. Leading the group is Archangel, aka Michael Wortham. He’s charismatic, strong, and resistant to damage. He can heal people.’
‘And he wields a flaming sword, as I recall. Flies using what appear to be enormous wings that manifest when he takes to the air. A bit of a religious nut.’
‘He seems to actually believe that he’s an incarnation of the Archangel Michael sent to Earth to do good deeds. Unfortunately, some of his good deeds involve doing missionary work with fallen women. That would probably be enough to have him under Lucifer’s thumb, but Asmodeus arranged for one of the women to be fourteen when Wortham was “saving her soul.” Limelight, Gerard Hawking, is a fairly famous actor, so you’ve likely heard of him too.’
‘He’s always looked like someone I’d intensely dislike. Greasy superstar type. Uh, he’s got light powers of some kind, right?’
‘He’s the team’s glass cannon. He can fire beams of light which have a pretty mean punch, but he relies on another one of the team, Princess, to survive fights.’
‘Right. And I’m going to go for… a secret drug habit.’
‘Sorry, you failed to win the no-prize. It’s gambling for Mister Hawking. Which is funny, because he’s actually indictable for statutory rape after he bedded a fan in his trailer a few years back. She was fifteen and he didn’t know it. And the Princes apparently missed that one.’
‘But the Shadow Court saw it?’
‘He likes to have sex with the lights out. Princess, or Richelle Collingwood, is a model. Glamour mostly. She has a few pictures from her very early career which she’d rather not have come to light. Nothing really, but she’s let herself be controlled by them. Her power is the ability to transform her body into a crystal of some sort which is more or less indestructible. Oh, and when in that form, her fingernails are effectively monomolecular knives. Mostly, she acts as Limelight’s shield in the field.’
‘I happen to know a model.’
‘That would be Astraea, June Summerfield.’
‘Which is something we’re not mentioning to anyone.’
‘Of course.’ Levitt mimed zipping her lips.
‘I’ll check in with June next chance I get. See what she knows about Princess. Why is she “Princess?” I haven’t noticed a princess theme in her description.’
‘Named for an especially brilliant diamond cut. Body of diamond, basically. Then we have the Watcher in Shadow, aka Watcher. He’s the team’s occult expert and detective, and no one knows who he really is, not even the other members of the Angels.’
Andrea raised an eyebrow. ‘It says here that he’s called Ward Lawson.’
‘Oh, well, we know who he is because he’s a Court initiate. That’s also how we know that he killed a cultist a few years ago. It was more or less an accident during questioning, but the guy’s still dead. The Princes uncovered it and are using it to keep Watcher from investigating them. The Princes don’t know that Watcher is one of ours.’
‘But he’s probably going to know who I am if he’s an initiate and an occultist.’
‘I’d say there’s some chance that he’s shitting his pants at the thought of you coming down here to nail the Princes. Not that he knows that’s going to happen yet.’
‘Huh. Powers?’
‘Interesting one. He actually became an initiate after managing to contact the Darkness himself. We don’t usually teach shadow magic to initiates, but he managed to get himself some power without our help. He can see in the dark, shroud himself, blind others, and project himself into just about any shadow in the city. That’s project himself. He can’t jump through shadows like you do.’
‘But he gets his power from me?’
Levitt nodded. ‘I got the report about what happened in Tokyo. If you wanted, you could strip him of his powers just like you did with Yoshida.’
‘Interesting. Go on.’
‘Well, up until recently, that was the roster, but they got a new member recently and we don’t have much information on her. We think she’s actually clean. The Princes don’t have anything on her either. If you see her, I think you’ll come to the same conclusion as me. I don’t think she has any skeletons in her closet.’
Andrea found the page at the end of the file. There really was not much to read, but her eyes widened anyway. ‘You are kidding, right? Genki Girl? The Angels have got themselves a magical girl?!’
Schatten Schloss, Italy.
It was technically Saturday morning when Andrea stepped out of the shadows in Schatten Schloss, her Italian home away from home. Time zones could really suck. She was not going to be there long enough to really notice the difference, but it meant she was going to disturb Lena and Mia very late on a Friday night. She was just hoping they were not up to anything it would be too embarrassing to interrupt.
Andrea always came in in the basement. It was a room which held memories since it had once been the place the Darkness dwelled for centuries. Where it had been before then was a matter of conjecture. Maybe the same place; it was quite possible that the chamber in the basement had been built around a natural cave. Perhaps, before the castle, the Darkness had moved more freely in the world. Maybe the cult which had become the Court had been able to isolate the Thing in the Dark somehow, placating it with worship and periodic sacrifices. If Midnight, the part of Andrea closest to the Darkness, knew the answers, she was not saying anything.
A quick search up through the floors of the ancient stone structure located a number of adepts and shades who were there for training, it seemed, and Lena and Mia in their apartment near the roof. Lena was topless, but the couple did not seem to have got too serious about their Friday night entertainment yet. Appearing outside their door, Andrea knocked twice and then called out through the solid wood. ‘Put your shirt on, Lena. I know it’s late, but I need some information.’
Mia opened the door only a few seconds later. Her hair was more ruffled than usual, but her maid’s dress – clearly, Lena found the maid idea kinky – was immaculate. There was a rather sly grin peeking out from behind Mia’s formal expression of greeting. ‘Grand Mistress, to what do we owe this pleasure?’ Behind her, Lena was red-faced and struggling into her bra, and Mia had opened the door just enough that Andrea could see the scene behind though it looked like Mia was attempting to hide it.
‘Jankowski. I’m sure he’s in Los Angeles and working with the Seven Princes. I think he’s their new Beelzebub. A Court shade would fit the requirements nicely. I need to know everything we have about him and L.A. wasn’t much help in that department.’
Nodding, Mia stepped back. ‘You had better come in. I’ll have the records located and brought up.’
‘Gyah!’ Lena shrieked from behind her, making a rapid grab for her blouse.
‘I have no idea what she’s so embarrassed about,’ Andrea said, lowering her voice. ‘I’ve seen her naked before.’
‘I think that may be why.’
‘Huh.’ Andrea took a step forward and then lowered her voice further. ‘You are so the top in this relationship, aren’t you?’
‘Lena seems to find the contradiction of a maid giving orders arousing. Who am I to deny her?’
‘I did wonder why you seemed to be keeping up the pretence. Sorry about the interruption.’
Mia gave a shrug and stepped past Andrea into the corridor. ‘I will find a way to make it Lena’s fault. She will greatly enjoy my choice of punishment.’ And with that, she went off to find someone awake to draft into information gathering.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘This look okay?’ Andrea had changed clothes and was coming out of her apartment wearing her new combat dress. It was certainly not going to restrict her movement given that the skirt was basically two strips of cloth.
‘It’ll look more complete with your harnesses over the top, but I believe it works,’ June replied.
‘You look good,’ Penny agreed.
‘I am required to ask whether you intend to go out in public dressed like that,’ Jacob said, deadpan.
Andrea grinned. ‘I’ll take that as an indication that you like it. And I’m sorry I can’t stay to find out how much you like it. I’m going to be out west for a while yet.’
‘I’d join you, but–’
‘You’d cook. You might not be too bad in San Francisco, but we’re moving operations to L.A. You’d be in your full armour all the time. It’s not a great way to do an investigation.’
‘Yeah. That. If you need extra help, we can spare Heather for a while.’
‘You’ve your own work to do. Besides, I think this is going to end up being Court business. I’m almost sure that the new Beelzebub is a Court defector named Iain Jankowski. Polish national. Used to be high up in the Warsaw office. Apparently, he didn’t like the changes I’ve been making to the Court. When I went missing, so did he, but he’s turned up in California.’
‘And that’s enough for you to link him to the Princes?’
‘No. But a shade becoming Beelzebub makes sense. Both roles are largely about information gathering and interpretation. Plus, the Court has started having trouble keeping an eye on meetings of the Princes and they have been entirely unable to identify the new Beelzebub. It all smacks of someone who knows how to screen themselves from Court methods.’
Jacob nodded. ‘Circumstantial, but a good working theory.’
‘If he can counter Court methods,’ Penny said, ‘you need to be careful. He might be able to do things like that barrier trick Kopf used. He might be able to hurt you.’
‘I am keeping that in mind,’ Andrea replied. ‘However, it seems unlikely. Kopf didn’t use shadow magic to do what he did, so he could afford to shield himself entirely from anything related to me. Jankowski is basically a Court traitor who took his toys with him when he ran. He might be able to hide himself from imps and such, but he can’t afford to shut off the connection entirely. And, if I can get to him, I can take his toys away entirely.’
‘Like you did in Japan.’
‘Just like that. I’m their goddess and source of power. If I don’t like them, they don’t get the benefits of my patronage.’
June was grinning. ‘Two goddesses in one house. Awesome.’
‘Two? Oh, Cygnus. Thankfully, she doesn’t have worshippers to worry about.’
‘Says you.’
‘While you have been in San Francisco, Andrea,’ Denny said from the speakers around the room, ‘an organisation known as the Church of Cygnus Angelus has appeared in a number of social media circles. They appear to believe that Cygnus is a descended angel, sent by God to save mankind.’
Andrea grinned at Penny. ‘So, you do have worshippers.’
‘Not me, Cygnus. Never have I been happier to have an alternate identity to hide in. Though, that said, they haven’t decided to bug me about it, so maybe it won’t be too bad. Harrison is involved in it.’
‘Jonas Harrison?’ Andrea frowned. ‘If he’s part of it, maybe we should–’
‘I am keeping a watch on the group,’ Denny cut in, ‘but it would appear that Harrison is simply a member of it, not one of the leaders.’
‘Okay. Well, I guess that’s okay for now then. I need to get back to Bianca with what I’ve got on the L.A. scene and Jankowski. I loaded the data into Denny’s storage if any of you want to read up on it before we get to the arrest stage.’
‘You think we’ll be needed for that,’ Penny asked.
‘There are a lot of psychics involved in this, Pen. At the very least, having Cygnus there to provide protection from that would be a good thing.’
Belvedere, CA.
‘Have you ever met Richelle Collingwood?’ Andrea asked as she went through the data she had collected with Bianca.
‘Once. At some function in L.A. She seemed… self-centred.’
‘June says she has a reputation as a prima donna. She also said it was probably deserved. June did a shoot in L.A. with her and Collingwood didn’t seem pleased that June was getting any attention at all. It wasn’t jealousy, exactly. More like Collingwood couldn’t grasp the idea that anyone other than herself was important.’
‘And we may have to work with her?’
‘Well, work around her is more likely. Her and the other Angels. Except maybe for this one.’ Andrea held up a photograph. ‘Genki Girl. The newest member of the team and, as far as the Court can tell, the only one who the Princes don’t have something on.’
‘Genki Girl? Isn’t that something to do with Japanese animation?’
‘And I can tell you’re not a fan.’ Andrea grinned. ‘Genki means something like “full of energy.”’
‘That… makes some sense given that the “ki” bit is the equivalent of chi in Chinese. A kiai is a shout used in combat to focus your energies.’
‘Not so good with pop culture, but she does know her martial arts. Yeah. Anime, the more current name for what used to be “Japanimation,” has been getting more and more popular in geek culture in the last couple of years. I’ve read more manga comics than I’ve seen anime, to be honest. But I used to work in a comic store. I guess it’s past time we got an anime-influenced Ultra appearing and California seems the logical place for it to happen. I think Genki Girl is following the “magical girl” archetype. That probably means that this picture isn’t anything like her real identity, and her real identity is a teenage girl, possibly a fairly young teenager. She may or may not have a magical cat or something which gave her her powers.’
‘I’d say you’re making this up, but I suspect you’re not.’
‘All true. I’m not saying she really has a magical cat, but she may have some stuffed toy or imaginary friend which she really believes is responsible for her abilities.’
‘Huh.’ Bianca took the picture and examined it. ‘Well, she’s cute. And I mean that in the most stereotypical sense.’ The picture showed a girl of not-entirely-determinate age, probably mid- to late-teens. She seemed innocent in an oversexualised way with a fairly substantial bust on a slim frame with very long legs. Her face was cute: triangular, with a pert nose, full lips on a small mouth, and slightly oversized violet eyes. Her eyebrows were white and barely stood out on her moderately pale skin. Her hair was another matter. It was magenta with a square fringe and a pair of pigtails which fell to her waist even though they were fixed high up on her head with pink ribbons. Her outfit was a purple-and-black jumpsuit with a cleavage window and it seemed to exemplify the oversexualised innocence of the girl. ‘Something like this used to be described as jailbait.’
‘The Japanese have some different views on stuff like that than we do. At least as regards portrayals in media.’ Andrea gave a shrug. ‘Every culture has their own hang-ups. Anyway, it’s kawaii, not cute. Let’s get you up to date on the jargon. If you look it up, kawaii means cute, more or less, but there’s a particular aesthetic to it.’
‘And this is the best source of help we’re likely to get in L.A.?’ Bianca dropped back onto her seat with a sigh. ‘I knew the Angels were pretty useless at handling organised crime. The Stars aren’t exactly great, but this is bad.’
Andrea gave another shrug. ‘I wasn’t too bothered about getting help from the locals anyway. The Seven Princes are ours. Yours and mine, and Cygnus will definitely want in on the finale. Those bastards have caused no end of trouble for me and Cygnus. Now they’re moving onto your turf. The three of us are going to nail them to a convenient wall, Bianca. All we have to work out now is how we’re going to do it.’
 
 



Interlude: Slice of Life
Tokyo, Japan, 24th June 2017.
It was Saturday afternoon and classes were finally out. Saturday morning classes were almost exclusively about power development, and Taro Mizushima was not entirely sure why he had to attend them. Sure, he had the genetic markers for an Ultra, but with his luck, none of them were ever going to express themselves in the form of a useful power. Some of his classmates had speculated that his misfortune was an Ultrahuman ability, but if it was, not even the teachers at the academy thought it worth measuring.
Whatever, classes were out and Taro had managed to get a pass to go to the mainland. The students were generally discouraged from doing so, partially because the monorail service to the island was not due to be completed until the start of the academic year in 2020. Those unable to fly or teleport had to use the ferry service, which was not exactly frequent and not built for carrying large numbers of people. It landed at a jetty in Shinkiba which happened to be attached to the MPD’s Koto Flight Centre. The city liked to keep an eye on those coming to the mainland from the island. Even flyers and teleporters had to check in and out through the Koto Flight Centre. However, it was not all bad since the local metro station was a bit over a kilometre away and there were two post offices within four kilometres. Taro had need of a post office and – wait for it – the post office on Academy Island would not be open until the next academic year.
So, there he was, holding a package to be sent home, and he stepped into line behind a bob of silver hair mounted on a girl maybe five centimetres taller than he was. She was wearing a blue T-shirt and a short plaid skirt, and something about that back seemed familiar. Nothing ventured, nothing gained… ‘Maeda-kohai?’
The blonde bob turned and the girl with the weirdest eyes in Taro’s class turned to look at him. Kaori Maeda did not have the lack of any ability issue that Taro had. Maybe her abilities would develop further, but she had been taken in by the academy because she had plenty of power already. She had an attractive sort of face, though her nose was rather flat. Taro had found himself wondering what a kiss from her would be like, because she had wonderfully curved, full lips. Most people stalled at Maeda-kohai’s eyes, however: fiery orange irises held slit pupils and were surrounded by black. She looked like she had stepped out of some portal from Hell, but her powers actually seemed to be somehow related to dragons. Her nickname was Ryūko, little dragon or dragon child, but she generally did not let her classmates use it unless she liked them. She did not dislike Taro, but it was not like they were friends either.
‘Oh, Mizushima-kohai, hello,’ Maeda said, verbally dismissing him in an instant.
‘You need to use the post office too?’ Taro asked, not quite willing to give up just yet.
‘I’m picking something up.’
‘Ah. I’m sending something home.’ Taro lifted his package, all carefully done up in brown paper. ‘It’s my brother’s birthday next week.’
‘That’s nice.’
‘I guess. I’d have liked to be there, but… Well, at least his present will be. He’s not coming to the academy. Wrong kind of genes. You know, he’s got the EMX-one gene, but none of the other activating factors.’
Maeda frowned. ‘I think I remember some of that from biology.’
If Taro were being honest, he could have sworn she was not really paying attention to him. In fact, she seemed more concerned about someone behind him. Wondering who had attracted her attention and without really thinking about it, Taro turned to look at the man behind him. Mid-height, average looks if you allowed for a broken nose which had healed twisted. Dark hair, dark eyes, but the hair was somewhat obscured by a woollen cap. The guy was wearing a wool cap in Tokyo, in June. The rest of the outfit was fairly rough and featured an unseasonably heavy jacket. Maybe that was why the guy was sweating; Taro was warm and feeling a little moist in a T-shirt and jeans.
Or maybe there was another reason for the perspiration. Suddenly, the man was moving, reaching for something hidden under his left armpit under the jacket. And that would likely be a gun from the abrupt movement. Taro just had time to see the butt of the weapon emerging before Maeda stepped around him, driving her fist into the gunman’s jaw in the same movement. She did not even try to pull the punch, and she had strength in spades, and the result was that the would-be robber was thrown back a metre or so before landing flat on his back. His pistol, an automatic, landed on the ground beside him with a clatter. He was unconscious before he hit the ground.
Taro blinked. ‘Wow,’ he said, rather lamely. Maeda was really fast. She had been moving before Taro had even registered that the gunman was reaching for his weapon. One punch had floored the guy. ‘Wow,’ he repeated.
‘Are you going to stand there repeating “wow,” or have you got a phone on you to call the police?’ Maeda asked.
‘Uh, I’ve got–’ The universe went into that kind of slow motion you get when the adrenaline hits. Maeda had turned to face Taro, which meant that she had her back to the robber’s accomplice, who was just now pulling a pistol from the bag he was carrying over his shoulder. He had been waiting, standing near a wall, but he was only a couple of metres away from where they were standing. Now he was raising his pistol, aiming for Maeda’s back. Maeda was tough, but she was not bulletproof. If he fired at this range, he was not going to miss and a bullet in the back would not be good for her. ‘Gun!’ Taro yelled, except that the word seemed to drag itself out for seconds as he pushed forward, past Maeda, to stand between her and the new threat, raising his arms as though trying to guard a goalmouth.
At about that point, his rational brain started to reassert itself, even if his perceptions were still running on an adrenaline high. He had just put himself between a man with a gun and his target. Taro was not bulletproof either. The world began to shift back to normal speed as Taro saw the finger closing on the trigger and wondered how much being shot would hurt. Behind him, Maeda was shouting something which refused to register as speech; all of Taro’s thoughts were on the trigger and the explosion which was about to end him.
And then the gun went click.
The next several seconds were confusing. Taro found himself on the floor. His shoulder hurt as though someone had hit it. There was a sound very much like a grown man screaming like a girl and an unpleasant crunch. What had just happened?
As his brain rebooted, Taro turned onto his back. He thought, ‘Black panties. Lace trim on sheer fabric.’ He let out an incoherent screech and jammed his eyes closed, and then he was being lifted to his feet by arms which were way stronger than they should have been.
‘What were you thinking?!’ Maeda asked, her voice angry.
Taro opened his eyes, aware that his cheeks were turning crimson. ‘Nothing! I wasn’t thinking anything. Certainly nothing about black panties.’
Maeda’s mouth tightened and Taro was mortally afraid that he was about to get punched through a wall. Maeda had not pulled her punch with the first robber, but she had not powered it up either. She was really scary when she put effort into a punch. ‘Mention that aloud again,’ Maeda hissed, ‘and I will make your death protracted and painful. What I meant was, why did you step in front of me, you idiot?’
‘H-he was going to shoot you. I know you’re tough, but you’re not bulletproof.’
‘Neither are you!’ The hiss had shifted to more of a roar. ‘I’m a lot more bulletproof than you are. The world doesn’t need dead heroes, idiot. You’re really lucky his gun didn’t fire.’ She frowned, looking down to where the man’s pistol lay beside his crumpled body. ‘Which is kind of weird. That’s a Glock. They’re exceptionally reliable. You were really lucky it didn’t fire.’
Taro forced a grin. ‘No way. I only get bad luck. I thought everyone knew that.’
Maeda shrugged. ‘I knew that. Everyone knows that. Maybe you’ve been saving all your luck up for right this moment.’
Taro heaved a sigh, his shoulders sagging. ‘Yeah. That would just about be my level of misfortune.’ He looked around for his parcel, which he had dropped in his effort to save Maeda. To his absolute shock, it was not even a little bit damaged.
 
 



Part Three: Hell’s Angels
Los Angeles, CA, 25th June 2017.
A tall, very attractive woman with hazel eyes verging on golden, and reddish, mahogany-coloured hair accompanied Andrea to the reception desk of the Figueroa International Hotel in Downtown Los Angeles. Bianca’s new persona managed to look more or less nothing like her with just the application of a wig and some acting; it was quite a skill.
‘I believe you have a room for me,’ Andrea said to the receptionist. ‘Andrea Morgan and guest.’
‘Miss Morgan.’ The receptionist’s eyes almost glowed at the mention of that name. Either she was a fan, or Levitt had gone over the top in fulfilling Andrea’s request for a room booking. ‘Yes, we have the Hollywood suite reserved for you.’ So, it was probably the latter. Good thing the Court was paying. ‘If you’ll just sign in. Your guest too, if you wouldn’t mind.’
‘I don’t mind,’ Bianca replied. ‘Hell, sharing a suite with Andrea is going to make my rep skyrocket.’
Andrea shook her head as she began filling in the registration slip. ‘Reporters. She’s doing a piece on the criminal underground of L.A. Bianca Fullerton asked me to let her tag along.’ Bianca grabbed a registration form and started on her own – fake – registration.
‘We have a criminal underground?’ the receptionist asked.
‘Everywhere has a criminal underground. Except where it’s decided it doesn’t need to hide. Parts of China, for example. Or what was China. If you’ll take my advice, do not book a holiday in China at the moment.’
‘I really had no plans to.’
‘Didn’t really think you would.’ Andrea handed the slip back. A second later, Bianca was doing the same.
The receptionist placed a pair of key cards on the counter. ‘You’ll need the cards to access the suite via any of the elevators. There are only four suites on the top floor and none of the others are booked so you’ll have complete privacy.’
‘Sounds good to me. We’ll handle the bags. No need to trouble anyone with taking them up for us.’
‘I’ll let you get to your room then. Miss Morgan and Miss… Norton, have a very good stay at the Figueroa International.’
‘I’m sure we will.’
~~~
It was the Hollywood suite because you got a view out over Hollywood from the windows on the fifteenth floor. There was a balcony with a table for, presumably, taking meals in the open air, but neither of the new residents of the suite had plans to stay out there for long.
‘I was right,’ Andrea commented as she dropped onto one of the over-soft sofas which allowed one a good view of the fifty-inch TV screen mounted on the wall of the lounge, ‘Jacob would be next to useless in these conditions.’
‘This is why I don’t like coming to L.A. in the summer,’ Bianca replied. ‘San Francisco is much more comfortable. Winter’s another matter… But I still prefer it up there.’
‘Try being the Avatar of Shadows. We are doing nothing until it gets dark.’
Bianca dropped onto another sofa. Her new identity, Daniella Norton, was outfitted in dark jeans and a very skimpy top which gave full vent to her substantial décolletage. Braless, she still barely bounced as she decelerated into the cushions. That may have been saying more about the cushions than Bianca’s breasts. ‘What are we going to do when it gets dark?’
‘We know where they live. Mostly. I figure the first course of business is to simply stake out a couple of their homes. Belphegor is primarily sedentary, so I don’t think there’s much point in watching him.’
‘And you’d probably see things you’ll never be able to forget if you did. His house is full of mind-controlled dolls in skimpy maid outfits.’
‘An excellent point. How about you take Lucifer and I take Asmodeus?’
‘Sounds like a plan. A simple one. We’re already complicating this enough.’
Andrea raised an eyebrow. ‘Huh?’
Bianca gave a small sigh. ‘I left this morning on my jet. In-flight, you swapped Cygnus for me. I became Daniella. Cygnus, as me, will arrive in New Millennium in about an hour to be met by Cygnus – and I have no idea how she’s going to pull that off – and the press will get wind of it, publicising the “fact” that Bianca Fullerton is staying with her friend Cygnus while she conducts some business in New Millennium City. You don’t think that sounds complicated?’
‘When you put it like that… As for how Cygnus plans to meet herself, I don’t know either. Either it’s an optical illusion or she’s figured out a way to make June look like her. She said she could do it, so I’ve no doubt she’ll pull it off.’
‘Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure she will.’
~~~
‘I saw it, and I still don’t know how she did it,’ Mink said as she materialised out of the darkness.
Andrea was just a fog of shadow behind her, already preparing to slide through the night to Jason Sweet’s apartment. ‘You get used to it. She just does things.’
‘Like lifting submarines.’
‘I was more thinking of the time she disposed of a bomb by opening a warp tunnel into the upper atmosphere. It takes the biggest fusion reactor Hugh’s ever built to power a tunnel generator… or Cygnus.’
‘Huh?’ Mink looked around, finding herself in what appeared to be a semi-formal garden belonging to a fairly large home in Hollywood Hills. That kind of fitted for the abode of Dallas Brightman, aka Lucifer. ‘You see any cameras?’
‘Couldn’t see anything on the grounds when I checked, but there may be some in the house. Brightman doesn’t seem the type to do things here that he wouldn’t want recorded, so inside is probably covered and there may be some around the house itself.’
‘I’ll be careful then.’
‘Always a good plan. See you later.’ There was no real sign that Andrea had gone, but there was some indefinable quality of emptiness to the darkness now.
Mink turned to the dark house and began to move a little closer. There was no moon tonight and little light coming in from nearby. The entire area was kind of dark, but Brightman’s house was both dark and silent. Mink began to get a bad feeling, but she determined to do a reasonably thorough survey of the place before she came to any conclusions. Maybe he had gone to bed early. Maybe he was out for the evening. There were any number of possibilities.
The building was a two-storey affair with a big patio, indoor and outdoor swimming pools, and all the other comforts of someone who had a lot of money and liked to spend it on home comforts. Prestige. Brightman wanted to be thought of as important. Lucifer was the Prince of Pride, so that made sense. It was nice to know the seven of them seemed to like living up to their roles. Though, if Andrea was right about the new Beelzebub being some guy named Jankowski, one had to wonder how he fitted with the sin of envy. What did an ex-member of the Shadow Council have to be envious of? The power Andrea had? Whatever, Brightman was clearly a proud man. From what Mink could see from the outside, the furniture in the place was old, probably genuine antiques.
The one thing the house lacked was anything representing the ‘Lightbringer’ aspect of the Lucifer character. It was dark. Not a light showed in any of the many windows. There was security, but it was mainly focused on the doors, so Mink could get a closer look inside in various places without a camera spotting her. There was no sign of trouble. The furniture was undisturbed. There were no bodies lying in dried blood in the library – he had an actual library, with one of those ladders on rollers to get to the top shelves – or anywhere else she could see. It seemed that the place was empty and she was considering a more thorough search when Andrea’s voice sounded in her ear.
‘Sweet isn’t here.’
‘He’s probably at his club,’ Mink replied automatically.
‘I checked. Club’s as dark as his house so I’ve got pretty much all the freedom I’d like. He’s nowhere to be seen.’
‘Oh. Well, Brightman’s not here either. Place is as silent as a grave, but I can’t find any bodies where I can look in. Um, Belphegor’s place is only about half a mile from here. I’ll go check it out.’
‘Good idea. I’ll go to Abaddon’s and Mammon’s places. Check in in… thirty minutes?’
‘Sounds good.’ Turning, Mink started for the southern property boundary. ‘They were expecting us to come after them, weren’t they?’
‘Well, to be fair, I would have.’
‘Fair point. See you in half an hour.’
~~~
‘I take it my delicate feelings aren’t going to bothered by a display of enslaved young women?’ Andrea stepped out of the darkness beside Mink with a sour look on her face.
‘Couldn’t find the other two?’ Mink asked.
‘No, but I did find evidence that Mammon had done a pretty thorough job of clearing out his office. Abaddon’s a different matter. It was hard to tell whether that’s just how his place usually is, or if it was hit by a really targeted tornado. The guy’s a slob.’
‘Prince of Sloth.’
‘He doesn’t have to live up to it that much. I’m not the tidiest of people, but that place made me want to get out a mop and bucket. Or maybe hire a fumigator. No one here either?’
‘Not a soul. Last time I was here you could see women walking around in various degrees of nudity.’ Mink pointed at some of the large windows on the side of the mansion-like house. ‘No one’s there. Again, no sign of bodies, so he’s packed up his slaves and booked.’
‘The working theory then is that they’re all in the same place, probably somewhere owned by Beelzebub. We don’t know who Beelzebub is, so we aren’t going to have much luck finding them. I suppose I could get the Court to locate property owned by Iain Jankowski, but I kind of doubt he’s using his real name.’
‘Still, due diligence.’
‘Yeah. Needs to be done, but it’s not going to get us anywhere. We’re going to have to do this the hard way.’
Mink gave a slight shrug. ‘I wasn’t aware that there was any other way.’
26th June.
Skid Row was a place known to many and its reputation probably did not do it justice. What it definitely had was one of the largest populations of homeless people in America, currently sitting at approximately six and a half thousand. People ended up homeless for any number of reasons. Drugs and alcohol were high up on the list, but there were also those who ended up hooked on one or both after they ended up on the streets. Whatever the reasons, Skid Row was a prime place for low-end, street-level dealers to ply their trade.
Andrea felt right at home there. Back in New Millennium City, she did most of her work around Deale Harbour and Churchton. There were fewer homeless people there – though their numbers had expanded after the riots – but the street-level crime tended to be of the same basic nature. People in Churchton in particular were about as likely to be living below the poverty line as those living in the Skid Row area. Poverty did not have to result in criminal behaviour – and rich people could commit crimes, no trouble at all – but it was certainly a factor.
From time to time, a new police chief would announce some form of clean-up operation in the area. Generally, all of those activities fell foul of a basic fact: people are not usually homeless because they want to be. It was fine to arrest people for sleeping on a sidewalk, but what happened when they were released? They still had nowhere to go. They still ended up back in the same circumstances they had been, possibly with less money and/or stuff. Tonight, Twilight was conducting a different form of clean-up operation, though it was quite possible that the long-term results would be just as non-existent. Twilight was not interested in people sleeping under the stars; she was only interested in drug dealers. And she was only interested in one thing about them.
‘Who’s your supplier?’
This one was female. Her bladder had let go when she fainted, but Andrea was doing her absolute best not to feel sorry for the woman. It was not that hard. The dealer’s stash had already been confiscated, so that was a tiny portion of drugs off the street, but Andrea wanted to go further up the chain. Her ‘victim’ looked terrified, even after she had woken from the faint.
‘B-Buck. Buck Haight. He works in a b-body shop on Crocker. Th-the manager looks the other w-way for a cut.’
Andrea almost smiled. ‘That was a very complete answer. You’re in luck too. Tonight, I’m not arresting you idiots. You’ve got no product, but you keep your freedom. Think of it as a chance to do something better with your life. Next time I find you on these streets, I won’t be so lenient.’
‘Okay. I can d-do better.’
‘Good for you.’ Andrea turned, sliding back into the shadows of the rooftop she was about to leave the dealer on.
‘I will do better!’
Well, maybe that one she really had scared into honesty.
~~~
‘Yeah, he’s dealing.’ Mink was handling the ‘further investigation’ portion of the evening. Right now, she was watching Buck Haight operating out of a garage on Crocker Street. Andrea was already on to another street dealer. The division of labour had seemed a good idea since Twilight was scarier than Mink. Twilight scared the information out of the dealers and Mink followed up by checking that the information was actually correct. Terror, like torture, could result in people giving false information just to make it stop.
‘For sure?’ Andrea’s voice asked over the radio.
‘I’ve seen him handing out bundles to three people now. Apparently it’s a busy night for passing out product.’
‘You’d think Friday would be more popular.’
‘Maybe they’ve made enough to buy new over the weekend. Whatever, he’s definitely one of the sources around here. Do you want to ask him about that?’
‘You can handle it. Bust his ass and see if he’ll talk rather than spending the next several years in a cell.’
‘On it.’
It was another beautiful night. The sky was clear and the barely-there moon had already set. There was a streetlight right outside the garage which was still working, so Mink went up the street a little before crossing and swinging back to the open door. It gave Haight less chance to dump his stash somewhere. He was holding it in a big toolbox near where he was, at least theoretically, working on the transmission of an old Camaro. Still, she was not really expecting the reaction she got when she stepped around the car, her rope dart in her hands, the weighted end swinging lazily.
‘Wow,’ Haight said, grinning. ‘I don’t know whether to piss myself or leer.’ Apparently he did: his grin had a lot of leer in it.
‘I’ve no desire to see either,’ Mink replied. ‘How about you stand there quietly while I cuff you and we skip straight to you being under arrest for the distribution of narcotics?’
‘No drugs here, lady? Who are you anyway?’
‘My fame hasn’t reached here? Well, damn. You can call me Mink. I normally operate in San Francisco, but we’re doing a special offer this week. L.A. is getting two extra heroes free until we’ve busted the Seven Princes. Now, if there’s nothing to see here, you won’t mind me taking a look in that tool drawer you’ve got behind you, will you?’
It was fairly obvious that Haight was suddenly worried. The leer faded, but he forced himself to maintain the grin. ‘See, a man’s tools are kind of like his tool. I wouldn’t mind you handling mine, but only when you’ve been invited. Get me?’
‘Not yet, but I plan to. Right after I’ve had a look at your tools. Plural. I’ve no interest at all in the singular.’
That was when Haight picked up a crowbar. Why was there always a loose crowbar lying around? ‘I don’t think I’m going to let you do that?’
‘Who says you have a choice?’ Mink moved, stepping forward and turning as she did so. At the end of the turn, her rope dart swung out, slamming down on Haight’s right forearm. Haight let out a shriek, dropping the crowbar as the blow numbed his arm. Anger sparked in his eyes and he stepped forward to take a swing at Mink with his left hand. He was definitely right-handed. Mink’s fists slammed in for a one-two punch to his gut and Haight grunted in pain before taking another wild swing which missed and made him stagger past Mink who whirled, slamming her boot and then a fist into his back. Still apparently quite determined, Haight turned around, his eyes out of focus and his legs wobbling. He lifted his fist for another punch, and then he folded onto the floor like a rag doll. It had taken no more than four seconds, but there was no sign of anyone else in the place coming out to see what the noise was about. Which seemed about right.
‘Okay,’ Mink said to no one in particular, ‘let’s see what kind of leverage we’ve got here.’ And she opened the tool drawer.
~~~
‘Heroin and weed,’ Mink explained over the radio. ‘He’s still unconscious, but I’ll wake him up in a minute and see if he wants to deal. The stuff’s not going to be hitting the streets though.’
‘Drop in the ocean,’ Andrea replied, her eyes on her next victim who was doing business out of the portico of a defunct grocery store.
‘Yes, but the drops add up.’
‘I know. I’ve been mopping up drops in Churchton for a while.’
‘Churchton doesn’t have a big distributor anymore.’
‘Good point. L.A.’s going to be the same soon.’
There was a short pause and then, ‘Somehow, I think L.A. has plenty of people waiting to fill the power vacuum. That’s for the Angels to deal with, however.’
‘Maybe they’ll be able to once the Princes are out of the picture.’
Another pause. Mink was thinking. ‘You don’t think their leader is a bit of a liability? I mean, the other three the Princes have things on are… almost okay, but Archangel…’
‘Not our place to judge, I think. Unless they do something to make us make the judgement. I’d say Limelight needs to fix his problem too. Gambling isn’t that big a deal, but he’s addicted. He needs help and he’s not getting it. Princess is just being stupid. She could weather the storm her past would cause without too much trouble. It’s mostly vanity that’s controlling her. Watcher… should have reported the death when it happened. It became a major issue because he covered it up.’
‘And no one knows enough about the new one, Genki Girl, to say whether she has skeletons in her closet.’
‘True. I suspect if they can uncover her real identity, that might be enough leverage to hold her. That said, with the other four under tight control, I doubt there’s much she can do alone.’
‘You think we’ll attract their attention with all this?’
Andrea let herself smile a little. ‘I think it’s a distinct possibility. Should be fun.’
‘You have a different definition of fun than I do.’
27th June.
‘We’ve got company.’
Andrea looked around at Bianca’s statement and quickly located the reason for it. A man in a white suit was standing on the balcony outside the lounge. He was handsome. Kind of rugged with a muscled body under the carefully tailored three-piece though, oddly, his face had a fine-boned quality to it which was sort of delicate. His hair was blonde and shoulder-length and his mode of transport had left it mussed. His eyes were a clear blue which appeared to glow a little, even in the bright light of an L.A. morning. A pair of huge, white-feathered wings were in the process of furling onto his back, where they instantly vanished.
‘Is the door locked?’ Andrea asked.
‘I unlocked it in case we decided to have breakfast out there.’
‘I wonder if he’ll be polite enough to wait to be invited in.’
Apparently, Archangel was not that polite. He looked the type to carry whatever authority he had as a shield. He did pause after opening the sliding window, however. ‘Good morning, ladies. I was hoping to find Twilight and Mink here.’
‘You’ll have to make do with just one,’ Andrea replied. ‘Mink’s… enigmatic. This is Daniella Norton. She’s a reporter.’
‘Archangel, right?’ Bianca asked, grinning like a cat with a large bowl of milk. ‘Wow. I hoped I’d get to meet you.’
Archangel stepped inside and closed the window behind him. ‘I am Archangel, yes.’
‘And you’re here to ask why Mink and Twilight are busting drug dealers in Skid Row?’
‘I’m employed by the City of Los Angeles to oversee the L.A. Angels and, less directly, Ultrahuman activity in the city. When two out-of-town heroes begin making a lot of noise here, I want to know why. Perhaps we can be of assistance.’
‘We’re here because the Seven Princes declared war on Mink and are trying to take over organised crime in San Francisco,’ Andrea stated flatly. ‘We’re going to find them, catch them, and have them locked up for… Well, the range of crimes is pretty spectacular.’
There was a tiny pause. Just a little break before he decided on his reply. ‘I’m not aware of these “Seven Princes,” but if you’d like our help, perhaps you could come to our HQ this evening and brief the team. You and Mink, if she’s not being too enigmatic.’
‘I’d love to. Around eight?’
‘That should be fine. Our newest member has some restrictions on her availability.’
Andrea smiled. ‘Don’t we all. Personally, I’d prefer to avoid as much of this light as possible. You must have amazing deodorant to walk around in this heat in that suit.’
Reaching behind him, Archangel slid open the window. ‘Angels don’t sweat,’ he said before he stepped back outside. A few seconds later his illusory wings were opening once more and he was lifting into the air. The wings were nothing more than a special effect, but they were impressive.
‘He needs to get a much better poker face if he’s going to lie like that and think he can get away with it,’ Bianca observed.
‘You’re better at that kind of thing than I am. He seemed pretty sincere. Of course, I already knew he was lying. Unless the Princes never told him who they were when they started blackmailing him.’
‘He knows who they are. I can’t wait to hear what the others have to say for themselves.’
~~~
The headquarters of the L.A. Angels was right on Santa Monica Boulevard. It was the kind of thing that Andrea figured she should have expected in Los Angeles, but it was still something of a surprise. The San Francisco Stars were out on Alcatraz Island because it reduced the possibility of collateral damage if there were ever a major attack on the place. In L.A., it was more important to have the place visible. It was, in fact, a tourist attraction with a couple of security guards outside it manning a roped-off area the public were supposed to stay out of.
It also had a receptionist, a bright young woman with a ready smile who offered Twilight and Mink a visitor book to sign before showing them through into the less public areas at the back. The room beyond was an odd sort of affair featuring a large, round table – not especially strange – and an arrangement of spotlights and baffles which left part of that table in darkness. Most of the Angels were seated at the illuminated parts of the table, but there was a shadowy, somewhat indistinct figure on the dark side who had to be Watcher. There were several large screens mounted on the walls showing maps of the city or views from various cameras in split screen. The overall effect was ‘supervillain lair’ or ‘Cold War bunker war room,’ but it was probably supposed to come over as the efficient meeting room of a professional team of Ultras.
Genki Girl spoiled it immediately. Bouncing to her feet, she rushed toward the newcomers with a big smile on her face and almost-literal stars in her eyes. ‘Oh, wow! Twilight. I mean, and Mink too, but… You used to work in a comic shop, right, Twilight?’
‘And you’re an anime fan,’ Andrea replied.
‘How did you guess?’ The bouncy girl looked genuinely surprised, which was surprising.
‘The name’s a bit of a giveaway.’
‘Oh, yeah. Call me GG. It’s easier.’
‘Then you can call me Andrea.’ There was a cough from across the room. ‘I think Archangel wants to do this a little more formally.’
‘Oh, yeah, I was supposed to… We’ll talk about anime later.’ GG set off back to her seat with a slight slouch in her shoulders, but that was gone by the time she actually sat down. The girl was, if she was playing to character, a bundle of irrepressible energy; nothing was going to lower her spirits for an extended period.
Archangel got to his feet. ‘Twilight and Mink, welcome of the Angels’ HQ. You know me and GG but let me introduce the other members of the team. Limelight…’
Gerard Hawking, Limelight, was actually sitting under a brighter spotlight than the others; according to the data Andrea had, he had problems in the dark. It was not a phobia, but an affliction: he lost energy without a reasonable source of light in his vicinity. He was a ruggedly handsome man which befitted his day job as an actor in action movies. Black hair was cut stylishly short. Blue eyes seemed to glow a little. His frame was trim with enough muscle definition to make casting him as an action hero seem reasonable. He was dressed in a white, one-piece bodysuit with a high collar which showed off his body nicely. It took a second to recognise the design on his chest but there were a pair of searchlight beams there, forming an X. He was smiling broadly at Twilight and Mink. Maybe more at Mink. And his eyes kept shifting down, away from her face.
Archangel went on before Limelight could speak. ‘Princess…’
Richelle Collingwood was the kind of beautiful June was, though Collingwood was a little slimmer in the chest and hips. Actually, a lot slimmer in the bust though her C-cup breasts were very nicely shaped, along with the rest of her. Her hair was more silver than platinum blonde and she had blue eyes. Her nose might have been a little long to some, but it worked well with a slim face and high cheekbones. Her mouth was wide with full lips. Her costume looked like June had been over to design it: there was a barely-there, one-piece, high-hipped, and low-cut swimsuit and thigh-high boots, all in a glossy, skin-tone plastic material. It left very little to the imagination, but when she was actually working, her skin would shift into its crystalline form so maybe the costume was mostly designed to reduce the amount of destructible cloth.
‘And last but not least, we have Watcher in Shadows…’
Andrea did not really look at the shadowy shape in the darkness. ‘Who isn’t actually here.’
‘It’s nothing personal,’ Limelight said. ‘He usually works through a projection. Have you actually met him in person yet, GG?’
‘Uh, once,’ GG replied. ‘When I officially joined.’
‘I convinced him that that was a sufficiently important occasion for him to turn up for real,’ Archangel said. There was a small hint of exasperation in his voice.
‘He was mostly hidden in a cloud of shadow anyway. Still, he was there. We shook hands.’
‘Indeed. Please, ladies, sit down and tell us why you’re in L.A.’
A couple of extra chairs had been set up at the table, so Andrea and Mink sat down, both of them crossing their legs – almost in unison – before Mink began. ‘You may have seen a story in the press recently suggesting that I’m Bianca Fullerton.’
‘It didn’t seem unreasonable,’ Princess said, ‘given her extreme sports background.’
‘But she’s in New Millennium City,’ Limelight added, ‘and you are, quite obviously, here.’
‘Yeah,’ Mink agreed. ‘It appears to have been a calculated attempt to eliminate the major organised crime syndicate in San Francisco. They made mistakes because of it and were taken down.’
‘That was all over the news,’ Archangel said, nodding. ‘You’re implying that some competitor, these “Seven Princes,” was responsible for the story.’
‘It’s a reasonable conclusion. They’ve moved into the San Francisco underworld too rapidly. They knew it was coming and they were ready to take advantage of it.’
‘More than that,’ Andrea said, ‘the Princes have been making various moves to expand their territory over the last few years. Cygnus and I chased them out of New Millennium City. Twice. They had their fingers deep in the legislature in Washington. They involved themselves with Naryan Tan when he came here after Cygnus and helped him push the idea that she was some sort of dangerous alien traitor. They’re bad news.’
‘And yet, the name means nothing to me.’
‘I’ve heard of the name.’ Watcher said. His voice was low but managed to be clear despite that. It was likely the tone was meant to carry a little menace, but if you knew he was just a projected image, the menace lost its menace.
‘So’ve I,’ Limelight said. ‘They’re underworld legend. There’s no evidence that they actually exist.’
Andrea smiled at the actor. ‘I assure you there’s evidence. I’ve met two of them up close. Another of them committed suicide by Cygnus. They’ve lost two of the seven fairly recently, but they seem to have replaced them. They seem to be working smarter than they ever have before and they’ve always been good at staying under the radar.’
‘We’re working our way up the hierarchy,’ Mink went on. ‘Starting with street-level drug dealers and tracing our way back to the leadership. It could take a while, but if it all works out, you’ll have a city like New Millennium and San Francisco, where your organised crime is no longer organised.’
‘Cut the head off the snake, right?’ Limelight asked, adding one of his broad grins.
‘In this case, it’s a hydra, but yes.’
‘Hydras are notorious for re-growing their heads,’ Archangel said, ‘but if these people do exist, it seems like something the Angels should assist with.’ Both Andrea and Mink gave him a smile and waited for his suggestion. ‘GG would be of assistance with Mink, I believe. She has an ability which will make transportation easier. Perhaps Watcher could work with you, Twilight, given the similarity of your powers. The rest of us have our own avenues of investigation we can undertake. People we know and the like.’
‘Okay,’ Mink said.
‘I’ll talk to Watcher about what we can do,’ Andrea said, again ignoring the projection. That image rippled slightly, maybe shuddered, but no one seemed to notice.
‘Very well,’ Archangel said, getting to his feet. ‘If any of us uncover anything, we’ll let you know.’
‘Of course. I’m looking forward to it.’
~~~
‘So, what’s this power that’s going to help us get places,’ Mink asked. ‘I’m going to assume that Archangel didn’t mean that you can walk.’
GG giggled. GG did a fair amount of giggling when she was not being watched by her team leader. ‘No, it’s my Usagi Jump.’
‘You’re going to have to explain that.’
‘It’s better if I demonstrate.’ The walking anime cliché reached out a hand, caught Mink’s hand in it, and looked upward. And then they were two hundred feet in the air. There were another couple of blips and then they were on the roof of some building a few hundred yards from where they had started.
‘Oh,’ Mink said.
‘That’s how I get about. I jump from one place to another. My Usagi Jump. I can hop about three hundred feet at a time, but I can string those jumps together more or less indefinitely. Now, I need to know where we’re going, or all I’m doing is bouncing us between random locations.’
‘Huh. It’s not as smooth as Andrea’s shadow thing, but it’s less uncomfortable.’
GG grinned. She did a lot of that too, even when Archangel was watching. ‘To be honest, a lot of people get a bit dizzy when I do it with them. You’ve obviously got good balance. Though, I guess I’d kind of expect you to have good balance.’
‘I’m not bad. To be honest, we couldn’t find much about what you can actually do. Your abilities are something of a mystery.’
‘Oh, uh, magical girl stuff, I guess. I can protect people with my Rainbow Shield.’ As she spoke, she raised an arm, swinging it in an arc over her head and a field of shimmering energy enveloped a space maybe thirty feet across around her. Mink got time to register that it was there before it vanished again. ‘And I’ve got my Rainbow Strike to attack with, but I won’t demonstrate that. It’s kind of destructive. And I can heal people.’
Mink grinned. ‘Your healing doesn’t have a cool name?’
‘Well, no. I haven’t really had to use it. I guess I might name it when I really see what it can do.’
‘You really are new at this.’
‘Um, yes. Uh, where did Twi– I mean Andrea go?’
‘She needed to have a chat with Watcher.’
‘Shouldn’t she have stayed in the base for that?’
‘I think she wanted to make it more personal. Now, we need to head over to Wilshire Center. We think there’s a distributer out that way who might give us some better information.’
‘Okay.’ GG caught Mink’s hand again and lined herself up for the first jump. ‘Hang onto your– On second thoughts, there’s no way you’re wearing panties under that costume. Just hang on.’ And then they were gone.
~~~
Ward Lawson withdrew his awareness from the area in Angels’ HQ kept shadowed just so he could appear there and opened his eyes in his apartment in Chinatown, about seven miles away. There was no light in the room because he did not need it; he could see almost as well in complete darkness as normal people could in daylight. The colours were missing and that sometimes made a difference, but not when you wanted coffee. He pushed his reclining chair upright, got to his feet, and headed for the kitchenette at the back of the lounge.
Generally, Lawson did most of his work from his apartment. Personal appearances were not usually needed when what you did was observe and provide information. A good two-thirds of his lounge walls consisted of bookshelves holding his library of textbooks and tomes of arcane knowledge. All he needed was shadow or darkness where he was supposed to be, and then he could project to that location, so long as it was within about twenty-eight miles of his home. That neatly covered most of Los Angeles. He could get out to Anaheim easily enough. Malibu and Huntington Beach were outside his range. One of the greatest advantages of his method of work was that, unless he did need to dress up for a personal appearance, he could wander around in a T-shirt and jean-shorts and no one would know.
He set a fresh pot of coffee brewing – and having fresh coffee constantly available was another great benefit – and turned back to the lounge. That was when he went blind. Suddenly, his amazing ability to see in total darkness deserted him and he stopped moving, his heart hammering in his chest.
‘I’m just doing that to make a point.’ The voice was feminine and familiar. A cold chill ran up Lawson’s spine at the sound of it. She had said she would talk to him… ‘The point being that your powers come from my Darkness, by my will. I can take your magic away just like that. And return it just as easily.’
Lawson gasped as the world resolved into greyscale life again. Andrea was standing in his lounge in that new dress outfit he had seen her in at HQ. She was armed to the teeth. Considering what she could do, all the weaponry seemed like overkill. He was not even entirely sure what the extent of her powers was now; she had been powerful before her time in China, but he got the impression that she was something even more dangerous now. He had heard stories about her. He had heard the story of what had happened after she had first taken on the mantle of Grand Mistress and the destruction she had wrought in the castle in Italy he was not supposed to know about. The occult community was not huge and people talked.
‘Uh, point made,’ he said after a second. ‘Welcome to my home. Do you prefer Twilight or Grand Mistress?’
‘Twilight will do. I don’t think I’ve quite made my point yet, however. We both know that the Princes are real and that they’re holding a load of blackmail material over the heads of every one of the Angels, except for Genki Girl. If you get in the way of us putting an end to them, you’ll have to make a lot more personal visits to anywhere you need to investigate. Get in the way too much, and you’ll be on trial for murder. Clear enough?’
‘I… understand. Yes. What about the others?’
‘We’ll deal with them if they become an issue. Frankly, Ward, I’m not really bothered about your little problem. You were stupid to let it get to the point where you could be controlled by it, but the circumstances suggest that you didn’t exactly put an end to a stalwart member of society. I have more indiscriminate deaths hanging over me than you do, but none of them have happened in this country and I wasn’t quite myself when they happened. You do good work and I don’t want to change that. But I will, if you fuck this up.’
‘I guess I’ll have to try not to then.’
‘Good idea.’
She was gone before Lawson could really grasp that his eyes were not seeing her anymore. He let out the breath he had drawn in to answer as a short, exasperated gasp. Yes, the Avatar of Shadow was just as scary as he had thought she would be. Scarier than Lucifer and his buddies? Well, maybe.
28th June.
Bullets left multicoloured trails in GG’s Rainbow Shield as they slowed to a stop and fell harmlessly to the ground. Someone had taken one look at Mink and pulled out a .38 revolver which would not have been a problem to her anyway, but it was nice to have the extra protection. Mink got the impression that it was a lot of protection; GG had power, that was for certain.
Not content with providing the protection, GG raised an arm over her head and then brought it down to direct her palm at the gunman. ‘Rainbow Strike!’ she called out with rather more joy than seemed necessary, and a stream of twisting, multicoloured energy rushed out from her hand to strike the man’s chest. There was a massive grunt of pain as all the air rushed out of his lungs and he was catapulted backward into a wall, falling in a crumpled heap at the foot of it.
GG let out a yelp of surprise and rushed over to him. ‘Oh God, I hope he’s not dead.’
Mink was at her side more or less immediately, dropping to one knee beside the man and checking for a pulse. ‘He’s… alive. Barely. He’s going to need medical assistance immediately or–’
More rainbow-coloured energy flooded out of GG’s hands as she placed them on the man’s shoulder. The glow cocooned him and, after barely a second, his eyes were opening. GG let out a sigh of relief while her victim let out a groan and followed it with, ‘Shit.’
‘Sounds about right,’ Mink said, lifting him to his feet by the front of his jacket. ‘And now that you’re whole and healthy again, we’re going to have a little chat about your supplier.’
‘Crap. My horoscope said Wednesday would be a bad day. I didn’t think it would start this soon.’
‘Wednesday?’ GG asked. ‘It’s after midnight?’
‘Twenty-two minutes past,’ Mink replied. ‘You have to be somewhere?’
‘Uh, yeah. I need to… Well, I need to leave, if you’re okay handling the rest of this?’
Mink regarded the superstitious dealer and smiled her best malign smile. ‘I think I can manage to muddle through.’
‘Great. I’ll see you tomorrow. If you still want my help.’
‘Sure. See you then.’
Turning toward the northeast, GG flashed Mink a quick smile and then jumped, slipping through space to reappear a couple of hundred feet up. The next skip bounced her closer to home – because home was where she needed to be – and she just followed it up with another, always climbing a little because she was always falling between jumps, always making ready for the next hop as soon as she was back in reality. It took her just over two minutes to cover the seven miles from where she had almost killed a drug dealer to the backyard of her home in Glendale.
Conveniently, there was a shed in the manicured garden which she could hide behind in order to change. ‘Alright, Usagi,’ she said, keeping her voice low, ‘it’s time for me to be Ashlea again.’ The glow which consumed her was fairly subdued – going the other way was more dramatic – and did not have certain special effects which she found distinctly embarrassing. Rainbow light swallowed Genki Girl, and when the light was gone, the tall, colourful, largely adult heroine was replaced by a fairly petite girl of school age. She had brown hair cut into an asymmetric bob, dark-brown eyes, a rather cute nose, and no chest to speak of. She was dressed in light sleepwear – camisole and shorts – and a pair of bunny slippers. She looked a lot like someone who would have to go to school in too few hours as she hurried toward the single-storey, Spanish-style house as fast as stealth could take her.
‘So, that’s who she is,’ Andrea said to herself from the deeper shadows neither GG nor Ashlea had noticed among the other shadows of the garden. ‘Well, magical girl. Called it.’
Glendale, CA, 29th June.
Ashlea attended Terell Harvie Monday High School, named for the real identity of some hero from the Glendale area. Next year she would be moving up to the tenth grade and really taking her studies seriously. Today… It was a good thing that school was not exactly being rigorous about classes so soon before the end of term, because Ashlea was feeling the worse for not going to bed early enough and then tossing and turning as the recurring image of a drug dealer rag-dolling into a wall played through her head. She had almost killed someone. On the other hand, she had
not killed someone.
Usagi thought she was being monumentally foolish about the whole thing and had told her so. The rabbit spirit – or demon, or whatever he was – was not exactly looking like a wise mentor at the moment, given that he was annoying the teacher running gym class by randomly throwing tennis balls out of their basket. Only Ashlea could see or hear Usagi. He was a mischievous creature, though he usually avoided getting Ashlea into trouble with his antics. He did get all serious when it came to bad people doing bad things, but when he got bored, it was best to be somewhere else.
And sometimes Usagi would show her things she had not noticed. She did not notice when he stopped playing with the tennis balls and vanished off through the nearby fence to check out something he had spotted outside the school’s boundaries, but she noticed when, all of a sudden, she found herself watching as a scruffy-looking man handed a small packet of something to a student in exchange for a couple of folded ten dollar bills. Her attention snapped back to the tennis courts, but the implication of what she had seen stayed with her right up until the bell went for lunch.
‘Alright, Usagi,’ she whispered as the invisible, lop-eared rabbit stared at her all the way out of the changing rooms. ‘It’s time for Genki Girl to do her stuff.’
~~~
Harvey Mooshian did less business around the high school than he would have liked, but it was a steady source of income. Weed was the principal drug of choice here. The passage of Proposition 64 the year before had put a severe crimp in cannabis sales to those above the age of twenty-one, but kids still wanted the stuff and could not procure it legally. In fact, unless you grew it yourself, there was nowhere to legally buy it yet, so illegal sales to adults were not totally a thing of the past, but high school kids had become Harvey’s main daytime customers.
He was watching a couple of boys – seniors, he figured – making up their mind to walk over and buy when someone else appeared in front of him. She literally appeared out of nowhere and he got the immediate impression that she was not going to be buying. She could have been a senior from her height and bust size – easily a double-D – but there was something younger about her face, like she was a sophomore borrowing a senior’s body. The beribboned, twin-tail hair might have had something to do with it. The costume suggested that she was more likely to kick Harvey’s ass than ask him for a bag of green. Adrenaline kicked in and Harvey prepared to run.
‘Take even a step and I’ll hit you so hard your grandchildren will feel it, Mister Drug Dealer,’ GG said. ‘Selling outside a school? That’s the lowest.’
‘A man’s got to make a buck where he can,’ Harvey said. ‘If I’m not here doing it, someone will be.’
‘That is the absolutely worst argument for doing it I can think of. You should be ashamed for even letting that enter your head, never mind saying it aloud. Are you going to let me take you to the local police station quietly, or do I need to get physical?’
Harvey’s shoulders sagged. What could he do against an Ultra? He did not keep up with events in the Ultrahuman world and he had no clue who Genki Girl was, but she certainly looked competent. You always had to be really careful of the ones who looked like they would break in a stiff breeze because they could usually snap you like a twig. ‘I’ll come quietly.’
‘A man wiser than he seems.’ GG stepped forward to lay a hand on his shoulder, and then they were gone.
Los Angeles, CA.
‘So, she’s Ashlea Maci Sands. Fifteen, pushing sixteen. Freshman at a high school in Glendale.’ It had taken the Court a day or so to compile the information, but Andrea had received a fairly detailed report on Genki Girl’s alter ego that afternoon and she was now going through it with Bianca.
‘That makes sense,’ Bianca said. ‘Physically, GG is a young eighteen. Mentally, she seems younger. Not much, but enough. Actually, I think she’s matured more in the last two nights bouncing around the city with me than she has in the past decade. It’s apparent that the Angels haven’t exposed her to much of the dirtier side of her city.’
‘The Angels don’t deal much with that side of things. They’re a bit like the Stars in that respect. Anyway, her father’s a programmer and her mother works in some designer clothing outlet. Her grades aren’t exceptional, but they aren’t that bad either. I’d put her a tick up on the bell curve for smarts. There are a couple of notes in her academic record suggesting that she went through a rough period adjusting to high school and the Court have included some notes about a rash of pranks which happened at the school early this academic year. Nothing directly linked to Ashlea, but she was always among those nearby when they happened. They’re suggesting that this may have something to do with her powers beginning to manifest.’
‘That seems like a stretch.’
‘Yes and no. The Japanese have a word for this sort of stuff. Chūnibyō. It’s a tendency for kids about that age, maybe a little younger, to manifest Ultrahuman abilities. It’s frequently a temporary thing. The child feels a need to be special, so they are. Then they get older and they often feel like being special is a bad thing, so the powers leave. Ashlea seems to have developed this magical girl persona as a way of dealing with high school. I checked the catchment areas and a lot of her classmates from elementary school went to Glendale High instead of the school she went to. It’s all stress. Add in that she does spend a lot of her allowance on an anime streaming service and a subscription to an online manga library, and I could see how she might end up manifesting Genki Girl.’
‘Doesn’t explain the link to the pranks,’ Bianca pointed out.
‘Magical girls are often given their powers by some form of imp, demon, angel, or whatever. Frequently, it’s a stuffed toy which magically comes to life, but I’m thinking that an imaginary friend would work. Before she changed back at her place, she said “Okay, Usagi, it’s time for me to be Ashlea again.”’
‘She calls her teleporting “Usagi Jump.”’
‘Usagi is Japanese for rabbit. There’s a fairly famous comic called Usagi Yojimbo about a rabbit who’s a samurai, but that may not be relevant. I think Ashlea’s Usagi is a mischievous sort of character, probably with long lop ears.’
‘Uh… The pigtails! The rabbit’s got long, dangling ears and her hair reflects that. Do you think there’s a reasonable probability that this rabbit has magenta fur?’
Andrea grinned. ‘I’d say that’s not unlikely. I’ve no idea whether Usagi is real, but I think Ashlea can make him real and the Court is endorsing that version. Ashlea came up with a coping mechanism for high school which has got a little out of hand. A lot of younger teens want to be older and treated with more respect. Ashlea has found a way to be older and an Ultra to boot. I think Hugh would have a field day checking her out in his scanner.’
‘Huh. Probably. Well, is there anything in that report that the Princes could use against her?’
‘All I see is threatening her family. If they found out who she is, and Ashlea seems to be keeping that under her hat. The Angels don’t know her real identity.’
‘Then I guess we don’t have much to worry over.’
Andrea nodded. ‘For now at least, Genki Girl is the only really safe ally we have in this city.’
~~~
‘Archangel was kind of grumpy earlier,’ GG said. She was meeting with Twilight and Mink on a rooftop about a mile east of the Angels’ HQ.
‘It doesn’t seem to have dampened your spirits any,’ Andrea observed. The shadows around her feet were a little more active than usual. She had been watching GG bounce like she was impatiently waiting to be set loose on the criminal underworld.
‘It didn’t. Something happened today which… I’m more motivated than ever to find these guys and put them behind bars. It’s just that. I’m extra motivated tonight.’ Her eyes widened a little as darkness swirled up around Andrea like a shroud before falling back to knee level again. ‘Your shadows seem kind of restive tonight too.’
‘It’s all this genki. I figure someone’s got to counter it somehow, so I’m going for more of a yandere image.’
GG giggled and Mink looked blankly at them. ‘Yanderes are sweet, innocent types,’ GG explained, ‘who have a really nasty dark side when they think they have competition. Frequently, they’re depicted as closet serial killers.’
‘Sometimes not so closet,’ Andrea said.
‘Yes, but so long as none of us make a play for your boyfriend – Frostburn, right? – we should be safe enough. What does that make Mink?’
‘I guess we’ve got tsundere and kuudere left. I know how she met her boyfriend. I’m going with tsundere.’
‘Cool! I can definitely see her as a tsundere.’
Mink looked between them. ‘What’s a tsundere?’
‘We should get going,’ Andrea said. ‘Things to do, people to terrify. I may laugh maniacally while doing it.’
‘It’s certainly in character,’ GG said. ‘We’re hitting Downtown tonight, right?’
‘Seriously, guys,’ Mink asked, ‘what’s a tsundere?’
‘Don’t forget, we’re hitting that distribution point in Chinatown at midnight,’ Andrea said, and then the shadows fell away from where she had been.
‘Downtown it is then,’ GG said, placing her hand on Mink’s shoulder.
‘What’s a tsundere, GG?’ Mink asked.
GG grinned, and then they were three hundred feet above Hollywood, heading in the general direction of Paramount Studios.
30th June.
The warehouse the trio were observing was not far from the Twin Towers Correctional Facility, which added an amusing edge to things. No one at the street level went there; this was a distribution centre for the next ranks up in whatever organisational structure the Princes had. As far as Mink and Andrea had been able to determine, that structure was not exactly strictly defined; things were kept a little fluid, sometimes even chaotic, to make it harder to work your way back to the top. This place seemed to be important, however, Andrea had got the name from a couple of distributors who were not happy about giving it up. They were, in all probability, still running east in an effort to be out of the state before anyone found out about their betrayal.
‘It doesn’t look much,’ GG said. ‘It’s… a warehouse.’
‘You were expecting signage?’ Andrea countered.
‘Well, no, but I suppose I was expecting… gangsters or something.’
‘Drug dealers frequently don’t look like gangsters. Well, Diamond’s knaves always dressed in suits, but they didn’t usually get involved in sales or distribution. They were more management.’
‘I am not a tsundere,’ Mink said sulkily.
‘Looked it up online?’
‘Yes. And I am not a tsundere.’
‘Said like a true tsundere. Shall we go? I’ll drop in and take care of the people.’
‘Yandere style,’ GG suggested, giggling.
‘And then you two can follow me and mop up anyone still standing.’
‘Fine,’ Mink said. ‘Hopefully, this place has some records we can use.’
The shadows rose up to swallow Andrea. There was a half-moon tonight, but it was hovering above the horizon and preparing to set. That was one of the reasons Andrea had suggested that they hit the place so late. ‘See you soon,’ she said, and then she slid through the darkness and into the shadows of some packing crates occupying one corner of the warehouse.
There were about a dozen people in the open storage space, maybe a few more in the offices at the back. The other reason for going in at this time was that one of her informants had said that a shipment was coming in before midnight. Sure enough, the people working in the warehouse were unpacking what looked like cocaine from crates of metal kitchenware. It seemed likely that all the metal would put X-ray scanners off the scent and the bags the drugs were in looked like they had hermetic seals to negate the effectiveness of drug-sniffing dogs. Everything had been thought of, except for Twilight’s effect on criminals.
Now, she employed that effect again, pulling the darkness up around her and then sending it out in a wave which rapidly swallowed all the light in the already dimly lit warehouse. There were cries of surprise and someone racked a round into an automatic pistol, and then came the screams. There were several thuds of bodies falling to the concrete floor and a clatter as a gun did the same. Maybe three of the men remained on their feet, but none of them were moving, just standing there shivering in the darkness. Good result.
The main door into the place rang as something that sounded like a giant knocking hit it. GG was making an entry. There were two more ringing blows, and then a section of the metal door fell inwards, ripped through by GG’s Rainbow Strike. Flickers of rainbow light danced over the articulated surface before dying away, and then GG and Mink made their entry.
‘All yours,’ Andrea called before turning toward the offices and sweeping her shadows out ahead of her. No one here was getting away tonight. Not if Twilight had anything to say on the matter.
~~~
‘I’ve got a copy of everything on the computers,’ Mink said. ‘I photographed what looked like the most recent paper documents too, but there’s not time to do everything and I’m not sure it would tell us much anyway.’
Andrea nodded, her eyes on the trail of fragile-looking criminals being led to paddy wagons outside the warehouse. ‘We’re just going to need to rely on the LAPD for a detailed analysis. Honestly, I don’t think the Princes would have anything linking back to them here. They’re smarter than that. The best we can hope for is a connection up the chain. I’ll get my resources working on their own analysis tomorrow.’
‘You have resources?’ GG asked.
‘I have.’ Andrea turned her attention to the still-bouncy heroine. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting home? It’s past your bedtime.’
A flicker of a frown passed over GG’s face. ‘I… can stay a little longer.’
‘I suppose it won’t take you long to get there.’
‘Uh, no. I’m pretty fast. Not as fast as you, but pretty fast.’
Andrea flashed a smile. ‘Well, if you’re sure you’re okay. It won’t be much longer anyway. We can leave most of the clean-up to the police.’
‘Great!’ GG was back to her usual level of enthusiasm in a heartbeat. ‘I really feel like we got somewhere tonight. I mean, even if we don’t find anything leading closer to the Big Bads, we’ve taken thousands of dollars’ worth of drugs off the streets.’
‘Somewhere in the hundred thousand range,’ Mink said. ‘If my estimate is correct.’
‘Cool! That’s got to hurt.’
‘Yeah. It probably will. Which means things might get more serious from here on out.’
‘More serious?’
‘They may try to hit us directly,’ Andrea said. ‘I think they’ll go for Mink, but you should be extra careful coming and going. If anyone were to uncover your real identity, they could target your family and you don’t want that.’
‘No, no I don’t.’ GG frowned, even if the frown seemed to be overenthusiastic. ‘I’ll take special care. I don’t want anyone following me.’
Andrea smiled again; if all the smiles were not enough to tip Ashlea off that Andrea knew who GG really was, there was no hope for the girl. ‘No. That could be bad if the wrong person did it.’
~~~
GG had a lightness in her step as she tripped into the Angels’ HQ via the rooftop entrance. The building had two floors, with the more public rooms at ground level and private rooms above. Only Archangel actually lived there, but everyone had a room assigned to them if they needed to stay there overnight. GG had no intention of ever using hers, but she had decorated it with a few anime posters, just to leave her mark.
The serious look on Archangel’s face as she entered the meeting room slowed her down a little. Archangel pretty much always wore a serious expression – could she actually remember him smiling ever? – but this one had elements of disapproval and an undercurrent of annoyance. That was almost certainly not good. The others were noticeably absent, which suggested that the expression was reserved for the team’s newest member.
‘I need to talk to you about Twilight and Mink,’ Archangel said, which confirmed GG’s assessment.
‘Well, I came in to brief you on how the investigation is going, so that’s good.’
It was kind of like he had not heard her. ‘We’re worried that some of their methods may be… rather too unconventional. There have been a couple of suggestions that they are on a personal crusade and, given that we have no evidence that these Seven Princes exist, that crusade is likely to go badly.’
‘Unconventional?’
‘Bordering on illegal. They are targeting people for arrest without cause. The raid last night was carried out without sufficient evidence and without the knowledge of the LAPD.’
GG frowned. ‘I’ve seen nothing which could be described as illegal. There was evidence from at least two sources that that warehouse was–’
‘You will cease your assistance of their activities. Your participation in that raid has already placed a black mark against the good name of the Angels. We don’t want there to be any more reason for the public to distrust us.’
Speechless, GG stared at the man in the white suit for several seconds. None of the police the night before had seemed worried about not being told about the raid beforehand. All the news she had seen had been positive. It was actually the first time she had seen her name on the news aside from the coverage of her joining the Angels. That had not changed on the evening news. Was he lying? If so, why? Why was he doing this? Okay, so the others had not been helping since that first night, but she saw no reason for their inaction to affect her…
‘I’ll… be going then,’ GG said eventually.
‘Consider my words carefully, Genki Girl,’ Archangel said as she turned to leave.
‘I will. Very carefully.’
~~~
‘He said that, huh?’ Andrea asked, though it was obviously rhetorical.
‘Yes,’ GG replied anyway. ‘And I wanted to get your view on the matter before I go home.’
‘He probably won’t like that,’ Mink observed.
‘If he’s being an ass, he can dislike it all he wants. But if he is, I want to know why. And if he isn’t, I want to know why you’re doing this.’
‘Fair,’ Andrea replied. ‘But you’re not going to like the explanation.’ Black eyes sought out violet ones. ‘Are you absolutely sure you want the truth, GG? It’ll change things.’
There was no hesitation. ‘Whatever you have to tell me, I want to hear it.’
‘Okay. My turn to provide the transport.’ Stepping forward, Andrea put her hands on her companions’ shoulders.
‘Hold your breath,’ Mink suggested.
The shadows were already pulling up around them. GG took in a quick breath as total darkness swallowed her. It was like being nowhere and nowhen. There was nothing, aside from the touch of Andrea’s hand on her arm, but it was if there was something, somewhere out on the edge of her perceptions where she could not really make it out. She was almost sure that it was better that way. And then the darkness fell away to reveal the lounge of a hotel suite. GG let out the breath she had been holding for maybe a second and drawing in the next one came with a little shudder.
‘Disturbing, right?’ Mink asked.
‘It was… That’s a good word for it. Is that what it feels like for the people you scare, Andrea?’
‘Sort of. They get to meet what you probably only vaguely perceived.’ Andrea walked over to a coffee table and began unlocking a metal briefcase.
‘There was something…’ GG shook herself. ‘I assume we’re here because you wanted to show me something?’
Andrea handed her four file folders taken from the case. ‘Just read through them. We won’t bother you until you’re finished.’
‘I’ll make coffee,’ Mink said.
For some reason, the thought of the long-legged, big-busted hero in the vaguely indecent costume acting like a maid made GG giggle. Then her eyes fixed on the first of the files and she saw the word ‘Archangel’ carefully printed on it. Her face straightened. She had the strong feeling that she was not going to like what was in these files at all.
~~~
The change had happened as GG went from the file on Archangel to the one on Limelight. Ashlea, apparently too engrossed to worry over her secret identity, had read through the rest of the files and then moved on to the files on the Princes. She was looking shell-shocked and a little sick by the time she had worked her way through everything.
‘You, um, know who I am anyway, right?’ she said as she put the last file down. ‘You dropped a couple of hints last night.’
‘We’ve a file on you too,’ Mink said. ‘You can read it, if you really want to. There’s nothing in it we found worrying, though the warnings about anyone else finding out who you are were real.’
‘I already figured that out. I mean, secret identities are kind of part of the genre. You have one. Andrea…’
‘Had one until my eyes went solid black,’ Andrea said. ‘It became a little hard to keep it. People would’ve wondered why I was always wearing dark glasses. And how I could see through them. But I used to hide my identity as best I could. Cygnus still has hers. Astraea has one. Of course, Dom has never tried to hide her identity…’
‘Dom?’
‘Svetilo. Dominika Zuyev, so her friends call her Dom.’
‘She’s called that for other reasons too, I hear,’ Mink said, smirking.
‘Yes, but she’s calmed down a lot recently. She’s in a steady relationship. Though, that does tend to involve whips and chains every so often…’
Ashlea went scarlet and decided to change the subject. ‘I can’t believe all that stuff about the Angels, except that there are pictures, and I’m not sure I want to believe half of that stuff about the Princes. I mean, drugs are bad enough, but illegal fighting rings and slave girls? It’s like something out of a manga.’
‘Human trafficking is far from just a fictional problem,’ Mink stated flatly. ‘This bunch can add a twist with brainwashing, but even normal criminals move humans around the world, isolating them from their support structure and making sweat shops and prostitution into their only option to keep on living. If you call that a life.’
Andrea nodded. ‘It’s a worldwide problem. My main problem when dealing with it is holding back. I really get an urge to use excessive violence. Hell, Cygnus is normally pretty careful about how much force she uses, but there are usually broken bones involved when we come across a trafficking ring.’
‘I can understand that.’
‘So can I, I guess,’ Ashlea said. It was a little weird talking about this stuff with a girl wearing a sleep outfit and bunny slippers. ‘I also guess I’m going to be ignoring Archangel.’
‘Still going to help us then?’ Andrea asked.
‘Give me a minute to compose myself, then GG can answer that question.’
1st July.
‘So, this rabbit,’ Mink began. She was on a rooftop with GG observing prior to arresting a man selling drugs on a street in Chinatown.
‘Usagi,’ GG said.
‘Usagi. He’s real, at least to you?’
‘He’s real,’ GG stated flatly. ‘Well, no one but me has ever seen him. Or heard him speak. But they’ve heard him moving about sometimes and, well, he’s kind of a prankster.’
‘Huh. Well, he’d better not be deciding to play pranks on me.’
‘Oh, when I’m GG he’s… kind of powering me up. He’s part of GG. He’s only around when I’m my normal self. I think he was too surprised by the stuff on the Angels to think of doing anything. He was kind of quiet while we were in Andrea’s hotel room.’
‘Good to know that he takes some things seriously.’
‘He’s very serious most of the time. He just gets bored–’ GG cut off and turned quickly to look at the rooftop behind her. ‘Did you–’
Mink had heard whatever GG had and that was kind of obvious from the way she was staring into the darkness. There was only really one place someone could be hiding on the flat roof: a roof-access door had been put in near the back wall and there was room to hide behind it if you were being careful. ‘I’ve a feeling I know who this is,’ Mink said in a half-whisper. ‘If it is, you’re to stay out of it. She’s here for me and it’s personal.’
‘But–’
‘Stay out of it, GG.’ Mink raised her voice. ‘Your rope dart isn’t going to reach me from there, Diào Huā. You’ll need to get closer, and we know where you are.’
The assassin appeared to decide quickly. Clinging to the back of the turret, she slid out from behind it and stepped into view. There was enough moon in the sky to show her lean physique, attractive face, the tattoos decorating her right arm and chest, and the long ponytail she wore swinging around behind it. It also showed the bikini-like suit she wore and the flat, wraparound boots which came up to her upper thighs, all in black. Her rope dart was still tied around her waist.
‘She’s pretty,’ GG commented. ‘Kind of a sexy ninja.’
‘She’s Chinese, not Japanese, but that’s a surprisingly accurate description. Genki Girl, meet Diào Huā. She’s an assassin and she’s here to kill me. Now that we have that out of the way, go arrest that dealer while I take care of this.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Positive. She killed a friend of mine in San Francisco recently.’
‘You’re not going to…’
‘That rather depends upon her. Go. Please.’
GG’s face tightened briefly, as if deciding whether or not Mink was planning to murder Diào Huā anyway. Then she looked out from the rooftop toward the street and vanished.
Both Mink and Diào Huā began removing their rope darts from around their waists. ‘Alone at last,’ Mink said.
‘I eliminated your teacher,’ Diào Huā said. ‘What hope do you believe you have?’ There was no grin of triumph or knowing smirk. This was a job to be done for the assassin.
‘You murdered an old woman. And I have a few tricks up my sleeve that I didn’t learn from her. You’ll find me considerably harder to take out.’
‘We’ll see.’ Diào Huā had closed the distance a little as they spoke and now she stepped in, her dart flying out at Mink’s face. Mink ducked away from it, diving left and rolling out of the fall before sending her own weapon swinging out at her opponent, but low, aiming at Diào Huā’s legs. Diào Huā sprang clear, only to find the dart returning too fast. It punched into her stomach just below the right side of her ribcage and she bit her lip against the pain.
‘First blood to me then,’ Mink said, moving in again before Diào Huā could widen the distance. Mink’s weapon swept out again, just missing Diào Huā’s neck, and then again at a speed the assassin realised she could not match. This time she dived backward, rolling to her feet beyond the range of either of their rope darts. Her hand went to the hole Mink had punched in her stomach. There had been some form of drug on the weapon and she had briefly felt its effects. Her muscles had been sluggish. Some extra tricks the old woman had not taught… Yes, clearly Mink had
a few extra tricks up her sleeves.
And Mink was already closing the distance. Stepping in, she turned and the dart came flashing out of the turn, driving toward Diào Huā’s chest. The assassin tried to pull off another backward dive-and-roll, but she was too slow. The dart bit deeply into her chest, grazing a lung, she thought. There was the weakness in her muscles again, but this time it spread rapidly through her body. Her vision faded as she took a staggering step back, and then everything went black.
~~~
‘She’s waking up.’
Mink and GG turned at Andrea’s words. Diào Huā’s eyelids fluttered once and then snapped open. She immediately tried to move, but her wrists and ankles were both firmly tied with plastic strips and she was going nowhere. Diào Huā’s eyes flicked between the three heroes, settling on Andrea. She shrank back against the doorway turret she was propped against before gathering herself and pushing her chest out in defiance. It was about then that she realised her wounds were not hurting. She looked down to see a couple of blood smears, but no signs of the puncture wounds the dart had caused.
‘GG was kind enough to heal your injuries,’ Mink supplied. ‘I think she was worried about you bleeding to death, even if I said that was unlikely.’
‘I have failed. Again,’ Diào Huā said. ‘I would have rather died.’
‘I had no intention of killing you if I could avoid it. If you’re here, it’s probably because the Princes arranged for you to be here.’ The flicker of disgust passing over Diào Huā’s face at the mention of the Princes was interesting. ‘That makes you a source of information before we ship you back to San Francisco on more murder charges.’
‘I would never–’
‘I have a better idea,’ Andrea said. Her shadows were playing around her legs like adoring puppies and her eyes were black pits in the gathering gloom as the moon dropped toward the horizon. ‘I did a bit of research on this Silver Cord bunch she belongs to. I have interests in China and they might have been a problem. Turns out not, but I did find out where their HQ is. As she said, she’s failed to get you twice now. How about I jump her back over there? I mean, if she’s locked up here she’ll just look for another chance to nail you.’
‘From what I remember,’ Mink said, ‘they’re not a very forgiving organisation.’
‘Nope.’
‘They’d kill her?’ GG asked, sounding a little distressed.
‘Don’t think so,’ Andrea replied.
‘Oh well, how is that–’
‘See, they started out with fairly laudable goals. They were a group of women who happened to know the martial art Mink uses. They lived in a patriarchal society, so they banded together, set themselves up in a secret location, and taught other women. They started contracting out as assassins as a way to earn money fairly easily. Maybe not so great, but still not bad under the circumstances. Now, however, they’ve become a clearing house for attractive orphans and unwanted children. All girls. They train them, brainwash them, and the best go on up the ranks to become assassins.’
‘What about the others?’
‘Slave bodyguards for rich men. Or just slaves. They’re brainwashed to do whatever they’re told. Anything they’re told. Since Diào Huā has failed as an assassin, I think some retraining is in her future.’
‘We can’t!’
‘You can’t. You’re the genki girl and I’m the yandere. I’m perfectly happy to see her end up as some rich pervert’s sex doll.’
‘I can tell you where they are,’ Diào Huā said. Her voice was fairly soft, but it was quite audible. She was not looking at any of the three heroes, but at her own knees. ‘They disgust me almost as much as the thought of what the Yín Xiàn will do to me if I return a failure. Except for one of them. They call him Beelzebub and he is not the same as the others.’ Her eyes lifted toward Andrea’s. ‘He is more like you.’
Andrea’s eyes narrowed. ‘So, it is Jankowski. You’re going to tell me everything you know, girl, or I will deliver you home, wrapped in pink ribbon, and with an apple in your mouth for good measure.’
Sierra Madre, CA.
Iain Jankowski was displeased. The source of his displeasure was sitting opposite him at a dining table which had become the de facto boardroom table of the Seven Princes since they had decamped to Jankowski’s house in the foothills to the north of Sierra Madre: Lucifer, Prince of Pride, leader of the Seven Princes by virtue of no one else wanting the job. Jankowski was beginning to come to the conclusion that that might have to change.
‘I had plans for Diào Huā,’ Jankowski said, voice as smooth as silk and a slight smile on his lips. ‘Her early deployment was… unwise.’
‘We needed to stop them getting closer,’ Lucifer said in a bland tone which did nothing to placate Jankowski. ‘Taking out Mink would have done that.’
‘But she didn’t,’ Asmodeus stated flatly. ‘She didn’t take out Mink and she didn’t have the sense to die trying.’
‘She was not ready,’ Jankowski said. ‘I was in the middle of setting up a situation where she could have ambushed Mink successfully. Your intervention, without mentioning anything to me, resulted in her capture. I’ve increased the security level in the compound as a result. We must assume that she has given our location away.’ He felt his jaw tightening as he spoke and had to make a conscious effort to relax. He was an even-tempered man most of the time, but Lucifer was starting to push all the right buttons. ‘It is relatively unlikely that Diào Huā would give information about us away. Her kind are intensely loyal to someone they have a contract with. However, we have to make the assumption that she did. We should plan to move to a new location.’
‘Aw, man, I just got comfortable,’ Abaddon – rather predictably – complained.
‘I have no desire to move again either,’ Belphegor said between mouthfuls of his second, or third, breakfast.
‘Security has been tightened,’ Lucifer said. ‘I see no reason to move just yet. We’ll observe. If they know where we are, they’ll stop hunting among our subordinates.’
‘I think you may be underestimating Twilight,’ Asmodeus said.
‘We can handle them,’ Sathanus said, smirking.
‘That’s what your predecessor said.’
‘Moving our location again so soon would constitute an unreasonable outlay of funds,’ Mammon said. ‘I can’t countenance that kind of expenditure without proof that there’s sufficient risk.’
‘That’s settled then,’ Lucifer said before Jankowski could comment. ‘We wait and see.’
Yes, Lucifer was going to have to go, but now was not the time for regime change. The others were on Lucifer’s side. Even Asmodeus, who was voicing concerns, and Sathanus, who Jankowski had brought into the group. For now, Jankowski would wait and see, but when the time came, he would be ready.
~~~
‘It’s the right place,’ Mink said. ‘I’ve spotted some of Belphegor’s girls through the windows.’
‘I guess I won’t be shipping Diào Huā to China then,’ Andrea replied. ‘Can’t say I really wanted to, so that’s good.’
‘I think she really doesn’t like the Princes,’ GG said. ‘If she’s been in there and seen half of what your files said about them, I can believe it. I don’t think I want to look too closely at that place.’
The trio were currently hidden in Andrea’s shadows under the trees which screened the southern edge of Jankowski’s property. Someone had to have been cultivating the tiny forest for quite a while to have the trees growing as well as they were in the Californian climate. It was not exactly a jungle, but the trees were fairly large and Mink had had no trouble finding one she could use to watch the house. Getting closer was more or less out of the question, however, since there were cameras and guard patrols covering the lawns surrounding the building. It was a fairly good defensive arrangement: at least theoretically, no one could get close to the house without being spotted.
The house itself was big. Much of it was single storey but it had a second floor toward the back of the property which, it seemed, contained mainly bedrooms. There was a pool at the rear and, off to one side and hidden behind trees, there was a second building which contained some stables and several rooms for servants. In this case, the servants were all armed guards, probably mercenaries.
‘You may have to some of the time,’ Andrea said. ‘We need to give Mink some breaks. I’ll do the day shift tomorrow. I wish I could go in there and do this the easy way, but there’s too much chance of being spotted.’
‘They could spot you?’ GG asked.
‘Jankowski can see through my shadows and he’s got some sort of protection that stops me seeing him. I might not see him fast enough to get out. Basically, we have to do this the slow, boring way. I’ve got my people digging up architect’s plans for the building, so we may have an idea of the layout before we go in, but we’re not going to be able to do the reconnaissance I prefer to do before something like this.’
‘And in the meantime, you and I are going to keep annoying the drug dealers?’
‘We need to keep them thinking that we don’t know where they are for as long as possible.’
‘But we’ve put Cygnus and Astraea on alert,’ Mink added. ‘They can both be over here in ten minutes if they’re needed.’
‘Cygnus is really that fast?’
‘Oh, she’s faster. But they’ll need to change clothes, so we make allowances.’
2nd July.
Being irritated and smug at the same time was a difficult trick to pull off, but Dallas Brightman was managing it. The irritation was possibly winning out a little because the leader of the Princes had two sources of irritation and one source of smugness.
Beelzebub sat across the table from him with that shit-eating smile he had to practise in a mirror. It was quite apparent that Diào Huā had not betrayed them, but Beelzebub was not backing down. He insisted that it was too early to tell and that an analysis of the pattern of attacks was needed.
The attacks were the reason Brightman was smug and one of the reasons he was irritated. Twilight had hit a number of dealers during the night, indicating to Brightman that she did not know where to find the Princes, but the dealers she had hit were important. She had managed to get seven of the highest-grossing dealers in the Princes’ network arrested with enough evidence to put them out of action for a very long time. These dealers supplied rich clients who spent money like water – not an especially good analogy in California, or maybe especially appropriate in a place where water was valuable – and they would need to be contacted by new dealers soon before they found a new source outside the city.
‘Belphegor,’ Brightman said, dealing with the immediate business at hand, ‘you’ll need to arrange for a new supplier for our inconvenienced clients.’
‘Already underway,’ Belphegor replied before shovelling a forkful of bacon into his mouth.
‘It’s important,’ Mammon said. ‘Those customers represent a significant income stream.’
‘I know how to do my job,’ the fat man stated with a growling tone in his voice. That was maybe because the longer sentences meant he could not eat as he wished. ‘Both of you can fuck off and let me do it.’
‘Further,’ Brightman said, ignoring the outburst, ‘we need a method of eliminating Twilight. She’s costing us too much.’
‘Good luck with that,’ Asmodeus said.
‘She is extremely powerful,’ Beelzebub said, ‘but she has her weaknesses.’
‘You would know.’
‘You’re right, I would. I’ve been arranging something which–’
‘I’ll be taking her down tomorrow night,’ Sathanus said. ‘It’s been arranged. She’ll be dropping in to one of my fight nights and she won’t be leaving. Except in a body bag, obviously.’
Beelzebub seemed a little annoyed at the interruption, but he continued anyway. ‘With her eliminated, Mink will be simple to remove from the picture.’
‘I want Mink,’ Belphegor said. ‘I’ll make her available for everyone, obviously.’
‘Without Twilight to protect her,’ Asmodeus said, ‘I just need to have a word with Mink. We need to find a way to compromise Genki Girl too. Perhaps you could speak to Archangel about arranging a meeting, Dallas.’
Brightman nodded. ‘That can be arranged, assuming that Beelzebub’s plan works.’
There was that smug grin again. It was very annoying that their new Beelzebub was too good to remove. ‘I’ve been working with the Darkness for longer than Twilight has. I understand it as well or better than she does. Tomorrow night, Andrea Morgan will die.’
3rd July.
‘Well, Sathanus is leaving,’ Mink said. ‘It looks like the information you got is right.’ She could see the man driving off the property from her vantage point. Expensive sports car. What a surprise.
‘Yeah,’ Andrea replied over the radio, ‘but I still think this is… dubious.’
‘Trap?’
‘Probably, but if Sathanus is going to be there, then I think I’m going to have to spring it.’
‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ GG cut in.
‘Depends how good a trap it is. Anyway, I’ll have backup. Both of us can teleport, so I don’t think they’re going to have much chance of capturing us.’
‘What about killing you?’ Mink asked.
‘I’m of the opinion that, if they can pull that off, I probably deserved it.’
‘Just don’t let those be your famous last words, okay?’
Burbank, CA.
‘It looks kind of like a TV studio or something,’ GG said. She was looking up at something which could have been a warehouse just as easily, but there was something about the arrangement of doors which suggested a studio. That and the big sign Andrea had seen on the way in, but GG could not see so well in the dark.
‘Disused,’ Andrea said. ‘Or it’s no longer operating as a studio.’ She considered for a second. ‘Well, a legitimate studio. They stream video feeds from here to customers who can’t attend directly. I kind of doubt Quail thought of that. It was probably set up by one of the others.’ They had identified Sathanus as Sergeant George Quail, which had come as a bit of a surprise. Quail had been the man who killed Herman Kopf, so Andrea owed him, just a little. On the other hand, she did not owe him much…
‘Are we going in?’
‘Yeah, though given that this is an ex-studio, I think they’ve taken all the surprise out of the trap. Let’s go in and bust up an illegal fighting ring.’
The inside of the building was kind of what you might have expected. It was a large, open room with a lot of metalwork bolted to the high ceiling from which lights were suspended. The lights were off, for the most part; there was enough light to see where you were going, but it was generally fairly subdued aside from the ring in the middle and a long table off to one side where the bets were being taken.
Hidden in shadow in a corner of the room, Andrea and GG observed the crowd for a few seconds. ‘Rich dicks with a taste for violence,’ Andrea said, keeping her voice low. It was unlikely she would be heard if she shouted, but there was no sense in taking chances.
‘I can’t believe this kind of thing really happens,’ GG responded. ‘I mean, except in movies.’
‘It happens. It’s worse when they’ve got Ultras in the ring. This place just uses human fighters.’
‘Ultra fighting rings are definitely something I thought were only in movies.’
‘Sadly, no.’
GG sighed. ‘Being around you is almost enough to make me feel sad. What do we do?’
Andrea’s eyes lifted to the ceiling again, taking in the collection of objects bolted up there over the ring in the centre. There was a circle of people about twenty feet across in which the current pair of combatants were battling. The fighters were invisible thanks to the crowd – mostly men, many of those in designer suits, but there were a few women, frequently in designer cocktail dresses – but you could more or less make out a play-by-play image of the combat thanks to the noises the crowd were making. A particularly loud cheer combined with some groans probably meant that someone had gone down to a particularly vicious blow. Those betting on the fallen fighter had been the ones groaning.
‘I’m just going to take a quick look around,’ Andrea said. ‘Wait here and try not to be noticed.’
‘But–’ GG stopped when she realised that she was just talking to empty air. Her outfit was fairly dark, aside from the magenta patches, so she stood still and waited, hoping that no one looking her way was very observant. Though, now she thought about it, it seemed unlikely that anyone was going to look her way. A spattering of cheers suggested that the fight was not over yet. Maybe the underdog was going to make a stunning comeback.
Darkness swirled around her without warning and it did not really disappear until a small light appeared in front of her. In it, she could see Andrea’s face, which almost made her squeak since a face with jet-black eyes appearing out of the dark was the kind of thing you saw in horror movies.
‘I have that kind of effect on everyone,’ Andrea said, smirking and ruining the effect. ‘We’re in the utility room and over there…’ The light turned, shining a thin beam of light on a cabinet of some sort with a big lever on one side of it. ‘That is the main power breaker. Push that lever up and this place gets plunged into complete darkness.’
‘Okay…’
‘So, what you’re going to do is wait for me to give the signal, and then you’re going to push that lever up.’ Turning the light, Andrea presented it to GG with a little flourish. ‘Simple.’
GG took the slim tube Andrea was holding out and flashed the beam around the room. It really was a utility room: lots of pipes and cables and banks of what looked like circuit breakers. She was actually standing inside what was basically a cage: whoever had designed the room had not wanted anyone accidentally getting near the power system controls. ‘What’s the signal?’
‘Me yelling something like “Now, GG!” Something like that. I’m not planning to be subtle about it. You’ll know.’
‘Okay, and you’re going to confront Sathanus?’
‘I’m going to jump into the middle of the ring and let him confront me. I’m sure he wants to.’
‘And you’re sure you can handle him?’
‘Pretty sure, but that’s why you’re here, ready to turn all the lights out.’ Andrea paused for a moment. ‘Oh, if I do call for the lights to go out, don’t get a sudden urge to come out and help me. I’ll probably have called in some help for crowd control and you don’t want to see that.’
‘You’re not going to kill people, are you?’
‘Sathanus is up to him. Everyone else, no, but if I call in my demons, no one who sees them is going to be sleeping in the dark for a while.’
‘Uh, oh. Okay. I guess that’s a good reason to avoid them. Uh, Andrea, why do you have a penlight? You can see in total darkness.’
‘I carry it for when I’m working with someone who can’t see in total darkness but who didn’t think to bring a flashlight.’
GG felt her cheeks go pink. ‘Right. That, uh, makes sense. Good luck.’
‘Don’t really need it.’ Andrea stepped into her Darkness and shifted herself across the building to the main studio. Sathanus clearly wanted her in the ring and probably had plans to get her there if needed, but why make him wait. The spots illuminating the fighting area were not bright enough to bother her, yet, so why not oblige the man?
Shadows began to swirl around the feet of the onlookers, unnoticed at first as they began to filter out into the lighted circle. You could tell when people saw what was happening because the cheers and shouts began to diminish. As a column of darkness rose up in the centre of the ring, the crowd went silent and the two fighters broke off to join the crowd. Then the darkness fell away in a wave which had the closer ring of people stepping backward as the shadows washed around their shins. Andrea was standing where the column had been, a grin on her face. ‘Good evening. My name is Twilight, and I’ll be arresting you this evening.’
‘Don’t think so.’ The speaker was a big man. He had to be six-foot-three and probably over two hundred and twenty pounds of bone and muscle. His dirty blonde hair was cut short, still showing a hint of regulation military. Cool, blue eyes stared at Andrea out of a face which was not exactly handsome: it showed too many signs of brawls to be really attractive. An olive-green T-shirt was stretched across what could only be described as a manly chest and he was wearing fatigue slacks and army boots. He looked ready to kick ass. Probably Andrea’s ass.
‘Sergeant Quail. I kind of owe you one.’
Quail stepped into the circle of light, grinning. ‘You do?’ He snapped his fingers and two things happened more or less immediately. The first was that extra spotlights, powerful ones, switched on, turning the fighting ring into a sea of bright light. The second was a little slower, but still too fast for Andrea to do much about it: metal frames strung with thick wire mesh dropped into place to form a box around Andrea and Quail. It was obviously designed for cage matches. In this case, cage match was probably a good description of the intended use.
‘I do,’ Andrea said without comment on the change of circumstances. ‘You killed Herman Kopf. I wanted to do it, really, but still… So, come quietly and I’ll go easy on you.’
Quail let out a roar of laughter. ‘Ha! Good one.’ The crowd, which had been shifting back in preparation for running, began to crowd in around the cage. The implication was obvious: Quail had somehow rendered Twilight impotent and they were going to get to see her beaten to a pulp. ‘I know your secret,’ Quail went on. ‘You can’t work in light this bright. It’s your turn to find out what fear is. I’m going to crush you. I’m going to paint the floor with your blood. They’re going to have to use DNA to identify the body.’
Andrea yawned. ‘Oh dear. Such bright lights. What can I do?’ she deadpanned. Then she shrugged. ‘People like you always make the same mistake. You get some powers and you start equating not having powers with powerlessness. I was taking down criminals long before I got all the darkness powers.’
‘Not like me. I’m going to–’
‘To be clear, you’re going to kill me? I’m fighting for my life?’
‘Oh yeah.’
‘Right.’ Fast drawing her pistol, Andrea lined up her shot and put two rounds into Quail’s forehead before he knew what was happening. Blood splattered over the people behind him and there was sudden silence aside from the sound of the two shots which echoed off the walls for a couple of seconds after Quail’s body, minus most of his head, fell to the concrete. ‘Turn the lights out, GG,’ Andrea said quietly. The room was plunged into darkness and people began a panicked rush toward where they thought the exits were. They would not be leaving; by the time they made it, they would find a demon waiting at each potential exit.
‘You don’t sound like this is an emergency,’ GG said over the radio. ‘I heard something which sounded like gunfire.’
‘Yeah. Scratch another Sathanus. We’ll get the cops in here and clean up the mess. The high-priced lawyers in this town are going to be really busy over the next few days.’
‘And the Princes are going to be really pissed off.’
‘And yet, strangely, I don’t care.’
‘Well, no. Neither do I.’
Sierra Madre, CA, 4th July.
Harry Lint much preferred to be called Abaddon; he would have legally changed his name if that had been easier to do. He had long ago recognised the value of hard work. Hard work was a priceless commodity which he arranged for other people to do for him as much as possible. He was actually a fairly intelligent man, and he put as much of that intelligence as possible into delegation and other means of avoiding work. He was smart but he lacked much of a formal education because he had never applied himself at school. Strangely, the rest of his class had been the same and the teachers had all decided that it was too much work to get them to change.
Abaddon liked to get a good eight hours’ sleep every night. Often, he managed another hour before something dragged him into the land of the living, but he did not have an alarm clock because it took effort to hit the snooze button. When he did have to wake up, he preferred the method his brainwashed secretaries used to rouse him; waking up in the middle of a blowjob was just the way to gain consciousness.
So, being woken by the lights in his room coming on at full glare was bad. Opening your eyes and finding Beelzebub standing over your bed, half his body hidden in a shroud of shifting blackness, was just wrong.
‘Fuck, man, what are you doing? It can’t be much past midnight. I need my rest, you know?’
‘It’s after one thirty,’ Beelzebub replied. ‘We just got the news that Twilight killed Quail last night. One of our UID people has been trying to press for an illegal killing but they’re not buying it.’
‘So?’
‘So, we’re leaving. Get your lazy ass out of bed and start packing. We’re leaving as soon as it gets light and if you’re not there, you get left behind.’
‘So, Sathanus is dead. We’ll get another one. We don’t need–’
‘We’re leaving. With or without you.’
‘Shit, man. Tell Pet. She’ll arrange things and then she can wake me up properly.’ Abaddon turned onto his side and pulled the sheets up over his head. ‘Turn the light out when you leave.’
There was a grunt from the side of the bed and then the sound of the door being slammed shut. The lights did not go out.
‘Aw, man…’
~~~
‘They’re definitely on the move,’ Mink said. ‘It’s starting to get light and they’re wheeling an S-ninety-two out onto the pad at the side of the house.’
‘A what?’ Andrea asked over the radio.
‘A helicopter. Fairly large one. It can definitely take them and some of their subordinates. They’re leaving town. Maybe even the country.’
‘Right… It’s early. If we’re lucky, GG can be back home in time for school. I’ll go get her after I’ve called Cygnus.’
‘We’re doing this then?’
‘Can you think of any good reason not to?’
Mink looked out at the helicopter pad. Someone was busy dragging a fuel line out to the big aircraft. ‘No. The sooner the better, actually.’
~~~
The compound was organised chaos, but Jankowski was used to that kind of thing. He had been running, one way or another, for a while now, ever since he had decided to make a break from the Shadow Court. Living out of his luggage was just par for the course. Though he had hoped to be able to stay in one place for a little longer than this… Well, maybe if he could find a way to nail Morgan finally. He had been sure his plan with Sathanus would work too. But no plan ever survived contact with the enemy and, apparently, the same could be said of Sergeant Quail.
As the copy indicator on his laptop finally got to one hundred percent, Jankowski pulled the network cable out of the machine and closed the screen. He now had everything he needed to run the Princes on that machine. A couple of taps on the server’s console and a process was begun to delete everything from the parent machine. There was no way Mink would be getting to them through their records this time. Now it was simply a matter of getting out of here before–
The radio on his belt hissed and then a voice announced that ‘before’ was now an impossibility. ‘Watchtower to all units. Cygnus is on the grounds.’
~~~
The house had a basement. They always seemed to have a basement. Secret villain HQs were sort of required to have an underground area for nefarious purposes: horrific laboratories, slave pens, and/or huge banks of computers with flashing lights. There were no laboratories here and the slaves were all above ground, in plain sight. There was a room with a computer server in it, but it was distinctly lacking in flashing lights.
‘I found the computer room, but it looks like someone’s been here erasing the hard drives,’ Andrea said.
‘They have to have some sort of backup,’ Mink replied over the radio. ‘We just have to find it. I’m betting either Lucifer or Beelzebub has it.’
‘Yeah. I’d bet on Jankowski. This is his place. When I find him, I’ll be sure to ask him.’
‘No sign of him?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Not yet, but he’s got some way of hiding from me. Keep an eye out for him.’
‘Once I’ve taken care of the goons, I’ll look for him. Or a column of darkness that’s moving.’
‘Thanks. I’d like a little chat with him.’ Andrea turned and slid through the door of the computer room. Her darkness filled most of the basement level and no one was getting in her way. In fact, she had not seen anyone down there yet. It was getting kind of boring. Time to make her way upstairs.
~~~
A streamer of rainbow-coloured light lanced out from GG’s hand and another goon with a sub-machine gun was catapulted through the air. He ended up crashing into one of his colleagues and GG winced at the impact and the tangled mess that was left on the carpet of the corridor she was moving down.
‘It’s best not to worry about it too much until it’s over,’ Astraea said from just behind her right shoulder. ‘They are trying to kill us. If it wasn’t for that shield you’re projecting, we’d be riddled with bullets.’
‘Those guns fire armour-piercing rounds too,’ Mink said from the left. ‘They really mean it.’
‘At least they haven’t broken out grenades. When we hit the UID bunker, they had grenades.’
‘Please don’t give them ideas.’
‘Sorry.’
GG launched another thug into the air and this one hit a wall. ‘So, uh, Astraea, you can heal people too, right?’
‘I can.’
‘Good, because I think we might need some healing once this is done with.’
‘Maybe, but they’re still trying to kill us.’
‘Yeah. I am trying to remember that.’ To press the point home, she watched as a stream of jacketed lead projectiles hit her Rainbow Shield and slowed to a stop before getting near their targets. ‘They’re making it easier with all the bullets, I must– Hey! Did anyone else see that or am I going nuts?’
‘I did,’ Astraea replied. ‘It didn’t look big enough to be Andrea.’
‘No,’ Mink agreed and pressed a finger to her ear. ‘Twilight, we’ve sighted Beelzebub. He crossed one of the corridors up here. Uh, if my memory serves, he’s heading down the main ground-level corridor toward the helipad.’
‘Much obliged,’ Andrea answered. ‘I really can’t see the bastard when I’m looking out of shadows. Ah… But I can see the black tornado he’s hiding in when I use normal vision…’
~~~
Andrea materialised out of the shadows at the end of the corridor down which a black column of twisting shadow was moving at a fair pace. It was actually kind of interesting to see one of her own abilities in use when she could not see through it. ‘So, that’s what that’s like,’ she muttered as she waited to see what Jankowski would decide to do.
The shadowy tornado faltered for a second and then accelerated toward her. He was going to try to bull his way through. She could not see exactly where he was, so he had decided to push past her while he had the advantage. Well, that would not do. She spread her arms. ‘That’s my power you’re using, Jankowski.’ The cloud continued its sprint, enveloping her in darkness. She felt his hand land on her right arm to push it aside. ‘And I’ve decided to take it back,’ she said.
The darkness evaporated and she heard Jankowski gasp. Turning, she saw him falter again, but he was past her with a clear run to the door. He glanced back, a hint of fear in his eyes. He was an attractive man; the loss of arrogance just made him look better. He was dressed, as befitted an ex-Court member, all in black, casual but designer, and there was a sabre slung at his left hip in an ornate scabbard. There was also a laptop case slung over his shoulder.
She pulled her revolver from its holster on her right thigh and raised it. ‘I will shoot you in the back,’ she called after him as his pace picked up once more. ‘I didn’t take you for a coward.’
He came to a grinding halt and turned. The hint of fear was gone, replaced by a lot of anger. ‘Bitch! How dare you?’
Andrea holstered her pistol. She smiled. ‘You’re the one running away just because I took your powers away.’
‘They are not your powers to take! The Darkness existed long before you and it will exist long after–’
‘Yeah, but you’re wrong. What you and the rest of the idiot old guard don’t seem to understand is that I am the Darkness you’ve been pandering to for millennia. It tried to eat me, and it lost. Now, it’s not just within me, it is me. You get your magic from me and I can decide you don’t deserve it whenever I like. Which doesn’t change the fact that you’re a trained shade with a sword and you’re running away from a girl.’
Jankowski’s eyes narrowed and he reached down to grip the hilt of his sword. ‘If I attack you, you’ll just use your magic against me.’
‘Why? I don’t need any kind of power to take you down, Jankowski. You’re no kind of threat to me.’
His jaw tightened and then he was running at her, drawing his sword as he went. Andrea slipped her own sword free of its scabbard on her back and watched him approaching. Overconfident. He was skilled, but his anger was getting the better of him with a dash like this. She swayed to the right and avoided the slash which attempted to cleave her shoulder. He twisted quickly, bringing his blade back around for another blow. She stepped away from him and felt the sting of his blade hitting hers and then sliding off.
Another slash swished past her chest, cutting only air. ‘Fight, damn you!’ Jankowski roared. His sword came up for another enraged swing.
‘As you wish,’ Andrea replied. She drove forward, bringing her sword up in an instant from level with her hip to level with Jankowski’s neck. The blade slid through flesh and then bone, and there was no time for Jankowski to realise how badly outclassed he was before he died.
Andrea flicked blood from her sword with a flourish and then reached back to sheathe it. Then, before the blood soaked into it too much, she reached down and picked up Jankowski’s laptop case, unclipping it from the strap to make things easier. He really was making a mess of the carpet. Then she tapped her ear. ‘Beelzebub is down and I’ve got his laptop. I’ll bring it over to you, Mink.’
‘Sounds good. When you say he’s down…’
‘He’s about a foot shorter than he used to be. I’ll be over there in a moment. Keep some bad guys fresh for me.’
‘Don’t be slow. We’re running out.’
~~~
Cygnus had run out. Cruising the exterior of the house, she had been clearing out any of the Princes’ goons she found after clearing out the servants’ quarters, but she had just finished her second lap without finding anyone to leave zip-tied to a drainpipe. They were usually a little bruised too. One was unconscious. Shifting her vector toward the building, she picked a window and dived in through it. Glass shattered against her upraised arms and she dropped into a landing on plush, burgundy carpet.
There was a woman in the room, standing beside a large bed. She was dressed in a frilly apron, the kind you might see attached to a copy of an Edwardian maid’s costume, but the rest of the outfit – aside from a pair of stacked Mary Jane shoes – was missing. She looked like something out of one of the anime romantic comedies Andrea had shown Cygnus, except that this was real and there was nothing behind this woman’s eyes. This was one of Belphegor’s slave girls, but where was the fat man himself?
‘Ha!’ She turned her head in time to see the disgusting blob of a man lurching toward her from a chair which had been beside the window she had come through. He was reaching out toward her. ‘You’ll make a fine addition to–’ Belphegor’s hand came to a stop against Cygnus’s force field and his voice stopped with it.
Cygnus glanced at the girl once more and then back at Belphegor. ‘I heard your power only works if you can touch skin,’ she said. ‘Bad luck for you.’ Her fist swung in an arc, slamming into Belphegor’s voluminous gut, and he was tossed out through the broken window to fall onto the patio outside. She had not used her full strength, but the sight of Belphegor’s ‘maid’ had resulted in a slight lack of self-control. Stepping to the window, Cygnus looked down and, to her utter amazement, saw Belphegor climbing to his feet and beginning to limp off in the general direction of the helipad. ‘Man’s a bloody cockroach,’ she muttered and lifted into the air to go after him.
This cockroach was not as resilient as some, it seemed. He managed to walk all of six feet before his knees buckled under him and he collapsed onto the flagstones. Cygnus landed beside him and started to reach for his neck to check his pulse. Then she reconsidered and reconfigured some of her power to remotely read life signs.
‘Belphegor’s down,’ she said over the radio. ‘He’s out beside the pool, alive but unconscious.’
‘You didn’t touch him, did you?’ Astraea asked.
‘Only to hit him. His power didn’t work through my shield. It’s nice of you to worry about me though.’
‘I wasn’t worried. You will wash your fist as soon as you can, right?’
Cygnus lifted back into the air and headed for the broken window. ‘His suite has a bathroom, I expect. I’ll go rinse my arm in scalding water. If any man alive ever had cooties, I’m guessing it’s him and there’s no point in taking risks.’
~~~
‘She doesn’t mean that, does she?’ GG asked.
‘About the cooties? I think that was a joke.’ Astraea was grinning, which certainly suggested she thought it was a joke.
‘No, about the scalding water.’
‘Oh… No idea, actually, but if she did, it wouldn’t be a problem. Fairly sure you could drop her in a volcano and she’d be fine. So long as she has time to reconfigure her powers anyway.’
‘She launched Magmatic into space, didn’t she?’ Mink said. ‘So, she kind of has been in a volcano.’
‘Huh, yeah, I guess.’
‘She’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?’ GG said, sounding just a little bit too fan girl.
‘You have no idea.’
That was when Abaddon walked down a flight of stairs and found himself looking at three girls in costumes. His eyes widened and he swallowed hard, but he just stood there, staring at them.
After a few seconds, GG said, ‘Is he going to do anything? He’s one of them, right?’
‘Abaddon,’ Mink replied, nodding. ‘Maybe he’s too lazy to throw a punch.’
‘I’m not,’ Astraea said. She pulled her fist back and stepped forward.
Abaddon dropped to his knees and covered his face with his hands. ‘Don’t hit me! I surrender! I surrender!’
Astraea came to a stop and looked around at the others. Mink gave a shrug and pulled a plastic strip from the top of her boot. ‘Well, one of them had to go easy,’ Mink said. ‘Seems appropriate that we wouldn’t have to put effort into arresting the Prince of Sloth.’
~~~
Outside, beside the helipad, a metal cover lifted and was pushed aside, and Asmodeus emerged from the tunnel beneath. ‘Get a move on,’ he called back. ‘The chopper’s ready and I want to get out of here.’
Lucifer emerged next, turning to take a large metal case from below. ‘They don’t know we’re here. We have time.’
‘And how do you know they don’t know?’
‘Because they’d be punching you in the face if they did.’
Mammon climbed up next, hampered by the bank bag he was cradling. ‘Haste is wasteful,’ he stated as he got to ground level and made a point of taking the case from Lucifer.
‘Not when Twilight is gunning for us,’ Asmodeus said. ‘Move!’ He pushed on Mammon’s shoulder, Mammon stumbled, and the bank bag fell, bursting as it hit the concrete surface. Coins of various denominations scattered around his feet.
‘You idiot!’ Mammon shrieked. ‘That’s over–’
‘Leave them,’ Lucifer ordered. ‘You’ve got plenty of cash in the case. We don’t need coins.’
‘But–’
Both Lucifer and Asmodeus grabbed Mammon’s arms and began dragging him toward the waiting helicopter. Mammon was a greedy man and he would never willingly leave money behind. The fact that he knew all their bank account numbers and codes from memory made him too valuable to leave behind.
‘We’ll make more money,’ Lucifer said, ‘but only if we get away.’
~~~
‘We’re missing three,’ Andrea said. The team had collected in roughly the middle of the ground floor where there was a room of indeterminate usage, possibly involving tea and muffins or something.
‘Lucifer, Asmodeus, and Mammon,’ Mink supplied.
‘They’re not downstairs.’
‘Or upstairs,’ Cygnus said.
‘And we’ve covered this floor,’ GG said. ‘They’re not here.’
‘But they were, right?’ Astraea asked, looking at Mink.
‘They were but–’ Mink’s eyes widened. ‘Helicopter.’
Darkness swirled around Andrea as she shifted out to the helipad. It was light now, but the sun was low and it was just about dark enough for her to create a space she could port into. ‘It’s gone,’ she reported as soon as she had stopped swearing. ‘I’m not sure where it is. We might’ve lost them.’ She scanned the pad for anything useful and saw only the randomly scattered coins near an open manhole. ‘Looks like Mammon dropped a bag of coins, but there’s no sign of them.’
‘I’ve got them,’ Cygnus said as she dropped to the ground beside her friend. Astraea was not far behind and GG appeared out of nowhere a second later with Mink. As she did, Cygnus was picking up one of the coins. ‘They’re about fifteen hundred metres south of here, moving at about three hundred and sixty kilometres per hour. Huh, a silver dollar.’
‘I don’t think you should be worrying over the coins,’ GG said. ‘Shouldn’t you be going after them? I’m sure you can catch them.’
Arcs of lightning began to dance around Cygnus’s arms and torso. ‘Yeah, but I think I want to give them a bit of a scare before I go get them.’ She lifted her arm, the coin balanced on her thumb. The arcing around her arm increased in intensity for a couple of seconds and then the air was split open as the coin accelerated to ridiculous velocity, leaving a stream of light in its wake.
Almost two miles away, Lucifer was congratulating himself on a miraculous escape. ‘They’ll never reach us now. We’ll head into Mexico, lay low for a couple of months, and then begin rebuilding.’
‘We’re not out of it yet,’ Asmodeus said.
‘It’s hardly likely that Twilight can drop in on a helicopter in the air. You’re safe, Jason. We’re safe. There’s no way they can–’
There was a horrendous crash and suddenly their aircraft was spinning violently in the air, tumbling toward the park they were flying over. For the longest two seconds of Lucifer’s life, he was absolutely sure that he was going to die. He was thrown against his seatbelt, feeling it digging into his hips, sure it was leaving bruises, but aware that they would not hurt much when the chopper slammed into the ground. Then the craft stabilised for no obvious reason and its fall slowed to a stop.
‘Thank, God,’ Lucifer said. It was probably not the most appropriate thing for a demon prince to say, but it just came out.
‘I doubt God’s got anything to do with it,’ Asmodeus said through gritted teeth. He was feeling around the back of his head and his fingers came back bloody. Mammon and the pilot were both unconscious. ‘I’m quite sure our rescue was down to a goddess, and I doubt she saved us to let us go.’
The aircraft, or what was left of it, was turning back toward Jankowski’s house and picking up speed. ‘Oh,’ Lucifer said. ‘Damn.’
~~~
‘She shot the rotor blades off,’ GG said as she watched Cygnus fly the damaged helicopter in for a landing.
‘Yup,’ Mink said.
‘From two miles away, give or take.’
‘Yup.’
‘With a railgun she made from her arm.’
‘Yup.’
‘That is so cool!’
‘She can autograph your boobs later, don’t worry.’
‘I do not want her to… Well, maybe.’
Los Angeles, CA.
‘Are you here to rub our noses in your victory?’ Archangel asked. He had not offered seats to Cygnus, Andrea, or Astraea, and GG had decided not to take her usual seat. Archangel’s disapproving gaze swept across the four heroes equally. He was not seated either.
‘Not at all,’ Cygnus said, her tone mild.
‘No need,’ Limelight said. ‘The story’s been the main lead on the news all day. The shadowy cabal of villains who run organised crime in L.A. have been brought down, and not by the Angels.’
‘I’ve spent much of the day fielding questions from government officials and ignoring ones from the press,’ Archangel said. If true, that probably partially explained the black cloud hanging over his head.
‘The evening news said that the LAPD were investigating various officers for corruption,’ Princess added. ‘This is going to be a mess just like San Francisco.’
‘Yeah,’ Mink agreed. ‘It’s going to be bad. Dirty. It’ll take months or years to clear up.’
‘And it’s actually corruption we wanted to discuss with the four of you,’ Cygnus said, looking around the table. Watcher was actually there, sitting at the chair his shadow usually occupied; Andrea had given him no choice in the matter. ‘Andrea…’
Andrea stepped forward and tossed four brown folders onto the big table. Papers and photographs partially emerged as they slid across the glossy surface. ‘Do I really have to explain what all this is?’ Andrea asked. ‘The LAPD and UID aren’t the only ones who’ve been turning a blind eye to what the Princes have been doing. Mostly, the cops have been taking bribes and the four of you were blackmailed, but it amounts to the same thing. None of you are really fit to hold the position of trust you do.’
‘How dare you–’ Archangel began, anger twisting his handsome features.
‘Some of you are worse than others,’ Cygnus said, raising her voice to cut him off. ‘Watcher is an idiot who should’ve owned up to his mistake when he made it. Princess is a vain fool.’ Cygnus looked directly at the model. ‘Seriously, hire a good publicist and leak the pictures yourself. You could end up with the public’s sympathy. Limelight needs to book himself into rehab for his gambling addiction. He’s a liability at the moment, as is Archangel.’ Cygnus stared right at the man in the white suit. ‘You are a delusional, hypocritical danger to the integrity of the Angels. I’ve seen a report saying that you show indications of narcissistic personality disorder. You really believe that you’re an incarnation of the Archangel Michael, that everything you do is right just because you think it is. You need to go.’
Archangel’s wings unfurled and he leaped upward and across the table, his hands raised. A stream of rainbow-coloured light lashed out from GG, striking him with a blaze of light as it hit his force field, and he was knocked out of the air, tumbling violently but somehow managing to land on his feet between Watcher and Andrea. He reached into his white jacket and produced a sword a bit like a Roman gladius. Flames sprang up along the length of the blade.
‘Michael!’ Princess called out. She was on her feet now and her body had taken on its crystalline form. ‘Stop this. You’re just making things worse!’
‘Stay out of this,’ Archangel hissed.
‘You should listen to the lady,’ Andrea told him. Her own sword was in her hand, black flames crawling along the length of it. She was holding it low, apparently at ease, but there was tension in her muscles and she was ready to react.
‘Shut up. You’re nothing but a demon.’ Archangel lunged forward, the point of his sword aimed right at Andrea’s heart. Andrea deflected the thrust with her sword, and then she followed through from the parry, whipping her flaming blade through Archangel’s body as though there was nothing there. Archangel gasped, his eyes widening, and he staggered, but he remained on his feet. ‘You’ll… You’ll not take me… so easily, demon.’
Andrea rolled her eyes. Admittedly, that was difficult to see given the eyes she had. ‘I’m using a less-than-lethal attack, but if I keep using it, it could kill you. Put your weapon down and give up.’
‘No.’ He lunged forward again, apparently ignoring good tactics as well as common sense. He was going all out and not considering his own defence. Andrea stepped back and then brought her sword up to strike the gladius close to the small guard. Archangel let out a yelp, but he was not really hurt. His sword spun out of his hand, clattering to the floor, and Andrea raised the point of her sword up to aim at Archangel’s eyes.
‘Michael!’ Princess called out again.
This time, Archangel seemed to listen. He dropped to his knees, raising his hands. ‘I yield. If God were with me, your victory should not have been so effortless.’
‘Whatever helps you sleep at night,’ Andrea said, keeping her sword levelled at his face.
‘You’ve the perfect opportunity to back down now without causing a major media storm,’ Astraea said. ‘Archangel stepping down after the revelation of the Princes’ activities could even be seen as honourable. No one needs to know that all four of you knew about the Princes the whole time. The Angels’ reputation will take a hit, but not a massive one. A change of leadership will probably take care of that.’
‘But only if that change happens now,’ Cygnus said. ‘We’ll overlook this little… outburst, but I think it illustrates why Archangel can’t stay in the job. But things change in the next week, or the public will find out about your various indiscretions.’
‘We’re suggesting that GG takes over as leader,’ Mink said.
‘We are?!’ GG yelped.
‘She’s fairly charismatic, a new face without any baggage, and entirely unaware that I was going to say this. However, yes, Cygnus, Twilight, and I think that GG is the obvious choice.’
Princess started nodding, which did not help with GG’s sudden panic. ‘I can’t. I’ve got no experience.’
‘You’ll have Princess and Watcher to help,’ Mink told her. ‘That’s assuming you can work with them.’
‘Yes, of course.’
‘Thank you,’ Princess said. She shifted out of her diamond form and, when her skin reappeared, she was blushing.
‘I agree with your assessment, Mink,’ Watcher said. ‘In addition, Genki Girl’s power set overlaps with Archangel’s. The replacement has tactical merit as well as being sound public relations.’
‘That’s settled then,’ Cygnus said.
‘Don’t I get a say in this?’ GG asked.
‘Not really. You’ll do fine. You’ll take the Angels to new heights. To be honest, that’s a fairly low bar to get over, but we’re all sure you can do it. Have a little faith in yourself.’ Cygnus turned her gaze upon Archangel again. ‘Just not as much as he has.’
 
 



Epilogue
San Francisco, CA, 5th July 2017.
The hot tub was fairly full. The day had been spent shuffling Bianca from Los Angeles to New Millennium City via Andrea’s shadows, and then flying her back again via personal jet. After that, an evening in the hot tub had seemed like a good idea, even if many of the occupants had not been involved.
‘So, is there any reason you can’t retire?’ Elaine asked. She was enjoying herself. Even if she had insecurities about her bust and was surrounded by women with more substantial ones than she did, she had no trouble enjoying the view. ‘Organised crime is basically gone on both coasts. You could probably leave everything to us lesser mortals.’
‘I’d kill myself through sheer boredom if I stopped,’ Bianca replied.
‘Same,’ Andrea said.
‘Hardcoded to seek justice and that good stuff,’ Cygnus said.
‘Pretty much the same,’ June said. ‘Anyway, I just started. Seems a shame to give it up so soon.’
‘Oh,’ Andrea said, ‘and I like scaring the shit out of muggers in Churchton.’
‘Seems fair,’ Elaine agreed.
‘Besides,’ Cygnus said, ‘it won’t be long before someone else comes along to mess things up. Nature abhors a vacuum, and we’ve made a couple of big ones.’ She grinned. ‘That was one helluva way to spend the Fourth of July.’
‘I hadn’t even realised it was,’ Andrea said. She took a sip of cold white wine and relaxed even further onto her seat. ‘I suppose, since we got Diamond and her Queens, and the Princes, you could say we got a royal flush.’
June cringed. ‘Card jokes? Anyway, wouldn’t we need kings for that?’
‘If you’re being pedantic, there are no princes in a deck of cards, and we’d need to have caught Jack, which we didn’t.’
‘Do you think he’ll cause trouble?’
‘If I had to guess,’ Bianca said, ‘I’d say he’ll focus on breaking Diamond out of prison. And good luck to him. She’s being taken seriously given the evidence we have on her. She’s in maximum security and being constantly monitored.’
‘He might come after you?’
‘Maybe, but not until he’s freed Diamond. They still haven’t worked out who she is. The woman remains a mystery, even though they’ve got her locked up. Luckily enough, that’s not going to delay anything. Thanks to the laws protecting the secret identities of heroes, she can be tried under the name Diamond without having to jump through any hoops.’
‘Huh. First time I’ve ever heard that brought up as a benefit of the system,’ Andrea said. ‘You know, this is not a bad way to spend time, but it’ll be good to get back to New Millennium.’
‘Jacob will agree with you,’ Cygnus said. ‘He’s actually home at the moment too.’
‘Cool. Don’t expect us to leave our apartment for the next week.’
Cygnus and June both shrugged. The latter spoke. ‘That was pretty much a given.’
###
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