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Part One: Darkness

 New
Millennium City, MD, 2nd March, 2014.

Horns blared, tyres screeched, and
Twilight vaulted the hood of an oversized SUV in one smooth
movement before continuing on in a dead run down Waterford Street
in Friendship. The driver of the car hit his horn, leaned out of
his window, and screamed something obscene, though his shout was
cut off in a strangled cry as the second running figure slammed
into his car.

Twilight risked a backward
glance: Tower Block was still on her tail, where she wanted him.
Outrunning the seven-foot, grey-skinned man would not have been
that difficult, but keeping him just behind her without getting
turned into roadkill was harder. As she looked, he shunted the SUV
aside as though it was made of balsa and ran after her. Another
quarter mile. The plan called for her to get him another quarter
mile down the road, and then it was someone else’s problem.

Andre Cooper, Tower Block, had
breezed into town about a week earlier. He was a super-powered
thug, a perennial criminal, and not a very bright one. Very strong
and with stony skin which could easily deflect most weapons, he
tended to commit crimes because he simply could not come up with
another way to live. He was hard to stop, but he seemed to have
bricks for brains and outsmarting him was relatively trivial. He
also had a foul temper, so getting him to chase her had been pretty
easy too.

‘Come ’ere, squishy!’ Tower
block yelled at her. ‘I’m gonna paint a wall with your brains!’

Twilight bounced over a town
car, pulling off an acrobatic move for the show of it, and yelled
back at him while she was flying, ‘Couldn’t paint a house brick
with yours.’ Tuck, roll, flip out into a run; keep him following at
all costs.

It was daylight, not her best
time. She dressed in a black catsuit and cowl for a reason, and
that was that she much preferred operating at night. Long-distance
running in heels was not exactly a good idea either, but part of
being a hero was looking the part, and having a pair of shivs on
her feet came in useful at times. Still, this was her plan. Thus
far, in the space of a few days, Tower Block had demolished a
convenience store for potato chips, trashed three bars, totalled
twenty-seven vehicles, three of them police cruisers, and knocked
over one bank, almost literally. He needed to go down and he was
not someone she would normally have considered taking on, but some
of her partner’s stupid must have been rubbing off on her because
it had been her suggestion that they nail the dumb
son-of-a-bitch.

The beach frontage at Fairhaven
came into view ahead of her. Another couple of hundred yards.
Twilight pushed up her speed a little, drawing away from him
slowly. She needed a little distance for the next bit. The sound of
car horns and screams told her he was still following, but she
checked back over her shoulder anyway, not for Tower Block, but for
the white shape coming up behind him. Now it was just a matter of
timing.

Pulling up in front of the
railing which marked the transition between street and sand,
Twilight turned and pulled the Glock from its holster on her right
thigh. She used a Glock 20, chambered for a 10mm round. They were
not especially popular in the US, but she found the slightly larger
calibre useful for its stopping power, and because you could do
more with a big load. She cracked off a shot at fifteen yards,
hitting the big man’s chest: it was not a hard thing to target. The
round splatted against his hulking pecs, sticking there without
doing even the slightest damage.

‘Whadda fuck was that?!’ Tower
Block yelled at her. ‘You stoopid!’

‘Sonic beacon,’ Twilight called
back as he ran closer. ‘Don’t want to lose you.’

‘Ain’t gonna lose me, little
girl. I’ma gonna be the one hittin’ you.’

Twilight dived sideways. ‘Good
luck with that.’

And that was when Cygnus flew up
behind him, grabbed the back of the tactical harness he was
wearing, and lifted. Despite being a willowy woman who would have
looked more at home on a catwalk than bench-pressing weights,
Cygnus could lift a car, and had done, complete with a payload of
bank robbers. Tower Block squirmed more, but compared to that he
was easy. Her flight slowed a little with the added weight, but the
big man let out a roar of anger as she plucked him up off the
sidewalk and carried him out over the beach and then the water of
Chesapeake Bay.

Twilight watched her go,
grinning. From the south a helicopter was flying in already, laden
with divers equipped with sonar equipment which could track the
sounder on Tower Block’s chest. Because Twilight had done her
research and Tower Block had one flaw, or rather two connected
ones: he needed to breathe and he was denser than water.

‘Denser than a ton of poured
concrete,’ she muttered just as Cygnus dropped the man into the
bay. He could wear a mask to avoid gas, and had actually figured
that one out, but a few minutes on the bottom and the New
Millennium City Police Department divers could attach flotation
bags and lift his unconscious body to the surface for
collection.

Grinning, Twilight turned around
and spotted news cameras from ACPN closing on her. At that point
she hoped Cygnus was going to get back soon. Super-thugs she could
handle, but reporters were another matter.

~~~

‘It was teamwork,’ Cygnus was saying.
‘We needed Tower Block distracted because trying to fight him close
in would be suicide, so we got him to chase Twilight while I got in
behind him where he couldn’t reach me.’

‘Your partner likes the
cameras,’ Special Agent Jacob Dannon commented.

‘I don’t like them,’
Twilight replied. ‘One of the stipulations of our partnership is
that she handles the press. Most of the time anyway. And she
doesn’t hog the glory.’

‘Actually, this was Twilight’s
plan,’ Cygnus said in response to a question neither of the
observers had heard. ‘Tower Block is not the kind of villain she
would normally take on, but she thought that the two of us together
could get him back where he belongs, behind bars, and she came up
with a way of putting him down long enough to get him there.’

‘Okay, so she doesn’t,’ Dannon
said, ‘but she’s been getting a lot of air time in the last few
months.’

Twilight grinned at him. ‘Still
don’t like Ultras, huh?’

‘I don’t like the glory hounds.
Ultranova, for example.’

‘Well, he’s out of the picture
and Cygnus isn’t one, and you know it. She’s got better at taking
these sessions, but she makes sure I get good press, or as good as
I think I need.’

The muscular agent nodded,
reluctantly. ‘Yeah, okay, you’re right. And you stopped
Bricks-for-Brains with minimal collateral damage. I doubt we could
have done better. Pretty sure we’d have had injured agents–’

‘And maybe a dead Ultra,’
Heather Bryant, his partner, commented as she walked up to them.
‘As it is, he’s unconscious, but they pumped his lungs out and put
him in Neurotronic restraints. Apparently he’s hard to kill. We had
plans to use an anti-tank rocket on him.’

Dannon gave a shrug. ‘He’ll get
out again, somehow, and he’ll be back doing this somewhere else for
a week or so until someone stops him.’

Twilight shrugged in turn. ‘If
the divers hadn’t got him out in time…’

‘And you’d have been okay with
that?’ Bryant asked.

‘No.’ The black-clad heroine
looked across to where her white-clad counterpart was trying to
wrap things up with the reporters. ‘But that’s mostly because
Cygnus would have hated it. The world would be better off without
some people. Then again, that’s not my call. That’s why we have a
justice system, right?’

‘When it works.’ Bryant sounded
a little sour. ‘The fact that we actually need people like you and
her… Doesn’t say much about the system, does it?’

Twilight gave another shrug.
‘That sounds like politics. I don’t like that any more than I like
cameras.’ She spotted Cygnus heading their way and grinned. ‘Good,
we can get out of here.’

‘You have plans?’ Dannon asked.
‘Not like you to be out in daylight.’

‘It’s not, and we have. It’s
Sunday. Sunday afternoon is time for sparring.’

‘You spar with a girl who can
punch through armour?’ Bryant asked, eyes widening.

‘She doesn’t hit me much,’
Twilight replied with a grin.

~~~

In truth, Cygnus had been getting better
at landing those powerhouse punches, but she did pull them a
lot when she was practising. Sunday had become a regular event
for the two heroines, but not for a reason either of them liked or
particularly wanted to remember. Cygnus’ boyfriend had been
murdered and had left her his house and a lot of money. The house
came with a dojo and they had been using that for several months,
but it had taken Cygnus a lot longer to finally decide to move into
the place along with her housemate, June. Even then the master
bedroom remained empty; used to sharing an apartment, the new owner
was happier in one of the many guest rooms on the ground floor.

Besides which, Cygnus was not
always Cygnus, and her alter ego could not fly, and the dojo and
main bedroom could only be accessed by someone who could fly, or
teleport. That was how Twilight got up there when her partner did
not carry her; stepping through shadows was a limited form of
translocation, but it did the same job and Twilight was good at
it.

Today they were alone in the
house. June was in Los Angeles on a modelling job. Her career had
not exactly sky-rocketed, but this was her third job since the
start of the year, and her second in LA. She was quietly confident
that she was going to be able to make a living in front of a camera
and Cygnus could not have been happier for her. June had wanted a
career in modelling for years and now, finally, it was coming to
pass.

Twilight parried a blow aimed at
her chest, snapped a kick at Cygnus’ ankles, and followed through
with a full-force strike to the chest. Cygnus backed off, grinning.
There was no way her friend could hurt her, and they both knew
it.

‘I’m going to stop falling for
that eventually,’ Cygnus said.

‘You don’t every time. You’re
improving, you know?’

‘I know.’

‘Have you been studying Bobby’s
notes?’ Having asked the question, she followed it with a flurry of
rapid strikes to Cygnus’ face which were dodged or blocked.

‘Not as much as I should.’ The
return strikes were just as rapid and Twilight backed up, forcing
Cygnus to overextend… And then there was the leg sweep. ‘It still
makes me a little uncomfortable,’ the blonde added from the
floor.

‘As uncomfortable as landing
face first on those boobs of yours?’

Cygnus rolled over and then
somersaulted smoothly to her feet, assisted by a little flight
power. ‘Differently uncomfortable,’ she replied, adjusting her
suit. She was not smiling.

‘Sorry,’ Twilight told her.

‘It’s okay. I know he’d have
wanted me to get on with it, but…’

‘It took me months to get over
Andy’s death. Actually… until you killed Ultranova, and I still
want Blutadler.’

‘But not Tonaldo?’

Twilight relaxed, stepping back.
She could tell that neither of them was in the mood to continue for
now. Not really. She pulled off her cowl and shook out her shaggy,
black hair. ‘Can I use a shower? We can talk over a drink.’

‘You know you don’t need to
ask,’ Cygnus replied.

~~~

They sat in the large, open, more or
less circular lounge with a glass of wine each. Twilight had
sloughed her skin and become Andrea Morgan, dressed in an oversized
towelling wrap. Cygnus had gone through a more drastic shift,
losing several inches and cup sizes, and changing into the more
homely form of Penny Worthington, and was now in her own big
dressing gown and her glasses, without which she was
half-blind.

‘I came to New Millennium
knowing that the Tonaldo family had pushed my brother to his
death trying to prove he was one of them,’ Andrea said, her voice
soft and a little hesitant. ‘And then we find out that Ultranova
killing him at a bank robbery was not any kind of accident. The
bastard was hunting for bodies for Professor Blutadler to turn into
animated corpses.’

‘And Blutadler got away when we
hit their base,’ Penny said. ‘I can understand you wanting to find
him.’

‘And I will. Aside from anything
else, he wants to find you. Putting Andy’s body to rest though… It
kind of gave me some peace. I still want to take the Tonaldos down,
but I have to admit that, well, Andy was an idiot for working for
them. I can’t really blame David Tonaldo, personally, for
getting him killed.’

‘So that’s why you were keener
to take out Tower Block? You’re less obsessed with Tonaldo?’

Andrea nodded. ‘He still wants
both of us on a slab though. I don’t think we should let up on
him.’

Penny grinned. ‘I’ve got no
plans to. Have you done anything about your relationship issue? I
saw you talking to him…’

‘I don’t have a
relationship issue. I don’t have a relationship.’

‘That’s the issue.’

‘No, I haven’t. It would get
complicated. I like him, and he likes me, but… Well, he doesn’t
like me; he likes Twilight.’

‘You are Twilight. More
than I’m Cygnus anyway.’

Andrea pursed her lips, her nose
wrinkled. ‘Sometimes I wonder. Anyway, secret identity. I am not
going to try to seduce a man while wearing a mask.’

‘Maybe you just need the right
mask,’ Penny replied.

3rd March.

‘Where do we file this one, Andrea?’
Zoe asked, holding up a larger than usual comic in a transparent
plastic bag.

Andrea peered at it. Emblazoned
above a posed photograph of Svetilo in a bikini were the words
‘Supergirls: Swimsuit Edition.’ Andrea grimaced. There was no way
you were ever going to see Twilight in a bikini, but the Russian
model-cum-heroine was something of an extrovert.

‘Adult collectors’ editions,’
Andrea decided. ‘It’s in the back, top shelf.’ She looked across at
the counter where her boss, Roger Wentworth Peters, was reading one
of the latest editions of Brightstar’s comic. ‘Roger, why are we
even stocking this stuff?’

‘That one,’ Roger replied, ‘is
signed by four of the models and it’ll probably go for over a
hundred bucks.’

Andrea regarded the thin
magazine with new eyes. ‘Okay, so I guess I can understand that
one. What about the copy of Ultras Uncovered I filed away
yesterday? Pretty sure that one wasn’t signed. Smudged a little,
but not signed.’

‘I like the articles.’

‘Would those be the articles on
that blonde on page seven?’ Zoe asked.

‘Those were very good articles,
yes.’

Both girls giggled and Zoe
headed for the back of the store where the more expensive,
collectible comics were kept. Radium Comics always had a good stock
of premium merchandise available, as well as the more common stuff
which was at the front. Roger generally did his hunting for rare
books at the weekends, which was one of the reasons the shop was
closed then, and one of the reasons Andrea liked working there.

It also paid the bills and it
was normal. Andrea had come to appreciate normality more since
Ghostfire had died on the end of Cygnus’ fist. Her life had been
focussed on revenge and she had had some of that. It had eased
things, even if there was more to be done.

‘Good weekend, Andrea?’ Roger
asked, finishing his comic.

‘Not bad. Went running.’

‘Huh. Did you see the news
footage of Twilight outrunning Tower Block? Two miles in heels
leading a man that can bulldoze cars.’

Andrea grinned. ‘Quite a stunt,
but you’d have to be crazy to do that.’

‘Pretty sure they’re all a
little crazy,’ Roger replied. ‘Thank God they are.’

5th March.

Penny stood at the barrier watching the
sliding doors intently. Starblaze International was busy today,
lots of people in suits flying into New Millennium, presumably on
business. There were a few others, and Penny was guessing at
tourists in town to see the new New York. In her considered
opinion, her town was not a great tourist destination unless you
went on holiday to party. There were clubs and theatres and such in
Uptown, but the city was too young to have much to see once you had
taken in the basic cityscape. Still, tourists came, and Washington
was not that far away.

The doors opened and there was a
slight drop in the noise level. Penny glanced around her and saw
the weird result of June Summerfield coming into view. Suddenly men
holding signs up were hoping against hope that she was there to be
picked up by them, while others were just hoping she was available
to be picked up, and women were looking disgustedly at the men
around them, or enviously at June.

June herself seemed oblivious,
walking out down the gauntlet of onlookers with a small case
dragging along behind her. She was dressed in a grey, woollen
dress, long-sleeved and high-necked, but short, and a pair of
calf-length, stack-heeled boots. She did not really need the extra
height, but it curved her spine and put an extra strut in her step,
adding to the curvaceous figure her dress was hugging. Penny could
understand the reaction. She figured a lot of people were about to
be disappointed just as June’s face brightened.

‘Pen! Oh thanks for meeting me,’
June exclaimed, rushing the rest of the way to the end of the rail
as Penny moved around to meet her.

‘It’s not like I had anything
else to do,’ Penny replied. Occasionally being unemployed had its
compensations.

‘I was kind of expecting
Red.’

‘She was busy, but she lent me a
car to come get you.’

June’s blue eyes brightened
further. ‘Which one?’

‘The Gallardo. It’s not like we
need the armoured one.’

‘I’m driving back,’ June said,
giggling like a schoolgirl.

~~~

The bright red Lamborghini raced up the
drive at a slightly more excessive pace than the rough surface
deserved and came to a halt. June was still giddy when she climbed
out and reclaimed her bag.

‘What a rush,’ she breathed.
‘That thing is awesome.’

‘You’re crazy,’ Penny told
her.

‘Says the girl who tossed Tower
Block into the bay this week. Yes, I did see that on the news.’

‘Twilight was the one who ran
two miles with him chasing her so I could do it.’

‘Uh-huh. She’s crazier than
you.’ She turned and started toward the house, a three-storey
structure built like some modern art wedding cake. ‘I’m going to
freshen up and then we can chat. I’ve missed a week of gossip,
and I haven’t seen True Powers this week.’

‘Okay,’ Penny said, hiding a
grin.

June trooped through the hall
and under the hole in the ceiling, which was the only access to the
upper floors, and then through to the lounge before turning left to
go into her room. Penny followed, but continued on to one of the
sofas, managing to sit down and pick up the remote before she heard
the squeak from June’s room.

‘Red! What are you…? I thought
you were busy?’

‘Busy getting ready for you
coming home, yeah,’ the voice of the Red Huntress said. ‘Now get
your dress off…’ And then the door closed and the rest was
lost.

Penny grinned. At least those
two had a love life, even if neither she nor Andrea seemed to be
able to manage one. She pushed her glasses up her nose and turned
on the TV, which was huge. Pretty soon the moaning would start and
she did not need to hear that.

6th March.

Malls were not Twilight’s favourite
places either. Even Andrea found them crass, but in costume they
presented a different problem: all the lighting was designed to
eliminate shadows.

She was pretty sure that the
three thugs robbing the jewellery store on the second storey had
not considered that when picking their target. No, they had been
after diamonds. The shop had a selection of cut stones which they
could set in whatever manner the buyer wished. They had security,
sure, but that had just meant the thugs took out the two guards
with silenced pistols as soon as they walked in. That, in
Twilight’s book, made them fair game, but harder to take down in
the confined space of the shop.

Which was where her partner came
in. Cygnus marched into the shop in her tiny, low-cut, thong-backed
swimsuit and stiletto-heeled thigh-high boots as though there was
nothing in the world which could harm her, which was not true, but
it might as well have been as far as the goons were concerned. And
with their attention on her, Twilight slipped in low and behind a
display case before anyone could see her.

‘You three are under arrest,’
Cygnus snapped, ‘put down your weapons and come quietly or there
will be consequences.’ No one moved, but the thugs did look
a little disturbed at the turn of events. ‘Still going to have to
work on that,’ Cygnus muttered. Louder she added, ‘This place is
going to be surrounded by police in a matter of minutes. You’re not
getting out of here with the diamonds, and if you give up now you
won’t get shot on the way out.’

‘F-fuck you, freak!’ one of the
men replied, turning his pistol from his hostage toward Cygnus and
pulling the trigger as though his life depended on it. Glass
shattered and a lone slug hit her in the chest, rapidly turning
into a metal pancake.

Then Twilight appeared from
behind a cabinet, her sword swinging up in one, smooth movement.
The man let out a scream as his hand, and the pistol in it, became
detached from his arm.

‘Guns on the floor,’ Twilight
snapped. ‘Now!’ There were sudden clattering noises as the other
two men dropped their weapons and backed quickly away from their
hostages, their hands rising over their heads.

‘You see they listen to you,’
Cygnus said, trying not to sound too much like she was whining. She
looked at one of the men behind the counter. ‘Would you call an
ambulance, please?’

‘It’s all in the voice,’
Twilight said as she dropped to her knees beside the thug who was
now cradling his stump and mewling on the floor. ‘That and cutting
a guy’s hand off for emphasis obviously.’ She pulled a pack from
one of her belt pouches and started pulling out bandages. ‘And you
can shut up. You killed a man tonight. You’re lucky I’m not letting
you bleed out on the floor.’

‘You c-cut… my h-hand…’ the thug
stammered.

‘They can do wonders with
microsurgery these days and you’ll get plenty of rest in prison.’
Twilight wrapped a cloth strip around his wrist and yanked it
very tight. The man screamed. ‘Don’t be a baby,’ she told
him.

~~~

‘That went moderately well,’ Cygnus said
as they walked away from the shop. ‘I mean, it’ll take them a while
to get the blood out of the linoleum, but we got the bad guys.’

‘The two guards probably wished
we’d got there faster,’ Twilight replied.

‘One of them’s going to live,
probably.’ She stopped, looking in one of the shop windows.

‘It would have been better if…
What on Earth are you looking at?’ Twilight stopped and looked
where her partner was staring. It was the window of a lingerie shop
and the dummy in the window was wearing a black, lacy bra and
panties, a choker, and a lacy mask.

‘Another kind of mask,’ Cygnus
replied.

‘You have got to be kidding me.
I can’t wear–’

‘Why not? You’d look amazing.
He’d fall over his tongue.’

‘That place is hideously
expensive,’ Twilight protested.

Cygnus reached into the top of
her boot and produced a plastic card. ‘My treat,’ she said,
grinning. ‘One of us should have a love life and I don’t think it’s
going to be me for the foreseeable future.’ She started forward
before Twilight could present further arguments.

Well… Well, it was probably
going to be worth it for the look on the assistants’ faces when
they were presented with two heroines lingerie shopping.

7th March.

Jacob Dannon opened his bedroom door
and stepped through. There was a limited amount of moonlight coming
in through the window, casting the bed itself in silver and turning
the shadows into total darkness. He reached for the light
switch.

‘Don’t.’

The voice caught him by surprise
and he stopped moving, peering in the direction it had come from
but seeing nothing. His eyes were still acclimated to the light in
the lounge and his night vision was shot. It had sounded like a
voice he knew, but a less certain version of it. He pushed the door
closed behind him.

‘How long have you been standing
there in the dark?’ he asked.

‘A while,’ the voice replied. ‘I
was trying… to decide.’

‘Decide? Decide on what?’

‘Whether I should do this.’

Dannon frowned. ‘You’re usually
a bit less cryptic, Twilight.’ His eyes were adjusting and he
thought he could see her shape in the shadows in the corner of the
room. It looked paler than usual. ‘What’s going on?’

She took a step forward and the
light caught her skin. There was a lot of skin on show. The bra and
thong set left little to the imagination, but she was still wearing
a mask, of sorts. He took in the slim, toned body, the mop of
tousled, black hair…

‘I…’ he began, and realised he
was not sure how to continue. His body knew what it wanted, but his
brain was taking its own sweet time to catch up. ‘I don’t know what
to say.’

‘Well… tell me to go or ask me
to stay,’ she replied.

He did neither. Instead, he took
the couple of steps needed to close the distance between them. He
bent forward and their lips met. It was tentative at first, then
her arms looped around his neck and they were kissing feverishly,
as though both had been waiting for this for decades. His hands
slid over her buttocks, pulling her against him, and she moaned
into his mouth.

Then he broke the kiss. ‘Stay,’
he whispered.

~~~

Penny watched the couples on the dance
floor of the Huntress’ Den through Cygnus’ eyes and wished that she
was out there with them, dancing with Bobby. But Bobby was dead,
murdered to get to her, and there was nothing she could do about
that aside from remembering him. There had been offers; plenty of
men wanted to dance with her, vertically or horizontally. She knew
he would want her to move on with her life, but it was too soon.
She was not ready to let anyone else in that far.

‘No Andrea tonight?’ June asked
from her place on the stool beside Penny’s.

‘Hopefully, if she hasn’t
chickened out, she’s banging a UID Special Agent about now.’

‘Oh! That’s… unexpected.’

‘You haven’t seen the way they
look at each other.’

‘I mean… Well, she’s always
seemed a bit… cold? Though I guess she has lightened up a bit since
Christmas.’

‘Since Ghostfire died, actually.
There’s a bit of Latin hot blood in there somewhere, but she was
just very focussed before.’

‘Isn’t it going to be a bit odd?
I mean, with the mask?’

‘We came up with a solution. I
mean, maybe she’ll just tell him who she is, but it’s probably
safer if he doesn’t know. I sort of wish you didn’t know about me,
but at least my secret identity is, uh, more secret.’

‘I’m not sorry,’ June replied.
‘I wouldn’t change it for the world.’

Penny nodded, not trusting her
voice. She hoped June would never have to regret that attitude.

~~~

It was agony, and it was ecstasy, and
Andrea never wanted it to end, but no matter how she drew it out
with changes of pace and teasing pauses, the end was always the
same. When it came, when they came, it was as though her body was
exploding with pleasure and she almost collapsed on top of Jacob as
the detonation subsided, her breathing ragged.

She almost did not notice him
reaching toward her face, but she felt his fingers against the
mask. It and the choker were the only thing she was still wearing.
His thumbs started to push the lace upward and she reached up,
taking his hands in hers.

‘Why not?’ he whispered.

‘Let’s leave a little mystery,’
she replied. ‘If you ever need to, you can still say you’ve never
seen my face.’

‘But…’

‘This has to be our secret,
Jacob. Cygnus lost Bobby… I don’t want to have to turn up to your
funeral.’ She lifted off him, swinging around and sitting on the
edge of the bed. Then she reached down to retrieve her bra from
where it had fallen.

He slid up behind her, his knees
to either side of her hips, and his arms slid around her waist. The
moonlight made her dusky skin paler and turned his dark skin even
darker against it.

‘So you sneak into my house at
night and slip away again before anyone can see you? How do you do
that anyway?’

‘Yes, and it’s a trade secret.
It’s better this way. For now anyway.’

‘Better for who?’

‘Both of us. You don’t need to
lie, and I don’t need to worry about you. It’s really hard to get
dressed with you holding me like that. Even if I don’t really want
you to let go.’

He laughed and the tension in
her stomach released. He was going to be okay with this, at least
for a while. He let her go and settled back onto the pillows, a
grin on his face.

‘I guess I can live with that.
Heather’s going to know, y’know? Soon as she next sees us together,
she’ll know. She’s perceptive like that.’

‘Is that going to be a
problem?’

Another laugh. ‘Only for me.
She’s going to want to know all the intimate details.’

Andrea chuckled in reply. ‘Going
to tell her?’

‘I might exaggerate a bit. A man
has a reputation to uphold.’

‘Four times isn’t enough to hold
up your rep? I was impressed.’

He shrugged, even if he did look
pleased with that. ‘So I won’t need to exaggerate much.’

8th March.

The problem with what she had spent
Friday night doing was that it made what she had to do on Saturday
night harder. She told herself that Twilight had taken Jacob to
bed, and Andrea was the one walking into Lena’s rooms. Not even the
real Andrea, she added firmly. Andrea was heterosexual, except when
playing a prostitute for David Tonaldo’s lesbian daughter. Somehow,
though, Friday night had turned the subterfuge into a real lie.

Then again, the bright smile she
got from the top-heavy blonde helped push that aside. Lena was an
unwitting source of information about the criminal activities of
her father and his organisation, but she lived for the nights when
one of her lovers was allowed up to her apartment. Andrea had put a
lot of effort into making sure that she was Lena’s favourite, the
one she asked for most often. It was hard to be entirely unmoved by
the level of devotion Lena had for her.

‘I’ve had a bit of a sucky
week,’ Lena said. ‘I’m glad you could come tonight.’

‘I had to move a couple of
appointments,’ Andrea lied, slipping her coat off to reveal the
tiny, black mini-dress she was wearing beneath it. ‘But you know
I’ll do that for you. I’ll make you forget all about your problems,
don’t you worry.’

‘It won’t be easy. Poppa’s been
in a foul mood since that diamond heist Cygnus and Twilight broke
up.’

‘Was that one of his?’ Andrea
asked, keeping her voice light. She crossed over to the sofa,
settling beside her client. None of the intelligence suggested the
Tonaldos had been behind the robbery.

‘No. That’s what’s bothering
him. Some team from out of the city. He doesn’t like
competition.’

Leaning over, Andrea kissed
Lena’s neck just under her left ear, eliciting a soft gasp. ‘I
think I have a few tricks that’ll take your mind off it,’ Andrea
purred.

9th March.

‘So you didn’t chicken out?’ Cygnus
asked, grinning mischievously.

‘No,’ Twilight replied, ‘I
didn’t. And don’t think you’ll distract me by trying to discuss
it.’

‘Would I?’ Cygnus threw a
feinted punch and Twilight blocked the real attack, a low kick,
with apparent ease. ‘How was he?’

‘I wasn’t disappointed.’

Cygnus turned, one leg swinging
up for a back-kick. Twilight caught her ankle and pushed.

‘I won’t say “I told you so,”’
Cygnus said from the floor.

‘You just did. It made seeing
Lena last night a little more… stressful than usual, but I did get
something useful.’

Pushing herself upright, Cygnus
turned in the air and floated to a standing position. Her
expression suggested she wanted an explanation.

‘Those thieves we caught? The
diamond robbery? They were from out of town. Tonaldo is worried
about it.’

Cygnus gave a shrug before
shifting into a sequence of punches and leg sweeps which Twilight
stepped clear of, backing slowly across the floor.

‘We left a power vacuum when we
took out Ghostfire,’ Cygnus said. ‘Tonaldo hasn’t managed to
solidify his control in the zones Ghostfire held. He’s bound to see
externals coming in.’

Twilight stepped under a punch,
pushed her elbow into Cygnus’ chest, hooked her leg, and there was
an ‘Oof!’ as the tall blonde landed on her back. Grinning, Twilight
held out a hand to help her up.

‘Yeah, but Lena seemed to think
this was more significant. Something to do with the target. Maybe
we should have someone look into that shop.’

‘I’ll see if Red can dig
anything up. But you’re the one with the UID contact. Quite a lot
of contact.’

‘Four times,’ Twilight
replied.

Cygnus raised her eyebrows.
‘Well, he’s got stamina.’

11th March.

‘There’s not much noise about it,’ Red
said as she watched Penny chopping vegetables. ‘Definitely not a
local team. No one knows them and there wasn’t any indication that
they were coming in to pull the job before they arrived.’

‘No clue why Tonaldo would be up
in arms about it?’ Penny asked.

‘Nothing that anyone’s saying.
He put word out that he would pay for information about the backer,
which means he doesn’t think they were acting under their own
instruction.’

‘Huh. Maybe Twilight can get
something out of her new boyfriend.’

‘She did it then?’

‘They did it, four times, and
she wasn’t disappointed.’ There was a slightly melancholy edge to
Penny’s voice which Red did not fail to notice.

‘You’re going to see Last soon,
aren’t you?’ Red said, mostly to change the subject.

‘Doctor Ultimate? Yes, day after
tomorrow.’

‘He’s okay, but be careful of
the Union. They probably haven’t got over you declining their
offer.’

‘I’m going to see him, not
them.’

‘He was one of the founders.
Just, keep your eyes open, okay?’

Penny glanced at her and then
nodded. ‘Okay,’ she said.

Unity Base, Antarctica, 13th
March.

Stepping through a warp portal was a
little like being sucked through a straw. It was not painful, but
it was far from comfortable as dimensions were compressed and
reality did a double-take at what was happening to it, and
apparently decided that the best course of action was to stick its
fingers in its ears and hum very loudly.

On the other hand, if you were
trying to get from North America to Antarctica, there were few
faster ways of doing it. The members of the Union of Ultrahumans
did it all the time, Cygnus reminded herself as she tried to figure
out whether her limbs were still attached on the other side.

‘It takes a little getting used
to.’ The voice came from a slim woman with long, red hair who was
standing in the doorway of the room Cygnus had arrived in. She
looked somewhere in her late thirties, maybe early forties; she had
a calm confidence about her which seemed to come from age and being
around Ultras, though Cygnus suspected that she was not one
herself, because whoever this woman was, she was not anyone
recognisable.

‘I guess people must, otherwise
the Union would never get anything done,’ Cygnus replied.
‘I’m–’

‘My husband’s latest
infatuation,’ the woman replied without rancour. ‘Cygnus. He’s been
talking about you on and off since before Christmas.’

That put a name to the
attractive face. ‘Oh, so you must be–’

‘Alice Last.’ Doctor Ultimate’s
wife stepped forward, offering a hand. ‘The Union calls me
Patience. They say my power is putting up with Hugh.’

Cygnus giggled and shook Alice’s
hand. ‘I’m going to assume that he’s infatuated with my powers, not
me.’

‘Oh, I’m not feeling jealous, if
that’s what you mean. If I was worried about him chasing scantily
clad younger women I’d spend my life in a constant state of worry.
No, Hugh loves me and physics. Not necessarily in that order.’
Alice gave a smile and turned back to the door. ‘Come on, he’ll
have forgotten you’re coming, but he’s been looking forward to it
for weeks.’

Following her out into a broad,
gleaming corridor, Cygnus asked, ‘He’s really that
absent-minded?’

‘Hugh’s mind can be doing up to
six things at once, unless he’s really fixated on a problem. Then
he can be working on it from twenty angles at the same time. That
kind of thing tends to mean his local focus goes.’

The Union headquarters facility
was big. Penny knew that from documentaries she had watched on the
Discovery and Ultra! channels. That was without the adjacent United
Nations building which had been constructed after the one in New
York had sunk. It was felt that putting the biggest target on the
planet beside the largest concentration of high-powered Ultras on
the planet was a good idea, even if the UN was little more than a
talking shop, ignored by the major powers.

Here in Unity Base there were
training facilities, laboratories, workshops, communications
facilities, and a huge operations room. If a truly world-shattering
event happened, it was hoped that this would be where all the
world’s Ultrahumans would be coordinated from.

The next part of Cygnus’ journey
had not been on any of the documentaries, however. Alice stopped at
an unassuming elevator door and placed her hand on a plate beside
it. There was the flicker of a scanning beam and the doors
opened.

‘I thought there was only one
level to this place,’ Cygnus said.

‘To Unity Base, there is,’ Alice
replied, ‘but we’re going to Hugh’s labs. If you’ll pardon the
phrase, given my name, we’re going down the rabbit hole.’

A second palm scanner closed the
doors and set them moving, down. A long way down, as far as Cygnus
could tell. They dropped for about thirty seconds before the car
slid smoothly to a stop and the doors opened, and they walked out
onto a gantry above a machine room. Cygnus looked to her right and
gasped at the huge, three-level toroid system which filled much of
that side.

‘Isn’t that…?’

‘The largest fusion reactor Hugh
has ever built,’ Alice interjected. ‘That thing would run two major
cities and it just about copes with the power demands from this
place. The portal generators suck up power like sponges.’

Crossing the gantry took them to
another door with a palm scanner, which let them through into a
split-level, circular area. Above them was a walkway with doors
around it. At the level they were on, half the floor was taken up
with what appeared to be computers of some sort, though they did
not look like the computers Penny had used at work. The other half
was open, a hole through which Cygnus could see the floor below,
which was full of benches, open areas with half-finished machines
in them, and other signs of an absent-minded genius.

‘He’s down there,’ Alice said.
‘If you’ll excuse me, I have my own work to take care of. I’ll be
down later to remind him he needs to eat and let you go home.’

‘Uh… right,’ Cygnus said,
lifting into the air and gliding over the rail. ‘Thanks for showing
me down.’

‘My pleasure, dear,’ Alice
replied as she headed for a staircase to the upper level.

Doctor Hugh Charles Last, known
to much of the world as Doctor Ultimate, was a short, nondescript
man with brown hair and hazel eyes, dressed in a lab coat which had
seen far better days over an MIT T-shirt and jeans. Aside from the
fact that he was tinkering with a gadget which Cygnus had no clue
about the function of, he showed no signs of being a certified
genius until you got the chance to look into those eyes of his. As
he looked up blankly at her, his eyes were hidden behind a pair of
magnifying goggles, making him appear more like a mad
scientist.

His face shifted as the part of
his mind which had been expecting her took control. He grinned
broadly, swept the goggles off his face, and got off his stool,
stepping forward as though he had just been presented with an award
of some sort.

‘Cygnus! Excellent. I’ve been
expecting… and the tests of course… mind on a thousand things… Are
you ready?’

‘You didn’t really explain what
you wanted to do, Doctor,’ Cygnus reminded him. Her short
conversations with him previously had taught her that he tended to
get ahead of himself when talking to people whose minds ran at
normal speed.

‘I didn’t? I’m sure I… Oh,
perhaps not. Sorry. Let me just collect… Right! The data collected
from Kopf’s work.’ He frowned. ‘I’m sorry you had to go through
that. The man should never have been… Well, Operation Paperclip you
know?’

Penny knew. Penny had watched a
documentary about the repatriation of Nazi scientists after the
war. It had not mentioned anyone named Kopf, however.

‘You knew him?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘Classified, of
course. He ran some rather unpleasant experiments during the last
couple of years of the war. Claimed to be able to manufacture
super-soldiers. The US government snapped him up, and then they
failed to keep him secure.’ He waved a hand. ‘Beside the point. The
data he collected was obtained in a manner I find deplorable, but…
We need to confirm his findings, you see?’

‘Uh, no. What findings?’

‘Ah! Didn’t explain that either,
did I? He suggests that the source of your power is internal rather
than external as for every other Ultra we have ever examined. My
analysis suggests some other findings which… Perhaps we should get
to that if my scans give the same results. So, if you’d just pop
your togs off and get into the chamber…’ He pointed at a large,
thick, metal door set into one of the walls.

‘My “togs?”’

He grinned. ‘Too much time in
England. That delightful suit of yours. And the boots. This is the
most accurate cosmic energy scanner on the planet.
Everything has a cosmic energy signature and we want just
yours.’ He beamed at her. ‘Trust me, I’m a doctor.’

Feeling vaguely uncomfortable,
even if her suit did not exactly hide her body anyway, Cygnus
walked over to the door and started pulling her boots off. A few
seconds later she was watching the massive hatch sealing itself,
leaving no visible seam, while she stood naked in the middle of a
cylindrical room about six yards across. She had not had much luck
with cylindrical rooms in the past, but at least there was no
observation window in this one.

‘You might want to close your
eyes,’ Ultimate’s voice said over hidden speakers. ‘Keep your arms
away from your sides and stand perfectly still. My apologies, but
this may take a while.’

As the light level in the room
began to climb, Cygnus did as he suggested and wondered how long ‘a
while’ would be.

~~~

She was not entirely sure how long it
was before the lights went out and the door opened, but she thought
it was about half an hour. Stepping out through the door, she saw
no immediate sign of Ultimate. Had he forgotten she was in there
and wandered off?

Apparently the answer was yes
since when he emerged from behind a bench and saw her standing
there, he frowned and pressed a button on a device beside him.
‘Alice? Why is there a naked woman in my laboratory?’

‘That would be Cygnus, dear,’
Alice’s voice replied a second later. ‘You’ve had her in the
scanner.’

‘Ah ha!’ he exclaimed, bolting
across the room. ‘Let’s see what the results are. You can put your
clothes back on.’

When she joined him a minute
later, he was examining a false-colour holographic projection of a
figure which, Cygnus guessed, was her seen through the eyes of the
scanner. There did seem to be something concentrated in her chest,
but what it meant was beyond her.

‘He was right,’ Ultimate said.
‘This signature is unusual, unique, quite unlike anything I’ve ever
seen… Ever, of course, but she’d never… Captain Freedom, but that
was quite… No’ – he turned to peer at her – ‘you are an anomaly,
young lady. You may not be an Ultrahuman in the conventional sense
at all.’

‘But…’ Cygnus frowned,
collecting together what Penny knew about Ultras and trying to
express her thoughts in a way she thought would not sound too
stupid. ‘I fit the pattern. I was hit by something, a meteorite I
thought. My body adapted to that… Well, sort of. I mean, tough
skin, strength. It makes sense…’

‘Hmm, yes. Have you ever
exhibited any abilities which you felt were anomalous?’

‘I… don’t understand the
question.’

‘You found yourself with these
powers, but have you ever suddenly been able to do anything else?
Perhaps only briefly? Some situation demanded an ability you don’t
have, and suddenly you did?’

‘Oh. Well… When Pulya attacked
Svetilo I fired some sort of concussion blast at him. And I could
see Ghostfire when he was invisible when I needed to…’

‘I’d say that was an
affirmative. You see, the signature of most Ultras is quite stable,
fixed. They have a set of powers and those are reflected in the
energy they direct. You have a signature closer to some of the more
powerful magicians. You’re aware of the concept of Ultrahuman
powers stemming from the mind?’

Cygnus nodded. ‘Ultras tend to
exhibit powers related to a theme they have created for
themselves.’

‘Quite. The most common power
exhibited by “mutants,” the male ones anyway, is invisibility. It’s
a little known fact since many exhibit it for a few months before
it fades away as they mature.’

‘Invisibility?’ Her eyebrows
went up.

He nodded. ‘They use it to sneak
into girls’ changing rooms. The gene causing the power
manifestation is more common than most people think, but in many
the implications of being an Ultra lead to a loss of power within a
short time. It is a mental process and if the mind refuses to
accept it…’ He shook his head. ‘Beside the point. The point is that
your mind has fixed on this set of powers, but it is
extremely likely that you can manifest others. Possibly any
others. Whatever you might need in any given situation.’

‘Oh,’ Cygnus said, frowning.

‘That, of course, is if
you can figure out how to do it. Stress and need are likely to
cause shifts, just as they cause manifestation in individuals
subjected to extreme circumstances. But you should be able to
control it, if you try hard enough.’

‘Oh,’ she repeated.

‘Imagination is the key, I
think. That’s what the magicians tell me. Honestly, magic still
eludes my explanation. Something of an irritation. However, your
mind is capable of doing this, dear lady. You just have to unlock
it.’

~~~

‘He got your clothes off then?’ Alice
said, a grin on her lips, as she escorted Cygnus back to the portal
chambers.

‘Uh, yes, he did.’

‘Did he use the “trust me, I’m a
doctor” line?’

‘He did, actually.’

Alice gave a chuckle. ‘He loves
that. I think he got his first doctorate just so he could say it
with conviction.’

‘You’ve known him a long time?’
Cygnus asked, giggling.

‘This year will be our twentieth
wedding anniversary. I met him when I went to university. He was
doing his sixth PhD and I was a freshman. I correct myself. He was
doing his sixth and seventh, at the same time.’

‘He’s amazing.’

‘He is,’ Alice replied, turning
into one of the portal rooms, ‘but he would never manage to find
his socks without me there to keep him organised. Have a pleasant
journey.’

As the warp field enclosed
around her, Cygnus decided that that was unlikely.

New Millennium City, MD,
14th March.

‘You think he was right?’ Twilight
asked. ‘About you being able to do more with your power than you
do?’

‘Don’t know,’ Cygnus replied,
her eyes on the apartment building opposite. ‘He said my “power
signature” or whatever was more like a magician…’

‘I don’t believe in magic,’
Twilight said quickly.

Cygnus frowned. ‘It’s pretty
well documented that some people can do things that… Well, they can
do stuff that can’t be explained.’

‘Right now. That’s my point.
Magic is just something we can’t explain yet. In the fifties no one
could explain any Ultrahuman powers, and now they can. I don’t
believe there’s anything supernatural about what they call
magic.’

‘Oh… Well, I guess that’s not
unreasonable. Anyway, Hugh said my power worked like some of the
more powerful magicians. If I could work out how to use it.’

Twilight glanced at her, her
lips curling. ‘It’s Hugh now, is it? Does his wife know?’

‘Uh-huh. Come on, I was naked as
a jaybird in front of the guy and all he could say was “Alice,
why’s there a naked girl in my lab?”’

Twilight giggled. ‘Well, he is
getting on a bit. Maybe his libido’s suffering.’

‘He’s only forty-five! I hope
I’m not that far gone at that age. Besides, Alice didn’t seem that
frustrated.’

‘Well, that’s good at least. So
do you think you can do it? Kind of… magic-up some other
powers?’

‘When I think about it, I’ve
done it before. As far back as the fire.’

Twilight frowned. ‘Down in the
basement? It was like you knew what had happened when Thermite was
setting the fire.’

‘A magician or a psychic would
call it psychometry. I could tell where Ghostfire was when I fought
him. I think they were both forms of heightened senses. The heat in
that place was getting to me, and then it wasn’t. I’ve suddenly
been able to fire concussion bolts. Sometimes when I need
something, it’s there, but always small things.’

‘Like you’ve got spare power you
can do a few little things with. It’s worth working on. Flexibility
is key.’

‘Uh-huh. You going to practise
your flexibility tonight, or can I persuade you to come back to the
Den?’

‘I’m going to drop in on Jacob
tomorrow. He’s on a late shift tonight.’

‘He’s going to figure out how
you do that eventually. Your teleporting.’

‘Cross that bridge when he does.
It isn’t Ultras he hates; it’s Ultras taking the limelight. He’s
even warming to you.’

‘That’ll be the day. You know, I
don’t think they’re doing anything over there at the moment.’ Her
eyes scanned across the windows of the apartments the Tonaldo
family occupied. ‘I can’t help but think they’re up to
something.’

Twilight grunted a half-laugh of
a reply. ‘You can tell David Tonaldo is up to something when his
heart is beating.’

Atlanta, GA.

The suit was Armani, and custom fitted.
The slim black tie with the diamond motif was not, neither were the
diamond-shaped cufflinks in his shirt. When he walked into the
room, he clashed with it. The upholstery was red, the paint was
red, and the woman lying on the bed was wearing a red dress.

‘We got word back from New
Millennium,’ the man said. ‘Total bust. The three knaves were
caught by a couple of the local Ultras. Now the Tonaldo family are
trying to read our hand.’

The woman uncurled from where
she had been lying, playing patience, sliding long legs over the
edge of the bed and getting to her feet. ‘Now, Rex, honey, you know
we can’t have that. I want you to deal with it personally.’ She
glided across the thick, red carpet toward him, her hips swaying.
‘Find out all there is to know about the Tonaldos, and the two
heroes. Report back to me when you’re done.’

He nodded. ‘You got it.’

She smiled, her hand rising to
run a finger along the line of his lantern jaw. ‘And see about
replacing the knaves. I think we’re going to need a full suit real
soon now.’

New Millennium City, MD.

When Cygnus, then Penny in a new shape,
had first come to the Huntress’ Den, she had been unsure both of
herself and whether she was actually going to enjoy the place. June
had dragged her out, saying that she could not use the excuse that
she ‘didn’t fit in with all the hot people’ since she was hotter
than any of them. It had been an eye-opener sure enough; people who
would never have looked at Penny acted like Cygnus was a goddess,
and now that she had something of a reputation in the city, that
was even more the case.

Somewhere down in Penny’s
psyche, that rankled. She had, as she would be the first to admit,
always been something of a doormat. People walked over her with gay
aplomb and she said nary a word about it. Deep down, however, there
was part of her that wished she had gained the strength when she
was her normal self, so that she could bounce some of the shallow
dicks off a wall when they ignored her.

Of course, she reminded herself,
letting June dress me up as a stripper doesn’t help my case.

Shaking her head, she turned her
attention to the dance floor, watching the movements of the dancers
more than anything else. Bobby had brought her here on a couple of
occasions to watch the dancing. There was, according to him, much
to be learned from watching good dancers when one wished to become
a proficient martial artist. And he was right when there was
someone good to watch. Tonight she had a choice of Red and June, or
no one, and watching the two of them together just made Cygnus wish
she was into women.

‘You know,’ Andrea said as she
reappeared from the back of the club where the restrooms were, ‘it
is allowed for female friends to dance together, especially when
attempting to fend off male attention.’

‘You want to get between those
two? It’s like watching live sex.’

‘No…’ Andrea mused, watching the
couple slide around each other. ‘No. Did that, watched it I mean,
and this has more clothes and eroticism.’

‘That’s supposed to encourage
me?’ Cygnus turned and frowned at her partner. ‘When did you spend
time watching live sex?’

Andrea giggled. ‘You’ve never
done it in front of a mirror? No, actually, the Tonaldos used to
have an underground club in Fairhaven. Before your time.’

‘Used to?’

‘There was a mysterious fire.
Cops shut it down when the fire department got through.’

‘Huh. Mysterious fire.
Right.’

‘Wasn’t me. I was getting
evidence ready to drop in the police’s laps and then, poof! I
figure it was Ghostfire, in retrospect. With good old twenty-twenty
hindsight a lot of things like that were probably him trying to hit
the Tonaldo bottom line where it hurts. Hey, have you heard
anything more about the Leighton and Thorpe investigation?’

Cygnus shook her head. ‘They
called Penny in again for questioning last month, but that seemed
to be pretty basic stuff. I don’t think they’re getting very far.
Mister Thorpe is out on bail, though I heard they took his
passport. Mister Leighton was right to shut down the business; it’s
going to be years before they finish investigating.’

‘That’s financial cases for
you.’

‘Yeah… I got the feeling they
weren’t trying as hard as they could.’

Andrea’s eyes narrowed. ‘Tonaldo
probably has people in the police department. I don’t think there
are enough to kill the investigation entirely, but slow it
down…’

‘Hunting down bad cops is a
little outside our remit.’

‘And it probably wouldn’t help
much anyway.’

‘But you’re going to see what
you can find out?’

‘It’s almost as if you’re my
partner or something. We’re like, in synch or something.’

15th March.

‘Well, of course Tonaldo has people in
the police department,’ Jacob said, his voice soft because his lips
were very close to Twilight’s ear. ‘We know they’re there, but it’s
not our remit to look for them, so we don’t know who they are. I
mean, Tonaldo is just about the definition of “none of our
business.”’

She turned her head, her lips
grazing his neck and getting a small shudder out of him. ‘Doesn’t
use Ultras,’ she whispered back, ‘so he really doesn’t fall under
the UID’s remit. I get that.’

‘Now, the FBI… different story,
but when we were branched off from them they put in rules to ensure
a separation of jurisdiction. No Ultras. Tonaldo is an FBI and
NMCPD problem.’

‘Kind of what I thought, but I
figured it was worth asking in case you’d come across
anything.’

‘Not even incidentally,’ he
replied.

‘I’m actually glad about that,’
she told him, her hand sliding down over his stomach.

‘Oh?’

‘Mmhmm, I didn’t want tonight to
turn into a planning meeting. Even if I’d thought of a reward.’ Her
hand shifted and he let out a moan. ‘You get the reward
anyway.’

16th March.

‘Red thinks we might have some other
issues,’ Cygnus said between dodging kicks.

‘Never rains, etc.,’ Twilight
replied between kicks.

‘She’s got people checking for
crooked cops on the Leighton–Thorpe case, but she says there are
rumours of a new drug coming into town soon.’

‘Another one? Excelsior wasn’t
bad enough?’

Cygnus gave a shrug. ‘That one
didn’t really get into town though. The South Americans couldn’t
produce enough for Tonaldo, and Ghostfire told them he’d kill them
if they tried shipping it in.’

‘Fair point.’ To emphasise the
‘point,’ Twilight nailed Cygnus between the eyes with a punch.

‘Ow,’ Cygnus said, rubbing the
bridge of her nose where her partner’s knuckle had hit home.

‘You’re just saying that to make
me feel like I could actually hurt you.’

Grinning, Cygnus backed off as
Twilight moved in fast for a leg sweep. ‘If you used your sword… I
think my eyes are vulnerable.’

‘Well, I’m not going to, and
that’s a good reason to figure out how to do this power change
thing Ultimate says you can do. Vulnerabilities are not a good
thing.’

‘Point taken. What do we do
about these drug shipments?’

‘The usual,’ Twilight replied.
‘Figure out when they’re bringing the stuff in and bust them.’

19th March.

‘It’s making good speed in,’ Cygnus
said into the little microphone suspended in front of her mouth.
They only ever used the radio gear when they had to get out of
sight of each other but still needed to be able to communicate.
‘I’m having a little trouble keeping up with it. Maybe ninety
seconds before it gets to the harbour.’

‘I’m a little surprised they’re
bringing this in by sea,’ Twilight responded over the radio. ‘It
seems… too conventional for something new. Then again, David’s
never been one to change a winning formula. His son’s the one with
imagination and he wants out of the family business.’

Cygnus eyed up the speedboat she
was following and then the dock ahead of it. ‘I figure you should
be able to see this thing now. It’s very white.’

‘I see it. That’s another thing
that bothers me. It’s too visible. It’s like they want to
get caught.’

‘We’ll catch them, and then you
can ask,’ Cygnus suggested.

‘I guess that works… There’s a
van pulling up. Looks like the typical pattern. Nail the boat this
time.’

‘We don’t usually care about the
smugglers.’

‘This time I think we
should.’

‘Okay,’ Cygnus replied, eyeing
up the boat the smugglers were using. It was the kind with a bank
of outboards fitted along the back mounted on a short deck. ‘Okay,
you got it.’ She watched the boat pull in against a jetty on the
northern end of Pier Two, and then dropped toward it rapidly.

She heard men talking urgently
as she pulled up from her dive and dropped onto the rear deck on
the side closest to the dock. Grabbing a motor housing in each
hand, she gritted her teeth and pulled. There was the horrendous
screeching of metal under stress and then a loud splash as the two
engines fell into the water.

‘Madre de Deus!’ Cygnus actually
recognised the exclamation as Portuguese rather than Spanish. She
heard the third motor rev and had to grab hold of it to stop
herself going over the side. The boat lurched forward, but the
force was no longer even and all that happened before the pilot had
figured that out was that the nose of the speedboat ploughed into
one of the thick supports on the side of the dock. Bracing herself,
Cygnus pulled hard and the third engine followed its friends to the
bottom of the bay.

There was a lot of shouting and
random bursts of gunfire from above; Twilight was busy. Before
Cygnus had started working with her, she took things easy on a bust
like this. She would slip from shadow to shadow, take her targets
one at a time, not take too many chances. Cygnus had changed her.
Not drastically, but she knew she was faster and took more chances
than before.

Right now she was tossing out
smoke pellets to hide her movements, shadow-stepping between
targets to surprise them, darting from one to the next with
swinging batons and kicks. She wanted them on the ground and
unresponsive as fast as possible because…

Exactly why she thought
something was wrong she was not sure, but something did not feel
right and she had a feeling that they were not going to find out
what was wrong until everyone was down.

Twilight turned, sweeping the
legs out from under a thug wielding a sub-machine gun, and then
slammed the hilt of one of her batons into his forehead. Cygnus was
rising over the edge of the dock with two thugs gripped in one hand
and a third in the other. None of them looked like they were going
to be communicative any time soon.

‘You took them out before they
even opened the van,’ Cygnus commented as the last wisps of smoke
faded and the area could be seen properly.

Twilight turned and looked at
the grey vehicle standing on the jetty. Just one van, no escort,
and they had had time to open the doors. The black-clad heroine
frowned. ‘Check down below, would you? See if you can find anything
illegal.’

Dumping her catch on the dock,
the blonde turned and dropped down again while Twilight walked back
toward the van. Normally at this point she would have found a phone
on one of the unconscious thugs and used it to call the police.
Using their own phones was, she thought, poetic justice, but it
also stopped anyone identifying her. This time she was holding back
on that because…

The van had small windows in the
rear doors, but they had been painted out. There was a wall between
the section the driver occupied and the cargo area, with no way of
seeing through. She climbed up onto the roof and found a plastic
ventilation cover up there which she could lever open with her
sword.

‘If there are drugs on that
boat, they are seriously well concealed,’ Cygnus said as she flew
up from below to hover beside Twilight. ‘Were they shipping
something out?’

Twilight shone a penlight into
the small opening in the van’s roof. ‘Uh… yeah… sort of. I think
they were planning to ship us out, in bits. We need to call the
bomb squad. Like, now.’

‘Oh shit,’ Cygnus replied,
turning and heading for the nearest man who looked like he might
have a phone on him.

~~~

‘Yeah,’ the ordnance disposal officer
drawled, turning a lump of something with wires sticking out of it
in his hand, ‘they wired the door to trigger the bomb, and there
was a command detonator. We found that on the boat. There’s almost
a ton of explosives here. Homemade stuff, based on fertiliser.’

Twilight nodded. ‘I know how to
make it. It’d have just about atomised anyone on the dock.’

‘Do you think the people driving
in with it knew it was there?’ Cygnus asked, her eyes wide as she
looked over the bags of explosive taking up much of the van’s
interior.

‘Yeah,’ Twilight said. ‘We
usually wait on them unloading and then hit them. They were
planning on dropping into the boat where the dock would protect
them. I doubt they all knew, but some of them did.’

‘Trap,’ Cygnus said,
frowning.

‘Uh-huh. Pretty good one too.
Someone analysed our methods and proposed the best way to use them
against us.’

‘Looks like they didn’t analyse
as well as they thought,’ the bomb guy commented. He developed a
slightly sickly grin and his cheeks coloured. ‘Uh, could I get your
autographs before you go? It’s for my daughter, honest. She’s a big
fan.’

Twilight glanced at Cygnus and
then back at the policeman. ‘You want mine? She’s the one with the
calendar and the pin-up pictures.’

‘Oh no, she’s a bright kid. She
knows you’re a team.’

‘Right,’ Cygnus said, grinning,
‘that does it. We are so getting you some publicity shots
done.’

Twilight glowered at her and
then growled, ‘What’ve you got I can sign?’ to the cop. She really
did not like the way the evening was going, for several
reasons.

21st March.

Penny looked up at the sound from the
wall screen just as it lit up to show a car on the drive to the
house. That was one issue with being unemployed and people knowing
where you lived; while no one had really tied Penny and Cygnus
together thanks to some creative accounting and sleight of hand,
people did know where to find Cygnus when they wanted her.
Generally, the ones who wanted her dead did not come up the drive
in a car with government plates.

Grumbling, she got up from the
sofa and went to get changed. In her case, that was a little more
involved than it was for some people, but by the time Dannon and
Bryant were buzzing for admittance, she was pulling the belt tight
on a silk wrap as she walked to the door.

‘Agents,’ she said, smiling at
them, ‘to what do I owe the pleasure?’

‘Must be nice,’ Dannon said,
‘having nothing to do but lounge around in your underwear all day.’
His tone was amused, but there was a hint of a barb in it.

‘Being unemployed isn’t as much
fun as you’d think,’ Cygnus replied. ‘And for the record, I’m not
wearing underwear. Come in. I assume there’s something you need to
discuss?’

‘NMCPD say you were looking into
some sort of new drug shipment recently?’ Bryant asked as they
followed her through the house. ‘The bomb incident?’

‘Yeah,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Red
Huntress got wind of something new, and Twilight thought she had
information on when they were shipping it. Maybe all part of a trap
for us though. When we went to look, we found a ton of homemade
AMFO waiting for us.’

‘It looks like it was a trap
and a decoy,’ Dannon said. ‘We’ve had three people
hospitalised overnight with symptoms of extreme exhaustion. The
toxicology matches Excelsior, or what we know about it anyway.
Luckily, no Ultras seem to have taken it yet. We’re issuing a
warning to all the registered ones we can get to and putting out a
general notice on UltraNet.’

‘I’m not into recreational drugs
at the best of times,’ Cygnus said, ‘unless you count caffeine.
Want some?’

‘We’re on the clock. I assume I
can trust you to let Twilight know about this?’

Cygnus glanced at him. ‘Yeah, of
course. We check in every night even if we’re patrolling alone.’
There was every chance that he would be seeing her himself after
that. It looked like Dannon had not mentioned that to Bryant yet.
‘We’ll keep an eye out. Maybe we can find out how this stuff is
coming in.’

‘If you do,’ Bryant put in,
‘it’s a police matter. We’re only putting the word round to Ultras
because of the effects it has.’

‘Coma, psychosis, death,
possibly by exploding head… that kind of effect?’

‘Uh, yeah, that kind of effect.
You probably don’t want to take it.’

‘Ah, but that’s the thing,’
Cygnus replied. ‘This stuff is inhaled. Technically someone could
use it as a weapon. Kind of expensive, but possible. We need to
nail it, get it stopped, and maybe get someone like Doctor Ultimate
working on a way of treating it.’

‘The Union is supposed to be
working on something,’ Dannon said. ‘In the meantime, don’t breathe
any strange gasses.’

~~~

Jacob looked up to see a slim female
figure slinking into his lounge dressed only in a lace mask. He was
reaching for the TV remote when she sat down on his lap and stopped
him.

‘No need to get right down to
it, y’know?’ she whispered. ‘Even if I made it easy. We can sit
here and cuddle.’

He grunted out a soft laugh.
‘Honestly? At this stage in what we’re calling our relationship,
keeping my hands off you is not that easy.’

She gasped as his fingers slid
up her inner thigh. ‘So I see. You haven’t told Bryant about us yet
though. Might be better if she hears it before she works it
out.’

‘Cygnus knows, I suppose?’

‘If it wasn’t for her, I’d never
have gone through with it.’

‘I’ll tell Heather,’ he said,
‘when I think the time’s right. Cygnus told you about the Excelsior
victims?’

‘Yeah, of course. I talk to my
partner.’ The fact that he was delaying telling Bryant about them
was irritating her more than she had expected it would, but right
now, with his fingers stroking over sensitive flesh, it did not
seem quite so important. Her thighs spread further apart to give
him easier access. ‘But we can finish this conversation when you’ve
finished what you started,’ she added.

~~~

The club was called No Limits and, as
was typical of places with names like that, it had plenty of rules.
Anyone caught using illegal narcotics on the premises was in for a
ride in a police cruiser, for example, but that did not mean that
people did not carry or use.

Jordan was a case in point and
had got her hands on a real prize. Technically it was not even
illegal, having no official designation as a narcotic. The little
inhaler it came in looked like asthma medicine, though anyone
taking it for that condition was going to be in for a shock. She
had enough for four hits, but she was not greedy; the stuff made
you feel amazing, according to her source, and she was going to
share it around.

She had picked out her three
friends already. Ashley was her BFF from high school, Trent was her
boyfriend, at least for now, and then there was the guy Ashley was
trying to get to commit more, Paul. Jordan was not sure Paul was
really worth it, but she would do just about anything for Ashley,
so giving this guy the last shot in the hope he would finally
decide to stick with one woman for five minutes was going to
happen.

‘What is this stuff?’ Trent
asked as Jordan took the inhaler out of her purse.

‘The guys I buy from are calling
it “X” and it’s new, and it’s supposed to be the most amazing high
there is,’ she told them.

‘I kind of doubt that,’ Paul
replied, his lips curling into a snide little grin. ‘They always
say things like that.’

‘Well, you try it and see, tough
guy.’ She lifted it to her lips and pressed the cap, feeling the
rush of cold vapour in her lungs. She handed it over to Paul.

Grinning, he lifted, pressed,
gasped at the cold, and handed it over to Ashley. By the time Trent
was sucking in his jolt, the first wave of euphoria was sweeping
through Jordan’s body. It began as a flare of warmth in her fingers
and toes, and spread rapidly to envelope her body.

‘Oh… woah… that’s nice…’ she
said. ‘You feeling this, Paul?’

‘All I’m feeling is… ah, shit…
Brain freeze or something. Shit this hurts.’

Jordan turned to look at him,
but moving was hard. Trent was still functional, but the drug had
just hit Ashley and all she could do was giggle as she watched her
would-be life-long partner double over with his head in his hands.
A few seconds later, when he started screaming in agony, neither of
the two girls were aware of anything aside from the feeling of
ecstatic pleasure pumping through them.

~~~

‘You have got to be kidding me,’
Twilight grumbled. She was very much enjoying the sensation of
Jacob screwing her on the lounge sofa and the fact that he was
pausing to answer the buzzing of his phone was not going down
well.

‘You’re never quite off duty in
the UID,’ he replied before hitting the answer button. ‘Dannon, and
this better be important.’

The grinding motion he had been
continuing, if at a reduced speed, came to a complete stop after a
couple of seconds and he pulled out. Twilight turned to look at him
and found a frown creasing his features. She gave him a quizzical
look but got only a shake of his head in reply.

‘I’ll be there in thirty
minutes,’ he said into the phone, before hanging up. Now she was
more curious, and a little worried. And he knew it. ‘We’ve got a
dead Ultra. Paul Hopkins. Called himself Sandstorm.’

‘I know him. Red Huntress won’t
let him in the Den because… Well, he’s a dick. He was a dick. How’d
he die?’

‘That’s the thing,’ Jacob said
as he started pulling on his pants. ‘He took some sort of drug. The
normals he was with are still coming down off it…’

‘Excelsior,’ Twilight mused.
‘Damn.’ She looked up at him. ‘We’re going to continue this
tomorrow, and you’re going to tell me about Sandstorm. Sounds like
the UID is going to be more involved and we can help.’

He nodded. ‘Agreed. Not that I’m
going to pass up the sex anyway.’

Schatten Schloss, Italy,
24th March.

Robert Durant marched through the halls
of the ancient castle with purposeful stride. He was, and always
had been, a man with a purpose, but now, as the moon shrank toward
its darkest, that purpose had a sharp deadline associated with
it.

‘We must be ready,’ he stated
and all three of the subordinates following him nodded. ‘Have
preparations been made for my flight to the USA?’

‘Sir,’ one man said, ‘all is
ready. Our people in New Millennium City are keeping a watch on the
Morgan girl. We know her usual haunts and patrol routes.’

Durant gave a curt nod. ‘I’ll
perform the ritual myself, but we will need her restrained. She
must die when the moon is new. If she lives…’ He frowned. No
one really knew what the consequences would be, but they all knew
one thing. ‘If she lives, the Shadow Court will have failed and
none of us are likely to survive that.’

New Millennium City.

Twilight looked up at the waning moon.
It would be new moon at the end of the week, but for now there was
a quarter visible, standing out in the night sky above the city and
making the shadows deeper where it cast them.

‘I got a visit from your
boyfriend,’ Cygnus said as she dropped onto the top of the Americas
Trade Center one of their customary meeting spots.

‘I’m not sure “boyfriend” is
right. We fuck.’

Cygnus shrugged a reply to that
comment. ‘He wants to get together. He says they have a few leads
on the Excelsior case and it might be useful to get our help on a
couple of them.’

‘Okay… Did you arrange somewhere
to meet?’

The blonde grinned. ‘Actually,
Bryant is coming out to my place and I’ll be flying her out to our
target. Dannon suggested you meet him at his house and he can drive
you from there. He says he’s got a couple of targets where stealth
would be useful.’

‘Huh,’ Twilight grunted. ‘As
long as he isn’t just trying to get me alone.’

‘As long as he isn’t trying to
set me up with Bryant,’ Cygnus replied as she lifted back into the
air. ‘I mean, she’s an attractive enough woman, but I still prefer
men.’

~~~

Heather Bryant was an attractive
woman and, knowing that she was going to be flying without an
aircraft tonight, she had decided on a practical, if quite sexy,
outfit in the ‘Baroness’ mould. She had short, very dark hair, so
maybe the matt black catsuit was more ‘Catwoman,’ but it was
windproof and made out of ballistic cloth so Cygnus could not argue
it was just for the looks.

‘Where did this tip come from
anyway?’ Cygnus asked as they flew out across the bay, north and
east toward Kent Island.

‘This one came up through the
NMCPD. One of their people thinks there’s a lab out here. The other
one, which Jacob and Twilight are following up, came through one of
my street people.’

‘Then why didn’t you take that
one?’

‘Because Twilight’s better
suited to dealing with that kind of task, and it’s pretty obvious
that Jacob wants more… quality time with her. That’s assuming he
hasn’t already, and the way he’s been acting recently I think he
has.’

‘The Hero Code forbids me from
making comment on what I may or may not know,’ Cygnus replied.

‘There is no such thing as the
Hero Code, except in some old comic books.’

‘Well, okay, but I just think
other people’s secrets are theirs to reveal, unless it’s putting
someone in danger or something.’

‘Uh-huh. That’s actually a
pretty good policy.’ There was silence for a second or two and
then, ‘So they’re bumping hips on a regular basis, right?’

‘Oh yeah,’ Cygnus replied,
grinning.

~~~

‘It’s not just a matter of me feeling
like I’m… something you’re ashamed of,’ Twilight said as Jacob
drove through northern Fairhaven toward Deale Harbour.

‘Good, because I’m not,’ he
said, perhaps a little too quickly.

‘It’s also a matter of
respecting your partner,’ Twilight went on. ‘You know she’s
going to figure it out and you apparently don’t want her to. Aside
from anything else, if you’re hiding something then she’s going to
start wondering what it is.’

‘I know this.’

‘Then why aren’t you doing
anything about it? I’m not asking for some huge commitment, you
know? It’s a security issue. If she starts worrying you’ve been
compromised…’

‘That’s not going to happen.’ He
sighed, his eyes flicking toward the first of six warehouses
Heather’s contact had indicated might be being used for storage.
Time to stop, which gave him a get-out clause, but she was right…
‘When we meet up with Heather and Cygnus later, I’ll tell her,
okay?’

Twilight reached for the door
handle. ‘Sure. Three girls against one guy. Should be fun.’

~~~

‘This place is supposed to house a drug
lab?’ Cygnus asked as she circled over what looked like an old
office building. Concrete walls, broken windows, and a perimeter
fence which had seen better days. Impressive it was not, but then
if you were building a secret lab…

‘What were you expecting? A big
sign: Drugs Made Here?’

‘Uh, no, but maybe more
security. I’m seeing nothing in the way of people down there.’

‘Well, it’s pretty dark…’

‘I see fine in no light at all,
Special Agent. I’m seeing nothing moving.’

Bryant frowned. ‘Could be we’re
wasting our time, but we should look closer. And it’s Heather, or
Bryant if you must. Our respective partners are sharing a bed, so I
think we can be on a first-name basis.’

‘Okay, Heather, you ready? I’ll
drop us in on the roof of that big building. We can decide what to
do from there.’

Heather gave a nod and they
dropped at a steep rate toward the concrete raft which formed the
roof of the largest single building in the small complex. There was
the whining hum of a small aircraft from the north as they touched
down. The place was well suited to the task of handling illegal
drugs: out of the way, but close to a small airfield and easy
access to the sea, all good. The problem continued to be no obvious
sign of activity. Heather scanned the area with a pair of infrared
binoculars, frowning the entire time.

‘No ground disturbance I can
see,’ she muttered. ‘You see anything? Tyre tracks, footprints,
cigarette butts…’

‘How about a light?’

Heather turned, looking in the
direction Cygnus was looking. She just caught sight of something
which looked like a torch beam flicking over a window before it
went dark again. ‘That’s… something.’

‘We try over there?’ The other
building was smaller, but there did seem to be more intact windows.
Now that she looked, Cygnus could see a few which looked like they
had been replaced recently. ‘I think someone’s been doing
some weatherproofing on that building, now I look.’

‘Weird thing is, I saw the
light, but I can’t see a heat signature.’

‘Some sort of camouflage
suit?’

‘Why wear something like that
and then use a torch?’

‘It’s a good point,’ Cygnus
admitted. ‘So…?’

Heather sighed and pulled her
SIG Sauer P228 from where it was slung under her left armpit. ‘Can
you put us in through the window there?’

‘Of course, if that’s what you
want to do.’

‘You have a better idea?’

‘I could go in first, make sure
it’s not a trap, which is what it smells of, you have to
admit.’

‘And this is my job; you just do
it because you think it’s a good idea. We go in together.’

Cygnus gave a shrug and stepped
forward, her arm looping around Heather’s waist. ‘Here we go then.
Hang on to your panties.’ And she lifted into the air, whipping up
and over the edge of the roof to sweep down toward the window they
had seen the light in. Heather raised her pistol just before they
hit, firing off a shot and turning the white-painted glass into a
crazy pattern of shards which they crashed through and into an
empty room.

Heather raised her SIG again as
soon as Cygnus had her upright, aiming at the single door at the
back of the room. ‘Someone could have flashed a torch in here, but
been behind the wall so I’d miss the body heat,’ the agent
mused.

‘If they were here, they
probably know we’ve arrived.’

‘True. I’ll let you go
first.’

Cygnus flashed her a grin. ‘Gee,
thanks.’ Then she edged through the door and out of the room,
finding herself in a stairwell with doors, presumably rooms, on all
four sides. ‘Must be a fire access or something,’ she said as
Heather followed, taking a torch from her belt. ‘Stairwell goes a
long way down though…’

‘Deeper than the building does,’
Heather agreed as her torch beam lit up the bottom. ‘They could
easily hide something down there. There could be tunnels under the
whole site…’

‘Fly or walk?’ Cygnus asked.

‘This time we’ll walk.’

‘Spoilsport.’ Cygnus started off
around the landing to the downward stairs. ‘There’s still something
wrong. If there was someone here, they should have heard us come
in. If they did, why no sign of them?’

‘Not sure. Keep your eyes
open.’

They were somewhere around
ground level and at least two storeys above the bottom of the
stairs when Cygnus’ ears detected something. She glanced at Heather
and noticed that she too was frowning and trying to localise a
sound. It seemed to be somewhere upward… Cygnus lifted her head and
spotted the shape moving across the very top of the stairwell.

‘Some sort of drone,’ she
whispered. ‘Like a big camera supported on four fans.’

As Bryant looked up, she saw a
light flick on at the front of the flying robot, just as they had
seen a torch light up the window from the outside. ‘Okay, but why
would someone have a drone flying around in here…’ the agent
began.

‘Because they don’t want anyone
else in here?’ Cygnus suggested. She reached out, grabbing
Heather’s waist. ‘Trap, remember?’

‘Right… go!’

Cygnus lifted them out into the
central open area and began to rise, and that was when the world
turned to noise and chaos.

~~~

‘Anything from Heather?’ Twilight asked
as they drove toward Titanic Street.

‘Nothing,’ Jacob replied. ‘Which
is a match for our results so far.’

‘Yeah, and I’m not hopeful for
the next one. This is the place Ghostfire had his secret lab. I
doubt anyone would have moved in there so fast.’

He shrugged. ‘You never know.
You’ll be okay in there? I mean, last time…’

‘I’m not the one who spent
several days in some weird chamber being experimented on by a mad
Nazi. To be honest, I think putting her fist through Ghostfire’s
chest was kind of cathartic; she didn’t really take killing someone
too well, but once she was over it I think it killed the trauma
along with the villain.’

‘Fair enough,’ Jacob replied,
pulling the town car over to the side of the road.

Titanic Street had a lot of
warehouses on it with refrigeration facilities. Ice houses, cold
storage, meat-packing plants, that kind of thing, built close
enough to the piers that merchandise could be moved to and from
stores efficiently. Why Ghostfire and Professor Blutadler had
decided to put their main base under one of these buildings had
never been determined, but they had and the business which had run
the warehouse had collapsed when its criminal backers had been
taken out.

‘It looks dead,’ Twilight
commented as she reached for the door.

‘We’d better take a look
anyway.’

‘Uh-huh.’ She pushed open the
door and stepped out, slipping her sword into place on her back
before closing up the car. ‘I’m just not hopeful,’ she added.

Together they walked up to the
main doors, finding them locked, which was what they expected,
but…

‘Some of these tyre marks on the
concrete look new,’ Jacob said, frowning at the black marks running
under the large doors. ‘We could do with getting inside…’

‘I can handle that,’ Twilight
replied, ‘as long as you’re willing to say we had just cause for
entry.’

‘I think we’re covered,’ he
replied as she started around the side of the building. ‘How are
you going to get in…?’ He rounded the corner after her, and she was
not there. He frowned. The girl seemed able to get into his house
without any trouble, even when he was sure all the doors and
windows were locked.

There was a click from somewhere
just up ahead and Twilight’s head appeared through a doorway. ‘Come
on. Can’t really see anything in here, but there are rooms at the
back and some on the second floor.’

Pulling his Glock, Jacob shook
his head and hurried to join her, adding his flashlight when he got
inside since the interior was in pitch-darkness. Twilight’s thin
penlight beam lanced through the darkness as well, giving two thin
patches of illumination in the black. Neither light showed anything
moving, or out of place, but there was more to the warehouse than
the main loading room, as Twilight had indicated.

‘You want to check upstairs?’ he
suggested. ‘I can take the back rooms.’

‘Are you sure it’s a good idea
to split up?’

His gaze, and torch, scanned the
room again. ‘You were probably right; it looks dead. Those tyre
prints are probably from when they took the stock away.’

His beam turned back toward her
in time to see her shrug. ‘Okay. Meet you back here in… five
minutes.’

‘Okay,’ he said, flicking his
light toward the rear of the building. ‘I’m not sure whether that
lift is going to work. I think there were stairs–’ He stopped when
he realised she was gone, vanished into the shadows. She was good
at that.

Turning again, he started for
the rear of the room. From what he remembered, there were several,
very large walk-in freezer rooms along the back wall, along with a
couple of offices and the elevator which had looked as though it
could carry freight to the upper level, but was actually mainly
there to give access to the base beneath. That had been locked
down; it was pretty unlikely that anyone could have gained access
to it. No, if there was anyone in the place, they were going to be
upstairs or in the offices back here.

His light hit the doors of the
lift, wide open and unmoving. There seemed to be no power so that
confirmed what he had suspected and probably indicated that
Twilight was going to find nothing on the upper floor. No one was
going to move heavy drug crates up stairs when they could put them
in storage on the ground floor.

He turned left, the beam
scanning over a frosted glass window and office door, and then
alighting on a heavy, insulated freezer door near it. Jacob frowned
and walked over to the freezer. It was faint, but he was sure he
had seen it. There was a light glowing beside the door, and someone
had gone to the trouble of covering it with duct tape. The metal
door was cool to the touch as well. Someone was running at least
one of the freezers and this place was supposed to be shut
down.

There was a click and a sharp
crack, and the sensation of something hitting his jacket. Jacob
blinked at the thin wires extending from his chest to a gap in the
office door and had a fraction of a second to realise what was
about to happen to him before every nerve in his body started
misfiring and he collapsed to the floor.

~~~

‘Are you still with me?’ Cygnus asked as
she pushed a block of concrete aside which was at least as big as
she was.

‘I think so,’ Heather replied,
looking up through the gap. The problem was that the block Cygnus
had moved was far from the only one above them. Most of the upper
part of the stairwell had collapsed in on them. Someone had known
what they were doing when they rigged the explosives. ‘We are not
getting out that way,’ she added.

‘We’re lucky the stairwell
wedged some of the larger blocks. Otherwise I doubt I could’ve held
that up.’ The tall blonde peered around and then pointed to her
right. ‘There’s a door there. Maybe a way out.’

Heather turned her, miraculously
intact, flashlight on the door and immediately noticed the
biohazard symbol on it. ‘This place is supposed to be disused. I,
uh, I doubt that has any meaning now.’

‘Better hope so,’ Cygnus replied
as she started to pull fallen debris away from the door. ‘As far as
I can see, it’s through here or wait to be rescued, which could
take days.’

‘What’s a little plague between
friends?’ Heather replied.

~~~

Twilight stepped out of the shadows near
the door she had let Jacob in through and saw no sign of his light
in the darkness. She had been fairly quick checking the upper
floor; there had been nothing up there to get excited about. On the
other hand, she had expected him to be waiting for her since there
was little to check down here.

Her penlight beam flicked out
into the darkness, but there was no sign of him walking back toward
the door. Frowning, she set off toward the back where he would have
been going. That was when she saw the light. It was dim, shielded,
and coming through one of the freezer hatches. She edged closer,
her night vision picking out more than one shape in the faint glow.
Two men standing, another on a chair, tied there from his
position.

‘They were supposed to be
looking out on Kent Island,’ one voice said. ‘You said you’d
given them reason to go look–’

‘And they did,’ a second voice
stated. ‘The charges blew a few minutes ago. Looks like he decided
to check out some other leads. Wonder where his partner is? Doesn’t
matter. We leave him in here and he turns into a Popsicle. Come
back tomorrow and tidy things up and his buddies’ll find him
eventually. Tragic accident.’

Twilight’s eyes narrowed and she
slipped her sword free of its scabbard. There was no way she was
going to let someone freeze her new boyfriend.

There was a sound, something
someone else might have missed, but she heard and turned toward it.
And then there was a rush of air in her face and a slightly bitter
taste in her mouth. Coughing, she backed away from the man who had
come up behind her.

‘What’ve we got here?’ the man
said, a cocky grin on his face. ‘Looks like the two freaks split
up.’ His grin left him as she smacked her left fist into it, and he
backed away quickly as his two friends emerged from the freezer,
one of them holding a gun. ‘No!’ he said quickly as the pistol was
raised. ‘I got her with some X. We can dump her in the freezer with
her boyfriend.’

Twilight looked at him, ready to
point out the error of his ways, and then the pain hit her. Over
her right eye it seemed to blossom the way some headaches began,
but this was almost instantly painful enough to make her stagger
and close her eye. He had got her with ‘X’? What was…? The thought
hit her and she panicked. He had given her a dose of Excelsior and
that stuff killed Ultras, or worse.

‘It’s working,’ the second
speaker commented. ‘Give her a few seconds for it to sink in and
then toss her in there. I doubt she’ll survive to freeze, but it’ll
look better if they’re found together.’

Twilight staggered away from
them, trying to get to the door, trying to gather enough
concentration through the pain to make a jump. She had no idea
where she was planning to jump to, but… She clutched her sword,
holding it to her like a lifeline and it seemed, somehow, to bring
her comfort. Yōgo-sha the sword was called, ‘Defender,’ though that
seemed an odd name for an offensive weapon. The pain flared
brighter and she almost curled up around her weapon, screaming in
agony.

There was the sensation of being
carried. They were carrying her to the freezer where she would die
alongside Jacob. Except that he might just survive if Heather
brought Cygnus back here… There had been a trap set for them too.
There was no surviving… Her brain was on fire and there was nothing
she could… The floor of the room was icy-cold and now there was
nothing but darkness, and the darkness had always been her friend,
and now the darkness was there to take the pain away. The thudding
of her heart in her ears finally dimmed to nothing, and Andrea
Morgan died in the cold and the dark.

25th March.

There was the sound of grinding metal
followed by a loud clang, and Cygnus slammed open another door,
granting her and Heather access to yet another room in the complex
of laboratories some nameless corporation had built under Kent
Island.

‘This is going to take time,’
Cygnus said, ‘but I think we’re going to make it out of here, even
if we have to crawl up an air duct. We should have died under the
rubble in the stairwell.’

‘I’m not sure I’d classify this
as lucky, but I’ve always had better than average odds of… Well,
luck has a habit of smiling on me. I don’t often get surprised, by
anything much. My friends gave up trying to organise surprise
parties for me and I just… kind of react when there’s a fight
starting. And sometimes the building falls just right so I
don’t end up a pizza.’

‘Probably a minor mutation,’
Cygnus replied. ‘Hugh, uh, Doctor Ultimate, told me that there are
far more people around who exhibit powers than we’re led to
believe. Invisible teenage boys in locker rooms…’

‘Invisible teenage girls with
persecution complexes, seven-stone weaklings who suddenly deck the
bully; random cases of super-strength aren’t even uncommon, but
they’re put down to “hysterical strength.” If I have something,
it’s really minor, but… I don’t like to mention it. The
Division is kind of… They get concerned when their agents exhibit
powers. I don’t think they’d kick me out for being a little luckier
than most, but…’

‘I’m not saying anything. What
about Twilight and Jacob? I mean, surely that kind of thing is
frowned upon?’ There was a metal bench in front of the next door
and Cygnus hefted it aside as if it were made of paper before
reaching for the locking wheel behind it.

‘Kind of weird, actually. The
policy is that secret relationships with Ultras are a
sacking offence. He’ll need to inform our boss soon or he’ll have
problems. One of the early directors recognised that Ultras have a
habit of being attractive, charismatic, hard to resist, and UID
staff tend to be around them more than most so banning interaction
was going to be a sure-fire way to end up with blackmailed
agents.’

‘That’s… remarkably
enlightened,’ Cygnus grunted. The wheel gave and she pulled the
door open. Across the room was another one; sighing, she started
across to that one. ‘I don’t suppose you want to open this
one?’

‘You’re doing fine,’ Heather
replied. ‘Keep up the good work.’

‘How long’ve we been down
here?’

‘Uh… thirty minutes. Maybe
forty.’

‘We need to get out of here. I
have a bad feeling about Twilight and Jacob.’

‘Yeah,’ Heather said, ‘I know
how you feel.’

~~~

The cold finally cut through the
endorphins and Jacob managed to get his eyes open. He was freezing;
his teeth would have been chattering if it were not for the gag
which had been stuffed in his mouth and he was tied to a wooden,
upright chair, probably by cable ties. He was in a shirt and
jacket, clothing for early spring, not arctic conditions, and
whatever they had given him had sapped a lot of his strength
already. He felt like he was going to pass out any minute, and
turning to check his surroundings just made things worse.

To his right he saw the twisted,
curled up form of Twilight lying on the icy floor. Her face was
contorted, her mouth wide open, and there was no sign of breathing;
she had died in agony from the looks of it. The bastards who had
tasered him and fed him Excelsior had done the same to her and she
obviously had enough Ultrahuman in her for her body to react
badly.

Jacob pulled at his bonds and
got nothing but pain to show for it. He was screwed, unless Heather
realised something was up. He might not survive that long, and it
looked a lot like he would never need to tell his boss about
Twilight…

~~~

There was darkness, nothing but
darkness, but Andrea knew she was not alone. Something was out
there in the inky blackness surrounding her, something…

‘Can you feel it?’ An arm
gripped hers, lifting her. The voice… The voice had been hers, but
she had not spoken. ‘There’s something here with us.’

‘Who…?’

‘Am I? Come on, you know.’

There was light. Something like
light anyway; a glow which seemed to come from nowhere and went
nowhere, but it managed to illuminate the roughly hewn surface they
were standing on. Obsidian rocks, a surface that glittered
slightly. And the other woman.

‘T-Twilight?’ Andrea
whispered.

‘You know it, babe,’ the other
Andrea said, grinning.

‘Then who’s…?’

They both looked out across the
expanse of blackness at the third figure standing silently in the
distance. There were no features, just darkness, but it spread its
arms and there was a cracking sound. The ground between them
creaked and shuddered, and then it split, a seam appearing in a
single, sudden burst.

‘No!’ Twilight said. The crack
split wider.

~~~

A surface access hatch fifty yards from
the buildings, almost to the perimeter fence, exploded upward with
more force than was probably required and a grimy, annoyed Cygnus
rose out of the shaft beneath it to land on the grass where she
could fume silently and wait for Heather to join her.

‘See if you can raise Jacob,’
she said as soon as the brunette was clear of the hole in the
ground. ‘We probably need a team of Maryland cops out here to go
over this site too.’

Heather already had her phone in
hand; apparently the same thought had occurred to her. She was
frowning at the face of the thing, and Cygnus was worried by that
frown.

‘He’s not picking up,’ Heather
said. Then she let out a gasp as Cygnus swept her up and took
off.

‘Call the cops on the way. My
bad feeling is getting worse.’

~~~

‘No,’ Andrea said. She grabbed onto
Twilight’s arm with both hands and the widening gap stopped
growing. ‘Not that. Never that. We stick together.’

There was a shudder and the
space between them narrowed, slamming shut, but not sealing itself
entirely. The dark figure took a step forward and screamed. It was
a sound unlike anything Andrea had ever heard before; a howling,
animal sound rang across the expanse of space and sent cold driving
through her bones, but she held onto Twilight.

‘No! We stay together!’
Andrea screamed back and the ground split again, but this time it
was between her and the dark figure in the distance. The ground
shook and the crack widened rapidly, driving back the darkness and
throwing the figure out into nothingness…

~~~

The summons to the Shadow Chamber had
come as something of a surprise and the overpowering sense of anger
he felt as he entered the room was unnerving. The cold, when it
wrapped around him, was more biting than usual. Something was very
wrong.

‘The girl,’ the voice said, its
tone colder than ever, ‘something has happened to her.’

‘Is she dead?’ Durant asked, his
voice barely above a whisper. His fingers were already beginning to
go numb in the biting cold of the shadowed room.

‘She lives. Her shadow has
consumed her and yet it has not gained control.’

‘There may still be time then…’
He stopped as the air froze in his lungs. The darkness wrapped
around him like a suffocating cloud.

‘She must be found, and secured,
and brought here. She is a threat to everything. See to this
personally. Bring her to me!’

Durant collapsed to the floor,
the darkness releasing him so suddenly that it was all he could do
to keep breathing. His breathing ragged, he crawled toward the door
and the light.

~~~

Bright light. Too bright. She wanted
darkness. She wanted shadow. But at least she was warm now and…

Andrea sat up in bed with a
gasp. She was in one of the guest rooms in Penny’s house, the one
which had been more or less allocated to her whenever she stayed
over. She recognised the decoration, the large bed, fitted
wardrobes, and the desk which Penny was sitting in front of.

‘You’re awake,’ the little
brunette said, a little redundantly.

‘I died,’ Andrea replied.

‘No, we found you in the freezer
with Jacob. Heather took him to hospital, but your suit must’ve
protected…’

‘No,’ Andrea interrupted. ‘I
died. They gave us both Excelsior and it killed me. I died. How am
I here?’

‘What do you remember?’

Andrea frowned and pressed the
bridge of her nose between her fingers. ‘There was darkness. Isn’t
there supposed to be a light? And Twilight was there with me…’

‘You are Twilight,’ Penny
pointed out.

‘I’m… It felt like there was me
and Twilight, and another me, a darker me.’ She looked up. ‘I
don’t… I don’t feel like me anymore. The darkness did something. I
feel like I’m broken. I feel like I’m not quite all here.’

‘Oh,’ Penny said. ‘Well… I, uh,
I guess that explains…’

‘Explains what, Penny?’

Penny pointed across the room to
a mirror on one of the wardrobe doors. ‘Maybe you should see for
yourself. Just… try to stay calm, okay?’

Andrea slipped out of bed and
walked over to where she could see herself. ‘You know, that is
not a calming thing to–’ She stopped as her face came into
view in the mirror. She looked just the same as she had before,
except for her eyes. Her eyes were black, totally black. ‘Oh,’ she
said. ‘Well, there goes my secret identity.’

~~~

‘She seems to be taking it pretty well,’
June commented. ‘I think I’d be freaking out, screaming, running
around the house tearing my hair out…’

‘I can hear you, y’know?’ Andrea
said as she walked into the lounge. ‘And don’t stare; it’s rude.’
She was dressed in a wrap and rubbing at her hair with a towel.

‘Sorry. I was the same when
Penny first… changed. And you’re kind of, um, more exotic.’

‘Still not into girls,
June.’

June giggled. ‘That’s what she
said too.’

‘Yeah…’ Penny mumbled. ‘What are
you going to do about Lena?’

Andrea’s face fell. ‘Oh, damn. I
hadn’t thought of that.’

‘Wait a minute,’ June said,
‘there is a girl?’

‘You’ve met her, remember,’
Penny supplied. ‘Lena Tonaldo.’

‘She’s my information source
inside the family,’ Andrea went on. ‘As far as she and her father
know, Andrea Morgan makes some extra money working as a prostitute.
Her father doesn’t want it known that his daughter’s a
lesbian…’

‘Yeah, she kind of mentioned
that when we were talking,’ June said. ‘I hadn’t thought that kind
of attitude still existed.’

‘It does. Believe me, he’d lose
face if it became widely known. Whatever, it was a useful way of
getting into their apartments and the pillow talk kept me up to
date on what was going on in there, but… David Tonaldo isn’t going
to let his daughter sleep with an obvious Ultra.’ She looked down.
‘It’ll break her heart. I didn’t want her finding out like this.
Then again, it was getting harder since I hooked up with Jacob.
What’s his condition anyway?’

‘He was suffering from severe
hypothermia,’ Penny told her. ‘I haven’t had an update since early
this morning.’

‘I’m going to see him,’ Andrea
stated, turning back toward her room. Then she stopped. ‘Um… does
anyone have any dark glasses I can borrow?’

~~~

They found Heather standing in front of
the window of a room which seemed to have a lot of electronics in
it as well as a bed. Generally, things which went ‘bleep’ a lot in
a hospital room were not good signs.

‘How is he?’ Andrea asked.

Heather looked around and
frowned. ‘Twilight?’

‘That’s me.’

‘We figured civilian clothes
were a good idea,’ Cygnus pointed out.

‘Yeah, but why the dark
glasses?’

‘I’m having some trouble with my
eyes. Jacob?’

‘He’s… improving, but they’re
having some trouble getting his body temperature back up. They
don’t think there’s going to be any permanent damage.’

‘But he’s not awake.’

‘No,’ Bryant shook her head.
‘They’re keeping him sedated until they get him back to normal
temperature. Current theory is that the drug did something to his
metabolism.’

‘We seriously need to get that
shit off the streets,’ Cygnus muttered.

‘No arguments from us,’ Bryant
replied. ‘It’s just a question of how? Are you two up for it?’

‘She is,’ Andrea said, her tone
sullen. ‘I’m… I have a few things I need to take care of and I’m
not fully recovered from freezing to death.’

‘Almost. Almost freezing to
death.’

‘Yeah… that.’

26th March.

Roger looked up from the Brightstar
comic he was reading and frowned. He generally liked the girls who
worked in his shop to dress in a manner that geeks and nerds had
trouble ignoring, and Andrea generally obliged. Today she was
standing in front of him in dark glasses and a hoodie. Then again,
she had been sick over the weekend and he had not been sure she
would be in at all.

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.
‘You over your cold?’

‘Kind of,’ Andrea replied, ‘and
I got cold, but not a cold. I need to talk, Boss.
Privately.’

Frown deepening, the aging hippy
got to his feet. ‘Zoe, keep an eye on things for a few minutes,’ he
called out.

The blonde girl currently in the
stacks looked around, saw no one to keep an eye on and called back,
‘Sure, Roger.’

He led Andrea into the back room
and then turned around, one eyebrow raised. ‘Okay, kid, what’s the
problem?’ Andrea took her glasses off and pushed back her hood and
he added, ‘Oh.’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’ll come
clean. I’ve been sneaking around at night since I came to New
Millennium. I’m Twilight. This… this is new. Something happened
and… Well, I can’t exactly keep a secret identity with jet-black
eyes. I’d understand if you don’t want me to work here
anymore.’

‘You are joking, right?’ Roger
drawled. ‘I run a comic shop. You think I’d pass up having a real,
live heroine working here?’

‘It might not be entirely safe,’
Andrea replied. ‘David Tonaldo put a price on Twilight’s head. He
might come after me here if he knows.’

‘He won’t come here. Too public,
too obvious. And it’s a risk I’m willing to take. I mean, I might
take out more insurance, but if anyone does come I’ll have Twilight
in the shop.’

‘Okay. I think you’re nuts, and
I think we should ask Zoe if she’s okay with this.’

His eyebrow went up again.
‘Seriously? You think she’s going to think knowing Twilight is a
bad thing?’

‘Well… no, but we should ask.
And I need the rest of the week off.’ She sighed. ‘I need to get
used to this, and I’m going to Boston.’

‘Your parents don’t know?’

‘Not yet. Can’t say I’m looking
forward to that conversation.’

~~~

‘You know,’ Cygnus said, ‘this isn’t
really me.’

‘I ain’t tellin’ you nothin’!’
The man she was suspending by his ankle from the top of the
Americas Trade Tower was a relatively minor drug dealer. Nothing
very far up the Tonaldo family tree, but she was hoping for a
little more than bad grammar.

‘Where did you go to school?
Did you go to school?’

‘I don’t know nothin’!’ the man
squeaked.

‘Now, if that were true, that
would mean you didn’t need to tell me that you weren’t going to say
anything. That’s “not going to say anything.” Double
negatives make you sound like an idiot.’

‘I ain’t scared of you!’

‘The urine stain on your pants
suggests otherwise. When’s the next shipment coming in?’ She let
her grip slide a couple of inches and he let out a screech.

‘Friday! We were told t’ expect
new merchandise Saturday.’

‘Very good. You see? I knew you
knew something.’ Then she let him go.

He was still screaming when she
grabbed the back of his jacket at about seventy feet, straightened
out the dive, and lifted him onto one of the lower rooftops
nearby.

‘You’re out of the drug peddling
business,’ she told him as he sat, shivering, against the roof
access door. ‘If I see you on the streets again, I’ll tragically
fail to catch you.’ She took off from the roof, heading south
toward North Beach.

Scaring street dealers made her
feel dirty, and Twilight was better at it anyway. She needed a
shower, but at least she had a date for the next shipment. Friday.
Andrea was going to be out of town by then, telling her parents
about Twilight. That was going to be a tough conversation; Cygnus
did not envy her at all.

There was still a light on at
the house and she was not entirely surprised to find Andrea in the
lounge, reading a magazine which really did not suit her. It was
one of the fashion mags June kept around the house and Andrea did
not seem like the type to follow fashion too closely.

‘How’re things on the street?’
the brunette asked as her partner walked in, looking less regal
than usual.

‘Tonaldo has a shipment coming
in on Friday. Any guesses where?’

‘Watch the docks. With your
eyes, you’ll probably spot the wake from the boat. I could delay my
trip…’

‘I can manage on my own, and you
need to tell your parents before they find out from some news
broadcast.’

Andrea scowled. ‘I hate this. I
should be out there with you, but…’

Cygnus walked over and sat down
beside her friend. She seemed to have a need to talk, and what else
was a partner for? ‘But what? You need some rest, and you need to
get used to… whatever it is you can do now.’

‘I know, but… I’m scared of
going out there, Cygnus. I think I’ve lost confidence in myself. I
got caught. I died. I don’t want to do that again. But
Twilight does.’

‘You are Twilight.’

‘No.’ Andrea grimaced at the
look of worry on Cygnus’ face. ‘I always thought of Twilight as… as
a mask I wore. I’d put on the cowl and I had one goal: take down
Tonaldo. It let me have a life outside of that. Now it’s worse. I
hear her, in the back of my head. I think she knows what we
can do. She’s as confident as ever, but I’m scared to put the mask
on. I’m scared I won’t be able to take it off again. I’m scared of
finding out what we’re capable of.’

‘I don’t think split personality
disorder is supposed to work like that,’ Cygnus replied.

‘There aren’t that many studies
on Ultrahumans with the condition, but I agree.’

‘When you get back from Boston,
you’re going to see Hugh. If there’s anything wrong with you, I
think it’s best we find out sooner rather than later.’

Andrea sighed. ‘I guess you’re
right. If he’s willing to check me out…’

Cygnus giggled. ‘Are you
kidding? He’ll be as enthusiastic about it as he was about me.’

27th March.

‘You’re looking a better colour,’
Andrea said as she looked down at Jacob.

‘Still feel like hammered shit,
but they tell me my temperature is more or less normal.’

He did still look sickly, even
if she had said he did not. His normally healthy, black skin had a
distinctly blue sub-colour and his eyes had a rather sunken
quality. Of course, her eyes were not doing so well either.

‘How are you doing?’ he
asked.

‘Health-wise, I’m good, but… You
know you have this problem with Ultras?’

‘I have a problem with some
Ultrahumans who seem to think having powers…’ He stopped. ‘What
happened? And now I think about it, why are you wearing dark
glasses?’ Andrea sighed and took her glasses off. It seemed to take
him a second to realise what he was seeing, and then he said,
‘Oh.’

‘Yeah. The drug… The Excelsior
triggered some… alterations. I’d be dead without it. Maybe. If you
want to keep your distance…’

He gave a weak laugh. ‘I don’t
think I’m going to be up to any athletic activities for a while
anyway. I think you were not exactly unpowered before this,
right?’

‘I could teleport. It’s how I
could always get into your house.’

‘I’d come to the conclusion it
was that, or walking through walls. If you suddenly start craving
camera time I’ll dump you. Barring that, I don’t think this is
going to be a problem. If it was, I’d probably have said something
before now.’

Andrea grinned. ‘Well… Now
you’re awake I’m going up to Boston. I need to tell my parents
about this. So, uh, I guess you’ve got time to change your mind and
dump me anyway.’

‘Don’t hold your breath.’

28th March.

‘You take care of yourself,’ Andrea
said as she stood in front of the gate looking nervous.

‘You know me,’ Penny replied,
smiling.

‘Yeah, bulletproof and
crazy.’

‘Maybe. You be careful too. You
don’t blend in as well as you used to.’

Andrea adjusted her glasses,
brow knitting. ‘I know, but I’ll be fine.’ Around them people began
to shuffle toward the gate. ‘Time to go.’

‘Good luck.’

‘Thanks. Hopefully I won’t need
it.’

Boston, MA.

The taxi pulled over to the side of
Salem Street and Andrea got out of it, pulling her case out with
her. Behind her, LeFey Coffee was waiting, and within it her
parents.

She had insisted on taking the
taxi from Logan. It meant she was not going to be asked about the
dark glasses until she got inside, and there would be no scene
because there would be customers in the shop. For a little while
she could just enjoy being back with her family.

Looking up, she grinned at the
sign. The name had been her mother’s idea. Morgana le Fey, and they
were the Morgans, so LeFey Coffee. It was an appropriate sort of
name for a shop on Salem Street, and neither of her parents were
religious enough to take witchcraft in the least bit seriously. It
actually attracted more than its fair share of women in
gothic-looking dresses. One had even commented on the collection of
original artwork; her parents snapped up witchcraft-related art
where they could find it to decorate the interior.

There was a small bell mounted
over the door; the jingling brought the attention of a grey-haired
woman at the back of the shop. Audrey, her mother, had not taken
Andy’s death well and the grey hair had come on as a result.
However, Audrey smiled broadly as her daughter walked in and
started through the tables where a scattering of tourists and a few
locals were enjoying their drinks.

‘It’s not that bright out,’
Audrey commented, raising her eyebrows and flicking a glance at the
glasses. Despite the grey hair, she was still a young-looking,
attractive woman with the same sort of dusky skin as her daughter
and the same brown eyes as Andrea had, until recently. The hair was
grey, but still had a vibrant quality to it and her figure was
holding up well, despite her cooking, which was excellent.

‘I’m having some trouble with my
eyes,’ Andrea replied. It was not even a lie.

‘Nothing too bad, I hope?’

‘I’ll tell you about it later. I
don’t want to have to explain it twice. Where’s Dad?’

‘Upstairs, making your room
ready. Go on up.’

Nodding, Andrea went through the
kitchen at the back of the shop to the stairs which led to the
house above. It was on three floors, with a lounge and kitchen,
then main bedroom and bathroom, and finally two guest rooms. One of
those was where she found her father, Marcus.

He was a slightly rough figure
of Irish stock. People would occasionally wonder how he had managed
to woo Audrey Neroni since she was by far the more attractive of
the two. She said it was his sense of humour which had attracted
her and he did have a wonderfully bright smile. He was greying at
the temples now, but he was pushing fifty. She had got her dark
hair from him, but his eyes were blue and tended to sparkle. The
worst thing about Andy’s death had been seeing her father’s eyes go
dull and she hoped she was not going to see that again this
weekend.

‘Hey, kid,’ he said as she
wheeled her case in. ‘Been out on the booze?’

‘I’ll explain the glasses later,
when I don’t have to do it twice.’

He gave a shrug. ‘Fair enough.
Well, the room’s sorted. I’d better get back downstairs. Get
yourself settled in.’ He slipped his muscled form past her. Andy
had got his frame from his father. Andrea had favoured her mother
more, which Marcus had viewed as no bad thing.

Andrea closed the door and took
the couple of steps needed to get her to the bed where she fell,
face first, onto the blankets and began, once again, to work out
what she was going to say to them.

~~~

Audrey had cooked enough food to keep a
battalion happy, as was her habit whenever her daughter came home.
When it had been Andy as well there had been enough for an army, so
she was learning to cut back. Andrea had decided to wait until
after they had eaten to say anything, and it almost worked. They
had finished most of the food and were sitting back with a glass of
wine each when Marcus spoke.

‘So, what’s the bad news?’ he
said, though his eyes were still bright.

‘Bad news?’ Andrea replied.

‘Dark glasses, and you’ve been
jittery since you got here. Some guy knocked you up?’

‘Marcus,’ Audrey chided.

‘Well, I have got a
boyfriend…’

‘But that’s not why you’re
wearing sunglasses indoors,’ Audrey said. ‘Unless he’s hitting
you–’

‘He isn’t. He’s a UID agent.
He’s nice. Big, strong… His name’s Jacob. And this is sort of to do
with him.’ She frowned, trying to work out how to continue.
‘Something happened. To both of us, but…’

‘Out with it,’ Marcus encouraged
her. ‘You’re making your mother nervous and delaying isn’t going to
help.’

‘Yeah…’ Reaching up, Andrea
lifted her glasses off, looking out at them through her dark eyes.
Her mother gasped, but her father looked less surprised than she
might have expected.

‘You’re Twilight,’ Marcus
stated. ‘That girl who’s been in the news with that new heroine in
New Millennium.’

‘Cygnus,’ Andrea supplied
absently, her eyes wide.

‘That’s the one. Of course, they
hardly ever get a picture of her partner, but the figure was yours
and they said the two of you were being really hard on the
Tonaldos, and there was the sword, but they never said anything
about…’ He waved a hand vaguely toward Andrea’s face.

‘Well, no, this is new. I could
keep it a secret before. Then… I got gassed along with Jacob. It’s
a drug the Tonaldos are shipping in. He’s in hospital. I’m fine,
but… different.’

‘You were trying to catch the
people who killed Andrew?’ Audrey asked, her voice hushed.

Andrea nodded. ‘And it turned
out to be more complicated than we thought. But one of them is
dead. Ghostfire, the man Cygnus killed before Christmas, he was one
of them. The other one got away, but we’ll get him. He wants Cygnus
for something and when he comes back we’re going to nail him.’

‘I thought the Tonaldos–’

‘Andy shouldn’t have got
involved with them. They put him on the wrong road, but it was
Ghostfire who killed him, Mom. Set him up, set the whole gang up,
and killed them.’

‘Well, I hope you’ll bring
Cygnus up to see us sometime,’ Marcus said. ‘We should thank her
for getting some justice for our son.’

‘I’m not sure she wants to be
thanked. She didn’t have much choice about killing him, but it took
her weeks to get over it. I’ll see what I can do though. Might do
her some good to know she brought a little closure.’

‘So…’ Audrey said, visibly
trying to look happy and not quite managing it. ‘Uh, what can you
do?’

‘I’m not really sure yet. It
seems to be related to darkness and shadows, but beyond that… I
haven’t had time to find out.’

Audrey’s brow furrowed for a
second. ‘Darkness and shadows, well, that’s appropriate if you call
yourself Twilight.’ The brightness was a little forced, and Andrea
did not think it was simply to do with the discovery that her
daughter was an Ultra.

New Millennium City, MD.

Cygnus soared above Chesapeake Bay, her
eyes scanning for signs of water traffic. It was a clear, cool
night, the wind was in her hair, and she was feeling pretty good,
if a little frustrated. So far there was no sign of a drug
ship.

She was beginning to wonder
whether her information was wrong when she spotted the shadow.
Something was moving under the water of the bay, something large
and dark. She considered the possibility that it was a lost whale,
but decided it was worth following up on because the shape seemed
too unnatural for a sea mammal.

As she followed the shape as
best she could, she pulled a slim, hook-shaped device from the top
of one boot and slipped the short end into her right ear.

‘Call Red Huntress.’

The sound of the Den was loud in
the background of the call. ‘Cygnus?’ Red’s voice had a question in
it.

‘Hi, Red. Sorry to interrupt,
but I was wondering whether you knew if people used submarines to
ship in drugs?’

‘Not in this area, but… I think
I recall hearing about it being done into Miami.’

‘Huh… Shame Twilight’s not in
town. She would have loved to see this one. I’ll try to drop
in there before closing time.’

‘See you later then.’

Tucking the mini-phone back into
her boot, Cygnus checked the position of the shadow under the
water. It was maybe two miles away from Deale Harbour and not
travelling very quickly. She figured she had a good ten minutes
before it got to shore and, as yet, she could not be sure where it
was headed. The deep water around the docks probably meant that the
thing would not need to surface until it was actually at the
unloading point.

Keeping an eye on the path of
the supposed sub, she flew on ahead, checking the docks for signs
of anyone waiting for the incoming shipment. She found them on Pier
Four: two vans parked up at the end of the pier and a group of men
standing around looking as though they were trying very hard to
appear as if they were just hanging. To Cygnus they were not doing
a very convincing job. She figured they could afford to wait until
the last moment to arrive for a surface vessel, but the submarine
would be out of communication for most of its trip in.

Then she spotted the third
vehicle coming in. It was a large, paramilitary SUV, the kind of
thing the UID used for their special operations squads and a few
large police departments deployed SWAT units in. As it came to a
stop, the rear door opened and eight men carrying what looked like
heavy assault rifles filed out. Two of them had tubes slung to
their backs which looked like rocket launchers.

‘Oh swell. They really mean
business on this one.’ Taking on that many armed men was not going
to be easy. Even with Twilight there it would have been tough. How
was she going to stop them? She could see the dark shape of the
submersible only a minute or two away…

Grinning, she headed out to sea,
past the submarine, and then dropped toward the water. The question
was whether she could hold her breath for long enough… Or would she
need to? Could she get her body to adapt? Could she do the magic
trick Hugh had said she could do?

Diving after the submarine, she
muttered, ‘Come on Cosmic Powers, I need to be able to breathe
underwater…’ Then the world went fuzzy as the water enveloped her.
Seeing the vessel was not easy, but she could just make out a dark
mass ahead of her. She needed to get under it, but her lungs were
already starting to hurt. Okay, so maybe her awesome powers were
not quite up to… And then the ache went away. She was not
breathing, but she was getting oxygen somehow and that was good
enough. Now all she needed to do was pull off the trick she had
planned.

Up on the dock, the first of the
men spotted the boat as it broke the surface about two hundred
yards from the dock. ‘There!’

Benny Himan turned toward the
spot the man was pointing to and frowned. ‘What’a fuck they doin’?
They was supposed to bring it all’a way in before comin’ up.’ If
the pilot of the boat screwed this up, it was going to be Benny who
got it in the neck. And if that happened, the pilot was going to be
out on the bottom of the bay without his submarine.

One of the armed men was
frowning more than Benny was. ‘Subs don’t sit that high in the
water,’ he growled. ‘Something’s wrong.’

Benny’s eyes widened. ‘Yeah,
damn thing’s still goin’ up!’

Shock set in as the thin, black
submarine, which looked as though it had been cobbled together out
of random boats, lifted entirely out of the water and continued
rising. They did not even notice the woman under it, trying her
best to balance it on her back as she pushed it upward, until the
thing was practically overhead.

‘Shit!’ Benny yelled. ‘Shoot
her!’

It had to be the stupidest
instruction he had ever given. Cygnus could feel herself tiring,
even as the bullets started rattling into the hull. They were
putting holes in their own submarine and doing nothing to her aside
from pissing her off.

‘You want it?’ she yelled down.
‘You got it.’ Twisting to her right, she tilted aside and felt the
rough steel scrape over her skin as the mini-sub fell. The result,
as the SUV and half a van turned into scrap metal along with the
boat, was something akin to an explosion in a bell factory.

As the noise subsided and men
began picking themselves up from where they had jumped or fallen,
Cygnus yelled down from where she was hovering: ‘If I have to come
down there and physically arrest every last one of you, I am going
to be really pissed off. Put your damn guns down!’

For once it actually worked.

29th March.

‘Well, of course they gave up,’ June
said. ‘You dropped a submarine on them. A submarine!’

Word of her latest exploit had
got back to the Huntress’ Den before she had. Cygnus had decided
that she needed to find the person who had invented
internet-connected smartphones and have a quiet word about never
doing anything like that again. There had been cheers as she had
walked across the dance floor.

‘How much was that?’ June added.
‘How heavy?’

‘Uh… not sure,’ Cygnus replied.
‘One of the cops said it had to be about six tons, loaded.’

‘That’s… wow.’ Then June
shrugged. ‘Yeah, okay, so we let you carry the shopping.’

‘It took a lot of
effort,’ Cygnus countered, pouting.

‘You’re right though,’ Red said,
‘Twilight would have liked to have seen that.’

‘Her not being there was why I
did it. They had a lot of firepower on the dock. There were a
couple of rocket launchers. One of the crime scene people said the
cargo didn’t look like anything he’d ever seen before.’ Cygnus
glanced across the bar to where Red was standing. ‘I think they
were shipping Excelsior.’

‘It would explain the added
security and the attempt at something new to get it here.’ The
blonde ex-heroine smirked. ‘Won’t be trying that again.’

‘Not until they build a new
boat,’ Cygnus agreed.

‘And you’ll be all over the news
again.’

The blonde current-heroine
sagged. ‘Don’t remind me.’

Boston, MA.

‘Your friend is on the news,’ Marcus
said as Andrea walked into the kitchen for breakfast.

‘Cygnus? What’s she done?’ He
was grinning, so it had to be good news rather than bad.

‘Caught some drug smugglers in a
submarine.’

‘In a sub? How did she–’

‘Lifted it out of the water and
dropped it on the dock.’

Andrea grinned, shaking her
head. ‘That’s tough, even for her.’

‘Is she really that strong?’
Audrey asked. ‘I mean, they said it was five or six tons!’

‘I’ve never seen her lift that
much, but yeah, she is. Strong, bulletproof, and slightly crazy.
I’ll call her later and get the story…’ She stopped, smiling as she
poured herself some coffee. ‘You know, it’s kind of cool to be able
to say that around you.’

‘Any plans for today?’ Marcus
asked.

‘Not really. I figured I’d hang
around, chat when I could. Catch up, y’know?’

‘I’m afraid there won’t be much
time until evening,’ Audrey replied. ‘Jilly called in sick. Again.
And such a nice day to be sick on.’ She glanced at her husband. ‘I
don’t think that one’s working out.’ Marcus gave a half-shrug,
conceding the point.

‘Well…’ Andrea said, a little
hesitantly, ‘I think I still remember how to waitress…’

New Millennium City, MD.

The arrival of Special Agent Bryant at
the house came as something of a surprise, and Penny had to rush to
change into Cygnus before answering the door in her wrap,
bleary-eyed and wondering what was up.

‘Heather, uh, hi. What can I do
for you? It’s something about that thing last night?’ She waved the
agent into the house and then followed her through to the
lounge.

‘Indirectly,’ Heather replied.
‘Good work on that, by the way.’

‘There were a few injuries
involved I wasn’t happy with. One of the guys in the sub isn’t
going to be walking any time soon…’

‘They took an army down there to
ship in two tons of that filth. If it had got onto the
streets, people could have died. If it had been the NMCPD trying to
stop them, there would have been deaths on both sides. One guy with
a broken back is a pretty good result. Most of them didn’t even get
bruised.’

‘True… I guess you’re
right.’

‘I am. Look, I got asked to get
in touch with you because… Well, the press know we can reach
Ultras. ACPN want to do an interview with you. You’re big news, I
guess, and the only way they knew of to get in touch was by asking
the local UID office.’

‘Huh.’ Cygnus poured two mugs of
coffee. ‘I’d only do it if Twilight was there. I mean, I’d have to
ask her if she was willing to do it with me. She’d probably tell me
to do it alone, but I’d really prefer her to be there.’

‘Where is she?’

‘Visiting her parents. She’s got
a lot to tell them.’

Heather grimaced. ‘I don’t envy
her that one.’

Boston, MA.

Andrea moved through the tables with
what looked like practised ease, but it was actually down to the
fact that she was fast, nimble, and a trained gymnast. Being a
waitress was not entirely unlike fighting a few dozen men, if the
men were largely immobile anyway. The three young men on table two,
by the door, were giving her some grief, but nothing more than she
would expect from teenagers faced with an attractive girl. She was
not expecting them to stay long anyway.

‘Take a break,’ her mother told
her as she slipped into the kitchen. ‘I have no idea how you keep
going for so long in those heels.’

Andrea grinned. ‘I learned to
fight in heels like this. You remember how Andy always thought
“real” heroines always wore heels?’

Audrey’s smile was a little
bleak. ‘Yes, he used to say that.’

‘I’ll… give Cygnus a call,’
Andrea said, heading past her mother quickly. Marcus was taking
everything really well, but Audrey was not. She was not shocked or
horrified, but she was also not too happy. That was going to have
to be talked through, but neither of them could afford the time
right now.

‘All right. Ten minutes,
okay?’

‘Sure, Mom.’ Andrea tripped up
the stairs and found the phone in the lounge. A few seconds later
her partner was answering it and she was saying, ‘So you’re all
over ACPN again.’

‘Huh, yeah, well, you weren’t
there and I had to improvise,’ Cygnus explained.

‘With a submarine? They’re using
submarines now?’

‘Well, maybe not after this.
They were shipping Excelsior, Andrea. Heather stopped over this
morning and confirmed it.’

Andrea frowned. ‘Good thing you
caught it then. Heather didn’t stop over to tell you that, I
assume?’ She dropped onto the couch and reached down to take off
her shoes. The little, black, cap-sleeved dress was fine, but maybe
she should have worn lower heels.

‘You mentioned ACPN? They want
to do an interview with me. I want it to be both of us. I
don’t want to be taking all the credit all the time.
Even if you don’t say much, I think you should be there.’

‘Not much of an interview if I
sit there looking moody…’

‘She’s right, you know.’
Twilight’s voice sounded in Andrea’s head. ‘It’s time we showed our
face, especially since we can show our face.’

‘Let me think about it,’ Andrea
said out loud. ‘Now, I promised Mom and Dad I’d regale them with
the tale of how you dropped a submarine on some drug dealers.
Spill. I want details.’

~~~

Audrey was not good at being helped in
the kitchen, but it gave Andrea the chance to talk to her, and the
elder Morgan knew they needed to talk.

‘You understand,’ Audrey said,
before Andrea could really say anything, ‘that I don’t think your
sudden… change makes you any less my daughter? I’m not one of those
idiots who think Ultrahumans are freaks.’

‘Glad to hear it, because I
could teleport before this happened.’

‘Oh. Well, still, that’s not
what bothers me. It’s that you’re putting your life at risk.’

‘I know, Mom. And that’s been
bothering me a lot more since… since this happened. Since before
then, actually. When I hooked up with Cygnus I said I didn’t want
to get all girly about it. We worked well together and that was it.
Then she came to me after she got hurt and gave me an envelope with
the names of the people she wanted told if anything happened to
her. She trusted me with who she really is, and with making sure
her friends didn’t hear about her death on the news. I realised you
might never even know what had happened to me so I gave her an
envelope too.’

Audrey was silent for a second
or two. ‘I guess it would have been better than finding out on the
news, or never knowing where you’d gone.’

‘That was the idea. Of course, I
also didn’t plan on her ever having to go through with it, but…
Look at Jacob. He’s in the UID so he puts his life in danger all
the time. Policemen, firemen… They don’t even get the kind of
recognition I do. You…’

Audrey actually laughed. ‘When
do I put my life at risk for work?’

‘In a few minutes, you’re going
to put this food in the oven and then you’re going to walk down to
the night deposit at the bank.’

‘Oh. Well… I suppose when you
put it like that…’

‘I’m coming with you, by the
way. If you got robbed it’d be terribly embarrassing.’

~~~

Generally the Morgans took turns going
over to the Bank of America on Hanover Street to drop off the
takings from the shop three times a week. It meant they swapped
over the weekend drop and were never carrying very large amounts,
but the Saturday night run tended to be the largest.

It was still early, so there
were plenty of people about, fewer when they cut down the side of
Old North Church which Audrey insisted was far faster than going
around via Tileston Street. Which was true, but Andrea had a desire
to teach her mother about personal safety as they walked into the
shadows under the trees.

Not that it was dark to her. Not
anymore. Now the night was as clear as day, even though the moon
was barely a sliver in the sky. Even so, it was the voice in her
head that alerted her to the three figures ahead of them.

‘Two on the left, one on the
right,’ Twilight said, her voice hushed even though no one else
could hear her. ‘The fact that they’re hiding suggests they’re up
to no good.’

‘They were in the shop earlier,’
Andrea replied when she could make out a face. ‘At least, that one
was and there were three of them then. I don’t have my sword or
batons…’

‘We don’t need them. Just do as
I say…’

‘Mom,’ Andrea said aloud, ‘stay
right behind me.’

‘What? Is something…’ Audrey
stopped as the three figures stepped out of the trees. There was
barely enough light for a normal human to perceive them as anything
more than shadows, a fact they seemed to be counting on since they
were not even wearing masks. They were, however, carrying
knives.

‘Okay, ladies, hand over the
money and you don’t get hurt.’ The tallest of the three seemed to
be the leader: his grin was broadest and he was doing the
talking.

‘You boys really picked
the wrong people to try to shake down,’ Andrea replied. ‘I’ll give
you one chance to give up.’

‘The cash,’ the leader snapped,
brandishing his knife.

‘I did warn you…’

The shadows seemed to climb up
from the ground and envelope them. In one instant they were looking
at the two women holding their illegal gains for the night, and in
the next there was nothing but darkness. Except that there was
something in the darkness with them, something old, angry,
and hungry.

Just as they had come, the
shadows fell away. One of the three was lying on his face, blood
gushing from his nose where he had smashed it into the ground when
he fainted. One was standing there staring at Andrea as though she
had just sprouted horns. The leader, his bravado gone, was
screaming his lungs out and slashing at the empty air around
him.

The stunned one came to first,
looking up at Andrea with a horrified expression on his face. She
glared back at him. ‘Get lost before I decide you don’t deserve
it,’ she growled. Turning, he almost fell over his own feet in his
haste.

That left the leader. Stepping
forward, she grabbed his wrist, twisted it until he dropped the
knife, and then yanked his arm back to lock it behind him.

‘Mom, you got a phone on you?’
Andrea said, her voice calmer than she felt.

‘Uh… yes.’

‘Call the police. I’m not
feeling as generous with this guy. He’s a lousy tipper.’

~~~

The darkness wrapped around her like a
blanket. She heard the air conditioning click on as the temperature
in the room dropped a few degrees, but to her it felt as though she
was snug in bed, which was actually the case. Somewhere in her
mind, Andrea felt Twilight stirring.

‘So, your first shadow cast. How
was it for you? I loved it.’ The voice had a smile in it.

‘It felt… a little cold, at
first,’ Andrea replied.

‘Yeah, but it grows on you,
doesn’t it?’

Andrea smiled. ‘It was pretty
good. Mom asked what I’d done to them and I hadn’t really got a
clue.’

‘Fear of the dark is one of the
most basic instincts. You develop it young and then most people
grow out of it, more or less. But it’s not the darkness itself;
it’s what might be in the darkness. We can just… let people
feel that primal fear again.’

‘It seems to be effective.’

‘Oh, baby, you ain’t seen half
of what we can do.’

Andrea was silent for a second.
‘I think… I think I’ll be watching from wherever you are. I’m not
the fighter I was. I think you got the courage.’

‘Maybe. But you’re more
level-headed. You won’t let your confidence override your common
sense. We’re a team.’ There was a slight pause and then she added,
‘I don’t think we’re alone in here though. Have you felt her?’

‘Maybe. When I first came to.
Sometimes when it’s really dark. I think I’m kind of glad she’s not
talking to us. Who do you think she is?’

‘I think… she is
darkness.’

30th March.

‘I still can’t believe someone tried to
rob us,’ Audrey said over breakfast.

‘I can,’ Andrea replied, ‘but I
have to admit that being Twilight may have given me a jaundiced
view of humanity.’

‘Well,’ Marcus said as he walked
in from the lounge, ‘it turns out it was sort of an inside job.
That was the police on the phone. The two you captured talked and
they’re bringing in the third, and also Jilly. Seems she was the
one who told them when we took the cash to the bank and when the
biggest haul would be going. They’re charging her as an
accessory.’

‘Well… It saves you firing her,’
Andrea commented.

‘At least your jaundiced view of
society hasn’t dulled your sense of humour.’

Andrea held up her hand, finger
and thumb held half an inch apart. ‘Little bit. I do find some
things funny that I probably shouldn’t, but it’s laugh or cry. Like
Cygnus dropping a submarine on drug smugglers. I think that’s
hilarious.’

‘No,’ Marcus replied, grinning,
‘that actually is pretty funny.’

~~~

Andrea stood on the roof, her eyes on
the night sky. It was clear and there was no moon; the stars were
bright and not even twinkling much. It would be a cool night, dark
and cold in fact.

‘Perfect,’ Twilight
commented.

‘You’re seeing this?’

‘I experience what you do,
assuming I want to. We’re in the same brain.’

‘Good to know for when I’m back
there. How… I mean, what does it take to get you out here?’

‘You know,’ Twilight
replied.

The sound of a door opening
stopped Andrea from asking what her other self meant. She glanced
back and saw her mother walking over to stand beside her.

‘Careful,’ Audrey said, ‘you’re
very close to the edge.’

Andrea grinned. ‘I stand on
rooftops for a living, Mom. Well, a really serious hobby.’

‘I’m glad to hear you take it
seriously. Looking at the stars or communing with the night?’

‘That sounded really
pretentious. I’ll say stars. Cygnus actually knows what they’re
called. She was into astronomy when she was a kid.’

‘Hence the name, I assume.
Cygnus is a constellation. “The Swan,” I believe.’

‘Yeah, and you might get to find
out why sometime.’

‘Not just the white costume… If
you can call that a costume.’

‘Her friend designed it for her
so you can’t entirely blame her for looking like a stripper. She
does look incredible in it.’

‘Perhaps, but it seems like
she’s trying to grab attention.’

Andrea shook her head. ‘No. Be
memorable maybe, but she’s no glory hound. I make her handle
the press because I don’t like doing it.’

‘You prefer being in the
shadows.’

‘Uh-huh.’

There was a second or two of
silence as both women stared up into the sky. Then Audrey said,
‘There was a tale my grandmother used to tell about a place in
Italy, a castle above Lago di Molveno in the Alps. They say it’s
been there for centuries, the oldest parts overbuilt with newer
stone. Sometimes someone stupid enough to be trying to prove his
bravery would go up there. Some never returned, some came back and
never spoke of what they saw, and a few told tales of shadows
coming to life, terrible things never quite seen in the darkness,
strange cultists. Scare story stuff. One man said he was shown a
room under the castle where the darkness itself was alive. It spoke
to him, but he never revealed what it said.’

‘Creepy Italian folk tales, Mom?
How did my great-grandmother know about this anyway? I didn’t think
your side of the family came from the Alps.’

‘Not after Frederico Neroni came
back from the castle, no. They moved to Rome, and then America. He
always said he wanted his family as far away from Schatten Schloss
as possible, but they would never be able to go far enough.’

‘Your maiden name is Neroni,’
Andrea said, suddenly feeling cold.

‘Frederico would have been your
great-great-great-grandfather. You’re shivering. Let’s go
down.’

Andrea nodded and turned away
from the darkness.

31st March.

‘Don’t forget to call when you get
back,’ Audrey reminded her daughter as they walked toward the gate.
‘And you could send a few more emails, maybe call a little more
often?’

‘I’ll try, Mom,’ Andrea replied,
grinning. In truth, she knew she had been avoiding too much
communication since it reduced the lies, and now she could tell the
truth. ‘I really will.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ Marcus said.
‘I’ll watch out for you on ACPN.’

‘They want to do an interview
with me and Cygnus. I’m not sure–’

‘Do it. It’s about time you got
more of the credit.’ He held up a hand. ‘I know you say you prefer
to leave the press to Cygnus, but I bet she wants you to be
seen more.’

‘Uh… yeah. The interviewers
asked for her and she wants me on it too.’

Marcus nodded. ‘You do it, and
you don’t be modest. I hate to say this, girl, but you’re going to
be going public now and you’re going to need good press.’

‘Okay, you’re right, I’ll do it.
They’re boarding, I’d better go.’ She gave each of them a quick
kiss on the cheek and then turned, rushing to join the end of the
queue.

‘She will be okay, won’t she?’
Audrey said, watching her leave.

‘She’ll be fine,’ Marcus
replied. ‘She takes after her mother.’

‘It’s my side of the family I’m
worried about.’

New Millennium City, MD, 1st
April.

The woman in the long, red coat stepped
out of the back of a black limousine and the doorman of the Queen’s
Hotel in Uptown rushed forward to help her. It was mostly down to
the long legs, which showed as she stretched them out of the car,
but the smile she gave him helped a lot.

Then the two men appeared from
the other side, one very large with a solid jaw and a crew cut, the
other smaller and slimmer, but somehow carrying more of an air of
menace. The doorman backed off as the woman’s companions flanked
her on the way into the hotel.

‘Miss Diamante has a
reservation,’ the larger of the two men stated to the
receptionist.

The young woman smiled and
tapped at some keys. ‘Oh, yes, the Royal Suite. Length of
stay?’

‘I’m not sure,’ the woman in red
replied, smiling. ‘It could be extended. I believe I’m going to
like New Millennium City.’

~~~

Andrea looked at herself in the mirror
and sighed. It was the first time she had worn her catsuit since
the ‘accident’ and now that she was dressed and ready to go out,
she was not sure she could do it. Her stomach was knotting at the
thought of facing a fight, and she was even unsure about
teleporting.

‘You aren’t dressed,’
Twilight said.

‘I am, I… Oh…’ Turning, she went
to the bed and picked up her cowl. Then she closed her eyes, pulled
it on over her head, tucked it into the neck of her suit, and…

‘It’s good to be back,’ Twilight
said aloud before closing the last couple of inches of the suit’s
zip. ‘Y’know, we overdress.’

‘It’s bullet-resistant and
stealthy,’ Andrea pointed out from the back of their mind.

‘Well, we don’t really need it
now, but it’s what we’ve got… Let’s go out and see what’s
happening.’ The shadows around the room swirled toward her and she
stepped into them.

~~~

Cygnus stood on the top of the Americas
Trade Tower waiting for Twilight to arrive. It was a dark night,
and the wind blowing from the north was a cold one, but she waited
patiently because it was her partner’s first night out since she
had, apparently, died. Cygnus could imagine that an experience like
that might result in a little reluctance to don the suit again.

Something about the darkness
beside her changed; a shape grew out of the shadows, rising like a
pitch-black ghost until it materialised into Twilight, grinning
brightly. The last time Cygnus had seen that mask, the eyes behind
it had been normal and brown instead of the black reflections of
the night sky she saw now, but it was quite clear that Twilight was
back, and happy about it.

‘Hey, partner,’ Twilight said,
‘good to see you again. You see, she can pull off showing more
skin, so I don’t see why we can’t.’

Cygnus blinked. ‘Uh… Who…?’

‘I was just telling Andrea that
we don’t need the protection anymore and we should get something a
bit more… appealing. And now she’s telling me off because she
doesn’t want you thinking we’re nuts.’ The black-clad heroine
giggled. ‘I’m a bit giddy. Sorry.’

‘She said something about
Twilight speaking to her,’ Cygnus said, frowning.

‘Uh-huh, and now she’s in here
speaking to me. Don’t worry. We’re not crazy; we’re just… I guess
it’s a split personality thing.’

‘Trauma can do that, I
think.’

‘Dying is pretty traumatic.
Andrea internalised the worry over that, but I’m here to handle the
wilder stuff.’

‘But she can get out again,
right?’

‘I’m a mask she puts on,
remember?’ Reaching up, Twilight pulled her cowl off and Andrea
said, ‘Oh shit,’ before moving away from the edge.

Cygnus moved around to put
herself between her friend and the multi-storey drop. ‘Are you
okay?’

‘I’m fine with you standing
there.’ She gave a weak smile. ‘And I’m okay generally. It’s a
little weird, not being able to control my body. It’s like… like
I’m watching some sort of full-sensory video.’

‘I think this counts as the
weirdest conversation I’ve had in a couple of months,’ Cygnus
noted. ‘I’m going to call Hugh and get you checked out as soon as
possible, okay?’

Andrea nodded. ‘Twilight says
that would be a good idea. She doesn’t want you worried about me…
us… whatever.’

‘Sounds like a good sign. Any
plans for tonight?’

‘Check on Tonaldo’s building,
and go up to Churchton and see what’s cooking there. I think
Twilight wants a bit of action. She’s been cooped up in my head for
a while.’

‘Okay. I’ll check over the park
and meet up with you on the north side of Deale Harbour in… two
hours?’

Andrea grinned, raising an
eyebrow. ‘Checking up on me?’

‘It’s your first night out
since… I should probably stick with you, but I figure you’ll be
better getting used to things on your own. I still want to make
sure you don’t have any problems.’

Lifting the cowl, Andrea pulled
it back on. The grin broadened. ‘We’ll be fine, but it’s kind of
cute that you’re concerned,’ Twilight said. ‘Later.’ Then she
turned and shrank into the darkness.

~~~

‘All I’m saying,’ Twilight said
silently, ‘is that she’s gorgeous and I wouldn’t mind if we
did.’

‘She’s our partner,’ Andrea
replied, not really wanting this conversation, but also not having
much choice, ‘and she’s a girl.’

‘You were perfectly happy
banging the girl over there.’

‘No I wasn’t. Lena was
just…’

‘I’m you, remember?’

‘Yes, but I don’t remember it as
being “perfectly happy.”’

‘Maybe I don’t have your
illusions about our memories. Anyway, it’s not like I’m going to
make a pass at Cygnus; I was just saying that it’d probably be good
if we did. A pleasant experience, I mean.’

‘Yeah, well, we’ve got Jacob,’
Andrea pointed out.

Twilight grinned. ‘This is true,
and I am not complaining about that. You know, there’s nothing
happening here. Since Jonny was put away there’s hardly ever
anything to see. Let’s go find a mugger to scare.’

‘You’re the boss,’ Andrea
replied.

~~~

Marty Koslowski was having a fairly good
evening. Good for Marty meant that he had scared a hundred and
seventeen dollars out of two people without having to actually use
his Colt Python as anything more than a prop. It was good for that;
the Python looked like a scary gun, and with a .357 Magnum load it
was actually pretty nasty. Unfortunately, firing it tended to bring
the cops running, so threatening was by far the better option.

The night was continuing to be a
good one for Marty. The couple he had seen heading into an alley on
the edge of the harbour district were probably a hooker and her
John, but that meant both were likely carrying cash. So her pimp
would beat her up for not paying up at the end of the night, but
that was her problem, not Marty’s.

He was considering whether to
let the guy get his rocks off first, since the free show might be
entertaining, when the girl’s street senses proved better than
Marty’s ability to stay hidden.

‘Who’s there?’ she called out.
‘I know someone’s there. Come out.’

Pulling his pistol from the
pocket of his leather jacket, Marty stepped into the dim light
filtering down from somewhere overhead. ‘Give me your cash, both of
you, and I won’t need to use this.’ He had found that being
straight with people was best. Getting creative with threats never
seemed to work for him.

‘Oh shit!’ the man said. ‘Don’t
shoot. Oh shit!’

He was probably out of
Friendship: the clothes were too cheap for Uptown and he certainly
was not a local. He was already fumbling for his wallet. The girl
was looking angry. Marty turned the pistol slightly toward her.

‘Bastard,’ she hissed.

‘Everyone’s gotta make a
living,’ Marty told her, his grin broadening.

‘You need to find a new line of
work.’ The voice came from behind him and he turned, seeing nothing
but darkness. ‘Put the gun down, or I’ll make you.’ There was
nothing there, but he raised his hand cannon, pointing it toward
where the sound had come from. ‘Suit yourself,’ the voice said, far
too calmly, and the darkness surged forward, wrapping around him
like a cloud.

Marty had never been
particularly afraid of things he could not see and feel. Guns, when
they were pointing at him, and knives, they were scary. There were
not too many people big enough to give him pause. As the shadows
wrapped around him, there was nothing real to cause the sudden,
horrible surge of panic which rushed through him, but it was there
nevertheless. Something was there with him. Something he
could not see or hear, or even feel, but it was cold, ancient, and
utterly without pity, and it wanted him. He knew it was there,
coming closer, and closer…

The shadows coalesced into human
form and Twilight reached out, twisting the gun out of Marty’s hand
with little resistance. He just stood there, looking at her and
shivering, his eyes on hers and a look of horror on his face.

She glanced at the would-be
victims. ‘You two, go get a room or something. Seriously, you’re
just about asking to be robbed doing that here.’ They practically
fell over themselves in their haste to leave and Twilight turned
her attention back to Marty. ‘I should run you in, but that’s too
much trouble and you’re not worth the paperwork. So I’m going to
let you go… this time. If I catch you at this again, they won’t
find the body. You tell your friends, if you have any. You tell
them that Twilight isn’t going to take nicely to petty little
assholes like you on her streets. Got it?’

Marty nodded dumbly and the
shadows rose up around them again, swallowing her up and whisking
her away.

~~~

‘That’s a neat trick,’ Cygnus
commented.

‘I thought I saw you looking
down,’ Twilight replied. ‘It works pretty well on scum like him. If
word gets around maybe it’ll cut down on the thugs down here.’

‘Maybe. He looked
petrified.’

‘Andrea used it in Boston.
Someone tried to rob our mother.’ Twilight grinned. ‘One of them
fainted on the spot.’

Cygnus grinned back. ‘So you’re
both able to do the same things? It’s not like me.’

‘I’m… more willing. I can
feel what we can do and she doesn’t entirely want to know.
If it came to it, though, she’d listen to me and use the power.
We’re one person with two sets of thoughts instead of two bodies
with one mind.’ Her face straightened suddenly. ‘Maybe you’ll get
to see what else we can do sooner than I thought.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Cygnus replied. Each
of them had seen a figure, dressed in black, approaching from
opposite sides of the roof. Both of the ninja types seemed to
realise they had been spotted at the same time and drew swords from
their backs. ‘Never mind the maybe,’ Cygnus added.

They both turned around, facing
off against the ninjas behind them. Twilight scanned the figure
moving toward her, a woman, slim, lithe, probably relied on speed
rather than muscle. She slid her own sword from its scabbard on her
back.

‘Swords?’ Twilight said. ‘You
people do realise you’re going up against me and a woman who can
wrap that blade around your head with her hands?’

The reply did not come from
either of them. From the roof on the opposite side of the alley, a
voice said, ‘Bind them,’ and Cygnus gasped as she felt something
crawling up her legs. She looked down to see something which looked
like solid shadow rising rapidly upward to wrap her in some sort of
constricting mass of blackness. A motion on her right drew her
attention to a fourth dark figure who was making the kind of
gestures you expected from a magician. Then the view vanished as
the blackness enveloped her.

It seemed to smother Twilight
faster, and the attackers should, perhaps, have seen that as a bad
sign, but they were closing in when they realised that the effect
was spreading wider, growing rapidly to encompass almost the entire
rooftop.

‘I’m shadow,’ Twilight’s voice
said from the blackness. ‘You can’t contain me. Certainly not like
that.’

A flurry of black darts flew out
of the shadows, hitting the woman in a line across her chest. She
fell, stumbling, and then letting out a gasp, before falling face
first onto the felt surface of the rooftop. Another burst flew out
across the alley to hit the apparent leader and he fell just as
quickly.

The others were starting to move
when there was a weird sucking, shattering noise and Cygnus burst
out of her shadow prison looking more than a little irritated. A
sword slashed at her and she caught it on her arm, glaring at its
owner.

Twilight materialised out of the
shadows, facing the second survivor, the one who had cast the
binding spell, or whatever it had been. He still looked as though
he thought he could actually win, drawing his sword and moving
toward her. Her straight-bladed weapon slashed out and he slapped
it aside before striking at her, the blade sliding wide as she
stepped around his stroke and slid the point of her weapon through
his chest.

Cygnus was having more trouble
with hers. He slipped around her punches with apparent ease, and
sliced at her arm with his sword, but the edge did not even leave a
mark. She threw another punch, connecting this time, and the force
of the blow combined with the sight of his third comrade falling
apparently made him view discretion as the better part of valour.
He turned, running back the way he came, though he seemed unsure of
his footing. She was about to go after him when she heard Twilight
behind her.

‘Let him go. We have three for
the police to question and he might tell whoever sent him not to
try that again.’

Turning away from the figure
vanishing into the darkness, Cygnus gave a nod. ‘That one’s going
to need a hospital.’

‘They all will. I’m not sure
what those shadow shards do, but I doubt it’s good.’

‘Any idea who they are?’

Twilight looked down at the
figure bleeding at her feet. ‘Nope. Maybe Tonaldo found some new
assassins to try on us.’

‘You don’t think the powers they
had were a bit… coincidental? I mean, shadowy traps?’

‘You think they were after me
for some reason?’

Cygnus gave a shrug before
picking up one of Twilight’s victims. ‘Don’t know, but I don’t like
it.’

~~~

‘We failed, Master Durant. The girl is…
powerful and her colleague almost invulnerable.’

Durant looked down at the
kneeling Shade. The man was expecting punishment and, in truth,
Durant felt like obliging him, but it would have been unfair under
the circumstances. He would find a more subtle way of showing his
disapproval.

‘It was unlikely that a simple
assault would succeed, Markov,’ Durant told him. ‘You will make a
full report. I want details of the fight, full details.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘The girl, Morgan, must be taken
alive, and we may need to resort to what the Shadow Court does best
to achieve that. Gather everything we have on this city. Update all
our information. I want to know who all the players are
before we begin this game in earnest.’

~~~

The woman in the red dress smiled as Rex
entered her bedroom. The suite they were occupying was sumptuous,
and she liked sumptuous, and now Rex was here to give her some good
news, if she was any judge of people.

‘What have you got me, Rex?’ she
asked.

‘They’re in an apartment block
over in Churchton,’ Rex replied. ‘I hope you don’t mind the trip.
We thought bringing them here might tip our hand a little sooner
than you’d like.’

‘They?’

‘Jack found a couple, teenagers.
Since it’s your birthday and all, we thought a couple might be more
fun.’

Her smile brightened. ‘You’re
both wonderful. I should be able to get hours of fun from two… Are
they in love?’

‘Certainly looked like it. He
even tried to protect her. Jack was careful not to leave any marks.
He knows you like them clean before you get started, Diamond.’

Slipping from the bed, she
walked over to him and stroked his cheek. ‘When I’ve finished with
them I’ll have something special for the both of you,’ she purred.
‘Now, take me to them. I want to unwrap my presents before it gets
too late.’

New Millennium City, MD, 2nd
April.

The shadows in the corner of the room
thickened and then reformed into the shape of Twilight. She
frowned, looking around the room where two people had died.

She was still getting used to
her new night vision. Before she had been pretty good in dim light,
and that had always muted the colours. Now she could see perfectly,
but it was like looking through a grey-scale camera. Even so, she
could make out the spray patterns on the walls, floor, even the
ceiling. Someone had more or less painted the room in blood.

The rest of the evidence was no
less disturbing. There were still the remains of some ropes
attached to the frame of the slim, single bed. More ropes dangled
from a bracket which had been fixed into one of the wall joists.
One of the victims had been hung up, the other stretched out on the
bed. The boy forced to watch what was happening to his girlfriend?
Or the other way around?

‘The reports on UltraNet
suggested both were tortured before they were killed,’ Andrea
commented. ‘I’m kind of glad the bodies aren’t here.’

‘Someone who does that kind of
thing isn’t going to stop at just two.’

‘And two suggests they’ve done
it before. There may be a trail of similar bodies leading up to
these ones.’

Twilight gave a grunt and
vanished into the shadows. A second later she was standing on the
rooftop above, where Cygnus was waiting for her.

‘Anything useful?’ the blonde
asked.

‘Not much more than was
reported, but I got a feel for the place. Someone took their time
making sure their victims had a really bad time dying. And I think
we’ve got a serial killer here, probably from out of town or we’d
have heard of something like this before.’

‘As if this city didn’t have
enough to deal with,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘You think we should bring
Red in on this?’

‘I think we should bring Red in
on this, yes.’ Twilight frowned. ‘We need to catch this one fast,
partner. He’s one really sick puppy, he’s going to do it
again, and this is not exactly our raison d’être.’

3rd April.

Andrea opened the door of her apartment
on the third knock and found herself looking at Mrs Petrowski, the
landlady. She was an overweight woman with an overbite and a
perpetual scowl, but Andrea had always got on fairly well with
her.

‘Mrs Petrowski, to what do I owe
the pleasure?’

‘Yeah, well, it’s not going to
be a pleasure for either of us.’ The woman made no move to enter,
which seemed odd.

‘What’s up?’

‘I’m going to have to ask you to
leave. The building insurance doesn’t cover having an Ultra living
here, see? I’ve had a couple of complaints, but I could ignore
that…’

‘I’m thinking she’s not ignoring
that at all,’ Twilight remarked sourly.

‘The insurance though… No, if
anything happens they could hold you up and say it was someone
trying to get to you. You’ve got to go. A week. Yes, a week and
then you’re out.’

‘But–’

‘A week!’ The heavy woman
turned, her face flushed, and hurried away down the corridor.

Andrea slammed the door and then
fell against it. ‘Well… fuck!’ she said. ‘What am I going to do
now?’

~~~

‘Easy,’ Cygnus said from the shelter of
the radio mast on the top of the Trade Tower, ‘you move in with
us.’

Twilight was less bothered by
the steady drizzle falling on her. Her suit and cowl covered far
more skin and the cold did not bother her at all. She sat with her
back against the metalwork, looking morose.

‘Andrea’s not keen. She’s saying
it’s an imposition and it was fine for a few days while we were
getting used to this, but–’

‘Stuff that. We’re friends as
well as partners. You’ll never find another apartment in a week.
Not one you’d actually want to live in anyway. Your room’s
free, and it’s just about as big as your apartment is. And it’s got
its own bathroom.’

‘You should talk it over with
June…’

‘She enjoyed having you there as
much as I did, but if it makes you feel better, I will.’

Twilight giggled. ‘Andrea says
she can see the headlines now: “Ultrahumans in Lesbian Love
Nest.”’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Cygnus
replied, all seriousness, ‘June’s not an Ultra.’

4th April.

‘You know,’ Jacob said, ‘they let me
out of the hospital because I’m fit to leave.’

Andrea continued to hover as she
walked him to his door. ‘Maybe, but you’re still on medical leave
and you’re going to rest. Heather said she would drop around later
and bring you up to speed on the work stuff, but you are not
to get too worked up over anything.’

‘There’s something to get worked
up about?’

‘Actually… no, not that I can
think of.’

‘So, nothing to worry about
then.’ He opened the door. ‘To be honest, I’m still tired and I’m
going to sit on my chair and watch… I don’t know what I’ll watch,
but something mind-numbing. Want to come in?’

Andrea paused. ‘Yes, but if I
do, I’ll probably put your recovery back.’

He gave her a grin. ‘Want me fit
and strong before you molest me?’

She grinned back. ‘Basically,
yes.’

~~~

‘Your landlady may be a bigoted piece of
cat shit,’ Red stated, ‘but she has a point, in a way.’

Andrea frowned at her and took a
sip of wine before replying. ‘I’ll agree with the first part.
What’s she got right?’

‘You need somewhere with better
security. You’re out in the open now, like I am and Bobby was.
Moving in with Cygnus is a good idea. Her place has excellent
security.’

‘That’s settled then,’ June put
in. ‘We can move you over tomorrow. There’s no point in staying
where you’re not wanted. And by “we” I mean you and I can supervise
Cygnus while she does all the heavy lifting.’

Andrea giggled, and then went
back to sober very quickly. ‘What about that other matter? The one
in Churchton.’

‘My contacts are getting me the
police reports,’ Red replied. ‘I’ll go over them when I get them.
You’re right, that one needs to be dealt with as quickly as
possible, but that’s not a conversation I want to have now.’

Andrea nodded. ‘Sorry, it just
came to me.’ She glanced at her partner standing beside her. ‘I
think we both want that one nailed as soon as possible.’

Cygnus nodded. ‘And that’s one
case where someone else is going to have to do the heavy
lifting.’

5th April.

Mrs Petrowski had not looked especially
pleased to see Cygnus, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, carrying
Andrea’s stuff out of the building. Considering that she had wanted
her tenant gone, that seemed odd. As a couple of other tenants
turned up to glower at the two Ultras and June, it became a little
clearer: several of the people in the building, including the
landlady, were simply prejudiced.

On the other hand, a couple of
people stopped by to say goodbye to Andrea. She barely knew them,
but they seemed genuine. They all said that Petrowski was wrong
kicking her out, which made Andrea feel better but it just made
Cygnus more annoyed. They seemed to know that the woman was doing
it to be rid of an Ultra rather than because of the insurance.

They had been working for about
forty minutes and were almost done when a van pulled up beside the
one they were loading. The ACPN logo was painted on the side and
Cygnus frowned at it, wondering what was going on. A blonde man
holding a microphone emerged, followed by a shorter woman with a
camera. They headed straight for Cygnus.

‘Jackson Sanders,’ the blonde
said, ‘with ACPN. We heard you were here and we hoped to get a
small piece for the “Ultras About Town” segment…’

Cygnus glanced at Andrea, seeing
her shake her head slightly, and considered telling the man
exactly what was going on anyway, but… Smiling, she turned
back to the camera. Sanders waved his hand in a ‘roll it’
motion.

‘Cygnus,’ Sanders said, ‘you’re
normally seen fighting muggers and other criminals around the city.
What brings you to Friendship this morning?’

‘I’m just helping a friend move
house,’ Cygnus replied, keeping her tone light. ‘Super-strength
isn’t just useful for throwing Tower Block into the bay.’

‘We don’t see Ultrahumans doing
normal things too often.’

‘Because it’s not really that
exciting, Jackson. Ultras don’t become different just because they
start exhibiting powers. We’re just like everyone else, really. I
go shopping, I go to clubs, and I help friends when they need it,
just like anyone else would. Most Ultras aren’t freaks.’

‘So you have a life beyond
saving people?’

‘Of course. But my private life
got far too public before Christmas and I prefer to keep it to
myself, when I can. I’m sure no one’s really interested in what
kind of beans I buy at the store.’

Sanders gave a chuckle which was
distinctly insincere. ‘Thank you for your time, Cygnus, and good
luck with the move. And that’s a wrap. Thanks, that was great.’

‘Uh-huh,’ Cygnus replied. ‘How
did you guys know I was here anyway? You have psychics on the
payroll?’

‘Anonymous tip. Ultra fans call
in sightings all the time, though they usually leave a name so we
can drop them some credit in the broadcast. Who’s your friend
anyway?’

‘Just a friend. I better get
back to work.’

Sanders nodded, his gaze
drifting toward Andrea, her face half-hidden behind dark glasses.
Then he turned and headed back to his van.

Cygnus carried the TV she was
holding across to the van they had hired. ‘A little weird,’ she
commented.

‘It’s the press,’ Andrea
replied, ‘I always think they’re weird. That’s why I prefer it when
you handle them. On the bright side, Petrowski looks like someone
fed her dog shit. Maybe reporters are useful for
something.’

Unity Base, Antarctica, 6th
April.

Andrea stood naked in a room full of
brilliant white light. It was not the most comfortable of
experiences, but letting Doctor Ultimate check her out seemed like
a good idea and this was how he was doing it. So she stood there
with her eyes tightly closed, feeling as though the light was
burning into her heart…

It came as something of a relief
when the world outside her eyelids dimmed and Ultimate’s voice
said, ‘You can come out now, Twilight.’

Still seeing ghost images of the
light swimming before her eyes, Andrea edged toward the huge door
of the scanning chamber. Cygnus was there, holding out a rather
utilitarian wrap, and then helping to steer the way to where the
world’s most intelligent man was hunched over various displays.

Alice was there too, giving
Andrea a smile. ‘He’ll be up for air in a few seconds,’ she
said.

‘He was doing a lot of cooing
over the data feeds,’ Cygnus added.

‘Generally that means he’s found
something interesting,’ Alice explained. ‘It isn’t always a good
sign, but I don’t think he found anything to be worried
about.’

‘Worriednobutveryexcitingand…’
Ultimate rushed out.

‘Hugh,’ Alice interrupted.

‘…somewhatperp… I was talking
too fast? My apologies. I’m…’

‘Excited?’ Andrea suggested.

‘Very! The UID are going to ask
me about your reclassification and, frankly, I’m at a loss.
Magnitude four, at least. Elemental possibly, but I suspect they’ll
stick with A-class. I wouldn’t argue; you are not a normal E. And
then there are the EEG readings.’

‘Brainwaves?’ Cygnus asked.

‘Quite.’ He turned and tapped at
his keyboard at break-finger speed. Four screens lit up with
different graphs showing patterns of wiggly lines. ‘On the left is
my baseline, which happens to be my lovely Alice. She has a
beautiful mind.’

‘And now you see why I married
him,’ Alice said, smirking. ‘He says the nicest things.’

Ultimate gave her a smile and
then went on. ‘Beside that is one I took from Cygnus when she was
in the scanner.’

‘They don’t look that
different,’ Cygnus noted.

‘If you look closely,’ Alice
said, ‘you’ll see a relative increase in gamma waves, the
higher-frequency ones.’

‘They tend to be associated with
cross-hemispheric activities,’ Ultimate explained. ‘This is one of
the usual characteristics of Ultrahumans. I have it, Brightstar and
Adamantium do, and I’m sure Twilight was showing it before her
accident.’

‘And now?’ Andrea asked. She was
looking at the last two screens which looked a lot more
complicated.

‘Gettingtothat. On the right is
me.’ The right-hand screen showed a huge jumble of overlapping
brainwaves, a tangle of lines which made no sense. ‘I tend to be
running several different thought processes at once and it shows in
my EEG. That, of course, leaves us with Andrea’s EEG, which lies
somewhere between the two extremes.’

‘So,’ Andrea said slowly, ‘it’s
not just some kind of mental illusion? Twilight is really a
different personality operating at the same time in my head?’

‘You demonstrate the same sort
of compartmentalised thought patterns as I do,’ Ultimate stated,
‘just on a smaller scale. Yes, your two personalities are real, and
they coexist.’

‘Never doubted it,’ Twilight
commented.

‘As for your powers…’ Ultimate
went on. ‘Truthfully I’m at a loss. I’ve called in our expert.’

‘Expert?’ Andrea asked.

Ultimate gave a nod. ‘She’ll be
here inside of an hour.’

‘Who?’ Andrea and Cygnus
chorused.

~~~

‘Viviane,’ Cygnus whispered as the woman
in the red tabard walked into the room.

Once upon a time, the name
‘Viviane’ had struck fear into a substantial amount of the British
population and it had taken a team of mystics and the Union to
bring her down. She was still feared as much as respected, even
though she worked as the principal magic advisor to the Union. Her
power was more or less legendary, she was supposed to be immortal,
and the gaze she immediately turned on Andrea held the cold distain
she was famous for. On the other hand, she was beautiful, in a cool
way, with a slim body which her nearly non-existent, tabard-dress
showed off to perfection. Her thick, black hair fell over her left
breast to her waist. Under it was an angular sort of face with
highly arched eyebrows and icy blue eyes.

‘I see being dragged to this
Goddess-blasted hole was not without good reason, Hugh,’ Viviane
said as she walked toward Andrea.

‘We know you hate confined
spaces, Viviane,’ Alice said. ‘We wouldn’t have brought you down
here if we didn’t think your talents were needed.’ That explained
meeting in the lab; the ceiling there was very high.

‘She’s a bit of a mystery,’
Ultimate stated. ‘The power signature is definitely more like yours
than, say, mine.’

Viviane gave a grunt. ‘Come,
child,’ she said to Andrea, ‘stand up, let me have a proper look at
you.’

Andrea got to her feet and,
after a second of hesitation, pulled herself up straight. Viviane
reached out a hand toward her, light flickering around her spread
fingers as she worked some form of magic.

‘There is inherent power,’ the
witch said after a few seconds. ‘She was an Ultrahuman before this…
shadow came upon her. I sense animal… sensuous… a cat, but then…’
She stopped, closing her eyes, and her brow furrowed as she
concentrated. ‘Something ancient… dark, but only a part, a
fragment…’

Viviane stepped back, lowering
her arm and looking almost scared. ‘There is something very
powerful and very dark inside you, girl. I can’t tell exactly what
it plans. I don’t know why it’s there, but I believe it has always
been part of you. It feeds on fear… The sword, keep it with you,
especially at night.’

Andrea blinked, her hand lifting
the hilt of her weapon. ‘This? Why?’

‘You don’t know? Ah, well,
perhaps not. It’s old, hand-crafted, ritually blessed to protect
the one who bonds with it as you have done. I sense magic which
fortifies the spirit, perhaps more. If you don’t know it does that,
it is possible that you have not yet tapped its full potential.’
Viviane’s gaze snapped to Ultimate, sitting on a stool and watching
the interplay. ‘We need to watch this one, Hugh. She’s
dangerous.’

Andrea raised an eyebrow.

‘Tactful as ever, Viviane,’
Alice commented.

‘Darkness is something I have
some familiarity with, Alice,’ Viviane replied. ‘From the inside,
if you will. I know what I’m talking about.’

Ultimate coughed. ‘Yes, well, I
have some additional tests to run. Viviane, I’d like you to
observe.’

The witch nodded, her gaze never
leaving Andrea, as though the darkness might choose any moment to
come out and attack them.

~~~

The snow came up to her mid-calves.
Below that it was hard-packed permafrost and quite able to carry
Andrea’s weight. It was night, but she could see perfectly. The sky
overhead was clear, far clearer than anything she had ever seen
before, but the stars were partially obscured by the brilliant
green of the aurora as it danced overhead. Alice had said it was
brightest in April and October and it was certainly giving a good
display now.

‘Aren’t you cold?’

Andrea did not look around at
the sound of the voice; she had heard someone trudging through the
snow. ‘Shouldn’t I be asking you that? Assuming you’re still in
that same nothing dress.’

‘Resisting low temperatures is a
simple spell.’ Viviane stepped up beside Andrea, her gaze on the
sky. ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah… I came out here for the
dark, but… Yeah, it’s beautiful.’

‘Darkness calling to darkness?’
Viviane asked, though Andrea got the impression it was an attempt
at a joke.

‘I’ve been staring into bright
lights all day. I’ve got a headache.’

‘Ah…’ For a second the aurora
seemed to be flickering around Andrea. ‘Better?’

The pain behind Andrea’s eyes
was already easing. ‘Uh… yes, thank you. If you don’t mind me
saying, you seem to have lightened up on me. You were…’

‘Harsh, tactless? Yes, I often
am. Alice pointed out a few things. You are, as I said, dangerous,
but… Alice reminded me how much effort they had to put into turning
my life around and you’re starting from a far better place than I
was.’ She sighed. ‘We’re likely to be seeing more of each other and
we should probably try to be friends, or at least not enemies.’

‘We are?’

‘I’ll be dropping in now and
then, checking up.’

‘Oh. Well… I suppose I should
expect that.’

Before Viviane could answer,
Cygnus dropped into the snow beside them. ‘Aren’t you guys cold?’
she asked.

‘Inner core of icy space,’
Andrea replied.

‘Possibly the most powerful
Wiccan on the planet,’ Viviane said.

‘What’s your excuse?’ Andrea
added. ‘You’re standing there in a tiny, plastic swimsuit.’

Cygnus frowned, looking up at
the sky. ‘Uh… Actually it was cold for about a second when I
stepped out and then… I guess I adjusted.’

‘Hugh mentioned that you had a
rather unusual power, not unlike my magic,’ Viviane said.

‘You know,’ Andrea said, her
tone a little wary, ‘I still don’t really believe in magic.’

Viviane gave a throaty laugh.
‘For someone who does not believe in it, you have a lot of it
hanging around you. Besides’ – and she pointed up at the sky –
‘look at that and tell me there is no magic in the world.’

‘Well… I mean it’s not magic,
it’s… Yeah, I guess you have a point. Sort of.’

Silence fell in the green-lit
darkness as the three women stood watching the light show above
them.


Part Two: Rough Diamond

 New
Millennium City, MD, 11th April, 2014.

Rex stood beside the bed in the largest
of the suite’s rooms. On the bed, between him and the woman in red,
was a map of the city he had picked up at a tourist advice shop in
Uptown. It lacked detail, but it showed the main areas of the city
and was not particularly large.

‘The Tonaldos were pretty quick
to capitalise on Ghostfire’s demise,’ Rex said. ‘They’ve regained
full control of Fairhaven, Friendship, and Churchton. They ran the
docks anyway.’

‘What about these areas, Tracy’s
Landing and Downtown?’

‘Most of the locals call them
Uptown and Downtown. They were largely run by Ghostfire, but the
family is moving back in. Still a lot of independent action going
on there. North Beach doesn’t have much of interest anyway, aside
from it being where this Cygnus lives.’

She nodded. ‘How is our
evaluation of their detailed operations proceeding?’

‘We’ve infiltrated a few of
their groups. We’ve got a good hold on things in Churchton and
we’ve made good inroads into Deale. Friendship is mostly drugs and
burglaries. Easier to control from the top. Churchton’s got the
drug labs and the low-rent brothels. Deale, well, shipment and
storage.’

‘All right.’ She turned,
swinging her legs off the bed and rising to her feet. ‘What about
these heroines?’

‘Cygnus inherited a house from
some old hero last year. Seems like Twilight moved in with her
recently. There was something on the news about it. Did some
digging and the landlady wasn’t keen on having an Ultra under her
roof. That and her insurance company suddenly upped the premiums.
They’re in tight with an inactive named Red Huntress.’

‘I’ve heard of her,’ the woman
said as she paced back toward the bed. ‘I like her choice in
colour.’

Rex gave her a grin. ‘She runs a
club in Uptown, the Huntress’ Den. Seems like Cygnus is there most
Friday nights, Twilight less often.’

‘It seems like we’re due a night
off. How’re the finances?’

‘We’re good for now, but we’re
going to need a cash injection soon.’

The woman walked over to her
closet, opened the doors and began going through dresses, all of
them red. ‘Make finding Tonaldo’s money a priority. I think he
should bankroll his own demise.’

~~~

‘Tell them we can do it Monday,’ Andrea
said.

‘Monday?’ Penny asked, her hand
over the receiver of the phone. ‘You’re sure?’

‘Monday. I can’t do it until
I’ve spoken to Lena. I’ll do that tonight. Better to get it over
with; she’s been leaving a lot of messages.’

Penny nodded, but looked
worried. Taking her hand away she said, ‘Is Monday good for you? We
have some things to clear up and… Okay, yes, at six. That should be
fine.’ She hung up. ‘They won’t use it until next Friday
anyway.’

‘Yeah, but… This is going to be
worse than telling my parents.’

‘When are you going to go?’

‘We’ll run a patrol, then I’ll
check in on her.’

Penny still looked worried. ‘Be
careful. If Tonaldo finds Twilight in his daughter’s bedroom…’

‘Don’t remind me.’

~~~

The light was still on in Tonaldo’s
office, but Lena’s windows were dark. When she had no company she
tended to go to bed early. Twilight watched from the roof opposite
silently conversing with her other self.

‘I think you should handle the
talking,’ Twilight said. ‘You’re more… uh, more of a people person.
And anyway, I’m too young.’

It was a fact. There was
something… slightly unformed about Twilight, an almost childlike
quality to her. She had all of Andrea’s memories, but it was as if
she did not have the experience which went with them.

‘All right,’ Andrea replied. ‘If
you get us over there and make sure she’s alone, I’ll take it from
there.’

Nodding, Twilight slipped into
the shadow of the low wall and out into the darkness of Lena’s
room.

The blonde was lying in bed, her
hair a tousled mess half over her face. There was no one else with
her and no sounds of anyone moving around outside. Twilight pulled
her cowl off, and Andrea tucked it away under her belt before
silently stepping over to the bed.

She put her hand over Lena’s
mouth and the blonde’s eyes snapped open, fear showing instantly in
them. ‘It’s all right, Lena,’ Andrea said. ‘It’s me, Andrea. I need
you to stay calm and keep your voice down. Can you do that?’ Lena
gave a small nod, the panic draining from her face, and Andrea
lifted her hand away.

‘Andrea? I’ve been leaving
messages. What happened? I can’t see you; let me turn a light
on.’

Andrea caught her wrist. ‘Not…
yet. Look, something happened to me and… and it means I can’t come
here anymore.’

‘If you’re in trouble, Poppa
can…’

‘Poppa is why I can’t come back,
Lena.’ She started to reach for the bedside lamp, stopped, and
said, ‘Don’t freak. Don’t scream. Don’t move.’

‘O-okay,’ Lena replied
timidly.

Andrea snapped the light on and
looked down at Lena with pitch-black eyes. Lena’s blue eyes
widened.

‘Oh… oh shit.’ Lena reached out
a hand, fingers tracing along Andrea’s right cheek under her
eye.

‘I… had an accident, of sorts,’
Andrea whispered. ‘When I woke up… There’s no way your father’s
going to let an aborto girl come see you, is there?’

‘That’s a horrible word,’ Lena
said. ‘I used it, but it’s horrible. Don’t say it, you’re… you’re
beautiful, but… Oh God, you’re Twilight.’

‘Uh… yes.’

‘I’ve seen her picture. The
costume… How could you?’ There were tears in her eyes and Andrea’s
fists clenched as her own eyes threatened to do the same.

‘It was always going to end like
this,’ Twilight said, her voice soft even though it was silent
within Andrea’s head. ‘Sooner or later she was going to find
out.’

‘At first,’ Andrea began, and
stopped as her voice cracked. ‘At first it was just to get
information on your father’s business.’

‘Was any of it real?’

‘Which is easiest for you, Lena?
I can tell you that I got to enjoy our times together and,
honestly, for over a year you were possibly the best thing I had in
my life. If you want, you can believe that, or you can believe I’m
a lying bitch. Whatever makes it easier for you to get over me. Do
it, because your dad is going to want my head on a spike even more
now.’

Lena’s face hardened. The anger
was not quite there in her eyes, but she was trying to make it
happen. ‘I think you’d better get out of my room,’ she said. Her
voice barely quavered at all.

Andrea nodded, got to her feet,
and stepped backward as the shadows rolled up around her. When the
light stole back into the space she had been occupying, she was
gone.

12th April.

‘You look like shit,’ Penny commented
as Andrea emerged from her room.

‘Thanks. I feel worse. Didn’t
sleep well.’

‘Not fun last night?’

‘Not even close to fun. Um… do
you think June is up to making me a new costume?’

It seemed like a plea to change
the subject and Penny accepted it. ‘I expect–’

‘June certainly is,’ June said.
She emerged from her room, stretching languorously. ‘You want it
for this interview?’

‘That was kind of the idea.
Fresh start. Introduce the new me to New Millennium.’

‘In that case, I’d love to, but
the timescales are a bit tight. We’d need to buy in.’

‘Damn. I don’t have the money
to–’

‘I do,’ Penny stated flatly,
‘and June can consult on the look.’ She grinned. ‘Saturday
afternoon clothes shopping.’

‘Oh, awesome!’ June
enthused.

Andrea sagged.

~~~

The last time Cygnus and Twilight had
been in UltraStyle they had been rescuing hostages and putting down
Thermite. The paint was still fresh in places where the mall had
been repaired, but there was little sign of the damage the
pyromaniac had done. It had only reopened the month before after a
full refit.

‘I’m a little uncomfortable
about this,’ Andrea said as they walked in through the door. She
was in her suit, but not wearing the cowl.

‘You want a new costume,’ June
said, ‘and quickly. This place–’

‘Oh, wow…’ A voice interrupted
them, coming from a well-built man in a designer suit. ‘Cygnus and
Twilight. No cowl and those eyes…? And do I not recognise your
friend from the calendar? I’m Serge, the manager. You saved my ass
last year. What can we possibly do for two such well-dressed
heroines?’

‘Uh, well…’ Andrea began.

‘Twilight needs a new costume,’
Cygnus said over her. ‘Since… Well, her eyes make a secret identity
difficult so she’s taking the opportunity to be a little more…
open.’

Serge nodded. ‘Not that there’s
anything wrong with that classic catsuit look. Very European.’

‘Uh, right,’ Andrea replied. ‘I
need something fairly quickly, and Cygnus and June suggested we
come here…’

‘Well, we have all the latest
materials, a multitude of designs. What sort of thing did you have
in mind?’

‘Something… fairly classic,’
June said. ‘We keep the black, obviously.’

‘Obviously,’ Serge agreed.

‘Fairly simple…’ The model set
off into the store and Serge turned, dropping into step beside her.
Clearly he had spotted who was doing the selecting. His hips swung
a little, unconsciously in time with June’s. Andrea looked at
Cygnus, who looked back, shrugged, and set off after them.

It took them thirty minutes
before they were ready to send Andrea off into the changing rooms,
and that was just the beginning. June seemed to have an idea of
what she was after, but could not quite get to where she was going.
So Andrea dutifully tried on costume after costume as June and
Serge hummed and sucked their teeth, and shook their heads before
handing her something new.

All the while Cygnus had spotted
June assembling something on the counter where Andrea was probably
not going to notice it. Knowing her friends, Cygnus had decided
that June knew exactly what to put Twilight in, but had
decided that Andrea would balk. She was wearing the girl out before
springing the trap. You had to admire the deviousness, really.

‘Maybe this wasn’t such a great
idea,’ Andrea said as she rejected the latest outfit herself.

‘One more,’ June said, handing
over a bundle of clothes. ‘You’ll like this, I promise.’

Looking reluctant, Andrea
about-faced and walked back into the changing room. A few minutes
later she emerged again and Cygnus got to her feet, walking over
from the thoughtfully provided chairs, because she knew this
was the outfit she was going to be seeing a lot more of.

In a way, June had picked out an
outfit which was a black version of the one she had designed for
Cygnus. There was a sleeveless unitard in a black, faintly
iridescent material which looked a lot like the plastic Cygnus’
suit was made from. It was certainly slightly translucent, just
enough to show shadows, but not the solid black of the catsuit. It
had a high collar and high hips, but Andrea was wearing fishnet
tights under it and a pair of thigh-high, black, stiletto boots.
There was also a pair of fingerless, wrist-length gloves. The look
was very different from the one Twilight had worn before,
but it did have something of a classic quality to it.

‘There’s nowhere to put my
sword,’ Andrea said a little warily.

June lifted the roll of black
tape she was holding ready for the argument. ‘ClingStrip,
double-sided. Sticks to anything, can be disengaged easily. This
will fix your scabbard to your back without any difficulty.’ She
lifted her other hand, which had a mask in it. ‘Try the mask,’ she
said, playing her ace.

The mask was a wide
domino-style, large enough to cover the cheekbones. The left side
was a solid black, while the right was lace. Cygnus thought the
duality was rather appropriate, and as soon as it was put on,
clinging to the skin without any hooks or string, there was a
change in Andrea’s posture.

‘I love it,’ Twilight said,
grinning. ‘I always thought Black Canary was hot.’

‘It’s a little… briefer than
that costume,’ June replied.

‘You just like half-naked
heroines,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘We’ll take it,’ she added to Serge,
and pulled a card from the top of her boot.

The man leaned forward,
conspiratorially. ‘You get it at cost. If it weren’t for you two,
this place would be a charred pit. Just don’t tell anyone.’

‘Our lips are sealed.’

14th April.

ACPN’s main offices were located in
Downtown, occupying a whole block and five storeys in height. It
was still one of the smaller buildings in a district which featured
a lot of skyscrapers. The main entrance was on the corner of
3rd Street and 6th Avenue, and Cygnus stood
in the reception area behind them at six pm, waiting for Twilight
to arrive.

There was a slight drop in the
conversation level as the woman in the black outfit stepped through
the doors and strutted across toward the taller blonde waiting for
her.

‘I was wondering if you’d got
cold feet,’ Cygnus said, her voice low.

‘It’s still light and it’s too
bright in here,’ Twilight replied. ‘I had to take a cab.’

‘Oh. Hadn’t thought of that.
Come on, they’re waiting for us.’

Cygnus led the way through the
double doors at the back of the foyer and they were immediately
attacked by a woman with short, spiky, blonde hair, and a harried
expression.

‘Good, you’re here. Come with
me; Marta’s waiting.’ She turned on her six-inch heels and hurried
off down the corridor.

‘Is she for real?’ Twilight
asked as she stretched her legs to follow.

‘Uh-huh,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Her
name is Sandy, I got that much, and she’s Marta Hendry’s
assistant.’

‘Hendry does Ultras
Tonight, doesn’t she?’

‘That’s what this is going to be
on.’

‘Andrea’s feeling better about
it already. No one she knows watches it.’

‘Huh.’

Marta Hendry was an attractive
woman in her late twenties with auburn hair and dark green eyes,
dressed in a smart skirt suit. She was all smiles, presumably
because Sandy got all the worries and complications. She breezed
into the small studio the station was using for the interview,
sitting down in one of the three comfortable armchairs and picking
up a small clipboard with some notes on it.

‘Now,’ she said, her voice light
and easy on the ear, ‘don’t be nervous. We don’t do deep, searching
interviews on this show. Our viewers generally idolise Ultras.’ She
glanced down her notes. ‘Oh, we would like to bring up Zephyr’s
death, Cygnus. If you’re uncomfortable with that…’

‘I can talk about it,’ Cygnus
replied. She was, if anything, looking more nervous than her
partner. She was sitting up straight, knees pressed together;
Twilight was relaxing in her seat, legs stretched out and crossed
at the ankle.

‘All right, and we would
obviously like to ask about the new look, Twilight. The last time
anyone saw you it was in a black catsuit.’

‘I can give you some of the
details,’ Twilight replied, smiling. ‘Some of it will have to
remain secret. There are ongoing investigations.’

Hendry nodded. ‘Superficial is
good. Half our audience only cares that they can see more
skin.’

‘She doesn’t have a high opinion
of her viewers,’ Andrea commented.

‘Considering that you’ve never
watched this show, I can’t imagine you do either,’ Twilight pointed
out.

‘Well… she was right about the
superficial bit.’

Hendry turned to look at Sandy.
‘Are we ready?’

‘Yes’m,’ Sandy replied quickly.
She indicated a camera on her right. ‘Uh, this is the camera you
ladies will be seen on. The other one’s for the reaction shots. But
talk to Miss Hendry, not the camera. We’re good to go when you are,
ma’am.’

Hendry looked at her camera,
waited for the light over it to go red, and began. ‘Good evening
and welcome to Ultras Tonight. I’m Marta Hendry and we have
a treat for you. We’ve persuaded the newest team of Ultrahumans to
grace New Millennium City to sit down for a chat.’ Her gaze shifted
to her guests. ‘Cygnus and Twilight, welcome to ACPN.’

‘Thank you, Marta,’ Cygnus
replied, taking the lead. ‘It’s a pleasure to be here.’

‘I must say, it was a surprise
when we were able to get both of you here. You’re not one for
appearing on camera, Twilight.’

Twilight gave her another smile.
‘When we hooked up I made Cygnus promise to handle the press. I
work much better from the shadows, and I preferred not to have much
known about me. I had a secret identity to protect. Now… Well, it’s
a lot harder to keep it secret when your eyes look like mine.’

Hendry nodded. ‘You do seem such
different personalities. How did you meet, Cygnus?’

‘I found Twilight about to take
down an arms shipment one night and offered to help. We discovered
that we work well together. I’m bulletproof and very visible which
makes it easier for Twilight to be sneaky. We each have talents the
other lacks.’

‘You turned that around for
Tower Block, though. Twilight was the distraction while you snuck
in and delivered the final blow.’

‘Yeah, well it would have been
obvious I was leading him somewhere, but he could believe he was
following Twilight as she tried to get away from him. You have to
adapt your tactics. Twilight came up with the idea and she did most
of the work. He was heavy, but tossing him into the bay was pretty
simple.’

‘Yes, you first made news
catching a moving car, and recently you dropped a smuggling
submarine onto the docks. Just how strong are you?’

‘Very,’ Twilight put in,
grinning.

‘We haven’t really tested it
properly,’ Cygnus said. ‘I just keep trying and, so far, I haven’t
failed when I’ve needed to lift something. I know I can lift over a
thousand pounds without straining.’

‘Impressive,’ Hendry replied.
‘Now, when we saw Twilight leading Tower Block into a trap, she was
in her catsuit. You mentioned your eyes, Twilight, and your costume
has changed. What’s new with you?’

‘I was involved in an accident,
of sorts. A drug bust that went bad. It triggered something in me,
latent super gene stuff, I guess. Let’s just say I’m really a
better match to my name now and the bad guys are going to be far
more worried about following people into dark alleys. But it came
at a cost and I can’t hide as easily as I used to. People get to
wondering why you’re wearing dark glasses indoors. Since there’s no
point in hiding, I figured I might as well be more… open.’

‘So people can expect to see
more of you on camera?’

Both Ultras grinned at the
double meaning.

‘Uh, yeah,’ Twilight said, ‘but
I still work best from the shadows so Cygnus is still going to be
taking the press calls. I may say a few more words than before
though.’

Hendry’s face straightened,
which meant she was probably going to ask about Bobby. Cygnus
steeled herself.

‘Things were not looking so good
for you at the end of last year, Cygnus. Your boyfriend was
murdered and you were framed for the crime.’

‘Zephyr was my mentor as well as
my boyfriend,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I… His murder was a shock and then
I was blamed… But Twilight helped me clear my name and bring down
those responsible.’

‘And, sadly, Ultranova died in
the assault on Ghostfire’s base.’

‘Yes… He died doing what he did
for a decade and we defeated someone trying to take over the
organised crime throughout the city.’

‘And now we have you two to take
over Ultranova’s role as our leading Ultras. I think New Millennium
is safe in your hands. Thank you, Cygnus and Twilight.’

~~~

‘He “died doing what he did for a
decade?”’ Andrea said when they were both slumped on the sofas in
the lounge.

‘Well, he did,’ Penny replied,
her tone defensive. ‘He died trying to kill someone who was a
threat to his crime syndicate.’

‘Huh. I’m not sure I’m up to
going out tonight. I think I want to get drunk instead.’

‘That doesn’t sound like a bad
idea, to be honest, but you have work in the morning.’

‘So I’ll not get really
drunk.’

Penny tried for a giggle, did
not quite pull it off, and dragged herself to her feet to get a
bottle of wine just as June appeared from her room.

‘Did you say you were drinking?’
the brunette asked.

‘I’m tired and pissed off about
Lena,’ Andrea replied.

‘And I had to lie about
Ultranova again,’ Penny added. ‘So, yeah, we’re drinking. Want a
glass?’

‘Uh-huh. I’m going to be in
Venice Beach next week, so I want all the girl time I can get
before I have to be all professional.’ June slumped onto the sofa
beside Andrea, her wrap flapping around her.

‘Ooh, June,’ Andrea said,
wincing, ‘a little too much June on display there.’

June gave a giggle. ‘All girls
together, remember.’ She straightened her wrap anyway.

‘I’ve just got a bit of an issue
with naked women at the moment.’

‘Lena didn’t take it very
well?’

‘I don’t think either of us did.
When her father finds out… Someone’s going to get it in the
neck.’

16th April.

The gunshot had echoed and been
difficult to isolate, but Twilight had managed it after checking a
couple of alleys. The gun was a .357 Magnum, chrome-plated and
obviously designed to impress, but it had not done its owner much
good.

The man was lying in a pile of
upturned trashcans wrapped in… Well, Twilight was not entirely sure
what he was wrapped in. It seemed almost like solidified wood
splinters, somehow formed into a series of tight bands which
wrapped him up very effectively, but the immediate concern was the
wound in his right thigh which was bleeding fairly profusely.

Pulling her radio from her boot
top, she fixed it into her ear as she began checking the man’s
pulse. ‘Cygnus? You there?’

There was a pause and then,
‘Twilight? Problem?’

‘Got a guy here in Churchton.
Wounded. Pulse is weak. I think he’s lost a lot of blood. You’d
probably be quicker than an ambulance.’ Tearing open the man’s
jeans revealed a torn wound, maybe an inch across and narrow. It
did not look like a knife wound.

‘I’m over in Uptown. Be there
in… three.’

‘Yeah, put a push on, this
doesn’t look good.’

~~~

Twilight walked in through the hospital
concourse, headed for the observation lounge of the ICU. There was
a wolf whistle from somewhere behind her as she pushed the swing
doors open, and she grinned as she went through.

‘Never used to get that
in the old costume,’ she commented silently.

‘Our ass is on display,’ Andrea
replied. ‘Not that it didn’t look good in the catsuit, but this is
a bit more… more.’

She had hung around for the cops
at the crime scene while Cygnus had waited at the hospital to try
to find out what had happened to the gunman. Both of them had a bad
feeling about it, or maybe just an odd feeling.

‘He’s going to live,’ Cygnus
said when she spotted Twilight strutting toward her. ‘They finished
with him about ten minutes ago. I figured I’d wait here for
you.’

Twilight nodded. ‘Was it an
arrow wound?’

‘They aren’t sure, but they
think so. Barbed. Some sort of hunting arrow. Clipped his femoral
artery when it was pulled out. If you hadn’t found him…’

‘I doubt the world would’ve
mourned his loss much. Joey Lugosi, one of Tonaldo’s thugs. Really
low-ranking. Cops say he was suspected of dealing. I’d say we go
talk to Red, but that binding material…’

‘That was something else. They
had to cut it off with a scalpel and whenever they cut through a
strand it would just fall apart. The whole thing turned into dust,
like sawdust.’

‘That’s some sort of Ultra
power.’

‘Or magic, yeah. I still think I
should check with Red in the morning. If there’s another archer out
there she may have heard about it.’

‘Uh-huh. And whoever it is needs
to be more careful. I’ll kill them if I need to, but leaving the
guy to bleed out in an alley?’

‘No. This one needs finding and
reining in.’

17th April.

‘It certainly wasn’t me,’ Red said. She
dropped a couple of pills into her mouth and washed them down with
coffee. She was looking as if she had had a bad night. ‘And I’ve
not heard of a new archer in town.’

‘Your back playing up?’ Cygnus
asked, grimacing in sympathy.

‘Nothing some industrial-class
painkillers won’t solve. You say this binding material seemed
magical?’ She settled onto a stool at the kitchen counter and
adjusted her short wrap.

‘It was made of something like
wood chips, or sawdust, but it clung around the guy and they had to
cut it off. Sounds like magic to me, or some sort of molecular
control power.’

‘Haven’t had any new Ultras in
the Den, but they don’t always come here. I’ll make some enquiries.
Can’t have a loose cannon running around the city. When does that
interview of yours air?’

‘Tomorrow night.’

‘Coming to the club?’

Cygnus gave her a grimace.
‘Don’t think so. I suspect I’d get no peace.’

‘Wise move.’

18th April.

Jacob was an energy conscious sort of
man and, even if their power came from clean, efficient fusion
reactors, he tended to turn the lights off in the rooms he was not
using. He had also begun to think of it as a distinctly useful
policy since Twilight had started dropping by, usually unannounced.
He was certainly not surprised when she walked into his lounge from
the dark hallway.

‘Saw you on the TV earlier,’ he
said as she moved closer.

‘You watched that?’

‘Knew you were going to be on
it. Had to check for signs of incipient glory hounding.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘New outfit?’

She grinned and did a slow turn
for him. ‘What do you think?’

‘It’s… different.’

Reaching over her shoulder, she
found the pressure point on the tape which made its sticky be not
sticky, and then tossed her weapon onto the couch. Then she stalked
across to where he was sitting on his favourite armchair, in only a
pair of boxer shorts, and slid on, straddling his legs.

‘Good different, or bad
different?’

‘Oh, it’s… good. I’m just not
sure I want other men looking at you dressed like that.’

‘Getting possessive?’

‘All I’m saying is that dressing
like that could make me more prone to jealousy, and I’m routinely
armed.’

Twilight giggled and slid her
hips forward. ‘Oh… I think you do like the costume. And I
think you’re getting your health back.’

‘I have been feeling a lot
stronger the last couple of days.’

‘Good… Last chance to back out
clean before I fuck you senseless and the break-up gets messy.’

‘Shut the fuck up and kiss me,’
Jacob growled.

~~~

June was due in California the following
day so Red was under strict orders to not let her drink too much,
and to make sure she got to bed at a reasonable hour. June’s view
of a reasonable hour was coloured by her flight being at 2pm, but
she was sticking to the low-alcohol rule. That might have been why
she noticed the woman in the red dress.

She was not especially tall, but
she wore high heels of nose-bleed proportions. Blonde,
shoulder-length hair, very attractive if a little pale. Her blue
eyes showed even across the dance floor and she had a very
substantial chest which was in full evidence thanks to a
cross-strapped dress with a deeply cut bodice. She was smiling, a
lot, and seemed to be having a good time, but there was something
about her…

Maybe it was her companions. One
was huge, very tall with a lot of muscle. Kind of dark-looking with
a black crew cut. His Armani suit fitted him perfectly so he
clearly had money. The other was shorter, far shorter, younger too
and slightly oriental in the facial features. He had muscle too,
but he had more of the sleek form Red or Andrea had; he was
athletic rather than a body builder. Strands from his long, black
hair framed his face and he wore more casual clothes than the big
man. Neither of them appeared to be there for fun and there was
something deferential about the way they treated the woman.

‘Do you know her?’ June asked
the Huntress. ‘Woman in the red dress across the floor.’

Red gave a casual glance in that
direction. ‘No. I don’t smell Ultra either. It’s a quiet
night.’

‘We can make some noise
later.’

‘Amen to that.’

~~~

‘The one in red is the Red Huntress,’
Rex said. ‘Regina Jacoby. She’s inactive. Got her back screwed up
in oh-seven. She’s on pain meds for it, but she functions and she’s
still pretty good with a bow from what we’ve found out.’

‘I like her taste in dresses,’
Diamond said, smiling. ‘We leave her be unless she proves
difficult. Who’s that with her?’

‘June Summerfield. Current
lover. She’s a model. Did a few small things and then got a break
in that calendar Svetilo did last year. Word is she’s in tight with
Cygnus. They share a house and Twilight moved in with them
recently.’

‘Isn’t she just gorgeous? I bet
she looks just peachy on camera. I think I could spend hours
with her.’

‘Do you want me to procure her,
Diamond?’ the younger man asked.

‘No, Jack. Let’s not be
impatient. There’ll be plenty of time to indulge myself when we’ve
got settled in and Miss Summerfield seems like she could be the
perfect bargaining chip if we need one. No, for now we keep our
hands close to our chests. We’re playing for a big pot here, boys.
Put your best poker faces on.’

19th April.

Andrea wandered into the lounge wearing
one of Jacob’s shirts, mostly because she thought it looked kind of
sexy and it did seem to be having the expected effect on her
lover.

It had been quite a night.
Twilight had kicked things off, but with no need to keep up the
whole secret identity thing, the mask had come off at some point
and Andrea had had some time with Jacob. It was like they were
sharing him.

She paused, mid-stride, and
considered that. Currently he did not know about Andrea and
Twilight. He still called her Twilight and thought of her as
Twilight, and maybe that was not such a great thing when there were
two minds sharing the same body…

‘He won’t care,’ Twilight
predicted from the back of their shared mind-space.

‘Yeah, but… We can’t really not
mention it. He needs to know.’

‘Then tell him, but he won’t
care.’

‘You’re looking… pensive,’ Jacob
stated, unaware of the discussion.

‘Good word.’

‘So?’

‘The whole new powers, black
eyes thing? It came with a… sort of added feature.’ That got a
raised eyebrow. She walked over to where he was sitting on his
chair and planted herself in his lap. ‘I always tried to keep me
and Twilight a bit separate. It helped with keeping the secret
identity and it made me feel a bit better about some things.’

‘Okay. Not entirely uncommon.
What is your name, by the way?’

‘Andrea, Andrea Morgan. Pleased
to meet you.’

He grinned. ‘Nice meeting you,
Andrea. Nice name.’

‘Thank you. Anyway… When this
happened, it was traumatic. The separation between me and Twilight
became… a bit more extreme. Doctor Ultimate says I actually have
two sets of brainwaves. It’s like a dual personality, but it’s
more…’

‘More Ultrahuman?’

‘You’re taking this pretty well.
I just said I had a personality disorder of magnificent
proportions…’

‘No, you said you had two sets
of brainwaves. Ultimate usually has six sets running together from
what I read. How does this work? I assume you can switch between
the two personalities?’

‘When I put the mask on, I’m
Twilight. Without it I’m Andrea. When we’re not in control we kind
of, um, watch. And we can talk to each other. You really don’t have
a problem with this?’

Jacob laughed and the last bit
of worry evaporated. ‘Are you kidding? I get to sleep with
two gorgeous women, and they know, and they’re fine with it.
If I could tell anyone about it, my rep at the office would
sky-rocket.’

She giggled, slapping his
shoulder, but then she saw his eyes flick to the screen behind her
and his face falling. She twisted around to see what he had seen
and felt something clamp around her stomach.

The image was from a helicopter
flying over one of the Uptown shopping malls. There was a young
woman standing on the edge of a low wall, her hands clasped in
front of her chest. She was blonde and not too tall, and Andrea
knew exactly who she was even before the scrolling banner at the
bottom told her.

She looked back at Jacob. ‘I
have to get out there. Can you drive me?’

‘Sure, but…’

She bounced off his lap,
hurrying for the bedroom. ‘That’s Lena Tonaldo, David’s daughter.
It’s my fault she’s up there.’

~~~

The cops had set up a perimeter and were
keeping people off the top floor of the mall, which was a parking
lot as was the floor below. When Andrea arrived, Jacob on her
heels, Cygnus was already there, in jeans and a T-shirt, talking to
a man who looked to be the negotiator. At least, he had a police
windbreaker on, but he did not look like a beat cop. David Tonaldo
was also there, shouting at people. Andrea ignored him and went
straight for Cygnus.

‘She’s threatening to jump?’

‘Yeah,’ Cygnus replied, pointing
at a TV screen which had been set up on the ground beside the door.
It showed a close-up of Lena which had to be coming from a camera
on one of the opposite buildings. She had been crying, but her
right eye looked swollen. ‘If anyone gets near her she screams at
them and backs toward the edge.’

‘This is your fault!’ Tonaldo
grabbed Andrea’s shoulder and spun her around. ‘Fucking aborto
whore…’ He was drawing his fist back when Andrea grabbed his wrist,
twisted, pushed, and he let out a screech as he was driven to his
knees.

‘It’s our fault,’ she
spat at him. ‘But I’m willing to bet the black eye she’s wearing is
all down to you. So if you want to keep your teeth in your mouth,
you back the fuck off and let me go stop her.’ She leaned closer to
him and added in a lower voice. ‘You don’t want anyone knowing
why she’s out there, do you Mister Tonaldo?’

She pushed him away to sprawl on
the floor looking suddenly deflated, not the vicious criminal now,
but the father who was about to lose his child and knew he could do
nothing about it. Andrea turned for the door of the stairwell the
little scene had played out in.

The negotiator stopped her. ‘I
can’t just let you–’

‘She’ll talk to me,’ Andrea told
him. ‘Tonaldo’s right. This is at least partially my fault and I
need to put it right. She’ll talk to me and I’ll get her down, but
just in case…’ She looked at Cygnus.

‘On it,’ Cygnus said, starting
for the stairs.

‘Don’t come any closer,’ Lena
shouted when Andrea was maybe ten feet away. ‘And none of those
shadow tricks.’

‘It’s too bright,’ Andrea
replied. ‘You picked a really nice day to be standing on a roof.
How did you get up here? No way was he letting you out without a
minder.’

Lena gave a shrug and took a
small step away from the edge. ‘He was feeling guilty. About this…’
She lifted a hand to her eye and Andrea had to force herself not to
clench her fists. ‘He let me go shopping, no expense spared, like
that was going to change anything. I used to slip them all the time
when I was a teenager and then I stopped and they got complacent.
Wasn’t even a challenge. Why did you do it?’

‘My brother.’

‘The one that died in the bank
robbery?’

‘Andrew, Andy. I loved him and
then he died because he was trying to prove himself to your father.
I blamed David Tonaldo for Andy’s death and I was willing to do
anything to bring him some justice. I needed information and
there you were.’

‘The perfect, stupid dope.’

‘I’ve never thought of you like
that, Lena. At first I didn’t think of you at all. I didn’t care
what happened to you. Fuck! I didn’t care what happened to
me so long as your father ended up dead. I knew it would end
badly, but I didn’t care, and by the time I did care there was no
way out that wasn’t going to end up like this.’

‘You cared then?’

‘I didn’t want to see you hurt,
Lena, but I didn’t know that until…’ Andrea shrugged. ‘Maybe, if I
hadn’t changed like this, I could have just vanished. You’d have
been upset, but you’d have got over it. When this happened… No
going back now.’

‘No.’ But Lena did step back,
closer to the edge. ‘Poppa made all kinds of threats. He said I’d
never have another girl. He said he’d marry me off to some made man
out of town. He said he’d send me away to Italy–’

‘Go,’ Andrea interrupted.

‘What?’

‘Italy. Go there.
Volunteer to go there. Get out of this place, out of his
sight. New start, new people. I know you speak Italian. Get an
apartment in Rome and some hot-blooded Italian girl with jet-black
hair and eyes you can sink into. Get away from me, and him, and all
this shit!’

‘I… I hadn’t thought of it like
that.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re grieving for
what we had. And I know I was your favourite, and I like to think I
was pretty good…’

‘You were amazing.’

‘Uh… thanks, but I still don’t
think I’m worth jumping off a building for.’

Lena sagged and moved away from
the edge and Andrea stepped forward. The blonde did not resist as
Andrea looped an arm around her shoulders, and at that point Cygnus
flew up from below, dropped onto the rooftop, her arm wrapping Lena
from the other side.

‘Weren’t going to let me do it
anyway, huh?’ Lena asked, looking up at the taller blonde.

‘No,’ Cygnus replied, ‘but it
was better if you didn’t try. I hear Rome is beautiful in the
spring.’

‘I guess I’ll find out,’ Lena
replied. ‘And there better be plenty of hot girls out there or I’m
coming back and jumping.’

‘It’s where my mother’s family
came from,’ Andrea replied. ‘They tell me I take after her side of
the family.’

‘Well… that’s okay then.’

~~~

The cold woke him. David Tonaldo opened
his eyes and saw only blackness around him. He was reaching for the
light when hands grabbed the front of his pyjama jacket, pressing
him against the mattress.

‘Don’t scream,’ Twilight said
softly, ‘don’t call out. Do not make a sound.’

‘What do you want?’ Tonaldo
growled back.

‘Lena out of the way, without
further damage. If I hear she’s been harmed, or you’re not letting
her go, I’m going to push you off a roof.’ She released him,
stepping back, but the shadows remained thick around them.

‘You think you can just come in
here, making demands–’

‘Yes. Any time I want to. Think
about that.’

He did, apparently. ‘So… why
haven’t you offed me?’

‘Because that is not my primary
aim anymore. Don’t get me wrong, you’re criminal scum and me and
Cygnus are going to pull your house down around your ears, but the
man who killed my brother is dead. I thought you were responsible,
but Andy was just a pawn in the war between you and Ghostfire.’

‘Huh. You actually do care about
her? Lena?’

‘A lot more than I care about
you, yeah. She’s a nice girl and she’s stuck in this rat hole
because you won’t let her be herself. So let her go somewhere where
it won’t matter.’

‘I’m… going to. I have some
friends in Italian immigration. She’s going out mid-week. Six
months to see if she likes it and then… We see where it goes from
there.’

‘Good.’

‘And… Your brother. I meant what
I said that time, in my office. I don’t like losing men and he was
a good kid. I liked him. Wasn’t pushy, not too eager to
please.’

‘He was an idiot. But he was my
brother.’ She stepped away again and this time the shadows followed
her. ‘Oh. The Excelsior. If you keep shipping that crap in, we’re
going to have to get mean about it. And they gave some to me before
I ended up like this so maybe you should think about dropping it
before you get a lot more aborto whores after your blood.’

Tonaldo opened his mouth to
respond, but the shadows fell away before him and there was no one
to talk to.

22nd April.

Twilight crouched on a rooftop opposite
Tonaldo’s apartment building, watching the windows. There was
nothing much happening and the light was out in the room Lena had
occupied until that morning. Andrea had been working so there had
been no way to see her off, and it would likely have been a bad
idea anyway, but Heather had made a few calls to check that Miss
Lena Tonaldo had, indeed, left safely and was due to arrive in
Italy within the next hour.

To his credit, David had been in
his office quite late and it did not seem like it was work which
kept him there. He had spent a lot of time staring at a framed
photograph, or the ceiling. Neither Andrea nor Twilight could bring
themselves to think of David Tonaldo as a sentimental man, but
family tended to be important to men like him. It was quite
possible that he was missing his troublesome daughter, but they
were pretty sure he would get over it.

Getting to her feet, Twilight
turned… And there was someone watching her from the other side of
the roof. Crouched, but from the looks of her, and it was a her,
not especially tall. High boots with low heels, some form of
swimsuit-style costume with a cowl and a cloth covering the mouth
and nose, and a cape. There were wrappings around her arms which
were likely there as bracers because she was carrying a bow, and
there was a box-shaped quiver hung from her belt. The skin on show
was pale and there was too little light to make out colours
properly, but Twilight thought the pale eyes were blue or
green.

‘Our mysterious archer,’ Andrea
said.

‘So it would seem,’ Twilight
replied. ‘Question is…’

The question was going to have
to wait. The girl turned, ran a few paces, and jumped, clearing the
gap to the next building easily.

‘Nimble little minx,’ Twilight
said, pulling the shadows up around her.

The girl came to a sudden stop
as Twilight stepped out of nothing ahead of her, and then bolted
left, dropping to the fire escape below. Sighing, Twilight stepped
through to the street, but the girl had apparently guessed that
move, jumped across two buildings, and was running for an alley
across the street.

‘She really doesn’t want to
talk,’ Andrea commented as Twilight took them through to the far
end of the alley only to see their quarry climbing up to the
rooftops. When they arrived above she was nowhere to be seen. There
were enough air ducts and access door structures to make it a guess
which way she had gone.

‘I just want to talk,’ Twilight
called out, but there was no reply. ‘Fine. If you can hear me, and
you’re a good guy, go and see the Huntress. Otherwise, next time I
see you we’ll have words.’ She waited a beat to be sure the girl
with the bow was not going to answer, and then stepped through a
shadow into nothing.

24th April.

‘She came to the Den last night.’ Red
was on the speaker so that both Andrea and Penny could hear her.
‘She’s calling herself Skadi.’

‘Sounds Scandinavian,’ Penny
commented.

‘Very good. Norse goddess
associated with bow hunting, winter, skiing, stuff like that. The
goddess was a jötunn, a giant, and she really doesn’t match that
part, but she uses a bow and she’s an Ultra.’

‘The jumping was a bit of a
giveaway,’ Andrea said. ‘She seemed to see pretty well in the dark
too.’

‘Well, she’s five-eight, copper
hair, green eyes. Kind of cute. I suggested she should take more
care of the people she puts down. She’s new at this. I could tell,
but she admitted she’d only registered recently.’

‘Think she might be
trouble?’

‘I think… she might need
watching. She’ll make mistakes. June’s back in two days,
right?’

Penny grinned. ‘The
twenty-sixth, yes. You want me to pick her up again?’

‘No, I’ll get her this time.
I’ll bring her back in the morning. Later.’ And the line went
dead.

‘Is it possible to die from
sexual excess?’ Penny asked.

‘Don’t think so,’ Andrea
replied. ‘Well, probably not. I mean… They do take breaks.’

1st May.

One of the bedrooms in the suite had
been converted into a planning room. There were boards on stands
with various notes pinned to them. Several of the pins had bits of
string connecting them to other pins. There were three computers in
use. The knaves were busy and Diamond’s mind was at work as she
lounged on the bed.

‘Have we isolated the trunk
they’re using for the alarm system?’ she asked.

Rex tapped one of the boards.
‘Located and we can tap in and block the call.’

‘And we’re confident of the
take?’

One of the knaves, a younger one
Diamond had recruited for his computer skills, looked up and
grinned. ‘Oh yes. We have the deposit box numbers we need and I’ve
tracked the bonds back to Tonaldo. Should net us… two million,
maybe more.’

Diamond nodded. ‘Explosives,
munitions?’

‘I got the explosives you
wanted,’ Rex said. ‘We’re good on small arms, but I sourced a
couple of rocket launchers in case we get trouble from the
Ultras.’

Diamond smiled. ‘I think our
deck is stacked. Rex, honey, for now we focus on playing this hand,
but after that I want you to look into some outside help. I think
we may need to run a bluff for Cygnus and Twilight. I do suspect
they may notice we’re here after this hand and we don’t want them
joining the game so soon.’

‘I think I know a few people I
could get over here on short notice,’ Rex replied. ‘I’ll make some
calls.’

3rd May.

Grant-Bryson National was not a large
bank chain, but it prided itself on having very secure vaults and a
record of no successful robberies, even by Ultras. Part of that
security came from a little known fact to most of the population,
but a better known one to many criminals: a number of crime
families used Grant-Bryson National banks to store valuables.
Anyone hitting one of their branches was asking for a world
of trouble.

Diamond stood in the foyer of
its Uptown branch surveying the scene. Her red dress was fairly
conservative and there was a wide-brimmed, red hat to go with it,
which helped conceal her face. She had watched her boys arriving,
four of them, matching the number of guards around the room, but
she needed one more thing before they could start.

‘Lines are down.’

The voice in her ear was the
last thing they needed to do to prepare. ‘Let’s deal, boys,’ she
said, her low voice carrying to the microphone in her hat brim.

Four men drew silenced
automatics and fired. Four guards dropped to the floor.

In the few seconds of
shock-induced disability which followed, five more men, including
Rex and Jack, came in through the bank’s doors, locking them behind
them. Sub-machine guns were produced from under coats as the men
marched in, but no shots were fired. The weapons were for show and
last resort, and Diamond preferred to never need a last resort.

‘Everyone on the ground,’ Rex
ordered. ‘Face down. Stay quiet and no one gets hurt.’

Diamond dropped to the floor
with everyone else, playing the part of an innocent victim, but her
eyes were on the glass front of the building, watching for anyone
trying to interrupt their activities.

‘Silent alarm was tripped,’ the
voice in her ear announced. ‘They think they have help coming.’

Rex and Jack were already on
their way into the back of the building where the vault was
located, leaving the knaves to guard the front. Diamond allowed
herself a small smile; everything was going according to plan. Now
if they worked at the speed required, there would be nothing to
worry about on the way out.

Inside the vault a high-energy
laser drill was employed to bypass the locks on several of the
deposit boxes. Negotiable bearer bonds were removed and placed in a
bag, replacing the bulky device which had previously occupied the
space and now sat in the middle of the vault floor. A slab of
plastic explosives was placed in each of the emptied boxes. A
couple of other, random, boxes were opened and explosives placed in
them. The entire operation took fifteen minutes, but it was within
timescales.

The two men marched back out of
the vault area, Rex carrying the bag as though it weighed nothing.
He walked across the foyer to where Diamond was lying, grabbed her
arm, and yanked her to her feet. She let out a squeal of protest
and then went silent as he glowered at her. Two of her knaves
grabbed a young man from the floor and began hustling him toward
the doors.

‘Everyone stays down for five
minutes after we’re gone,’ Rex said, backing toward the door with
an apparently cowed Diamond in his grasp. ‘Anyone moves, these two
are dead. If we see cops, these two are dead.’ He backed through
the doors and hustled Diamond toward a van at the side of the road,
pushing her in before climbing in himself. There she was pushed
roughly to the floor beside the young man, the van doors were
closed, and they set off into the midday traffic.

Thirty seconds later, the
fuel-air explosive device in the vault erupted into a cloud of
vapour to be ignited a second after that by the bombs in the boxes.
The bank patrons and staff were just beginning to stand when a ball
of fire boiled out of the vault and engulfed them.

~~~

‘Oh… Jesus,’ Cygnus muttered as she
dropped to the pavement in front of the half-destroyed bank. She
had seen the news, changed, and flown over at top speed, but
Svetilo had managed to beat her there and was busy helping the
emergency services go over the foyer area where fires were still
licking over the more flammable pieces of furniture.

The tall, muscular, Russian
woman spotted her immediately. ‘Aha! I knew you would be here.
Excellent. Now we have the heavy lifting equipment we can proceed.
Can we find Cygnus some gloves? We don’t want those pretty hands
getting burned again.’

‘You were waiting for me?’
Cygnus asked as she took a pair of thick gloves from a fireman and
began pulling them on.

‘Da. I am strong, but between us
we can move mountains. There has been a large collapse in the back.
There are almost certainly no survivors, but if anyone is alive
they must be rescued and soon.’ Svetilo started for the back of the
room. She was wearing a dark purple micro-dress and heeled,
stiletto boots, totally inappropriate for the work and so her.

‘Did anyone in the foyer get out
alive?’

‘Alive, yes. Unharmed… Twelve
severely injured, eight dead. Concussion damage, third-degree
burns. None of these people will be speaking of their attackers
soon.’

‘Fuck. This isn’t a typical bank
robbery.’

‘Net. Whoever planned this had
the twisted mind, da?’

The vault access was blocked
with fallen masonry and they began pulling it free, watching for
further falls as they went. They found the first body a couple of
yards in, crushed under a block of concrete and burned to the point
that it was barely recognisable as human.

‘What the Hell did this?’ Cygnus
asked.

‘It looks to me like fuel-air
explosive device. Thermobaric weapon. Military and hard to get. Big
ones are difficult to tell from nukes, but they are very effective
at wiping out the evidence. Manager’s office should be on the left
here.’

Pushing and pulling at fallen
concrete beams, they managed to clear the doorway. The door had
been blown inward by the enormous overpressure of the explosion,
and that was what had killed the manager. His face and chest had
been smashed in by the reinforced door even before his desk had
been driven backward, almost cutting him in half.

‘There is body on floor under
desk,’ Svetilo said. Cygnus could tell she was getting stressed
because her English was getting more Russian.

Dreading what they would find,
they pulled the desk away from the wall. The manager’s body slumped
forward onto it with a sickening squelch, and Cygnus diverted her
attention from that sight by looking down at the body under it. It
was a woman, maybe twenty-five. Her face would likely have been
pretty if her left cheek had not been badly burned, but… Crouching
down, Cygnus felt for a pulse on the girl’s neck.

‘Overpressure will have torn her
lungs apart,’ Svetilo said, her voice choked. ‘She–’

‘I’ve got a pulse,’ Cygnus
interrupted. ‘It’s weak, but…’

Svetilo was already rushing to
the doorway. ‘We have live one!’

Cygnus was a little surprised
her shout failed to bring the ceiling down on them.

~~~

David Hopkirk hung from his wrists in
the back of the van, secured to a ring in the ceiling by ropes
which were threatening to cut off his circulation. He had to admit
that the view was good, if dimly lit. Barely a foot from him was
the woman in the red dress who had been taken from the bank with
him. Her arms were pulled up over her head and the result was a
pair of impressively up-thrust breasts, but somehow he could not
quite bring himself to be aroused by that just now.

‘D-do you think they’ll let us
go?’ he asked. They had been parked somewhere, just where was
impossible to know, for a while. Time had become meaningless after
his arms had started to go numb.

‘I don’t see how they could,
sugar,’ Diamond replied. ‘We’ve seen their faces.’

‘But the people in the
bank…’

‘Everyone was lying down. Not a
good angle to look from. We’ve had plenty of time to look right at
them.’

‘Oh… I… I guess I’m not going to
forget the big guy. He looked like he wanted to crush my skull
every time he looked at me.’

Diamond smiled. ‘You don’t want
to be worrying about Rex, hun.’ She pushed up onto her toes, pulled
at the ropes, and then dropped her arms. David’s eyes widened.
‘He’s just a big old teddy bear. Of course, a bear’ll pull your
arms and legs off if it needs to, but you stay out of its way and
it won’t bother you.’

‘You… You’re with them!’

‘Oh no, hun. They’re with me.’
She bent down and picked up her hat, reaching into the crown and
pulling out a diamond-shaped, sharpened metal object. The edge
glinted in the dim light of the overhead bulb. ‘No, you don’t want
to be worrying about Rex. You need to worry about me.’

Stepping closer, she pulled out
the neck of his T-shirt and began slicing it open with the
shuriken. ‘We are going to have so much fun,’ she told him.

4th May.

Twilight watched the van for ten
minutes before stepping down from the rooftop in Deale Harbour and
checking it more closely. The last van she had watched like that
had contained a maniac with a machine gun and she was in no hurry
to repeat that performance, but this van was still and quiet.

It just looked wrong. The
parking was haphazard, as though the driver had stopped and vacated
in a hurry. It was a box van, a fairly large one, but there were no
markings on it, and the small windows in the rear doors had been
painted out, but not especially expertly. And, somehow, it just
felt bad.

‘Keys are in the ignition,’
Andrea commented as they looked in the cab.

‘And no one has stolen it. Can’t
have been here long.’ She pulled off a glove and used it to open
the door. There was no indication of ownership, nothing to tell who
the driver was or what had happened to him. She pulled the single
key on a basic, leather fob and walked around to the back.

‘Might be rigged,’ Andrea said
as Twilight inserted the key.

‘Good point…’ She turned the key
over and got no immediate response, and then backed off to one side
and used her scabbard to push the lever handle down. The door
bounced open an inch and there was still no explosion. ‘Well… so
far so good.’ She stepped around the door and pulled it open.

‘Oh shit,’ Andrea said, her
voice sounding flat.

‘Yeah…’ Twilight agreed,
mumbling the word aloud. She was seeing what Andrea was seeing and
she felt that the short phrase did not quite cover it.

There was a body hung by ropes
from the ceiling of the van. The interior walls were more or less
painted in blood, but that was hardly surprising given that there
was no skin on the corpse and there was a long wound in its throat,
cutting from one side to the other all the way down to the bone.
The only reason the head was still attached was that it was wedged
firmly between the stretched arms.

Blood began to drip, very
slowly, onto the tarmac at her feet and Twilight stepped back,
fishing her radio from her boot. It was circumstantial at this
point, but it looked like their serial killer had taken another
victim.


Part Three: Poker Face

 New
Millennium City, MD, 4th May, 2014.

Twilight sat cross-legged on the kerb
at the side of the road a hundred yards from the van, which was now
crawling with crime scene people in white bunny suits. Another
hundred yards away a cordon of uniformed cops was holding back a
gathering crowd and a lot of press and cameras. A number of them
had tried to get a comment from Cygnus when she flew in, but she
was saying nothing and had taken up position beside her partner,
waiting for the detective in charge of the case to come over. He
had told Twilight she should stay put and was taking his own sweet
time about talking to her.

‘That him?’ Cygnus asked as a
tall, muscular man with short-cropped, sandy hair started toward
them with a dark expression on his face.

‘Uh-huh, Detective Silvian.’
Twilight watched him approaching. He had some sort of hand cannon
in a shoulder holster, she was willing to bet it was a .44 Magnum
automatic, and from the way his trouser leg hung, he had a backup
piece in a holster on his ankle. The body tone and the way he used
it as he walked suggested he liked throwing his weight around and
the excessive armament told the same story. This was probably not a
nice man.

‘So, you just happened to be
passing,’ Silvian said without preamble, ‘saw a parked van, opened
it up, and found a body in it?’

‘Good start,’ Andrea
commented.

‘Pretty much. It looked wrong.’
Twilight remained on the ground, even if that meant looking up at
the towering detective. She did not feel like letting him ruffle
her.

‘Looked wrong?’

‘You never get gut feelings,
Detective? Last time I saw something like that a policeman was shot
by the guy inside it. I wasn’t risking lives by letting some guy
open the door first.’

Silvian gave a grunt, looking
back toward the van. Then he said, ‘We’ll need that sword to check
for blood.’

‘No, you really don’t.’

There was a triumphant glint in
his eyes when he turned back to scowl at her. ‘You’re refusing to
provide evidence linked to a murder investigation?’

Now Twilight got to her feet.
‘I’m refusing to hand over my sword unless you have reasonable
cause to suspect it was used on that body. Have you ever skinned
anything, Detective? A sword is not the most useful tool for that
kind of job, and I don’t carry a knife.’

‘Hand over the sword, or I’m
placing you…’ He stopped as Cygnus pulled her tiny phone from her
boot and lifted it to place in her ear. ‘What are you
doing?’

‘Calling the UID,’ Cygnus
replied blandly.

‘What?’

‘You’ve clearly determined that
an Ultra is responsible for these murders. That places it in their
jurisdiction. I assume that you’ll be turning the case over to them
as soon as you’ve arrested my partner, but I figured I’d save you
the trouble and call it in myself. And then I thought I’d go
explain to the press over there why you’ve just arrested
Twilight–’

‘I need to get the sword tested
to eliminate her from the enquiry,’ Silvian growled. ‘There is no
solid evidence of an Ultra being involved at this time.’

‘Get some,’ Twilight told him,
‘and I’ll bring this in myself.’

‘You could’ve cleaned–’

‘Yeah, about that. You see any
blood on me? That van is swimming in it so the killer must have
been covered head to foot. And if I’m not then I either found the
body, like I said, or I’ve had a lot of showers, and you really
think I wouldn’t have cleaned the sword too?’

‘She’s very meticulous with that
sword, Detective,’ Cygnus put in. ‘I’ve seen her spend an hour
going over every bit of it. Not in the last couple of days,
mind.’

‘I haven’t had to use it
recently,’ Twilight said, shrugging.

‘If you’d like to throw around a
few more baseless allegations while I’m here as a witness, I know a
few good lawyers who can make sure you spend the rest of your
career as a crossing guard.’ Cygnus gave him her best smile.

Silvian gave a grunt of disgust
and stalked off back toward the van. They both heard him muttering
something about ‘freaks’ as he left.

‘People like him make me want to
smash something,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘Let’s go home.’

Twilight nodded and the shadows
from the street lamps thickened around her. ‘I’ll see you there,’
she said before dropping into the darkness.

~~~

‘He was fun, but not my best work,’
Diamond commented.

‘Two days before he died,’ Rex
said. ‘That’s pretty good.’

‘Yes… Though there was that nice
young woman in Austin. Five days. Now that was a real thrill.’

‘She was an Ultra, Diamond. You
can’t expect a normal to last like that.’

‘True.’ She sighed and sank onto
the bed, lying back and smiling up at the big man. ‘How is your
other little project going?’

‘I planted a couple of ideas
that should get that comedian you like down here. I don’t expect
him to get away with much before he’s nailed, but it should be
amusing.’

‘Slapstick? Oh, perfect. Just
make sure he doesn’t know where we are. Poor man just doesn’t know
when he’s taken a joke too far.’

Rex nodded. ‘I also invited Jane
over from LA. I thought you’d want to meet her rather than one of
us.’

Diamond’s nose wrinkled. ‘Yes.
Can’t stand the girl. Too dense for her own good, but we can drop
her among some pigeons and see what she can do with them.’

‘Any pigeons in particular?’

‘Oh… I’m sure I’ll think of
something. Who did you say had been assigned to my case?’

6th May.

A small, dishevelled-looking man in a
scruffy black suit and bowler hat, wearing a small, obviously fake,
moustache and pale face paint tended to attract a little attention
as he waddled through the security gates coming from a flight from
Bangor. It was generally amused attention, however. Even the
security people smiled as the Chaplin impersonator made his way
toward the concourse.

And then the attention was gone
as people began to collapse around the airport. Limbs began to
spasm uncontrollably, and then they would fall. Medics rushed out
to handle the problem, but were quickly overwhelmed by the numbers.
Around eighty people were affected and most of those were dead
before they could be taken to ambulances, their bodies contorted as
their muscles tightened and locked in some sort of bizarre,
pre-death rigor mortis.

No one who saw them could forget
them either, because every single one of them was wearing a broad,
manic smile, and the sight of it suggested one horrible fact…

~~~

‘Slapstick?’ Penny said to the
speakerphone. ‘Slapstick is in town?’

‘We’re putting a warning out on
UltraNet,’ Heather said, ‘but I figured I’d call you directly. You
know, since you’re the protector of New Millennium and all.’

‘Thanks,’ Penny replied
sourly.

‘Your voice sounds funny.’

‘Speakerphones will do that. No
one’s seen him, I assume?’

‘There were some reports of a
Charlie Chaplin lookalike in the airport before people started
collapsing. We’ve tracked all the victims to a plane which flew in
from Bangor, so it looks like he gassed them on the flight. They’re
issuing antidote syringes to the cops, but you should watch
yourself. That gas is only really useful in a confined space and it
takes prolonged exposure to have an effect, but still…’

‘I’ll tell Twilight. This isn’t
good. The guy’s a menace. How come he’s not locked up?’

‘He’s bloody difficult to catch!
He’s damn clever, and he doesn’t stay dead.’

‘At least he’s a relatively
known quantity.’

‘Huh. I wish. Guy’s got a mind
like a bag of cats.’

~~~

Penny decided that Cygnus should be the
one to visit Radium Comics; the staff had met her before and there
might be questions if Penny turned up to tell Andrea about the new
problem. Roger looked like the sun had just come out as she walked
in wearing a cropped T-shirt and tight jeans, but that had been
expected and Cygnus just smiled and said she needed to speak to
Andrea, urgently.

‘Slapstick?’ Andrea groaned.
‘Oh… crap.’

‘I figured you might know more
about him,’ Cygnus said. ‘He’s supposed to be a comic nut,
right?’

‘Kind of. He loves
comics, sure, but he idolises the villains. He likes the
clever ones, the ones who trick the heroes. Thankfully he’s never
quite managed to emulate the worst of them, but he tries
really hard. And he’s madder than–’

‘A bag of cats?’

‘Please don’t make jokes. With
Slapstick in town, we’re going to get really sick of jokes, really
fast.’

7th May.

‘We’ve had ten deaths and twenty-three
hospitalised since this morning,’ Penny said as Andrea poured
herself a mug of coffee. ‘He’s been putting canisters of that damn
gas on buses.’

‘He’s just playing,’ Andrea
replied. ‘Killing a few people like that is a great prank, but not
a big enough punchline. He’ll be working up to something
major.’

‘So how do we stop him? The
transport authority has put gas detectors on the buses and the O,
so that should stop that trick, but what’s next?’

‘We wait. We’re the big names in
the city’s hero community. He likes to play to the crowd, face off
against the top dogs. He’ll come to us. Not directly, but there’ll
be something aimed at getting our attention and pulling us into
whatever perverse gag he’s got planned. Remember he lives to
emulate his heroes.’

‘And his heroes are into
riddles, jokes, and killing people.’

‘Yeah. The main problem is that
he’s bat-shit crazy, but he’s also extremely intelligent. He’s not
going to be easy to take down. Don’t pull your punches.’

‘He’s supposed to be unkillable,
right?’

Andrea nodded and sucked down
half her mug of coffee. ‘He was in New York when Magmatic roasted
the place. There were witnesses to him being swallowed by
lava.’

‘And he came back.’

‘Uh-huh. You might kill him with
a punch, but he’ll come back eventually.’

Penny sighed. ‘So we patrol and
hope?’

‘Yeah. We patrol and hope.’

~~~

‘I do hope you had a nice flight,
sweetie,’ Diamond said as the plain-looking, dusky-blonde walked
into the room. They were meeting in a motel on the north side of
the city, well away from the knaves, and that seemed to be
irritating the newcomer more than anything.

‘It was fine. Male flight
attendant.’

Diamond smiled. ‘Plain Jane,
always a hit with the boys.’

‘You’re not exactly bad
yourself.’

‘Oh, nothing like you, hun, and
you know it. No sense in being modest.’

Jane preened a little. ‘What am
I doing here, Diamond? And why didn’t Rex meet me?’

‘Well, you know why I wanted to
meet you myself, and as for the first question… Well, you’re going
to be my poker face.’

Sitting down in one of the
straight-backed office chairs the motel provided at very little
cost, from the look of them, Jane frowned. ‘As usual, the card
thing is getting in the way. What are you talking about?’

‘When you’re playing poker, the
last thing you want is for the other players to know what you’re
holding. They can’t see the cards so they have to work from your
expression. You can’t let them get anything from that, so you put
on a poker face.’

‘I know what the term
means.’

‘Good.’ Diamond had no illusions
regarding the brain power of the woman she was talking to. Jane got
by on a special talent which did not require much intelligence. ‘So
you’re going to keep all the other players distracted while I get
ready to call. You’re going to be my poker face so I can do as I
wish behind you. You stay away from my boys while you’re doing it,
mind. I see one of them wearing a stupid grin and they’ll find you
floating in the bay. But don’t worry. I’ve got something else
coming up you’re going to absolutely love.’

‘And how, exactly, do you want
me to distract these “other players?”’

Diamond smiled warmly. ‘There’s
a detective I want you to go see…’

8th May.

Mark Silvian was having a fairly
typical day, which meant he was sitting in a bar at the end of it
nursing a drink. His captain had chewed him out for asking
questions of a drug dealer in Deale. Okay, so the dealer was in
traction, but the guy was scum. If it had been that Cygnus broad
doing the beating, there would have been nothing said, but since he
was normal…

‘Why the sad face,
handsome?’

Silvian turned his head to tell
the hooker to fuck off and the words caught in his throat. Settling
onto the stool beside him was possibly the most beautiful woman he
had ever seen in his entire life. Tall, long legs, the kind of
honey-blonde hair that glowed, and eyes so blue you could drown in
them. The Cygnus girl actually looked better, if he was being
really honest, but this one was not a freak.

‘Uh, bad day,’ Silvian
replied.

‘Damn shame. I’m Jane.’

‘Mark.’

‘Hello, Mark. Tell you what, you
buy me a drink and then you can tell me all about your bad day. And
then we’ll see if I can’t brighten it up for you a little. How
about that?’

‘I think I’d like that.’

~~~

Cops were not Jane’s style. Too smart
for one thing, though this one was not the brightest of the bunch
and his macho tendencies were easy to play to. There had never been
a cop, a male cop, who she could not wrap around her fingers, but
they took more effort than she liked.

Criminals were different. She
loved criminals. Always had. Criminals did what they wanted
and ignored all those petty little rules. Like the ones that said
Jane was not allowed to have anything she desired just
because she had no money to pay for it. Criminals, especially the
low-end ones Jane liked to prey on, were also dumb. One of the
irritating things about Diamond’s knaves was that they were bright
enough to know to stay away from Jane, but with most it was another
matter. Jane’s power tended to make the dumb ones really
happy to do whatever she wanted. But what Diamond had her doing now
was just plain painful.

‘It’s the Ultras,’ Silvian
muttered from across the booth they had retired to. ‘Creepy
bastards can do whatever they like and get away with it. I beat up
one… a few dealers and I get reprimanded.’

‘It’s not fair,’ Jane agreed. To
Silvian it sounded as though an angel was sympathising with
him.

‘There’s this one, Twilight. I
know she’s got something to do with these murders. Bitch
wouldn’t hand over her sword, but then if I do pull her in
for questioning, I’ll have the UID up my ass… Uh, pardon my
language.’

‘It’s fine, Mark. I understand.
I really do. Ultrahumans creep me out. I mean, you never
know, do you? There could be one sitting right here in this bar.
They could be reading our thoughts. They could be sneaking in and
watching me in the shower! You’re never safe. There’s one killing
people on buses now.’

‘Slapstick? That whack job is
just the cherry on the cake. I’d never let him hurt you
though.’

‘You wouldn’t? Oh… My hero. Do
you think you could walk me back to my apartment? I’d feel so much
safer.’

The big detective sat up
straighter and pushed his chest out. ‘Of course. All part of the
job.’

~~~

‘Yeah, I made contact. Guy’s a creep.’
The apartment was not the best around; it was in Friendship for
starters. The place was clean and furnished, and Diamond had
promised something better in a week or two.

‘Will he go after Twilight?’
Diamond asked, her voice sounded a little muffled on the phone, but
Jane could not be sure why.

‘Eventually.’

‘Eventually? I’m on a schedule,
Jane.’

‘You want him thinking it’s his
idea, don’t you? It takes time. I’ll push him as hard as I can. He
does think she’s involved with your case.’

‘Huh. Did you sleep with him
yet?’

‘Of course not! Never on a first
date. Besides, he’s the decent type and I was wearing a nice dress.
I’m seeing him again tomorrow. I’ll be wearing something sexier,
and he still won’t get a taste. He’ll be begging by the third.’

‘Might I suggest a
strategy?’

‘I know what I’m doing,
Diamond.’

‘Yes, but Detective Silvian
thinks Twilight is a serial killer, so what if he thought she was
stalking you? Call him up after seeing someone watching you from
across the street.’

‘That’s… Actually, that sounds
like a third date.’

‘Lucky man. Rex, honey, just a
little less pressure on the spine when I’m on the phone.’

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing, Jane. You just focus
on the detective while I get on with planning everything else.’

‘Yeah.’ Jane turned off her
phone and tossed it onto the bed. One day that bitch was going to
have to pay.

9th May.

‘You know, I’m actually starting to get
worried that it’s too quiet,’ Cygnus said, her eyes on the
city’s skyline.

‘No more gas attacks and he’s
done nothing in three days that’s worth mentioning?’ Twilight asked
in reply.

‘Yeah, that. No one’s seen him.
He’s planning something really bad. I can just feel it.’

‘Well… On the bright side,
things can’t get much worse than that maniac running around the
city.’

Cygnus winced. ‘Did you really
have to say that?’

‘Sorry.’

~~~

Hanna Richards was not a happy woman. It
had been a tough night with not enough clients. She barely had
enough to buy a quarter ounce, which meant that food was going to
be tight. The kid needed to eat…

‘You can just… tighten your
belt, Hanna,’ she told herself as she walked up to Benny on the
corner of Barnes and Lusitania.

‘Usual, Hanna?’ Benny asked,
glancing around before putting his hand in his pocket. He was a
slight man, not pretty thanks to some ugly pockmarks on his face,
but usually pretty nice. Not nice enough to give her credit, of
course, which was something she understood. Addicts were not people
you could trust.

‘Yeah.’ She fished some used
bills from her bag. ‘Business good?’

‘Not really. Slapstick’s keeping
people off the streets.’

‘I’d noticed. I–’

 

She stopped as she saw the man
walking toward them. Not especially tall, but with a gaunt quality
which made him seem taller, and grey hair. The guy was walking down
a street in Deale Harbour dressed in a pristine, black, three-piece
suit! Did he want to get mugged?

‘This guy nuts or something?’
Benny asked quietly. ‘Slumming it’s one thing, but… Maybe you can
make some extra cash before the night’s out.’

‘Somehow I don’t think… Benny, I
don’t like the way he’s looking at us.’

‘I think we should–’ Hanna
jumped back as Benny’s voice cut off sharply. The dealer’s eyes
were bulging as he tried and failed to move a muscle.

‘Distribution of a controlled
substance.’ It was the man in the suit. He was closer now and
raising his right hand. ‘A felony crime. You are found guilty.’
Something, a glowing rod of light, appeared in the man’s hand,
rapidly taking on a more solid shape: a sword. ‘The sentence is
death.’ Hanna screamed as the blade sliced down through Benny’s
chest, opening him up like a Thanksgiving turkey. And the
grey-featured man turned to her. ‘Purchasing illegal drugs,
prostitution–’

‘Please! I have a daughter!’ The
shriek was barely intelligible, but apparently it was heard. The
sword vanished into nothing.

‘Justice is merciful. It will
not be again.’ And the man walked off into the night, leaving Hanna
to sink to her knees in the puddle of urine she had made.

10th May.

‘You are not going to believe
this,’ Red said over the speaker of the house’s phone.

‘Believe what, Red?’ Penny
asked. She was curled up on the couch, Andrea sitting across from
her. They had been out late and neither felt much like doing
anything before midday. ‘You’ve finally killed June by
exhaustion?’

‘No, that’d be really
unlikely, but this is downright weird. I got a call from David
Tonaldo this morning. To offer help.’

‘You what?!’ Andrea
squeaked.

‘He said I may not have heard,
and I hadn’t, but the Judge is in town.’

‘This is your fault,’ Penny
pointed out, emphasising the remark with a finger jabbed in
Andrea’s direction.

‘Twilight’s, and she says she’s
sorry. But Tonaldo offered to help?’

‘Three drug dealers were killed
last night, two of them working directly for the family. He let a
prostitute go and she identified him. And you know this
guy’s just getting started. Tonaldo said that we may be working
different sides of the fence, but the Judge is bad news for
everyone. He’ll feed me information when he has it.’

‘The Judge,’ Penny groaned. ‘The
guy’s a menace. Tonaldo’s right. I mean, if he just killed
criminals…’

‘In his mind he does,’ Red
replied. ‘The problem is that just about everyone’s guilty of
something. Did you know that Maryland still has laws on its books
making oral sex and sodomy illegal?’

‘And adultery,’ Penny said.
‘It’s a ten dollar fine, but that wouldn’t stop the Judge handing
down the death penalty. He’s killed thirteen people in the last
five years for jaywalking.’

‘Didn’t that kind of thing get
declared unconstitutional?’ Andrea asked.

‘Yes,’ Red replied, ‘but he
really doesn’t care. He sees things like that as society being soft
on criminals. And he hates Ultras, even though he is one. We
need him taken out, and quickly.’

‘That seems to be a recurring
theme lately,’ Penny grumbled.

~~~

‘Oh, and the Judge is in town,’ Diamond
said, her eyes scanning the latest reports from her knaves.

‘That man is bad news, Diamond,’
Rex commented. ‘Should we take him out? Jack could–’

‘No, hun, he’ll add to the
pressure on Cygnus and Twilight. We’ll just have to be a little
more careful. Tonight goes ahead as planned. Everything’s ready;
all the cards have been dealt. We’ve got four aces and the joker’s
wild. We can’t lose.’


Part Four: The Joke’s On
You

 New
Millennium City, MD, 10th May 2014.

‘I know it’s supposed to be the
national sport,’ Penny said, and then she frowned. ‘Or is that
baseball?’

‘What are we talking about?’
June asked.

‘Football, you know, when grown
men strap on medieval armour and then try to break each other in
half?’

‘Oh, I believe it’s a matter of
opinion. Technically it’s supposed to be baseball. Personally I
think it’s shooting people.’

‘Huh, well, anyway, I don’t get
the appeal.’

‘You’re hardly a big sports fan,
hun.’

‘Girl’s got a point,’ Andrea
agreed. ‘You’re not a big sports fan. What’s brought this on?’

‘News helicopters buzzing around
the stadium, and there isn’t even a game on.’ Penny’s statement
brought everyone’s attention to the screen. Sure enough, the George
Bernard Young Stadium and the NFL building beside it were visible,
though not for any immediate reason. All the lights were on even
though the season was over and there were no other events planned.
‘It’s ten-fifteen, it’s not a rock concert, what are they so
excited about?’

‘And why are there police
helicopters stopping the camera crews getting closer?’ Andrea
added.

Penny sagged. ‘I need to get my
prescription checked. Time to suit up?’

The phone started ringing and
everyone looked at it. ‘I’m thinking that’s a yes,’ Andrea said as
Penny reached for the handset.

~~~

The fact that Jacob and Heather were
outside the stadium with a UID operations van, and they seemed to
be more or less in charge of the police running around like ants at
a picnic, was not a generally good sign.

Twilight stepped out of the
shadows in the car park and walked over, seeing the look on Jacob’s
face when he saw her coming. He did not look pleased. There was
resignation, fear, and a little anger, and none of that seemed
right. He glanced up as she closed the distance and she knew that
Cygnus was swooping in behind her even before the tall blonde
dropped to the ground beside her.

‘I’m glad you’re here,’ Heather
said, ‘and also not.’

‘Uh… okay,’ Cygnus replied,
frowning. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Slapstick,’ Jacob told them.
‘You’d better come in the van.’

The van was quite something,
large and armoured, and with a lot of electronics being monitored
by half a dozen UID agents. All of them looked around as the two
newcomers walked in; none of them looked especially pleased to see
them.

‘We’ve got visual oversight,’
Heather said, indicating a row of monitors along one wall. They all
showed something in the middle of the field, well lit and obviously
not hiding, but only one showed it in much detail. Someone,
Slapstick, had driven a flatbed truck onto the grass. There was a
large, cylindrical object in the middle of the truck bed, and a man
sitting on top of that.

‘What’s he sitting on?’ Twilight
asked, peering at the monitor.

‘That’s an old Soviet ICBM
warhead,’ one of the agents replied. ‘We think it may be from an
SS-four. It’s possible that thing dates back to Cuba.’

‘Anyone contacted Svetilo?’
Cygnus asked.

‘Out of town,’ Jacob
replied.

‘Okay, what’s the yield?’

‘Probably about two-point-three
megatons,’ their informer replied.

‘That’s Special Agent Lorien,’
Heather said by way of introduction. ‘He’s our tame geek.’

Lorien managed a slight grin. He
was sweating and Twilight could understand it. He did not look
especially geeky, but he did seem to be heavily involved in the
technical details of the operation. ‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said.
‘This isn’t the way I’d have liked it to be, but… Our guy is
holding a dead man’s switch, so a direct assault is out and sniping
isn’t an option. If that thing goes off…’

‘Yeah,’ Twilight agreed and
turned to Jacob. ‘Okay, so I currently have no idea how helpful
we’re going to be, but you asked us to come and you don’t look like
you’re particularly happy to see us.’

Jacob glanced at Lorien. ‘Play
the message, Dennis.’

Scooting his chair backward,
Lorien turned to another computer and tapped at it until an image
appeared on yet another monitor. Paused, it showed a man in late
middle-age, maybe older, his face painted in the Auguste clown
style with white patches around his eyes and mouth, black lips, and
a large, red nose. There was a big, red bowler hat perched on his
balding head.

‘We got this just before we got
the call that something was going on here,’ Lorien told them.
‘Probably best if you just watch.’ He hit play and the figure on
the screen animated.

‘Hi, gentle agents of the
Ultrahuman Investigation Division. Yes, it’s me, Slapstick. I’ll be
providing the entertainment for this evening, just as soon as
you’ve got my co-hosts down to George Young where I will be waiting
just like a giddy young schoolgirl. You’ll find me pretty easily;
I’ll be the one sitting on the live nuclear bomb. And now
you can get lost so I can talk to my lovely guests.’

He paused, looking expectantly
at the camera for a second. ‘Good evening, ladies, and welcome to
the party. I know those annoying wet blankets are still watching,
but I’m just going to ignore them. It’s you I want to talk to. So
here I am, in a field, with the biggest party popper I could lay my
hands on. I got it especially for you. Well, actually, no. I
shouldn’t fib. I picked it up at a flea market years back and I’ve
been saving it for a special occasion. It’s triggered by the switch
I’m holding. I let go and New Millennium City goes the way of old
New York, except with more radioactive fallout! Should be a
fantastic sight. Twilight can’t get to me because there are no
shadows for her to hide in, and Cygnus can’t get to me fast enough
to stop me releasing the trigger. You have until the sky starts to
brighten, at which point I’ll set it off anyway! I know you
probably don’t want to play the game, but you really don’t have a
lot of choice. I’m looking forward to reading your obituaries, if I
can find them among all the other ones.’

The video stopped on a picture
of the madman’s grinning face and Twilight glowered at it. ‘Okay,
so we cut the power, and I teleport in and grab his hand. Then you
guys can come in and disarm it. You can disarm it, right?’

‘That we can do,’ Lorien said,
nodding.

‘But he’s booby-trapped the
power room,’ Heather added. ‘We can’t get to the switch to kill the
lights.’

‘Show us,’ Cygnus said.

~~~

‘Your comedian’s made his move,’ Rex
announced as he walked into Diamond’s room.

‘So soon? There I was thinking
he might hold out a little longer. You don’t look pleased, Rex.’
Diamond uncurled from the bed and got to her feet.

‘I think he may have taken his
joke a little too far this time, Diamond. He’s got a nuclear bomb.
Maybe we should evacuate–’

‘No, get everyone ready. We’re
moving now. Cygnus, Twilight, and the city’s finest are all gonna
be busy for a while so they won’t be paying attention to little old
me.’

‘Diamond… If that thing goes
off, none of us are going to be around to collect the pot.’

Diamond smiled. ‘Have a little
faith in the city’s great protectors, Rex. Sometimes you have to
play with the cards you’re dealt, and this is one of those times.
Get the knaves ready. We move in ten.’

~~~

Power for both the stadium and the NFL
building went through the same ugly-looking brick bunker set in a
small compound between the two. There were police surrounding it,
but they were staying well back. The reason for that became obvious
when they got to the main door, which looked like it had been hit
with the biggest shotgun in the world.

‘Claymore mine?’ Twilight
asked.

There was a SWAT officer
standing nearby and he answered. ‘Triggered as soon as the door
opened. I’ve got one man dead and two in the hospital.’

‘Sorry. Do we know anything else
about the inside?’

‘Plenty.’ He held out a sheet of
paper. ‘We found this after we opened the door.’

It was a carefully drawn
floorplan of the building, as best Twilight could tell. There was a
central corridor with a room off to either side. Slapstick had
carefully marked ‘power room’ in one of the spaces, and had added
the positions of three mines in that room and another two in the
corridor. One of those had gone off, but that still left a further
one at the far end. Also marked on the map was ‘laser trigger
grid.’ This seemed to belong to a lot of red lines which covered
most of the corridor and the entire power room.

‘So if we go in there we get
blown to bits,’ Cygnus said.

‘That’s the basic idea.’

‘Great. What about just turning
the lights out?’

‘Each of the towers has its own
direct line from here,’ Jacob told her. ‘There’s a switch at the
base of each, but he’s rigged all of those with fragmentation
mines. We can’t get near them, and we certainly couldn’t coordinate
turning all the lights out at the same time. It has to be done from
the main switch in here.’

‘What about the other room?’

‘The main transformer. There’s
not much space in there to move around, but we don’t think he’s
trapped it.’

Cygnus looked at Twilight. ‘Any
ideas?’

‘We go back to the van and go
over every detail,’ Twilight replied. ‘I hate to say it, but we
need a plan and it’s probably going to take all of us to figure it
out.’

~~~

There were always two men stationed at
the elevator doors which gave access to the upper floors of David
Tonaldo’s building. They were always trusted family men,
well-armed, heavily built, and bored. The most exciting thing they
got to do most of the time had been frisking the prostitutes
Tonaldo had hired for Lena, or the ones Jonny had summoned to his
room. Well, Lena was in Italy and Jonny was in prison, and guard
duty was a lot more boring than it had been.

When the blonde in the red,
leather trench coat, fishnet stockings, and heels, all of it red,
came strutting toward them, things seemed like they were looking
up, but she had to be lost because there was no one expected at
this hour.

‘Hello, boys,’ Diamond said,
smiling. ‘I’m here to see Mister Tonaldo. Kind of a surprise
present.’

‘Mister Tonaldo doesn’t see
anyone at this time of night, lady.’

Diamond undid the belt of her
coat and then the buttons. ‘Oh come on. I’m sure he’ll want to see
this.’ She opened the coat to reveal the red lingerie beneath. ‘And
I’ve got nothing to hide, see?’ The two men saw. They stared, in
fact, which was what she wanted. Then there were the two cracks
from silenced pistols and the guards were falling to the ground
with holes drilled through their foreheads. ‘Okay, so I was hiding
a king and a jack.’

Not bothering to close her coat,
she found a key card on one of the bodies and used it on the
elevator control while her men moved in from down the corridor.
Then she swept into the back of the car and waited while the
corpses were loaded and everyone else squeezed in.

‘Hit the button, Rex. Remember,
I want Tonaldo alive. Everyone else goes on the discard pile.’

The car rose for a few seconds
and then the doors opened and there were two more silenced
gunshots, and the knaves filed out into the corridors of David
Tonaldo’s apartments. Everyone knew their targets; Rex and Jack
were with Diamond as she strutted off in the direction of Tonaldo’s
private rooms. Rex hit the door with his boot and it exploded
inwards, and the threesome kept moving even as the man in the bed
bolted upright.

Diamond’s arm whipped out as
Tonaldo saw them and reached for his nightstand. There was a thud
and he jumped back. Sticking out of the polished wood of the drawer
was a diamond-shaped throwing star.

‘Now now, Mister Tonaldo,’
Diamond said, her tone scolding, ‘is that any way to greet a new
friend?’

‘Who the Hell are you? What do
you want?’

And then Rex was there, grabbing
Tonaldo by the throat and yanking him to his feet.

‘Oh, David,’ Diamond purred. ‘I
can call you David, right? I’m Diamond, and you and I are going to
get to know each other so well. And as for what I want… Well, I
want everything, hun. Everything you have.’

11th May.

‘What about under the truck?’ Twilight
asked.

‘He’s got some sort of light
under there,’ Lorien replied. ‘Maybe running off the truck’s
battery. There’s no shadow down there deep enough or large enough
to get a person into.’

‘Damn. He really has this
covered.’

‘What do we know about Slapstick
himself?’ Cygnus asked. ‘Maybe there’s something in his profile we
can use.’

Shrugging, Heather tapped at a
screen and then read out what was displayed. ‘Gareth James Carew,
born sixth of October nineteen-fifty-three in New York. He worked
at Clayton Physics doing nuclear technologies research, but he had
a reputation as a practical joker. There were a couple of
reprimands about jokes gone bad, but it all really went wrong when
one of his jokes backfired and he was caught in a lab filled with
radon gas. He died of acute radiation poisoning a week later, and
two days after that he got better.’

‘In a manner of speaking,’
Twilight said. ‘He loved comics from a young age. The guy
apparently had a vintage collection, maybe still does. Everything
in mint condition. But he idolised the villains, especially the
clever ones.’

‘And when he woke up,’ Heather
went on, ‘he was nuts. His next joke involved the lab he had worked
in and a lot of explosives, and he died again. And woke up again.
He’s been shot, stabbed, burned, drowned… eaten by an escaped lion.
The guy seems to be immortal.’

‘Well, he’s aging,’ Cygnus said.
She pointed at Slapstick’s image on the screen. ‘He looks like he
could be sixty. So he may keep coming back to life, but he’s
getting older.’

‘Well, maybe he can die of old
age. Anyway, he still likes jokes, very destructive ones which only
he seems to find funny, riddles, like this little conundrum,
games–’

‘He called this a game, not a
riddle or a puzzle.’

‘So?’

‘So we aren’t meant to solve
this; we’re supposed to play the game.’

‘She’s right,’ Twilight said.
‘We play and it’s us against him, somehow.’

‘I think… I think it’s kind of
obvious when you put it like that.’

Jacob’s eyes narrowed. ‘You
can’t be seriously thinking of doing that.’

Cygnus shrugged. ‘I don’t see
that we have that much choice. He said first light, but how long
has he been holding that detonator? He’s sixty, maybe he’ll nod off
and we all get vaporised.’

‘So it’s us against him,’
Twilight said. ‘I have to get in and catch him before he can let
go…’

‘Which means that I have to walk
into that room and take out the lights.’

‘If you walk in there, the mines
go off,’ Heather pointed out.

‘That’s the point. The mines
will cut the power; I just have to break the beams. My part of the
game is to see how resistant to damage I am. Twilight’s part is how
fast she can get down there and grab his hand.’

‘That’s crazy,’ Jacob said.

Twilight let out a bark of a
laugh. ‘Yeah, well…’ She pointed at the clown-painted face on the
screen. ‘This is Slapstick we’re talking about.’

~~~

The SWAT team had suggested looking for
pickaxes, but Cygnus had pre-empted the search by punching a hole
in the wall. As the map had indicated, there were no traps in the
transformer room, just a hulking piece of machinery which hummed, a
low, mildly annoying drone. Well, it was about to get a lot
noisier.

‘You ready?’ Cygnus asked.

‘I have his position in sight,’
Twilight said over their radio link. ‘When you take out the lights,
I’ll move.’

‘Okay, get ready, I’m going to
open the inner door.’

The door itself was not
protected by the latticework of red beams which bounced around the
interior of the corridor, but she would break a lot of them as soon
as she went for the other side.

‘It’s still light.’

‘Yeah, nothing’s going to happen
until I get across the corridor. We might lose comms when these
bombs go off.’

‘I’d thought of that, yeah.
Look… are you sure you can survive this?’

‘No, but what choice is
there?’

‘Okay. I’m ready. Go when you
are?’

‘Right.’ Cygnus tensed herself
and then paused. She did not need strength here, just resilience.
What if she could create a stronger defence? Maybe even a force
field like Svetilo had. That might make this safer and Hugh thought
she could do that kind of thing. It was really unlikely that
Slapstick knew she could. He would have judged his game based on
what he knew of her powers…

Closing her eyes, she clenched
her fists and willed herself to change. The image of the
sheen Svetilo developed when she was hit by something filled her
mind and she focussed on that. Strength, flight, all that could go.
She needed a force field.

Taking a deep breath, she ran at
the door on the other side of the hall.

~~~

Slapstick was starting to get bored,
which was never a good thing. He was in half a mind to just set the
damn bomb off and not worry about timing, but he had never been
good with decisions and making a choice was keeping him busy while
he waited. They really should have figured it out by now. It was
not exactly difficult. The blonde walks into the power room and
gets killed, or at least beaten black and blue, and then the
brunette in the kinky new outfit had better be damn fast or–

The stadium fell into darkness.
There was light, not much, but it was there, streaming out from
under the truck. Mostly it served to make the shadows seem darker.
Slapstick smiled. One down, and now all the rest would go with her.
His thumb eased up on the button.

And a hand clamped over his,
another thumb pressing down to hold the trigger.

‘Twilight. My, you are fast.
Your partner is painting the town red, or the power room anyway.
Blood red. Get it?’

‘I think you underestimate the
capabilities of my friend,’ Twilight replied from right beside his
ear. The darkness seemed to be getting darker. The light from
beneath the truck was fading.

‘What’s going on with the
lights? It’s darker than the inside of a bank manager. Believe me,
I know, I’ve looked.’ He slipped a hand into his oversized, baggy
pants and found the taser he had secreted away there. Twilight was
going to be in for a shock. Shock, get it?

‘What’s the matter, Mister
Carew,’ Twilight asked, ‘surely you’re not afraid of the dark?’

Slapstick’s hand was withdrawing
from his pants when he felt it. They were not alone here, out in
the blackness on an open football field; there should have been no
one else there, but there was. There was something, something old,
ancient even. Something that skulked in the shadows just waiting
for the chance to pounce. Because it was hungry, so hungry, and it
was coming closer. Slapstick let out a wail of fear and his hands
convulsed…

~~~

Cygnus flew in from the parking lot
carrying a large lamp with an attached battery pack which was
designed to be used in disaster situations and normally needed
three men to carry it. She could see Twilight sitting on the bomb
beside Slapstick quite clearly, but the bomb disposal team were
going to need more light to work by. The odd thing was that
Slapstick looked rather slumped.

‘You don’t look like you got
scratched,’ Twilight commented as Cygnus touched down.

‘I figured out how to do a force
field, like the one Svetilo uses. I really can shuffle my powers
about.’

‘That’s great!’

‘Yeah, it is kind of cool.’
Cygnus began setting the lamp up on a pole. ‘What’s the matter with
the clown? You had to knock him out?’

Twilight giggled. ‘Uh, no. He
had a taser hidden in his pants and when I hit him with the fear
thing, his fists clenched.’

Cygnus stopped and looked up.
‘He didn’t?’

‘Yeah.’ Twilight was now having
a little trouble not laughing. ‘He tasered himself in the
nuts.’

Cygnus bit her lips, but there
was no stopping it. She was still laughing when the ordnance team
arrived, much to their consternation.

~~~

‘We have him under medical supervision,’
Heather said, her eyes on a monitor which showed the cell at the
UID building which was currently hosting Gareth Carew. ‘Tomorrow he
gets transferred to the Fortress. They’re putting him in the
Pit.’

‘He doesn’t seem that
dangerous,’ Cygnus said, ‘and he wasn’t that badly hurt.’

‘He’ll be held in solitary in
the Pit. When he’s got other inmates to work with, one of them
usually kills the guy and we’re back to square one. As for the
medical thing… Well, they ran the usual sets of checks on him. His
blood work came back with some anomalies, or so the doctors are
saying. They need to run more tests. Couple of other weird things
too.’

‘Weird?’ Twilight commented.
‘Around that guy it’s got to be pretty weird to be weird.’

‘Huh, well, he won’t let any
brunette nurses near him. He claims brunettes are evil. And he
keeps demanding more light.’

‘Afraid of the dark?’

‘Looks like it.’

‘I get that a lot. Any word on
the Judge?’

‘He was busy while we were
busy,’ Jacob replied. ‘Three executions last night.’

‘What were the charges?’ Cygnus
asked, grimacing.

‘Drug dealing, parking in a
handicapped space, and spitting.’

‘Spitting?’

‘On the sidewalk. According to
him that infringed some old Maryland laws about trafficking in
human sputum.’

‘We are going to have to stop
this guy.’

‘We’ll step up the patrols for a
few days,’ Twilight said. ‘It’s not like he really hides what he’s
doing. If we can spot him, we can nail him.’

13th May.

Skadi knocked an arrow to her bowstring
and drew back, settling her hand against her cheek as she sighted
down the wooden shaft at her target. Thirty yards, give or take,
and moving away at a sprint, the purse he had just stolen still in
his hand. Purse snatchers were not exactly on her preferred list of
targets, but Red had said that a little good publicity always
helped, and saving an old woman’s cash reserves from a thief was
good publicity.

She loosed the arrow, focussing
her mind on the effect she wanted. The shift glittered slightly as
it flew from the old, Native American bow. It had been a gift, one
which had turned out to be much more important to her than she had
believed at first. Instead of piercing its target, the arrow
exploded on contact, becoming a cloud of wood splinters which
contracted rapidly, sealing the robber in a skin of virtually
unbreakable, fibrous bonds. His legs bound together, he gave out a
yelp and smashed head first into the sidewalk.

Grinning, the cloaked and cowled
heroine bounced down from her perch on a fire escape, walked past
the surprised victim, and started for the wriggling perpetrator. He
was a wiry sort of man, and she doubted very much he was going to
be able to break out, but there was no sense in taking chances.

‘The crime is theft.’ Skadi came
to a halt at the sound of the voice, looking around for its owner.
A man in a black suit stepped out of the shadows of an alley near
the robber, a gleaming, golden sword in his hand. ‘You have been
convicted by your own actions. The sentence is death.’

‘No!’ Skadi shrieked as the
sword went up. She had another arrow knocked and loosed before she
could even think about it. This one did not explode, but the
hardened edge, capable of easily piercing light armour, struck
something which looked like a shimmer of gold as it met its target
and bounced away. The sword came down, driving through the wooden
straightjacket and the man’s chest in one action.

The Judge turned, his eyes on
Skadi. ‘The crime is vigilantism. The crime is attempting to aid a
convicted felon.’ Skadi let another arrow fly and this time it
pierced the man’s shield. He flinched and reached out to her, a
pulse of golden light flying from his hand, missing as she dodged
aside. ‘You will not escape the law!’

‘Neither will you!’ Another
arrow flew, again piercing the golden field around the Judge, not
deeply, but enough to throw the aim of his golden bolt way off. It
seemed to make him reconsider his actions as well, because he was
off down the alley he had come from before she could ready another
arrow.

The victim was screaming now and
the police would be coming, but the thief was still lying there,
now in a pool of blood. Expecting there to be nothing she could do,
Skadi ran across to him, but there was no pulse.

‘He got away?’ Now Twilight was
standing over her. So much for being observant.

‘Yes, and this guy’s dead.’

‘The cops’ll be here shortly.
You go. I’ll handle them. I’ll say you went after the Judge, but
you won’t find him.’

‘I could track–’

‘He teleports. It’s in his
UltraNet file. Go, before you end up having to explain this to some
dumbass detective.’

‘I… Okay.’

Twilight watched her go,
vanishing into the shadows of the alley the Judge had gone down. No
doubt she would try to track him, but there was little chance of
success.

‘Annoying,’ Andrea
commented.

‘Yeah, but we were too late
getting here.’

‘And now you have to
explain why we’re standing over a corpse wrapped in woodchip.’

‘Probably more easily than she
could have.’

~~~

‘Or not,’ Andrea said as Detective
Silvian stalked toward Twilight, his face suggestive of a thunder
cloud.

‘He has a sword wound,’ the
policeman began without preamble. ‘I want–’

‘You have a witness
telling you it was the Judge who stabbed him,’ Twilight stated
flatly. ‘I saw you grilling someone who’s probably a
pensioner as though she was the criminal here. You were trying to
persuade her I did it, weren’t you?’

‘I was determining the veracity
of her statement. You’ll give me–’

‘Do I have to file harassment
charges against you, Detective?’

Silvian’s fists clenched and he
glowered at her. ‘I know what you’ve been doing. I know where you
were on Saturday night–’

‘So does most of the city. What
the Hell are you talking about?’

There was a momentary look of
confusion on the man’s face, but any further questions were
forestalled by the arrival of a pair of UID vehicles, a car and a
van. It looked like they were pulling out all the stops to try to
catch the Judge. ‘They won’t stop me nailing you,’ Silvian growled.
‘I know.’ And then he stalked away, preparing to hand the
case over to the agents.

‘What was that about?’ Twilight
asked silently.

‘I’m not sure,’ Andrea replied.
‘He looked… It was almost like he was fighting to stay fixed on
believing we were the bad guy here. I think I’ll give Viviane a
call tomorrow. Ask her if she knows much about mind control.’

‘Right. I’d better talk to the
UID. Jacob’s not here though.’

‘Well, it’s not like he and
Heather are the only agents in the city.’

‘Yes, but… He’s the cutest.’

14th May.

‘You don’t mind a long-distance call to
England, do you?’ Andrea asked as she picked up the phone.

Penny grinned at her. ‘I’ll put
it down as business expenses.’

Grinning back, Andrea dialled
the number Viviane had given her and waited while the call
connected, which seemed to take a while, and then there was one
ring and…

A flare of light appeared in the
middle of the lounge, causing both girls to cover their eyes. When
they looked again, Viviane was standing there, dressed in jeans and
a T-shirt, looking less like the haughty sorceress she normally
portrayed and more like a concerned mother. Andrea put the phone
down. ‘I guess there’s no charge.’

‘Are you all right?’ Viviane
asked urgently. ‘I have sensed nothing wrong, but with the distance
and–’

‘I’m fine,’ Andrea told her. ‘No
problems. I just needed some advice and I thought you might be able
to help. I didn’t think you’d come all the way here as soon as I
called. How did you do that anyway?’

‘I took the liberty of forming a
fixation on your physical pattern. I have you on… a sort of magical
speed dial.’

‘Right… Uh, this is–’

‘Cygnus,’ Viviane interrupted.
‘The physical change is quite remarkable, but her power signature
is quite unique. I will say nothing of this, even to the Union,
have no fear.’

‘Thanks,’ Penny replied. ‘I
prefer Penny when I’m this shape. Our other housemate, June, should
be back soon. She had a meeting in the city.’

‘I assume it is safe to speak
around her?’

‘She knows pretty much
everything and she’s used to Ultras. She’s dating Red Huntress.
Have a seat. Want coffee?’

‘Thank you, no, and Americans
cannot make tea. I will be fine.’ The sorceress took a seat beside
Andrea, appearing to relax now that the possibility of spreading
darkness was delayed. ‘How may I help?’

‘I was wondering if you knew how
to spot mind control?’ Andrea asked.

‘That depends entirely on the
means of control. Please explain the circumstances.’

‘There’s a detective in the
local police who seems determined to pin some murders on me. I
don’t think he likes Ultras, but I met him last night and he seemed
more intense about it. He said something about knowing what I’d
been up to on Saturday night.’

‘The news of that particular
exploit reached my ears in England. Nuclear weapons tend to
generate media coverage.’

‘Yeah, but I don’t think he
meant that, and he looked confused when I said everyone knew
what I’d been doing. Then he kind of… refocussed, like he was taken
off-guard and then his conviction was reinforced.’

Viviane frowned. ‘An unskilled
use of certain techniques could result in that kind of effect. It
is possible to condition someone to believe things which did not
happen, or to forget things which did. Either form can conflict
with reality and result in a breakdown of the conditioning if faced
with enough evidence. I always ensured that my subjects were
conditioned in a manner which would avoid such conflicts, but it
takes careful planning to do correctly.’

‘You’re kind of at ease about
being an ex-villain,’ Penny commented.

The sorceress gave her a bleak
sort of smile. ‘There are a few things in my past life I regret
now, but none can be undone. I have to live with them. And my
insight into the mind of a truly evil person has assisted the Union
on more than one occasion. Heroes think like heroes. That is not a
bad thing, but it stops them considering some things which someone
like me does think of.’

‘Like how mind control works,’
Andrea said. ‘So Silvian maybe had a false memory planted.’

‘More likely some form of
conviction formed or strengthened. He believes you are
responsible and has been presented with a “fact” to reinforce that,
but it conflicts with reality.’

‘Is there any way we could
check?’

‘Not unless this man would be
willing to have a psychic examine him.’

‘That’s a no then.’

‘I didn’t know we were expecting
guests.’ Everyone looked around as June breezed in. Her concession
to business-wear was that her short dress was black.

‘Viviane, meet June
Summerfield,’ Penny said. ‘Viviane popped over from England.’

June smiled. ‘Viviane the
sorceress? Well, I suppose “popping” across the Atlantic is
something you can do.’

Viviane smiled back. ‘Penny said
that you were used to Ultras.’

‘Oh, pretty much had to relax
around them when I got one as a flatmate.’ She fell onto the sofa
beside Penny. ‘I’m going to Miami this Saturday. Swimwear shoot at
short notice. Someone dropped out and they want me.’

‘Well, if you get a chance, say
hi to Ever,’ Penny suggested.

‘Oh, I plan to make time.
I like Ever.’

The sorceress raised an eyebrow.
‘Clearly very much at home with Ultras.’

16th May.

There were two redheads in the office
at the back of the Huntress’ Den. Red, of course, was sitting
behind her desk, but Skadi was there, clad in a simple, short dress
in pale purple, her hair pulled up into a bun. Hers was a true
copper compared to Red’s strawberry-blonde and, with the cowl gone,
she looked like an attractive, young girl.

‘No sign of the Judge since
Skadi put a couple of arrows in him,’ Andrea said. ‘Maybe you hurt
him more than you thought.’

‘I should have tried to wrap
him,’ Skadi replied, shaking her head. ‘I… I guess I panicked a
little.’

‘Staying calm in those
circumstances is something which comes with time,’ Red replied. ‘It
isn’t really something you can teach someone, except through
experience.’

Cygnus nodded. ‘Facing off
against someone like that, unprepared, is not easy. And at least he
seems to be laying low for the moment.’

‘Have you been keeping an eye on
Tonaldo?’ Red asked.

‘Just the usual,’ Andrea
replied. ‘I’ve heard nothing much about new shipments and the
apartments have been quiet for a while.’

‘I’ve been hearing some rumours.
There have been some odd shifts in the chain of command. Various
old names have gone missing suddenly. It seems like the family is
tightening control in some areas they were losing.’

‘Well, he was bound to get his
act together sooner or later. I think Lena threw him for a loop,
but it was just a matter of time.’

‘Perhaps. I’m a little worried
that someone else has taken control. Recent events could have been
seen as a sign of weakness.’

‘We can ask a few dealers,’
Cygnus suggested. ‘Politely, of course.’

‘I’ll keep an eye on the
apartments,’ Andrea added. ‘If there are new faces about, I’ll
know.’

Red nodded. ‘June’s trying to
get an early night?’

‘Early flight tomorrow,’ Cygnus
replied, nodding. ‘I think they start shooting in the afternoon.
Very last minute.’

‘These things happen,’ Red
replied, ‘and you have to grab opportunities when they present
themselves.’

‘That’s a fact,’ Skadi said,
smiling.

17th May.

‘Anything?’ Cygnus asked as she slipped
into hiding beside Twilight.

‘A whole lot of not much. We
are seeing new faces, but more old ones. There are always a
few new people around.’

‘Yeah… Well, the drug dealers
are mostly hiding from the Judge. I saw a few of the really
low-level ones.’

‘Unlikely they’d know
anything.’

‘So I put a few out of action if
I saw them actually dealing and left the rest. Still, you know it
seems like an overreaction considering no one’s seen the Judge
since Skadi shot him.’

Twilight frowned. ‘Like they’ve
pulled in their horns, and not from fear.’

‘Somehow that doesn’t sound like
a good thing.’

‘No. Andrea thinks the shadows
are gathering.’

‘I’d have thought that would be
just up your alley.’

The brunette gave a shrug, her
face in darkness. ‘There are shadows, and then there are
shadows.’

18th May.

‘Is he dead?’ Rex asked as Diamond
walked into what had been Tonaldo’s office.

‘No, he’s still alive. I don’t
want him dead yet. There’s more he needs to tell me.’

‘He’s lasting well.’

‘I’m working to keep him in
pain. Sewing him up without anaesthetic helps. How are things
coming along?’

‘We’ve got things, uh, sewn up
pretty well. All Tonaldo’s people are either at the table, or
they’ve cashed their chips. The contact information you got out of
him has put us in touch with his Miami and Brazilian people, and
they either saw how the cards were falling or didn’t care who
they’re playing with as long as the pot was big enough.’

‘Very good. Whatever happened to
old Slapstick?’

‘The Fortress. Word is Twilight
left him scared of the dark. Jane’s still working on that
detective. We’ve been keeping tabs and he’s just about frothing at
the mouth. Some new player, calls herself Skadi, put a couple of
arrows in the Judge on Tuesday. No one’s seen him since.’

‘Hmm… Twilight’s a problem.
She’s shown a lot of interest in Tonaldo, and she needs to pay for
hurting poor ol’ Slapstick.’

‘Cygnus will be right behind
her.’

‘I think we’re about ready to
fold on both of them. The trick’s gonna be figuring out how.’

‘Perhaps I can be of
assistance.’ The voice came from the shadows in the corner of the
room and Rex was pointing a pistol in that direction even before
the black-clad figure stepped into the light.

‘Honey, you’d better have a real
good explanation for surprising me like that,’ Diamond said,
frowning, ‘or Rex here’ll paint the wall with your brains.’

‘My name is Durant, and I have a
proposition for you. A proposition which will rid you of both
Cygnus and Twilight.’

Diamond’s hand moved and Rex
holstered his revolver. ‘Well, I’m not so fond of your choice of
colour, but I’ll listen. How, exactly, are we going to get rid of
them?’

‘The key,’ Durant said, ‘is
information, and I have a lot of it. They are powerful and smart,
but they have friends. I can give you names and locations. All you
have to do is eliminate them and your enemies will be too busy
worrying about that to look out for themselves.’

‘That’s right neighbourly of
you, Mister Durant, but no one hands out chips without a payback.
What’s in this for you?’

‘That’s simple, and to your
benefit.’ Durant smiled and for some reason a shiver ran down
Diamond’s spine. ‘All I want in return is Twilight.’


Part Five: Friends and
Family

 Everglades,
FL, 20th May 2014.

June walked out to the edge of the
short jetty and stopped, waiting. The view was not exactly
spectacular, but it was certainly natural. The heroine who presided
over the great swamp tended to dissuade people from doing anything
which disturbed the natural order there, and she was one of the
most powerful Ultras in the world, even if her power extended only
to the boundaries of her wetland territory.

This was the first chance June
had had to take a break since arriving and the fresh air was
feeling particularly good as she pulled in a deep breath and
watched the sunlight glinting off the light ripple in the surface
of the water. Contacting Ever was not a particularly easy thing to
do, but June figured if she stood there and waited, the goddess of
the Everglades would turn up if she had an inclination to do
so.

There was an odd sound, like
water rushing up a plug hole, and then a soft, beautiful
voice said, ‘It is a pleasure to see you again, June.’

June turned and smiled at the
woman who had appeared on the dock just behind her. ‘I told Cygnus
I’d try to say hello if I got any chance to.’

Ever smiled back. For her, the
term ‘exotically beautiful’ had almost been invented. Slim and
stunningly attractive, Ever was possessed of the kind of figure
women would pay huge sums of money to plastic surgeons to achieve,
but her skin and waist-length hair were green. The colour just
seemed to add to her looks. The fact that she almost never wore
clothing did not detract from them either.

‘You are here on another photo
shoot?’

‘Swimwear. It was really
last minute or I’d have tried to send word I was coming. Still, I
figured you’d see me if I walked out here and waited a while.’

‘Indeed. It was a pleasant
surprise. You are well?’

‘Oh yes. Work’s really picked
up. Doing that calendar helped a lot. You know those shots of the
three of us in the little pool get a lot of fan mail.’

‘I did not, but I am not
surprised. I am told I have received a few appreciative letters as
well. I have not paid great attention to them. However, the money
from the calendar has been put to good use.’ She paused, pursing
her lips. ‘There is a charity event at the new visitor centre this
Friday evening. Would you be able to attend?’

‘I guess so. We’re supposed to
wrap by then, though they’re keeping us here until Sunday in case
of reshoots. The evenings are pretty free anyway and they wouldn’t
stop me doing something for charity.’

‘Excellent. I shall see to it
that an invitation is sent to you. Now, tell me what’s been
happening in New Millennium City. I have heard that Cygnus dropped
a submarine on some smugglers.’

June laughed. ‘Yes, well, that’s
Cygnus for you.’

New Millennium City, MD.

Skadi dropped silently into an alleyway
in Deale, eyes scanning for the source of the sound she had heard.
It had sounded like a fight, or someone being mugged, but now that
she was here there was nothing. No one was looking guilty, and no
one was lying in a pool of blood, though the shadows made it hard
to spot anything much even to her eyes. She lifted her bow,
knocking an arrow, and took a step further into the darkness.

A flare of golden light revealed
her mistake even as it leapt out of the black and struck her in the
chest. There was no pain, no sensation of impact, but as she tried
to turn to aim her bow, she realised what had been done to her. She
was paralysed, unable to move or make a sound, as the golden sword
she had been dreading appeared in the night and began moving slowly
closer.

‘The charges are vigilantism and
obstruction of justice,’ the Judge intoned. ‘These are the most
heinous of crimes and must be dealt with in the most serious way
possible.’ Like he ever did anything else. Skadi tried to force her
muscles to move as the sword rose, but whatever the effect was he
had used on her, it was powerful. ‘The verdict is guilty.’ The
sword slashed down and Skadi could not even close her eyes.

There was a ringing clash, like
metal on metal, as something interposed itself between Skadi’s
skull and the golden sword. ‘Word of advice,’ Twilight said from
the shadows, ‘never bring a bow to a sword fight.’ She twisted out
of the darkness, her boot slamming into the Judge’s chest. The
golden armour flared to block the strike, but he staggered back
from her, anger in his eyes. ‘And you, you need to stop yapping if
you’re going to kill someone.’

‘Justice will be served!’ The
statement was punctuated by the flashing of the golden sword.
Twilight blocked it with her own weapon and something like black
flames flickered around the gold at the point they joined. Twilight
twisted, swinging her blade around in an arc. Black fire burst
against golden energy and burned through, cutting into the man’s
chest and slashing open his black suit and the white shirt beneath.
Half his tie fluttered to the ground.

‘Justice better give up or it’ll
be breathing through a ventilator.’ Twilight’s sword was rising
again and this time she slashed upward. The force field took a lot
of the sting from the blow, but the strike still opened up a long
gash on the man’s arm and his swing struck nothing but the ground.
Twilight thrust her sword out, the shield flaring as the black
flames and steel edge pierced it. The golden sword swung around and
she stepped away from it, seeing the glazing of his eyes and the
loss of balance as the pain cut through his anger. The Judge
crashed to the ground to lie in the dirt at her feet.

Twilight pulled a strip of
plastic from her boot and began cuffing her victim with it. ‘Any
idea how long you’re going to be stuck like that? I don’t want to
embarrass you by having the cops turn up with you still stuck, but
I’m a little worried he might bleed out. Not that that would be an
entirely bad thing…’ She got no answer from the petrified
archer. ‘I forgot; you can’t talk either. Well… I doubt their
response time will be that good anyway.’ She took her
miniature phone from her boot and set it into her ear. ‘Call
police.’

~~~

It took ten minutes for the police cars
and an ambulance to arrive, and nine for the paralysis to wear off.
Skadi was still a little dazed when the Judge was being wheeled
away from the alley, but at least she was alive and mobile.

‘You make sure you get
Neurotronic cuffs on that guy before he comes to,’ Twilight told
the cops getting into the ambulance with him. ‘He can teleport.
He’ll be out again before they can treat him.’

‘We’ve got it covered, ma’am,’
one of the officers said.

Twilight nodded and then walked
back to where Skadi was waiting. ‘I’m “ma’am” now. Makes me feel
old.’

‘I think they say that to
civilians,’ Skadi replied. ‘It’s like calling a guy “sir.”’

‘Maybe. You okay?’

‘My pride is in ER, but the rest
of me is fine.’

‘Ask her,’ Andrea said in the
back of Twilight’s mind.

‘Got time to talk?’ Twilight
asked aloud.

‘I figured I’d go… go home and
take a shower. Work on resurrecting my self-esteem, so… I
guess.’

‘Cool.’ Twilight looked upward.
‘Meet me on the roof.’ She stepped toward the alley and the shadows
seemed to thicken, wrapping around her as she approached.

‘That is kind of a cool
trick,’ Skadi muttered as she located a drainpipe she could use to
reach the nearest fire escape. By the time she reached the rooftop,
Twilight was leaning against a ventilator hood, her mask in her
hand. Shrugging, and not realising what that meant, Skadi pushed
back her hood. Carefully pinned copper hair shone in the
moonlight.

‘So,’ Andrea said, ‘you’re
sleeping with Red Huntress.’

Skadi’s eyes widened. ‘What?
I–’

‘All that shit about grasping
opportunities. June’s out of town and the two of you grasped
something. I’m thinking it was each other’s butts. I saw the way
you danced with her too. So did Cygnus. She may be refusing to see
it, or staying silent about it, but she’ll have noticed. She’s
observant. And if you were trying to hide it, you were doing a
really bad job of it.’

‘Well… Is this any of your
business?’

‘I live in the same house as
June, kid. She’s my friend. So if Red’s two-timing her, I consider
it my business. You’re going there now, right? That little pause
before you said “home.” I think I’d like playing poker with you.
Tell Red that if she keeps this a secret from June, I’ll be
the one explaining and that would not be a good thing.’ Reaching
up, Twilight pressed her mask back into place.

‘I’ll tell–’ Skadi began, but
the shadows had already swallowed the woman she was speaking
to.

21st May.

Penny stood at the window of a
jewellery shop, staring at a display of bracelets. She was
considering buying one for June, but the reason she was considering
it was also the reason she was not considering it. She had
seen it, and she was sure Andrea had seen it. Neither of them had
said anything, but they both knew that Red had found herself a new
girl to bed while June was out of town. The bracelet would be a
consolation prize, though there was June’s birthday coming up…

It was not exactly hard to
understand. Red was a hot-blooded sort of woman. She had pushed
June to the threshold of her comfort zone a few times, especially
with Svetilo. They were not exactly a perfect match, but
June had been happy. More or less happy. There was always that
little something, the little something which had happened before
Cygnus had left to confront Ultranova. It sat there in the
background, never mentioned, but always there. Another reason not
to buy the bracelet…

And Skadi was another archer.
She was practically a mini-Red. Red had said she would train the
girl, though apparently some of the training was in bedroom
technique. Skadi seemed to be fairly fearless, probably open to
some of Red’s more extreme tendencies. It was a good match and June
could find someone more suited to her… Except that the person she
was going to want was Cygnus. That was not going to be a
problem for Cygnus, but for Penny…

The noise in her head came on in
a rush. She had barely noticed the whispers starting as she stared
at the jewellery and considered the future, but now the voices
burst in on her. Shouted sounds, words, screams, the cries of
battle and death and mayhem. Wincing, Penny clutched her head in
her hands and sank to one knee, and that was when the window in
front of her exploded.

The screams were outside her
head now. Had that been a shot? She pushed herself away from the
window, feeling broken glass cut into her thigh. If someone was
shooting at her… But the noise in her head was making it difficult
to think and…

Hands grabbed her, pulling her
across the concrete of the little arcade. There was another shot
and she was sure she could feel the bullet passing her hips. Then
there was shadow and she saw a planter, and then the man who had
saved her. Fairly young, quite good-looking, dressed in an NMCPD
T-shirt from the academy and jeans.

‘You okay?’ he asked. ‘Are you
hurt?’

The voices subsided enough for
her to focus on what he was saying. ‘Cut my leg on the glass. I’ll
be fine. You’re a cop?’

‘Not yet. Any idea why a sniper
would be shooting at you?’

‘Me? No. Unless… I’m a witness
on a case involving the Tonaldo family, but killing me wouldn’t
help them.’

‘Yeah, well… The Tonaldos aren’t
noted for their forgiving nature. We’ll just wait here until the
real police arrive. I’m Tony Ellis, by the way.’

‘Penny, Penny Worthington.’ The
sounds of battle had receded from her mind now leaving an odd,
silent calm behind them. ‘I think he’s gone, whoever he was.’

‘Maybe, but–’

‘Oh, I’m not going to move. I’m
perfectly happy sitting here for now.’ Well, he was quite an
attractive young man.

~~~

‘If they were going to hit you over the
case, they’d have done it before now,’ Andrea said, pouring two
mugs of coffee as she did so. ‘There’s no point now and revenge
isn’t a valid motive, not when the thing’s tied up the way it
is.’

‘Agreed, but I’m glad you’re
thinking the same way,’ Penny replied. ‘So why did someone take a
shot at me?’

Andrea handed over a mug and sat
down. ‘Good question. We can shake some trees and see what falls
out, but my guess would be that it’s because you live
here.’

‘You think someone’s trying to
get to Cygnus?’

‘Or Twilight.’

‘Okay… Well, Penny’s not leaving
the house until we sort this out, which is annoying. I’m glad
June’s out of town.’

Everglades, FL, 23rd
May.

The visitor centre was new, built of
fairly ecologically sound materials in an area Ever had pointed out
as being somewhat disturbed already, not close to any gator feeding
areas, and with a good view. There were various presentation areas
around the low building, and a restaurant with a balcony
overlooking the wetlands, and the latter had been cleared of its
tables to host the event June had been invited to.

There had been no trouble
getting the time off since they had finished shooting on time and
were not expecting to need to call anyone back, but the designer
responsible for the swimwear had almost begged her to wear one of
his dress designs and then rushed around getting her fitted. It was
deep red, the back cut a little like a sports swimsuit, but the
front was basically a bra and skirt, leaving her midriff bare. She
had matched it with a pair of strappy sandals which went quite
well. It was not exactly what she might have chosen to wear
to a swanky fundraiser, but she was used to being eye candy and
that was certainly the case now.

And it was not like there was a
shortage of shorter dresses among the attendees. Various older men
had younger women on their arms, and there were a few women about
who seemed to be unattached and not in gowns. June noticed one
blonde walking among the people with a look of distinct boredom on
her face, and she was in a short, tight dress composed of purple,
black, red, and orange panels, with a triangle of bare skin showing
beneath her bust. Andrea had the vague feeling she should recognise
her, but the name was not springing to mind.

Everyone was waiting for Ever to
show up. When she did, barely anyone noticed for a few seconds as
she emerged over the side of the balcony and settled the twined
fronds of various plants she was using as a dress into place. The
fact that she was wearing anything at all surprised June, but it
did seem as though things were changing for the goddess of the
swamp.

People had been more scared of
her than anything. She had been known to kill people hunting for
sport in the Everglades, and had done very nasty things to
companies attempting to pollute the waters. But it seemed like the
fear was finally fading, perhaps in part because there were some
people in the room who likely had pictures of her on the wall to
tell the date by.

June stood off to the side,
beside a table of snacks, and waited. She was not a VIP at this
event and Ever had people she had to say hello to, but it did seem
like the green-skinned Ultra was pressing palms as quickly as
possible to get through them all. June noted that the blonde she
had seen earlier was not pushing forward either and wandered across
to where she was standing, more to be companionable than anything
else.

‘Not rushing to meet our guest
of honour?’ June asked.

‘We were talking two hours ago
and crowds make me itch. Besides, you’re not rushing forward
either.’

‘I’m not rich.’ June held out a
hand. ‘June Summerfield, model.’

The blonde grinned at her and
took her hand. ‘Bianca Fullerton, rich person.’

‘Bianca Fullerton, CEO of
Fullerton Technologies?’

‘For my sins.’

‘Well, you are rich then.
Why are you talking to Ever?’

‘Because,’ Ever said as she
appeared beside them, ‘Miss Fullerton may have a solution to an
annoying pollution problem I have over on the west side. I
am glad you two found each other; it saves me splitting my
time between you.’

‘Ah,’ Fullerton said, some form
of realisation dawning, ‘you two know each other from the calendar
shoot. I can barely enter a room in our research building without
seeing that thing on the wall. There’s that shot of you two in a
pool with that blonde Ultra from New Millennium City.’

‘Cygnus,’ June supplied. ‘She’s
a housemate. I got the gig on the calendar because Svetilo was
trying to persuade Cygnus to do it.’

‘You’re being modest, June,’
Ever said. ‘Svetilo was quite keen to have you there as well, or
she would not have teamed the three of us for those pictures, or
done the ones with just the two of us.’

June gave a shrug. ‘Maybe.
That’s what really launched my career anyway and it’s coming along
quite nicely so I can’t complain. Who got punched in the face over
this pollution problem of yours?’

‘No one. This was actually a
genuine accident, but cleaning it up is proving difficult.’

‘It’s a polymerising agent,’
Fullerton said. ‘It’s basically hardening sections of the swamp and
getting it out would need gallons of industrial solvent, which
would probably do as much harm as the original chemical. We’ve got
a nanotechnology solution to it, but as I’ve been explaining to
Ever, it’s experimental, only ever been tested in a lab, could
cause problems, etcetera, etcetera.’

‘Isn’t nanotechnology supposed
to be all… grey goo dangerous?’ June asked.

‘Yeah. That’s why we want this
chance to show it can be used safely, and we’re doing it for free
to prove the technology, but it’s going to take some effort on both
sides.’

‘They want me to monitor the
swamp for any escaping tiny robots,’ Ever explained. ‘I’m quite
sensitive to technology invading my lands.’

‘And if anything does go wrong,
we can kill the whole batch with a radio pulse. So it won’t be
converting the whole of Florida into grey paste.’

‘However, I have spent the last
two days talking to Miss Fullerton and her experts. I’m quite
confident that nothing will go wrong and that I can be getting my
swamp back to normal soon.’

‘We have,’ Fullerton said, ‘so I
thought we’d agreed that you could call me Bianca.’

‘Ah, but June–’

‘And June can call me Bianca
too. I hate being formal when there’s no point.’

Ever grinned. ‘Very well, but if
you’ll excuse me, I need to do some more hand-shaking. I’ll catch
up with you both as soon as I can.’

They walked out onto the balcony
to stand at the balustrade and look out over the wetlands beyond.
‘She’s not what I expected,’ Bianca said.

‘Ever? She’s… changed a little
since the last time we met. First time I saw her we were meeting in
a little hut in the swamp and she was kind of distant, but the fact
that we would get her money for her projects made her listen and I
think we kind of grew on her. Cygnus and I went for a boat trip
with her on a break day. She’s becoming more of a people person,
but I bet she spends a day or two on her own after this.’

‘I guess I have you to thank for
making the negotiations on this easier.’

‘I doubt it. Well, maybe we
showed her she could get help from outside and it wouldn’t turn
around and bite her. Something wrong?’

Bianca was frowning. ‘I don’t
know. Thought I saw–’ And then she was moving, her arms wrapping
around June as she twisted around and pulled them both over. There
was a crack and the sound of something hitting a wall or the
ceiling behind them. June found herself lying on top of Bianca and
still wondering why when Ever appeared beside them.

‘Are you two all right?’ the
green woman asked.

‘Apparently,’ June said. ‘What
happened?’

‘Sniper,’ Bianca said.

‘Yes,’ Ever agreed. ‘And this
time I know where he is.’ Fluid as water, she leapt over them,
vaulted the balustrade, and vanished.

‘This time?’

‘Last time we were here, Cygnus
got shot by a fifty-calibre rifle. She was okay in a day or
so.’

Bianca raised an eyebrow. ‘Any
idea why someone would shoot at you? With a gun, rather than a
camera.’

‘Me? I’d have thought they were
shooting at you.’

‘I haven’t pissed anyone off
that much in… months. The technology industry is cut-throat, but
not usually that bad.’

‘So… could have been either of
us.’

‘Uh-huh. Guess so. Maybe we
better stay down until she comes back.’

‘Uh-huh.’

There was a pause and then, ‘You
could probably get off me though.’

‘Do I have to? You’re comfy. And
I never usually get to be on top.’

~~~

It was a good thirty minutes before Ever
returned, slipping over the balcony without her dress of leaves and
vines, and with barely a sound. By that time, the guests had been
calmed and moved to one of the other rooms and the police had
arrived.

‘You’ll find the sniper about
four hundred yards, straight out,’ she told the first uniformed man
who looked her way. ‘He’ll be the terrified man standing in the
ring of alligators. Don’t worry, they’re under orders to let him be
taken away, but you’ll need a boat.’

‘Got him then?’ Bianca asked,
climbing to her feet and then offering June a hand.

‘Easily.’

‘You took a while,’ June said.
‘I was actually starting to get a little worried.’

‘I took the time to have a
little chat.’

‘Chat?’

‘A chat involving alligators and
which parts they would eat first if he did not tell me who sent
him.’

‘Ah. And?’

‘He is not clear on the matter,
but he was sent to kill you, June. “The brunette friend of Cygnus.”
He belongs to one of the drug shipment gangs based in the Keys. The
request came from New Millennium City.’

‘Oh. I need to call home.’

Ever nodded. ‘There is an office
just off the reception area we can use.’

New Millennium City, MD.

Penny scooped up the phone without
looking. Her glasses were out of reach, so looking would not have
helped a lot anyway. ‘New Millennium Emergency Room. Who may I say
is calling?’

‘Pen? It’s June.’

‘June, hi. How did the shoot
go?’

‘Oh, fine.’

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Uh… Ever’s here. I need to talk
to Cygnus. Is she around?’

Okay, something had happened,
but there were secrets to keep. ‘Upstairs. I’ll get her for you.’
Putting the phone down, Penny jumped to her feet, tripped over her
robe, cursed, got back up, and ran for the bedroom throwing the
offending garment off as she went. She had never noticed any sound
effects when she changed, but if there were any she did not want
them transmitting over the phone line. A few seconds later, still
naked but a different shape, she picked the handset up. ‘June?
Penny said you sounded nervous.’

‘Someone took a shot at me,
Cygnus. Another sniper in the Everglades.’

‘It’s almost as though they grow
from the mud,’ Ever’s voice said. They had to be using a speaker
phone.

‘Hi, Ever. Did you catch this
one?’

‘I did.’

‘He was sent by someone from New
Millennium,’ June added. ‘I think Penny–’

‘They tried for Penny on
Wednesday,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m sorry, we thought you’d be safe down
there and we didn’t want you worried. I should have called.’

‘Penny wasn’t hurt?’

‘They missed. Pure luck and a
passing police cadet, but they missed. Are you safe at the
moment?’

‘Oh, I don’t think they can get
to me here.’

‘Right. I don’t want to impose,
Ever, but could June stay down there with you until we get this
sorted out?’

‘She could,’ Ever replied, ‘but
my accommodations are a little sparse and there are bound to be
more men like this one.’

‘I could take care of her.’
Cygnus did not recognise the third voice, but it was definitely
another woman and she was there in the room with them so they
trusted her.

‘Who’s that?’ Cygnus asked,
trying to keep the edge out of her voice.

‘Sorry. Bianca Fullerton.
I–’

‘Saved me from the sniper,’ June
said. ‘She pulled me out of the way just before he fired. I was
lucky too.’

‘I’m heading back to San
Francisco early tomorrow. We don’t get a lot of drug traffickers
out there and my place is secure.’

‘Okay,’ Cygnus said. ‘I don’t
want to sound ungrateful or anything, but why would you do
that?’

‘Well, if you want a selfish
motive, being owed a little favour from one of the most powerful
Ultras in the country is never a bad thing, but if I’m honest,
it’ll make my nephew’s eyes bug out on stalks and piss off my
sister-in-law. It’s worth it just for that.’

‘I believe Bianca can be
trusted, Cygnus,’ Ever put in.

‘Well then…’ It had to be
admitted that San Francisco would be a better place to hide. Cygnus
gave a nod, even if they could not see it. ‘Okay, thank you, Miss
Fullerton. June, you check in every day. We’ll let you know when
it’s safe to come home.’

‘I will,’ June replied. ‘Oh,
would you let Red know?’

‘Sure,’ Cygnus said as lightly
as she could manage. ‘I’m going to need to talk to her anyway.’

~~~

‘Bianca Fullerton?’ Red’s eyebrows went
up at the mention of the name. ‘She’s the CEO and majority
shareholder of Fullerton Technologies. Billionaire. Bit of a
mystery woman.’

Cygnus frowned. ‘What kind of
mystery?’

‘Not much known about her before
she took over the company. She kept herself to herself, very
private private life. Homeschooled and then a lot of travel. She
had the money to do what she liked and she chose to do it out of
the public eye. Then her brother died and she had to run a pretty
big organisation. She seems to be doing a good job though, and I’ve
never heard anything bad about her.’

‘Attractive?’

‘Pretty good-looking, yes. If
she dates, she keeps that private too. I don’t think we’ve anything
to worry about there.’

‘Good.’ Cygnus had not sat down
on entering the office and now she turned to leave.

‘You’re… disappointed in
me.’

Cygnus stopped but did not turn
back. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’

‘I’ve got a contact in Boston
who can keep an eye on Twilight’s parents, and I’ll check with my
contacts here. I hope… I hope this isn’t going to stop us working
together.’

‘You’re the best source of
information we have, Red. I don’t want to lose that. But if this
hurts June too much, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to speak to
you again.’

‘That’s… fair. I’ll be in
touch.’ She watched as the blonde heroine left without another word
and then muttered, ‘I was expecting to need a week in
traction.’

~~~

‘We’ve got confirmation from Miami,’ Rex
said as he closed the office door behind him.

‘And?’ Diamond asked, not
expecting a positive outcome. The initial reports had not been
good.

‘He missed, and that local
Avatar, Ever, caught him. He’s in custody, and keeping silent, but
Ever has a reputation for being very persuasive.’

‘She certainly does. How can
they both have missed? I tell you, Rex, the cards are not going our
way at the moment.’

‘The knave we sent out said the
Worthington girl just dropped as he fired. He thought he’d hit her
at first, but then she was moving and someone dragged her out of
sight. He said it was almost like she knew it was
coming.’

‘This is what we get for messing
with Ultras and… whatever Durant is. Some sort of Voodoo mumbo
jumbo. All right, this place is going to get hot soon. They’ll
assume it was Tonaldo and come looking for him, and I mean to see
to it that they find him. You’ve arranged alternate sites?’

‘Three, just like you
asked.’

Diamond gave a nod and picked up
her deck of cards. There was a quick shuffle and then she pulled
one card out of the deck, placing it face-up on the desk. She
grimaced. ‘Not exactly auspicious, but… Ace of spades. We move to
site one just before dawn. Get everyone ready. I need to say
goodbye to Mister Tonaldo.’

24th May.

‘I say we go in there and ask the old
bastard what the Hell he thinks he’s doing!’ Twilight’s hushed
tones belied both words and expression. They were sitting on the
rooftop opposite Tonaldo’s apartments, which were showing no lights
at all.

‘I’m still not sure it’s him,’
Cygnus replied. ‘Somehow it just doesn’t seem like his style. It’s
too much, too late.’

Twilight gave a grunt. ‘Andrea
agrees with you.’

‘You know, this would be a lot
easier if I could talk to both of you at the same time.’

‘Well, you can’t unless you
can–’ She stopped, pursing her lips thoughtfully.

‘What?’

‘Maybe you could.’

‘What?!’

‘Well, read minds. If you could
hook into her mind, then you could talk to us both. You can
rearrange your powers. Maybe you could do it.’

‘I don’t know… I mean, I’ve only
ever done physical things. Even the psychometry trick was more like
enhanced senses. And I’m not even sure how to do it. I’ve never
seen a psychic work, and there’s nothing to see when they do.’

‘It’s worth a try. Think of it
as a challenge.’

‘Fine. Okay. But in the morning.
We’ll give Red a day to see if she can find anything and I’ll try a
teleconference with both of you after a good night’s sleep.’

‘I can live with that,’ Twilight
said, grinning. ‘And this could be fun.’

~~~

‘Okay… Uh… Any thoughts on how I should
do this?’

Andrea looked back at Cygnus,
eyes wide. ‘I have no idea. How do you do the other changes?’

‘I kind of… will them, or they
just happen. Like, it’s cold and then I can’t feel the cold.’

‘Okay… So… Visualisation! You
need to focus on me, and visualise Twilight.’

‘You look the same. One of you
wears a mask. Or when you’re in a mask, you’re Twilight.’

‘Right, but we’re not the
same, and the differences are in our minds, right? So if you can
focus on that…’

Grimacing, Cygnus stared across
at Andrea and tried to picture Twilight. Grinning, happy Twilight
with her bright disposition and her somehow slightly immature
nature, as though she was just born… which she sort of was even if
she had twenty-two years of memories. And she had to seek out that
mind, just reach out and contact that mind. Just reach out…

‘I am not getting a damn thing.
I’ve got the picture, I think, and I’m trying to reach out for her,
but–’ She stopped as Andrea got to her feet and started across
toward her.

‘Twilight’s idea,’ Andrea said.
‘You’re reaching, so let’s cut the distance you have to reach. She
may have a point.’ She sat down beside Cygnus and turned to look at
her. ‘I think skin contact might be a good idea, which Twilight…
never mind. Touch me.’

‘I have a feeling I know what
Twilight was thinking. Okay…’ Reaching up, Cygnus placed her palms
on either side of Andrea’s face, thumbs resting on her cheeks.
‘Kind of like a Vulcan mind meld.’ She shifted her fingers,
pressing lightly against Andrea’s temples. ‘Now I just have
to…’

Something seemed to shift inside
her and she gasped as the world vanished around her, replaced by
darkness. The ground beneath her feet was black, some sort of rock
like obsidian. Ahead of her the ground fell away into a chasm, the
other side lost in some sort of black, boiling fog which reared up
over her head to become the kind of fast-moving cloud you saw in
horror movies.

‘This is new.’ The voice came
from behind her, and she turned and saw double.

‘Not new, exactly. It was kind
of like this when we died. I think it’s always here, we just… don’t
come here.’

‘Oh… maybe.’

Cygnus looked between the two
Andreas. ‘How am I supposed to tell you apart?’

They were dressed identically,
in the T-shirt and jeans Andrea was wearing in the real world, and
they obviously looked the same. She suspected the second one to
speak was Twilight, but there was no obvious way to tell…

One of them looked down at
herself. ‘Well, we’re all just thoughts, so I think I should dress
appropriately.’ Her clothes remodelled themselves in an instant,
becoming the costume Twilight wore, except without the mask; there
was no need for it here. ‘But I still think we should have
done this naked and pressed together. The more skin contact the
better.’

‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, ‘you’re
Twilight. So, if it isn’t Tonaldo that’s after us, who is it?’

‘Straight to business. You’re no
fun.’

‘She’s right, though,’ Andrea
said. ‘If it isn’t Tonaldo then we have got a new player in
town and they seem to be using Tonaldo’s organisation.’

‘Doesn’t bode well for Tonaldo,
maybe for his son too.’

‘So we do go in?’ Cygnus
suggested. ‘Well, Twilight does. Check the place. Check him. We can
bust in and confront him if everything’s okay.’

‘It sounds like a plan,’ Andrea
agreed.

‘Yeah,’ Twilight said in a sour
tone, ‘it was what I said we should do last night. We could have
skipped this and just got it over with.’

‘You thought this would be fun,’
Cygnus pointed out.

‘Yeah, but I’d forgotten you two
were buzzkills. Plus, I wasn’t expecting a set out of a John
Carpenter movie.’

‘What were you expecting? It’s
your mind after all.’

‘I dunno… Forests of dildos
would have been nice. I could have watched you both blushing.’

‘Well, it’s a mindscape,’ Andrea
said, tapping her finger to her lips. ‘Next time I’m playing
backseat driver I’ll see if I can do something with it. Maybe a
little house. Couple of bedrooms, nice, comfy sofa. No, I’m not
doing sex toy foliage.’ Twilight pouted at her.

‘What’s that?’ Cygnus asked,
turning once again to the wall of fog behind them.

‘That’s… We’re not sure. Another
personality, maybe. She was around when we split, but we never see
her. I think that’s a good thing.’

‘I think you might be
right.’

Belvedere, CA.

‘I thought the place I lived in was
nice,’ June said as she walked out of the garage where Bianca’s
driver had parked the car. The car, Bianca had explained, was
armoured with a polymer that Fullerton Technologies had invented
and would stop anything up to light anti-tank weapons.

Below them was a large,
Victorian-style villa, two storeys high and formed of two wings set
about a central block. It looked huge. Just visible beyond it was
the bay, and Angel Island. The city was hiding in thin fog for
now.

‘Yeah, that’s the family home,’
Bianca said. ‘My great-grandfather built it. Libby, my
sister-in-law, lives in that with her two kids, and there are some
rooms in the north wing we use for business meetings. My place is
down the hill. The Pool House.’

She took June around the large
building and down through trees and some landscaped lawns, heading
for the foot of the hill. June had seen something poking up through
the trees, but it had just been a white shape. As they neared the
bottom, she spotted a jetty jutting out into the water with a
couple of powerboats moored beside it, and then she saw the Pool
House. It was significantly smaller and far more modern, probably
built of concrete though it was a stylish design. The side facing
the water had wide windows on both levels, all of them showing the
blank face of blinds.

‘I had the entire thing gutted
and refitted when I moved in here. The glass is armoured. This is
San Francisco and you never can tell when some kaiju is going to
come storming through to destroy the Golden Gate.’

June gave her a look. ‘I think
that only happens in movies.’

‘That’s what they keep telling
me, but I think it’s just a matter of time. Now, two bedrooms
upstairs. Mine is the closest to the stairs. They both have
bathrooms and there’s an exercise room up there if you want to work
out.’ She took a card from her bag and swiped it over a panel
beside the door, and the door clicked open. ‘I’ll get you a key
card in case you need to go out.’

Inside, the furniture was modern
and in pale colours. There was a TV screen in the lounge which was
at least as large as the one June had at home, but this one swung
down on rails from the ceiling to hang in front of the window,
which meant the sofas could face the view and be used for home
entertainment.

‘There’s a kitchen, with a
washing machine if you need to launder anything. Uh… And I guess if
you can’t find something, ask.’

‘Where’s the pool? It’s the Pool
House, but I didn’t see a pool.’

Picking up a remote, Bianca
pressed a button and the blinds drew back from the windows.
‘Biggest pool in the city. It’s kind of a pun, I guess. Though,
there is a hot tub in the decking at the side. You’re free to use
it, but try to avoid that when the kids are home.’

‘You said something about a
nephew?’

‘Mark, yeah. He’s thirteen and
he discovered that girls don’t have cooties in the last year or so.
And he thinks Aunt Bianca is just amazing. His mother bought him a
telescope for his birthday. She thinks he uses it for
astronomy.’

June giggled. ‘I’ll keep that in
mind. Is it okay if I call home? I can use my cell–’

Pointedly indicating a telephone
beside one of the sofas, Bianca said, ‘Seriously, a long-distance
telephone call does not make a dent in my monthly take-home.’

‘Well, it’s polite to ask…’

‘Yes, it is, and thank you for
doing so. Now call them and let them know I haven’t chained you up
in my dungeon.’

June picked up the phone and
dialled. ‘You have a dungeon? Because–’

‘Forgot to put one in when I did
the refit.’

‘How terribly forgetful. Hey,
Pen, hello from San Francisco. Well, Belvedere really.’

‘That’s… across the bay, right?’
Penny’s voice said from the other end.

‘Uh-huh. This place is huge,
though Bianca lives in a smaller house down from the main one. The
view is amazing, but it’s through armoured glass safe from a kaiju
attack.’ She gave a serious nod to emphasise the point, even if
Penny could not see it.

‘I kind of doubt that, but then
there are no kaiju. As far as anyone knows anyway.’

‘Should be safe enough from
rifles. Any news?’

‘No. There may be tomorrow.’

‘What time is it there? I
haven’t a clue what time it is here.’

‘Uh… Just coming up to six, so
it’s almost three where you are.’

‘Okay, then have a good night
and I’ll call in the morning.’

‘Stay safe.’ There was a click
as Penny disconnected and June put the handset down.

‘No news on their end,’ June
said to Bianca. ‘I’m here until at least tomorrow.’

‘Even if they solve this
overnight, I think you can stay a little longer. If there’s no
threat of assassination, you could actually see a few sights.’

June smiled. ‘That’d be nice.
I’ve never been to San Francisco.’

New Millennium City, MD.

‘June got to San Francisco okay,’
Cygnus said to the speakerphone.

‘Good,’ Red replied. ‘I’m glad.
She should be safe there. Fullerton Technologies make some very
effective materials for armour products.’

‘Yeah, she seemed to think it
was safe enough. Anything come up?’

‘Rumours. A lot of rumours. No
one’s seen David Tonaldo for over a week. No one has seen
him. Word is he’s in hiding for some reason. He’s put several
subordinates in charge of operations, and not the ones I’d have
necessarily expected.’

‘That’s not good,’ Andrea
commented.

‘No. You’re going in
tonight?’

‘That’s the plan.’

‘Be careful. I mean, more
careful than usual. Something about this stinks, and there are a
few other rumours floating around which concern me.’

‘Like?’

‘Various favours have been
called in on a few people. Favours they won’t talk about. Political
stuff, mostly. Various detectives have been reassigned around the
Leighton and Thorpe case. The manpower on it has been reduced.
Someone pulled strings to keep Detective Silvian on the serial
murders. The UID made a suggestion he be reassigned a week or so
ago and it looked like it would happen, and then it didn’t.’

‘That’s… weird.’

‘And there have been a few
sightings of people in black watching God knows what. They sound
like the people who attacked you and Cygnus back in April.’

‘You don’t think they could be
behind all of this?’

‘I have no idea. I’m doing some
digging, but so far I’m not finding any group who fits the
description.’

‘What time is it in England?’
Cygnus asked. ‘Never mind, it’s probably really late. We’ll call
Viviane in the morning. They used shadowy, magicky stuff so maybe
she knows who they are.’

‘Is “magicky” a word?’ Andrea
asked.

‘It is now. We’re going in after
midnight, Red, so we’ll update you tomorrow.’

‘Fine. Good luck.’ The line went
dead and Andrea leaned over to turn the speaker off.

‘You know,’ the brunette said as
she straightened up, ‘I’m starting to think we might need some luck
the way this is going.’

Belvedere, CA.

‘June, you can keep a secret,
right?’

June looked up from the magazine
she had found and peered across at Bianca, emerging from the little
corridor that led to the stairs in a silk wrap and with a towel
wrapped around her head. ‘I live with two Ultras.’

‘I’m going to take that as a
yes, because otherwise this is going to be a less comfortable
evening.’ She unwrapped the towel and tossed it back the way she
had come.

‘Oh,’ June said. Beneath the
towel was a short, now ruffled, mop of black hair.

‘It’s a privacy thing,’ Bianca
explained. ‘When I was younger I used to dye it and wear it long.’
She walked over and fell onto the sofa beside June. ‘Then I got
older and wanted to do my own thing, and Bianca Fullerton can’t go
anywhere without some reporter with a camera following her. So I
cut my hair and let it go back to black, and I started wearing a
wig when I needed to make public appearances. Without it, I don’t
get recognised because everyone knows that I’m a
blonde.’

‘And it changes the shape of
your face. You look less angular like that. I think I prefer
it.’

‘Thank you. Just don’t tell
anyone.’

‘Like I said, two Ultras. I know
more secrets than I wish I did, and they stay secret.’

‘Great. Uh… I figure I should
say something… And this is going to sound all wrong… You’re a
lesbian, right?’

‘And you have great legs.’ June
grinned to show it was a joke, though Bianca did have good legs.
There was a lot of long, tight muscle in them; June thought she
recalled something about some fairly extreme sports being one of
Bianca’s hobbies.

‘Thanks again. I’m straight. No
problem with gays, just…’

‘Duly noted, and I shall not
attempt to seduce you. Besides, I’m in a relationship.’

‘Red Huntress. She was quite a
woman back when she was active.’

‘Still is, but she can’t go
leaping between rooftops these days.’

‘She–’ Bianca stopped as the
phone buzzed. ‘Who the Hell is that?’ Leaning over, she stabbed a
button on the phone. ‘Who is it?’

‘Bianca, it’s Elaine. I heard
you were back. I want to hear what Ever had to say about the
project.’

Sagging slightly, Bianca punched
another button and a few seconds later a woman appeared from the
little porch. She was attractive in a slightly stereotypical
African American way. Her jeans clung to wide hips and she seemed
to have a fair expanse of behind. Above that was a slim torso with
smallish breasts wrapped in a laced-up tube top. Her face was
pretty, full lips and deep, dark brown eyes, all capped off with
tightly curled, short, black hair. She stopped dead in her tracks
at the sight of June straightening her robe.

‘Damn, girl, you could’ve said
you had a guest.’

‘Elaine,’ Bianca said, ‘it’s
Saturday night. You should be out picking up cute girls, not asking
me for field reports.’

‘Since when do I go out picking
up cute girls, on any night?’

‘That is a valid point.’ Bianca
bounced to her feet. ‘You can at least have a drink. I’ll open some
wine, and we can order pizza. Yes, Elaine, I’ll tell you what Ever
said.’

Elaine walked over to June,
looking uncertain, and held out a hand. ‘Hi, Elaine Ellis. I work
for Fullerton Tech.’

June took the hand. ‘June
Summerfield, refugee from New Millennium City.’

‘Huh?’

‘June is here,’ Bianca said as
she returned from the kitchen, ‘because a sniper tried to shoot her
in Miami. Long story, I’ll get to it. Elaine is our lead techy,
June. She’s also Backroom, a member of the San Francisco
Stars.’

‘You’re an Ultra?’ June
asked.

‘Just smart. I build
gadgets.’

‘She built Ultramech,’ Bianca
stated flatly. ‘Robotics is one of her best subjects. She was
involved heavily in the nanotech that we’re using in the
Everglades.’

‘Ultramech? The sentient
super-robot?’ June blinked up at the short technician. ‘You built
him?’

Elaine shrugged. ‘Everyone’s
gotta have a hobby.’

New Millennium City, MD,
25th May.

The office was in pitch-darkness. It
made no difference to Twilight aside from meaning that she saw in
shades of grey; in fact, it made life easier: in the black no
one was going to see her.

‘There’s something wrong,’
Andrea commented. ‘It’s like the place has been sealed up.’

‘Agreed. Someone’s pinned heavy
cloth over the windows. It’s a little more paranoid than Tonaldo
had a right to be.’ She moved to the door. ‘We can check the
drawers and such when we’ve been over the rest of the place.’

Cracking the door revealed a
dark corridor. There were no guards, no lights, not even from under
doorways. Twilight slipped out on silent feet, gliding down the
corridor as little more than a shadow in the darkness.

‘On the wall,’ Andrea said, her
tone urgent. ‘Opposite the lift there. Is that a bloodstain?’

Twilight bent to examine the
dark smear on the paper. Without colour it was hard to tell what it
was, but… ‘If it is, it’s old enough that there’s no scent.’ She
slid a finger over it. ‘Dry too. Tonaldo had the room at the end,
right?’

‘You have the same memories as
me.’ There was a pause as Twilight started for the room, and then
Andrea added, ‘No sound. None.’

‘No mob boss,’ Twilight replied
as she opened the door of the bedroom and looked in. Turning, she
checked the next room on the left, and then the one after that.
There they found an overturned chair, one leg broken.

‘Check Lena’s room,’ Andrea
said.

‘Why? There doesn’t seem to be
anyone here. I mean, they cleared out and we missed it.’

‘Call it a hunch.’

Shrugging, Twilight swept down
the hallway to the door she, or Andrea anyway, had walked through
so often in the past. She pushed it open slowly and looked inside.
‘Oh… shit.’

Belvedere, CA.

‘I know I said I could keep secrets,’
June said, ‘but should I be knowing that you’re with the
Stars?’

‘Ish not a secret,’ Elaine
slurred. ‘Not like, a shecret shecret anyway.’ She frowned. ‘How
many have I had?’

‘It’s your second glass,’ Bianca
supplied. ‘You have lousy alcohol tolerance.’

‘Yesh. With a butt this big
you’d think I’d hold my liquor better.’

‘Your butt’s not–’ June
began.

‘More booty than a Cadillac,’
Elaine interrupted, ‘as the shaying goes. Anyway, there’sh only
Snapshot that really has a secret identity in the Stars. The resht
don’t exactly yell about it, but they don’t try to hide.’

‘I don’t really know much about
them, except Ultramech and that’s mostly what Penny’s told me.’

‘Penny your girlfriend?’

‘No… No, just a friend.’

‘Huh. Well, there’s Lament, the
leader. She can change emotions with her singing. Dali’s Muse is an
illusionist, weird kid, but nice. Cute. She does crowd control with
Lament. Uh, Bonehead is the muscle.’

‘Bonehead?’

‘Yeah, he’s not too bright, but
he’s bright enough that he thought it was amusing to turn his
nickname as a kid into a hero name. Fuego is ex-street gang.
Reformed. Kind of strict, like ex-smokers can get so hard on
smoking. He’s the firepower along with Ultramech. Snapshot does a
little of both. He does trick shots with some custom
revolvers.’

‘And there’s you,’ Bianca
pointed out, ‘without whom none of them would know where they were
and half of them wouldn’t be able to function at all. She handles
base mechanics, communications, builds special bullets for
Snapshot, and keeps Ultramech from falling apart. The Stars
do pretty well, which is good since they basically represent our
hero contingent.’

‘Not all of it,’ Elaine replied.
‘There’s also Mink.’

‘I think I’ve heard of the
others,’ June said. ‘Well, maybe not Snapshot.’

‘He’s not that notable,’ Bianca
said.

‘Mink… Never heard of Mink.’

‘You wouldn’t,’ Elaine said.
‘Mink really hides her identity. She’s registered, but
hardly anyone ever sees her. She does really good work, but she
never takes the credit. Lament hates her guts.’

June frowned. ‘Why?’

‘Lament hates freelancers.’

‘And,’ Bianca added, ‘anyone who
can do the job better than she can.’

New Millennium City, MD.

‘Someone did a real job on him,’ Cygnus
said, her voice flat and a little distant. She was standing outside
the room now, Twilight beside her, while police swarmed over the
place.

‘Yeah,’ Twilight replied. ‘The
knife work looks familiar.’

David Tonaldo had been skinned.
From the contorted expression on his skinless face, he had been
alive for a lot of it. The killer had slung him from a hook in the
ceiling in his daughter’s bedroom, and carefully removed his skin,
section by section. There was no evidence of a lethal wound, as
such. He had been left hanging there to die of blood loss.

‘Our serial killer?’

‘Which makes even less sense
than anything else that’s going on.’

Someone else had clearly decided
that Tonaldo’s death looked like an existing case; the lift doors
opened and Detective Silvian emerged from the car, his face grim.
As his gaze fell upon Cygnus and Twilight, his expression darkened
further and he marched toward them. Cygnus straightened and moved
smoothly to stand between him and Twilight, but he was determined
to get to the brunette. His arm lifted, his hand landed on Cygnus’
shoulder, and he pushed. When nothing happened he just got
angrier.

‘I want that sword and her in
custody. I’ll take both of you in if–’

‘No,’ Cygnus said calmly.

‘What?!’

‘No. You’ll do no such thing. If
you insist on us being questioned, you’ll call the UID. And if you
don’t take your hand off my arm, I’ll bring assault charges against
you.’

‘I know what she’s been doing. I
know she’s been sneaking–’ He stopped and his grip tightened on her
shoulder. ‘I know!’

‘What, exactly, Detective? You
said something about that before. You seemed to think she was up to
something when the entire city knows she was stopping Slapstick
from nuking the place. Back off and explain yourself.’

He stepped back, but there was
something in his eyes, something wild and uncontrolled, and very
dangerous. She watched him trying to fight it. Some part of him was
aware that his memories were a mess, but a bigger part was
sure that Twilight was the killer. His hand slipped into his
jacket and Cygnus found herself looking down the barrel of a huge
semiautomatic pistol.

‘You’re coming in for
questioning,’ he growled. ‘One way or another, you’re–’

‘I got hit with three Claymore
mines recently and I came out without a scratch. Do you really
think that thing is going to hurt me? Put the gun away while you
still have a career.’

There were uniformed cops
circling behind him now, all of them with their hands on their own
pistols, though none of them had drawn them yet. Silvian seemed to
be aware of them, even through the fog of anger. ‘This isn’t over,’
he hissed before turning and stalking toward the elevator.

‘I think it is,’ Cygnus
muttered.

‘If he’d shot you in the eye…’
Twilight whispered behind her.

‘But he didn’t know that.
Let’s see if we can get out of here. I need a shower.’

~~~

Viviane appeared in the lounge in a
blaze of light, looked around once, and said, ‘Not here. Outside,
in the sunlight.’

Penny had been expecting the
sorceress to show up when Andrea called, so it was Cygnus and
Andrea who followed her out of the house and into the early
afternoon daylight.

‘Most people would think it more
secure inside,’ Cygnus said.

‘Most people do not suspect what
I do,’ Viviane replied. ‘These people, the ones who attacked you,
they wore black and used magic which employed shadows and
darkness?’

‘Yeah,’ Andrea said, nodding.
‘That was what made us think they were after me. The abilities were
too much like my new powers. You know who they are?’

‘I know what they are known as.
Unfortunately, knowing their name and knowing what they are or what
they want are not the same thing.’

‘A name’s a good start.’

The sorceress frowned, peering
around at the parking space and moving further into the light.
‘They are known as the Shadow Court, and they have probably been
around since mankind told stories around fires in caves. No one
knows much about them. No one who is not one of them anyway. They
operate in secret, but they have considerable influence. It seems
that they are exceptionally good at uncovering secrets, especially
those hidden in the shadows.’

‘I guess that explains wanting
to be out here,’ Cygnus said.

Viviane gave her a slight smile.
‘A few occultists believe they are somehow related to the fear of
the dark.’

‘Which is what I’m to do with,’
Andrea put in.

‘Yes. They say that when men
first began to fear what might be out there in the shadows beyond
the firelight, something was there to take on that mantle.
These people worship it, or keep it satisfied and in check. The
terror you invoke in people, Twilight, is the fear of this… force,
this entity. It is the fear of looking into the shadows and
knowing that something is there, watching, waiting for you
to be foolish enough to stray into its domain.’

‘I’m going to be sleeping with
the light on,’ Cygnus muttered. ‘What would they want with
Twilight?’

‘There my knowledge fails me,
but I can theorise. It seems as though Twilight has some of this
creature’s power. It would seem likely that it wants that power
back.’

Andrea frowned. ‘Peachy. I’m
being hunted by a supernatural shadow being.’

‘No, my dear,’ Viviane replied.
‘You are being hunted by the supernatural shadow being.’

~~~

‘He’s off the case,’ Jane’s voice said
over the phone. ‘He came around to sob on my shoulder and apologise
for failing me.’

‘He’s there now?’ Diamond asked,
frowning. The girl could be so stupid at times.

‘I persuaded him to take a nap.
He was so tired.’

Perhaps not quite so stupid.
‘Well, hun, he’s useless at this point. Dump him and I’ll find you
another target. I think I know just the person, but he may be a
harder nut to crack.’

‘They’re all easy, Diamond. Men
are putty in my hands.’ Arrogant as it sounded, she was more or
less right. ‘Anyway, I think Mark might be persuaded to do one last
thing. You’re out to get Twilight, so let’s see how much he loves
me.’

‘All right. Then we’ll arrange a
meeting with your new boyfriend.’ Diamond hit the disconnect button
and glanced at Rex who was standing nearby. ‘What about the
shipment?’

‘It arrived in the Keys
yesterday. We’re breaking it down now. It’s going to take a while
to get up here in such small units.’

‘I know, but Cygnus and Twilight
have seen right through Tonaldo’s hand every time he’s tried bulk
smuggling the stuff. We don’t want them seeing this ace up our
sleeves until we play it.’

Rex nodded. ‘You know what
Jane’s going to do with the cop?’

‘I can guess. I’m just wondering
whether Detective Silvian will be cashing in his chips after this
hand.’

26th May.

Andrea looked up at the sound of a
chime from the TV. The external cameras were showing a lot of
nothing, but something had triggered the alert. Her eyes narrowed,
peering at the picture.

Penny squinted at it too.
‘Either my eyes are getting a lot worse, or… Think I should
change?’

‘No. This isn’t assassins. Not
conventional ones anyway.’

‘You see something?’

‘I saw something. The windows on
this place are armoured, right?’

‘Oh yes. The blinds being down
is just to stop someone trying to shoot through them.’

Andrea nodded. ‘In that case
he’s going to try the direct approach.’

‘Who?!’

The buzzer for the door went and
Penny looked at the screen again. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘How do you want
to play this?’

The door opened as Silvian was
reaching for the button a second time. His gun rose immediately,
but he found himself aiming it at a short woman in thick glasses
and a robe. Her hands went up and her eyes crossed as she peered at
the end of the barrel.

‘Where’s Twilight?’ he kept his
voice low, and it had a fairly menacing quality at the best of
times.

‘I-inside,’ Penny replied.
Sounding nervous was not that hard; she was far from
bulletproof in this form.

‘Cygnus?’

‘She’s o-out.’

‘Back up, nice and slow. Take me
to the shadow-bitch.’

Penny turned, slowly, and
started inward. She heard the door close behind him and kept
walking, under the access to the upper rooms and through to the
lounge which was brightly lit despite all the blinds being down.
Andrea was right where she had left her, a fashion magazine, which
was really not the kind of thing she bothered reading, in her hands
as she sat curled up on one of the sofas. Penny got the feeling
that the sofa was going to need re-upholstering after this.

Silvian pushed Penny aside. She
tripped and sprawled on the carpet, but she was out of the line of
fire, which was good. ‘I told you this wasn’t over,’ the detective
growled, aiming his pistol and pulling back the hammer.

‘Detective,’ Andrea said, trying
to look surprised. It was actually not an easy thing to portray
when your eyes were black orbs. ‘I know you seem to think I’ve
killed some people, and I have, just not the ones you think. Put
the gun down and let’s talk.’

‘I know you did it. I
know you’ve been stalking Jane. You got me taken off the
case, but I’m gonna stop you.’

‘I don’t even know who Jane
is.’

‘Yes you– Never mind that. I
know how your powers work. You need it dark and it’s too bright in
here.’

‘Yes, yes it is. You’d have made
a good detective.’

‘Huh. Any last words,
bitch?’

‘Mmhmm. Lights off.’

The room fell into
pitch-darkness and Silvian’s gun went off; three loud bangs which
echoed around the room leaving his ears ringing. ‘Where are you?’
He had to have hit her, right? He swung around, trying to see
anything in the black. ‘Where are you, bitch?’ He had to–

‘Surely you’re not afraid of the
dark, Detective.’ The voice was a whisper in his ear. He turned and
fired again, and immediately realised his mistake. There was
something behind him. He could feel its icy breath on his neck, the
sensation of something with talons and sharp teeth reaching for
him. He let out a scream…

Andrea used a cloth from the
kitchen to pick up Silvian’s gun and put it well out of reach.
‘Lights on,’ she said, and the room was once again all bright
colours, especially the part of the carpet the detective was
throwing up on.

He was still doing it when
Cygnus emerged from one of the bedrooms, in costume, and stalked
across to where he was kneeling. Pulling in a deep breath, he
turned, looking up at her, and then she had him by the front of his
jacket and was holding him off the floor.

‘You are going to pay to have my
sofa fixed and for the carpet cleaning. Who’s Jane?’

‘I am not going to–’

‘We could turn the lights off
again,’ Andrea suggested.

‘No! You know who she is. You’ve
been watching her.’

‘You keep saying that, but I
haven’t. Whoever she is, I think she’s been twisting your mind
somehow. Not that it could get too much more twisted. I want an
address.’

‘Huh,’ Cygnus grunted. ‘We’ll go
into one of the bathrooms. Then when he wets himself it’ll be
easier to clean up.’

‘Good plan,’ Andrea agreed,
turning around.

‘Friendship!’ Silvian said
quickly. ‘She’s in north Friendship, on Wilmott Street.’

‘Much better,’ Cygnus stated.
‘We’ll have a number, please, and then you can explain all this to
your colleagues.’

~~~

The apartment on Wilmott Street was
empty. It had been an orderly departure, as far as Twilight could
see. Whoever had been living here, she had even made the bed before
leaving. She had sent Silvian out with his orders and then packed
up and walked away.

Cygnus stood in the bedroom,
looking around with a frown on her face. ‘There was a woman
here. And Silvian was here too. They had sex, but not too recently.
That’s about all I get. It’s like she left no lasting impression on
the place. Nothing violent or noteworthy happened here.’

‘If she’s a psychic, it’s
possible your super-senses wouldn’t pick it up. I think the arson
thing probably left a lot of evidence you could sense, even if you
weren’t entirely aware of doing it.’

‘Yeah… So we’re stuck?’

‘Yes. Well… This seems like part
of this campaign to get at us, right?’

‘Have a detective pushing the
cops to arrest you? Yeah, seems like it.’

‘So “Jane” is probably working
with the shadow guys, or whoever it is that killed Tonaldo, and if
she’s gone then she’s probably needed for something else.’

‘It’s… a reasonable theory. They
might decide not to use the same trick again.’

‘Not the same trick, but a
variation. They seem to know a lot about us. I think I know who
she’ll go after next.’

‘Okay… I think I see where
you’re going with this. What do you want to do about it?’

‘Wait for her to try,’ Twilight
replied, grinning a little maliciously.

Belvedere, CA, 30th May.

June sighed as hot water bubbled around
her. There were worse places to be at the end of May than a hot tub
in California, but she was really starting to hope that Penny and
Andrea got things sorted out back home soon. It was going to be her
birthday in a week and she had been hoping for a nice night out
with her friends and her girlfriend. They would be at the club, but
they would be together and it would have been nice.

‘You’re looking forlorn,’ Bianca
commented from the other corner of the tub.

June looked across at her. June
had one bikini with her, a red one which was very brief, mostly
string in fact, which went paler and, embarrassingly, a little
translucent when wet. Bianca was in a one-piece which did not leave
a whole lot to the imagination; June had decided not to be
embarrassed. The girl was cute, and not interested, so why worry
over a little nipple? ‘It’s my birthday next week.’

‘And being stuck out here would
be irritating.’

‘Not irritating. You’ve been
great. Really, thanks for putting up with me.’

‘My pleasure.’

‘I’d just like to be home for my
birthday.’

‘Understandable. Maybe it’ll be
safe by then. You said they had a lead.’

‘True. They think they know
someone’s next move. “Jane” they called her. Said she’d been doing
something to a detective to make him nuts about arresting
Twilight.’

Bianca frowned. ‘Jane? You’re
sure?’

‘Uh-huh. That’s what they said.
They mentioned a surname, but they said it was fake. You know who
it is?’

‘Something Elaine mentioned
once, I think. That MO sounds familiar. I’ll call her later and see
what she can dig up. Oh, while I remember, I have to go out
tonight. It’s a work thing I can’t get out of. Elaine’s going to
come over and keep you company.’

‘I don’t need babysitting.’

‘I said “keep you company.”
Actually, she seemed quite keen on the idea.’

June giggled. ‘I got the
impression she liked me.’

‘Elaine’s not exactly shy, but
she doesn’t really get on that well with people. Always seems
happier with machines, you know?’

‘I’ve met the type.’

‘Anyway, yes, I think she liked
you, but she’ll have no clue if you were to come on to her and she
wouldn’t know how to start coming on to you.’

June shrugged. ‘Well, I have a
girlfriend so I won’t be making passes at Elaine.’ She sighed.
‘Though at this rate I may get desperate enough next Friday to
try.’

‘They’ll have it worked out by
then.’

‘I’m not feeling so hopeful,
but… I guess I should try to be positive.’

‘Always works for me.’

~~~

‘I think I know who you’re dealing
with,’ Elaine said to the speaker phone. ‘Her name is Jane Huff,
and her MO matches what you described to June.’

‘She’s from down your way?’
Cygnus’ voice asked.

‘She’s from Biloxi, originally,
but she was making a nuisance of herself around LA and San
Francisco until recently. We figured she’d run out of gullible men
and gone quiet. Apparently she moved to New Millennium City.’

‘Huh, yeah. We think she was
brought here. What does she actually do? We’re mostly
guessing.’

‘She’s some sort of psychic, but
her powers only work on men. To a man she looks really
beautiful and she’s incredibly charismatic. She also seems to have
some sort of ability to… brainwash them, but that takes time. What
she usually does is to find some man she likes, the bigger and
dumber the better, and she gets them to commit crimes for her. She
likes being rich and pampered. When they get caught, and they
always get caught, she dumps them and finds a new one.’

‘And if she gets caught?’

Elaine gave a laugh. ‘The police
have a fairly large proportion of men in them. The only reason we
know who she is is that Lament and Dali’s Muse nailed her one time.
She still managed to find a man she could persuade to get her out
before they could lock her up.’

‘Right. And her powers don’t
work at all on women?’

‘Not even a little. She hates
it. You said she was brought in by someone there?’

‘That’s what we think. Someone’s
taken over the local crime family here and we think they brought
her in as part of a distraction plan. We still have no idea who
they are though.’

‘Well, you’re probably looking
for a woman.’

‘We are?’

‘You are. A man who knows what
she does would either be smart enough to know not to call on her,
or they’d have been making dumb mistakes by now and you’d have
caught them. This is probably a woman, a really smart one. Good at
planning from the sounds of it. You had Slapstick in town recently
too, right?’

‘Yeah. I am still laughing at
the really amazing joke.’ The sarcasm in Cygnus’ voice was apparent
even over the speaker.

‘So this planner managed to get
Jane and him in town, and causing trouble, and you still don’t have
a clue about them. That’s careful, clever work. I’d say you should
be cautious about this one.’

‘Thanks for the information,
Backroom. Is June there with you?’

Giggling, Elaine looked out of
one of the windows where the blind had been drawn back. June was
visible standing beside a huge, silver, very masculine figure.
‘She’s outside cooing over Ultramech.’

‘Aww damn, she’s getting to meet
Ultramech? That is so not fair!’

‘Ha! Well, come over and visit
sometime. I’m sure he’d love to meet you too.’

New Millennium City, MD.

‘Excuse me. Could you help me? I’m…
kind of lost.’

Jacob paused outside his house
as the attractive, almost melodious tones floated over him. He
turned and his eyes widened at the sight of a stunningly attractive
blonde who was watching him from the sidewalk. ‘I, uh… yes, of
course…’

‘Jane. I’m Jane. Thank you so
much.’ She rushed closer, looking scared. ‘I don’t know the city
and… and I think someone’s been following me.’

The sudden urge to protect the
woman washed over Jacob like a wave. His eyes scanned the street,
but there was no one to see. Still, if she thought she was being
followed… ‘You’d better come inside. I’m a UID Special Agent, Jacob
Dannon. We can see about getting you some protection once you’re
safe.’

Jane smiled and his heart
lifted. ‘I feel safer already, Jacob.’

It was past nightfall and the
hallway inside was dark, but he ushered her in and closed the door
before reaching for the light switch. Nothing happened when he
flicked it on and he frowned. ‘That’s odd. Bulb must’ve blown.’ He
drew his pistol. ‘Stay right there until I’ve got a light on.’

‘Sure,’ Jane said, her voice
carrying a hint of huskiness that went straight to the more basic
parts of his brain. ‘I know I’m safe with you,
Jacob.’

He moved past her, heading for
the lounge. It seemed far darker in the house than it should have.
Something was wrong and he was not quite sure what it was. ‘You
are. Don’t worry.’

And that was when Jane heard the
voice whispering in her ear. ‘You’re not. That’s my man
you’re trying to sink your claws into, biatch.’

The loud scream brought Jacob
running back into the hall, where he found Twilight gripping the
dress of a rather plain blonde who was hanging limply in her grip.
He put his gun up sharply and frowned. ‘What happened to Jane?’

‘Jane… isn’t quite what she
appears to be,’ Twilight replied, grinning. ‘I’d be upset at you
chasing blondes if she wasn’t an Ultra. Get Heather over here,
would you? This needs a woman’s touch.’

31st May.

‘She… really didn’t look like that
outside my house,’ Jacob said, watching the video screen which
showed Jane sitting in a cell.

‘She has psionic powers,’ Cygnus
said. ‘She can make men see her as this beautiful, charismatic
woman and–’

‘I trusted her. Just like
that.’

‘I wouldn’t beat yourself up
over–’

‘I could stand to watch him beat
himself up a bit more,’ Twilight broke in. ‘Fawning over a blonde
like that.’ She shook her head slowly.

‘I, uh…’ Jacob looked at her,
rather sheepishly. ‘I mean, blondes have nothing on brunettes.’

‘Huh,’ Cygnus grunted, tossing
long, blonde hair.

‘Uh, well, yeah, but–’

Heather laid a hand on Jacob’s
arm. ‘Give up while you’re ahead. We’ll get her into a women’s
prison. She should be safe enough there, especially with a
Neurotronic collar. What bugs me is that she’s not too bright,
there’s no way she masterminded this, and she’s not giving
up who did.’

‘A woman,’ Cygnus said.
‘Intelligent, malicious, probably psychopathic. She kills people,
in as painful a way as she can, because she likes doing it. And she
has Jane there scared enough not to give up who she is.’

‘Can’t wait to meet her,’
Twilight replied. ‘I’m going to teach her what scary really
means.’


Part Six: Excelsior

 New
Millennium City, 2nd June 2014.

Rex was frowning as he entered
Diamond’s room. She smiled at him. ‘What’s wrong, Rex honey?
Someone beat your flush?’

‘They caught Jane.’

‘Well, of course they did. Did
you really think that dumb blonde would stay out of trouble
forever? I didn’t think she’d last this long.’ Stepping closer, she
patted his cheek.

‘She’ll talk.’

‘No, she won’t. She’s stupid,
but she’s not that stupid. She knows I’d get to her. And she knows
what I’d do to her when I got to her. Besides, she doesn’t
know anything. We’re ready. I want the first one to go off
tonight.’

Rex gave a nod, but he looked
worried. ‘You’re sure about this, Diamond? That stuff’s…
unpredictable.’

‘I’m quite sure, hun. And when
we’re done, we’ll have this whole city begging us to take their
money.’

~~~

Madeleine Barker sat at her checkout,
shoulder’s slumped, and prayed to every deity she did not believe
in that her shift would end soon. A few hundred years ago, though
maybe it was last spring, her careers advisor had suggested that
her looks and personality, along with her lack of any aptitudes for
anything, would make her invaluable in the hair styling or
manicuring industries. Becoming a beautician had struck her as a
completely dead-end job and she had decided not to try it. And that
was one of a long list of bad decisions she could look back on when
she was lying on her death bed. Given that she might die of boredom
at any moment, she would not have long to wait.

The supermarket was not exactly
full. People did not do a lot of shopping on a Monday, but there
were always some. Fridays were a nightmare, but at least she was
kept busy. Checkout duty on a Monday was almost a punishment
detail. Actually, given that her supervisor hated her, maybe it
was punishment for… well, probably for existing. Maddy was
cute and blonde, and her supervisor was short, dumpy, dark, and
almost always grumpy. Maddy hated the stupid, pink uniforms, but
looked reasonably good in them. Her supervisor, Maddy had decided,
could make anything look bad.

She looked up at the polystyrene
tiles of the ceiling. Please, God, she thought as loudly as she
could, let something exciting happen.

There was a sound from somewhere
at the back of the store, a dull thud like a very quiet explosion.
Maddy looked that way, wondering who had dropped a bag of flour or
something. There seemed to be a cloud of… something rising above
the shelves. Then there were screams and her eyes widened. The
cloud was spreading, rapidly, coming her way.

‘I didn’t mean it!’ she yelped,
pulling in a lungful of air and turning to run for the exits. The
cloud wrapped around her and she struggled onward. There were no
more screams and, somehow, that seemed like a reason to run
faster.

The door would not budge when
she got to it. She pulled and pushed, but nothing moved more than a
fraction of an inch, and there were others trying the other doors
and getting nowhere. Her lungs screamed at her to give them air.
She pulled harder, her vision blurring and then going red. She
opened her mouth, exhaling rapidly and breathing in and…

All the pain vanished in a wave
of euphoria. She was aware that she was on the floor, but not how
she had got there, and anyway that did not matter. She could not
move, did not want to move, but she felt as though she could
fly! She could hear people’s thoughts, smell their emotions. The
world was a bright, shimmering, beautiful place, like nothing she
had ever seen before.

Madeleine Barker let out a
giggle. Suddenly the supermarket was the absolutely best place in
the whole world.

~~~

‘Anyone dead?’ Cygnus asked as she
watched people being carried out of the supermarket on
stretchers.

Jacob shook his head. ‘One
unconscious who may be a problem, but the rest are all coming down
off the high.’

‘This is crazy! They must have
released buckets of the stuff. I mean… Why?’

‘Terrorism seems the most likely
motive. We’ll probably get demands soon.’ The agent was looking
grimmer than usual and staying back from the doors. Heather was
inside with Twilight, both of them wearing gas masks, but Jacob had
stayed outside.

‘Maybe. Not keen on going
in?’

‘I’ve had that stuff in me
before. Considering what it did to A– Considering what it did to
Twilight, I’m surprised she went in.’

‘She was kind of determined
about it. I think she has her own theory about who did this and
why, and she’s not pleased.’

~~~

‘Here,’ Twilight said, her voice relayed
to Heather through the radio in her mask. She had found a device
hidden behind cereal boxes on one of the upper shelves; several
flask-like cylinders were connected to a nozzle by metal tubes. The
nozzle itself was blackened, as though some kind of pyrotechnic had
been set off in it, and there were a few boxes scattered on the
floor in the aisle.

‘Small charge to clear the way,’
Heather suggested, ‘and high-pressure cylinders to propel the
gas.’

‘That would be my guess. Fairly
basic charge. Cordite or gunpowder. A firework.’

‘We’ll pull the camera footage
for this aisle. Hopefully someone will show up–’

‘They won’t. Someone rigged the
doors to lock before this fired. They were in the security room to
do that so I’m betting you’ll find the cameras on this aisle have
mysteriously malfunctioned.’

‘Organised. If they are
terrorists, they’ll be a pain to catch.’ She looked at her dark
companion. ‘You don’t think they are.’

‘No.’

‘Then… why?’

‘I think,’ Twilight said as she
turned for the exits, ‘that this was business.’

‘Business?’

‘Product promotion. Excelsior is
addictive. Jacob’s staying clear of it because he knows he doesn’t
want to catch scent of it again. How many of the people hit in here
do you think are going to have his willpower?’

‘Oh. That’s…’

‘Damn clever, if they can set
off a few more without being caught.’

‘I was going to say something
like “diabolical.”’

‘It’s that too. We need to nail
this woman before she has the entire city craving Excelsior
highs.’

‘You’re sure it’s the same
one?’

‘Oh… I’d bet my sword on
it.’

3rd June.

‘Cygnus, are you monitoring the police
band?’

Cygnus felt her stomach sink a
little as she heard Twilight’s voice in her headset. They had
decided that keeping in touch might be important tonight and it
sounded like they were right. ‘You’re the one with the
gadgets.’

‘Two malls. One in Friendship,
the other in Uptown.’

‘Shit. I’m about a minute away
from Uptown.’

‘Good, I’m closest to
Friendship. Just remember not to breathe any of that stuff.’

‘As long as you do the same.
Which mall?’

‘Eighteenth and Percival.’

Cygnus swung around and powered
off in that direction. ‘Keep in touch.’

~~~

Burton’s Mall was not one of the larger
ones in town and on a Tuesday night it was not going to be full,
but as Twilight emerged from the shadows, she could see people
piled against the doors. They were all moving, which was a plus,
but none of them were moving much and the cops were standing around
looking like they had no idea how to handle the situation.

‘Hey,’ she yelled at the nearest
group, ‘you guys have gas masks?’ She knew they had been issued
with them ever since Slapstick had been in the city.

‘Uh… yeah,’ one of the men
called back.

‘Then get them on and start
getting these people out.’ Pulling her own mask from behind her
back, she settled it in place and started for the nearest door. It
was locked, but the point of her sword put a crack in it and then
she could slam through. There was no obvious release of gas, or
anything else, but her mask was staying in place until she was sure
it was clear.

The sound of moans and a few
giggles came from the assembled shoppers. It looked like almost all
of them, and most of the mall staff, had made it to the lobby
before the gas had taken effect. That seemed odd. Leaving the cops
to take care of the incapacitated civilians, Twilight moved inside.
There was something…

‘Upstairs, I think,’ Andrea
said. ‘You hear that? Moaning. Not the “I’m feeling so much
pleasure” kind.’

‘Right.’ Twilight bolted for the
stairs across the lobby, taking them three at a time as she rushed
to find whoever it was that was in trouble. With Excelsior if you
were normal it made you feel like an Ultra, and if you were an
Ultra it made you feel dead. If there was an Ultra here…

‘There,’ Andrea said as they
reached the top of the stairs. ‘To the left, at the back. She
doesn’t seem like she’s in pain exactly.’

At the back of the upper landing
was a girl, or Twilight assumed it was a girl. Visible were a pair
of fairly long legs clad in black and blue leggings and ending in a
pair of black, high-heeled pumps, and there was a lot of blonde
hair. She had her arms wrapped around her knees, the arms covered
in a loose, black, mesh fabric. She was rocking gently, but seemed
neither euphoric nor agonised.

Until Twilight moved closer and
her head snapped up. ‘No! Stay back! I can hear you. In my head I
can hear you. I can hear all of them and it hurts. Stay back.
Please…’ Twilight backed away a few paces and the look of horror on
the girl’s face subsided into fear and anguish.

‘She was a latent and the drug
triggered her instead of killing her,’ Andrea said.

‘Doesn’t seem like it was a much
better option. You thinking some sort of telepathy?’

‘Uh-huh, and she can’t control
it. Talk to her.’

‘Hey,’ Twilight said aloud,
‘what’s your name?’

‘Megan.’ The girl sniffed and
wiped at her eyes. ‘Megan Sullivan.’ She looked to be sixteen,
maybe seventeen, and trying to look older with the high heels and
the strappy bodice under the mesh shirt. She was pretty, cute
really, though the mascara on her cheeks was not helping.

‘Okay, Megan, I’m Twilight.’

‘I’ve heard of you. You work
with Cygnus.’

‘That’s right.’

‘What… what happened to me?’

‘Someone gassed you with a drug.
You were lucky. It seems like you had some latent Ultrahuman genes
and most people like you who breathe it… It’s not very pleasant.
With you it seems to have triggered the genes.’

‘I could hear all of them,
yelling and laughing, and moaning…’

‘Yeah. That can’t be good.
Listen, I’m going to keep everyone away from you for now, but I’m
going to call a friend of mine at the UID. If you’ll let him, he
can put a collar on you which will suppress your powers. You won’t
be able to hear the voices.’

‘That would be good.’ Twilight
reached for her earpiece and stopped as Megan added, ‘Twilight…
You… It sounded like you were three people.’

‘She can hear the other one,’
Andrea said. ‘Let me talk to her.’

‘Okay…’ Twilight lifted her mask
away from her face and Andrea dropped to one knee.

‘Someone used that drug on me,
Megan. It… did something to me. It’s like a split personality
thing. I’m the second mind you heard. Twilight is like me, but a
little different. We can’t talk to the other one. What did she
sound like?’

Megan pushed herself back
against the wall. ‘She wasn’t… saying anything. She… She sounded…
scary, like a nightmare. I don’t think I’d like to meet her.’

‘No. I don’t think I want to
either, but she’s locked away. She can’t get out. I’ll make the
call and you can go back to being normal for a while.’

‘What’ll happen to me
after?’

Andrea sighed. ‘I’m not sure,
Megan. Sorry, but I’m really not sure.’

~~~

‘No demands yet,’ Jacob said as Megan
was carried away in an ambulance. ‘Still too early to call it, but
Heather told me your theory and I’m starting to think you’re
right.’

Twilight gave him a shrug. ‘Not
entirely sure which is worse. Anyone hurt at the other place?’

‘We were going there when you
called, so I’m not sure. I’ll call in and–’

‘No need,’ Cygnus said as she
dropped to the ground beside them. ‘A broken arm from the crush as
they tried to get out. One dead, one in a coma. Probably latents.’
The blonde heroine was looking thunderous. ‘We need this one
nailed.’

‘This is why terrorists are the
better option,’ Jacob replied. ‘They’d make demands and we could
hunt them down. If it’s someone pushing their product…’

‘We do what anyone else does
when it’s a financial crime. We need to follow the money.’

Jacob raised an eyebrow, but
Twilight nodded. ‘Usual procedure then?’

‘Uh-huh. I’m going to go hang
some drug pushers off tall buildings.’

‘Right. But I think I might have
another idea. Jacob, could you get me a list of the people caught
in the supermarket?’

‘Huh, right,’ he replied. ‘I
think I see where you’re going. I’ll see what I can do.’

4th June.

‘The malls were different from the
supermarket,’ Penny said as she sipped coffee and contemplated the
morning newspaper.

‘They were?’ Andrea asked.

‘Yeah. Better planned, or better
executed. Whatever. Bigger area to cover, yes?’

‘In the Uptown one certainly. A
more complex shape too.’

‘Right. So I found flour on the
floor in several areas and the paper says people reported several
small explosions. They used dummy bombs to force people out to the
lobby areas where the real one had been set up. The gas is more or
less invisible…’

‘So they ran for safety and
never realised that it was actually the wrong place until it was
too late.’

‘Yup.’

‘Huh. Smart. I checked UltraNet.
Jacob sent that list over. I forwarded it. Do you think you could
go over it and see if you can spot someone more likely to be able
to find the right dealers?’

Penny peered at her. ‘I’m not
sure how I’d know who was more likely to be a potential drug
addict, but I guess I can try. And I don’t have much else to
do.’

Andrea gave her a grin. ‘I
better get to work. I’m supposed to be checking the inventory of
eighties mutant comics.’

‘Sounds wonderful.’

‘Mostly just depressing. See you
later.’

~~~

‘I’ve been asking a lot of questions,’
Red’s voice said from the speaker, ‘and not getting a lot of
answers. Whoever this woman is, she’s got better security than
Tonaldo had, and it seems to be because everyone is more scared of
her than they were of him.’

‘She has the criminals of New
Millennium more scared than an old-fashioned crime boss managed?’
Penny replied. ‘That’s not good.’

‘No. It’s not.’

‘What about the Shadow
Court?’

‘Still keeping to the shadows.
Skadi’s been hunting for them. She thinks she spotted one near that
mall in Uptown last night, but he was gone before she could get to
him.’

‘Tell her to be careful.’

‘She knows. The Judge taught her
something useful about her limitations.’

‘I meant about the Excelsior.
She’s an Ultra. She gets a whiff of that stuff…’

‘We built a filter into her
mask. She’s safe.’

‘Good thinking.’

There was a short laugh. ‘I
thought so. What about you? If you breathe it–’

‘I think I’d be very happy for a
while. I’m not really sure I’m exactly an Ultra, but I make sure
I’m gas-resistant before I go into affected sites. It’s working so
far.’

‘You can just do that? Decide to
filter out gasses.’

‘Yeah, I can just do that. Or
decide to breathe water. Or… anything. Maybe.’

‘You’re right. You’re not an
Ultra. Maybe one day we’ll find out what you are.’

‘Maybe. I hope so.’

~~~

Maddy walked with her shoulders hunched,
trying to look as inconspicuous as possible and just looking more
like she was doing something wrong because of it. She had tried to
avoid this, really tried, but the gnawing desire to feel that good
again… It had plagued her for a day before she had started asking
around, and she had had to suffer through it getting worse for
almost another day, but someone had known someone, and they had
heard rumours.

She was not exactly happy to be
walking around Deale Harbour in the dark, but here she was and she
knew where she was going. The rumours said that she could get what
she wanted if she found the right guy. If she found him. He
was not always there, the rumours said. He had to be careful
because there were Ultras out there who would stop at nothing to
get X off the streets.

Stopping at the corner of
Lusitania and Belgrade, she looked around. Man in a red cap… Man in
a red cap… Man in… There! Her pace quickened as she saw red in a
street light and she hurried toward the man who was doing a lot
better job of looking like he belonged than she was. As she got
closer, she saw him looking at her, frowning, but also appearing to
know why she was almost running at him.

‘I need–’ she began.

‘Twenty.’

‘I-is that all?’

‘We’re running a special at the
moment. Tell all your friends.’ His hand dipped into a pocket and
he took out an inhaler, cupping it in his hand to make it hard for
anyone else to see it. Maddy pulled a few notes from her pocket,
glancing around to check no one was watching.

And that was when the bulb over
their heads blew out.

‘What the f–’ the dealer said,
the final word cut off by a scream.

Maddy turned in time to see
Twilight holding the unconscious man by his windbreaker. ‘Oh… Oh
no…’

‘You need to see a
doctor, not scum like this,’ Twilight told her. ‘Unfortunately, I
don’t have time to make sure you go to see one. Go home.’

Maddy turned and ran. Suddenly
the need to feel high again was not as important as the need to be
away from the woman with the jet-black eyes.

~~~

Regina Jacoby was not feeling in the
mood. As Red Huntress, she had a club to run. But, as Red Huntress,
she had had a number of vertebrae in her back fused by Ultranova
and tonight the painkillers were not cutting it. Skadi could have
helped. June could have helped if it were not for the fact that,
were she actually there, they would be having a very different
conversation.

A call on one of her private
lines was just what she needed right now. All she had been told was
that it was a woman, which suggested it might be June, which was
going to be painful…

‘Jacoby,’ she said as she
selected line two.

‘Oh, I much prefer “Red,”
honey.’

Red hit a button on the phone to
record the conversation. ‘You must be our mysterious new crime
lord.’

‘Lady, sugar. I am most
definitely a lady. And as one lady to another, a little advice.
Keep your nose out of my affairs, and be careful what you breathe
tonight.’

‘What?’ But the line was
dead.

And that was when she heard the
screams coming from the club.

~~~

The wind was whistling past their ears
at the top of the Americas Trade Tower. It seemed like a perfect
setting and the man Twilight had found was clinging to the ironwork
as though he might be blown off at any moment, but he seemed
determined not to say anything. Cygnus and Twilight regarded him
from near the edge, largely because he now smelled of urine to a
rather greater extent than either woman wished. Talking to drug
dealers had seemed like a good plan, but it was not going as well
as usual. They had managed to get his name out of him, Silas Trip,
and that was about it. It had become distinctly discouraging.

‘It’s at times like this that I
think a cape would have been a good idea,’ Cygnus said, apropos of
nothing much.

‘Seriously?’

‘Well… I’d be up here, in the
breeze, cape streaming from my shoulders… It’d look majestic.’

Twilight considered this for a
second. ‘Well, you’re a flyer. I always think capes look better on
flying heroes. I mean Ultranova, for all his faults, could really
pull off the caped look.’

‘Yeah. Have to give him
that.’

‘Now, I’d just look stupid in
one. No way does it really work with martial arts. It’s just a
convenient handle to grab you by. I mean, even long hair is bad for
that.’

‘It’d be scary though. Huge,
black cape? I guess it’s a bit… Well, someone might hit you with a
copyright violation suit.’

‘They have rather got that look
sewn up, but it’s the practicality that stops me.’

‘What we need,’ Cygnus replied
brightly, ‘is a retractable cape!’

‘Are you broads nuts?!’ Trip
shrieked. ‘We’re fuck knows how high up in a gale and you’re
discussing fashion!’

‘Well, you won’t talk about what
we want to talk about,’ Cygnus pointed out.

‘Damn right I won’t!
Shadow-bitch can scare me into a coma if she wants, but I ain’t
telling you anything about her.’

‘Right. Okay, well, we should
let you go then.’ Cygnus looked at Twilight. ‘How far out is
international waters?’

‘Twelve miles, isn’t it?’

‘Huh… Let’s make it twenty-five
to be sure. We’ll dose him up on Excelsior and I’ll dump him out
there. Assuming they ever find the body, they’ll think he thought
he was Aquarian or something.’

‘Should work. Are you sure you
want to carry him that far? I mean…’ Twilight waved her hand in
front of her nose, grimacing.

‘You’re not going to do that,’
Trip asserted. ‘You two are heroes.’

‘Twenty-five miles?’ Cygnus
said, ignoring him. ‘It’s not that far and I’m going home for a
shower anyway.’

‘You won’t do it.’

‘You want to dose him here?’
Twilight asked, lifting one of the inhalers they had
confiscated.

‘No… I mean, he won’t get the
full experience if he’s high on that crap. It’s not like he’ll be
able to stop me dosing him.’ Taking the inhaler, Cygnus started
across the roof toward Trip. ‘Come here, Silas, we’re going for a
little trip.’ She glanced back at Twilight. ‘Ha! See what I did
there?’

‘That’s funny. I doubt he got
it. Kind of complicated for him.’

‘You won’t– Gah!’ Trip was cut
off as Cygnus grabbed the front of his jacket and yanked him up
with her into the air. She started flying west and then paused a
couple of yards off the edge of the tower.

‘Hey, do they have sharks in the
Atlantic?’

‘Sure,’ Twilight called back.
‘Jaws is set off New England.’

‘Cool, maybe the drug is
overkill then.’

‘I only know where I get the
stuff from!’ Trip shrieked.

Cygnus turned, yanking him up so
that she could look into his eyes. ‘It’s a start, and if you’re
lying to me, I’ll take you out fifty miles before I drop you.’

5th June.

‘Red’s fine, June,’ Penny said to the
speaker phone. ‘She had a gas mask in her desk and she was in her
office when the gas went off.’

‘I’m still coming back,’ June’s
voice announced firmly. ‘She needs me.’

‘She… Look, it’s still
dangerous. I don’t want you hurt because–’

‘Bianca has a private jet. I’ll
be back in the city by tonight and she’s arranged transport to the
house. Armoured transport. I don’t have to leave home once
I’m there.’

‘Right, but–’

‘We can have the party at our
place tomorrow, okay? I asked Bianca if she could come, to thank
her, you know? But she has work.’

Penny closed her eyes. It was
all going to come out eventually… ‘Okay, June. It’ll be good to
have you back.’

‘Oh yeah. Looking forward to
it.’

~~~

‘This is going to be hard,’ Cygnus
said.

Andrea did not look up from the
comics she was working through, but she nodded. ‘Yeah.
Relationships are hard.’

Roger had been perfectly happy
for them to meet in the back room of the shop; there was work to do
there sorting through some new acquisitions and he figured it was
something important. Cygnus was not going to tell him that she just
needed a shoulder to cry on. ‘You don’t seem to be having much
trouble with yours.’

‘You mean, aside from it taking
you pushing me to start it, and then him not wanting to tell
anyone. And we don’t exactly date; I just sneak into his house and
we fuck…’

‘Aside from all that.’

‘Aside from that it’s great. And
the last part is my fault. I don’t want him at risk and if no one
ever sees him with me…’

‘You think our mystery woman
knows?’

‘Probably. Given that Jane went
after him and I think she was working for the mystery mobster…
Actually, I think she’s working with the Shadow Court. Or they’re
giving her information. Not sure why though.’

‘Business? That’s not getting
around the fact that June’s coming back. Red will have to tell her
it’s over, and June’s going to need comforting.’

‘I can handle things tonight.
You can–’

‘I slept with her.’

‘What?’

‘June. Before I left to face
Ultranova, I… slept with her. I didn’t want to leave without
knowing… She’s always liked me, even before this.’ The tall blonde
waved a hand at her body. ‘I’m not sure I can handle… I don’t know
how to do this.’

‘You faced off against one of
the most powerful bad guys around, and you put him down. And your
best friend needs you, or will do. She’ll need the other you and
she isn’t going to want… comforting like that. So you stay in
tonight and give her something to lean on, and I’ll go check out
this place old Silas mentioned.’

‘Somehow, I don’t think it’s
going to be that easy.’

‘That’s because you make things
too complicated.’

Cygnus heaved a sigh. ‘I usually
find that things get quite complicated enough without me having to
add to it.’

~~~

Penny sat in the lounge feeling
uncomfortable on one of the big, very comfortable, sofas. The TV
was off and she did not feel like reading anything, so all she had
to do was stare at the wall and wait.

There had been no shouting. For
some reason she had expected there to be shouting, but it was all
very quiet. She was not entirely sure whether that was good or bad.
Red had taken June into her room about ten minutes ago. There had
been no suggestions that Red had tried an alternate, entirely
underhanded, strategy either, but the lack of shouting… Well, ten
minutes was not a long time, right? Maybe there would be some
shouting soon.

The door opened and Red walked
out. Penny was glad to see that she did not exactly have a spring
in her step. Actually, the ex-hero was looking older than usual,
tired. The way she walked suggested her back was giving her
trouble, and she was wearing more clothes than Penny thought she
had ever seen her in.

Getting up, Penny followed as
Red headed for the door. ‘Are you going to be okay?’ Penny asked as
they reached the hall.

‘I think you’re supposed to ask
June that?’

‘I think it’d be a redundant
question.’

‘Yes. Fair. I’ll be okay, in a
while. Someone walked into my club and hurt a lot of people. I need
to deal with that, and then this on top of it… And this is
my fault. I knew I was going to screw up when I first saw Skadi.
Couldn’t help myself.’

‘I can understand that. I don’t
have to like it, but I understand it. Skadi’s… a young version of
you, and I got the feeling she didn’t make it easy for you.’

‘Huh. No, no she didn’t. Look
after June for me, okay?’

Penny nodded and opened the
door. ‘Like you said, she’s my friend. I’ll take care of her.’

June was walking out of the
bedroom when Penny got back to the lounge. Penny opened her mouth,
but the wide-eyed brunette just held up a hand. ‘Still in denial.
How much wine do we have in?’

‘Uh… probably enough.’

June took a bottle of white from
the refrigerator and located a glass, and then started back for her
room. ‘I’ll be out when I get to anger.’

~~~

The address they had been given was an
industrial park on the north side of Churchton, a small warehousing
unit surrounded by similar buildings used for light industry and
storage, and one larger industrial complex. The latter gave plenty
of opportunity for observation, which was useful.

Twilight sat in the shadow of a
large ventilator unit, in sufficient darkness to let her blend in
entirely. She was part of the shadows up here, an insubstantial
nothing watching the goings-on below, and there were various things
to watch.

As the sun had begun to set,
people had started arriving in cars. They would park up, walk in,
and emerge a few minutes later. Dealers picking up new stock, she
figured. And from the numbers they were doing a good trade. The
occupants of the warehouse rarely emerged, but they had a couple of
smokers among them who were forced to emerge from the building to
feed their habit. They looked like street thugs and family men,
nothing special.

‘We should take a look inside,’
Twilight suggested.

‘Uh-huh, but not yet,’ Andrea
replied. ‘When it’s full dark and we can move around more easily
we’ll go take a look.’

‘You think we should shut the
place down?’

‘Not sure. If there aren’t too
many, then maybe. I mean, I’m pretty sure you can handle it without
Cygnus, but she’d be useful if there are a lot of them in
there.’

‘I won’t deny that. But you’re
not sure about doing it at all.’

‘No. I doubt this is their HQ
and we want the boss. She moved when she thought we were coming for
her at Tonaldo’s place and I’d bet good money she has another hole
she can run to if she thinks we know where she is now. If we
can find out, it might be best to leave this for the
clean-up afterwards.’

‘So we wait.’

‘We wait, and we watch.’

~~~

‘How can she do this?! She can’t really
be serious about some… teenager!’

Penny sipped from her wine glass
as she watched June pacing in front of the TV. ‘I thought you were
past the denial part?’

June’s hands went up and,
miraculously, there was no wine spilled. ‘I am! Mostly. This is
angry semi-denial. Fuck! She could have told me sooner. She
knew this was coming.’

‘I don’t think they really–’

‘They didn’t, but she knew. If
she’d just had the courage to say something… Damn! There was this
girl in San Francisco, Elaine. She was so into me and we
were alone for most of an evening. I could have had wild, steamy
hot tub sex! But no, Red has to go on thinking she’ll resist the
lithe little bitch.’

‘You actually seem to be taking
this–’

‘She is a lithe little
bitch. Maybe it doesn’t have to be over over. Maybe…’

‘I think we hit bargaining a
little too soon,’ Penny muttered.

‘No, who am I kidding?’ June
slugged back the contents of her glass and slumped across to the
kitchen to get more. ‘She’s younger and she’s into archery and
she’s a hero. I can’t compete with that.’

‘And the depression…’

‘It’s just so… God, I wish I
could just curl up and die.’ Another slug of wine. ‘Fuck that! I
wish she would curl up and die!’

‘Hey! No backtracking!’

June paused on her way back to
her pacing space and stared at Penny. ‘Huh?’

‘You’re back to anger. You’d got
to the depression bit. That’s backing up two stages. Not allowed.
Nuh-huh. Nope. Go back to being depressed or I’ll make you watch
Sleepless in Seattle.’

Giving out a slightly
deranged-sounding giggle, June walked over and dropped onto the
sofa beside Penny. ‘That movie makes me cry like Niagara
Falls.’

‘Of this I am aware. You went
through every box of tissues in the house last time you watched
it.’

Another giggle, less demented.
‘How do you know what to say?’

‘Huh?’

‘To me. I don’t think I’ve ever
been through a break-up like this before, not around you. I mean,
when you broke up with Sean we were too busy dealing with Cygnus to
go through all this. How come you know what to say to make me feel
better?’

‘No idea. I am making you
feel better then?’

‘There’s still a hole where my
heart ought to be, but… Yeah, I feel… Pen, could you take your
glasses off a minute?’

Frowning, Penny reached up and
lifted her frames off her face and the world became a blur. ‘Why
do–’

And then there was June’s face
in front of her, in sharp focus. Their lips met. June’s tongue
slipped between Penny’s lips as they parted. There was no
resistance.

Penny slid her glasses back on
as June settled back into her place. ‘I am not being rebound
girl.’

‘No. I don’t want you to be. But
the hole’s a little shallower and… and I’ve wanted to do that for
months.’

‘I know.’

‘I’m not going to suggest
anything. You’re not really into girls. I know that. But… Um… Could
I sleep with you tonight? You stay Penny, and I cuddle up and fall
asleep. Nothing else. I really don’t want to go to bed alone
tonight.’

Penny took a gulp of wine. Her
hands were trembling. ‘I can do that.’

‘Thanks.’

‘I don’t think me being me and
not Cygnus would stop you though.’

‘No, it wouldn’t.’

~~~

‘He’s different,’ Andrea said as a man
emerged from the warehouse.

‘Too well dressed for thug, but
not quite right for family,’ Twilight agreed.

‘Too well dressed for family.
That’s a designer suit.’

The man appeared to be quite
good-looking with a muscled frame, though the suit was tailored to
disguise that. He made his way to a car, not an especially high-end
model, but clean and painted in a dark, metallic red.

‘Think we should follow
him?’

‘No. Not tonight anyway. We’ll
get Jacob to run the plate. I think it’s time to check out the
inside of that place.’

Twilight nodded and then waited
for the red car to leave before stepping through the shadows onto
the flat roof opposite. There was a hatch near one edge which
looked like a way down, but… ‘Locked, from the inside. Feels like
it’s dark on the other side though.’

‘Do it.’

Stepping into an unknown space
was always dangerous. They could end up in mid-air, or in some
space it was impossible to move in, or where they might be spotted.
Andrea was fairly sure they could not end up stuck in a
wall, but she also had no major urge to find out they could.
Twilight caught herself on a rail as they appeared in what looked
like a fire escape staircase. There were stairs down.

‘At least we didn’t end up over
the steps,’ Andrea commented.

‘I went straight down. There had
to be floor under it.’

‘Unless it was a ladder access
to the roof from two floors below, yeah.’

Twilight blinked and started
down the steps. ‘Hadn’t thought of that.’

‘I’m the one who comes up with
the disaster scenarios, remember? Speaking of which, wonder how
Penny and June are doing.’

‘Think we might need to hide out
at Jacob’s place tonight?’

‘No. Why? Oh, the noise. No, I
don’t think Penny’ll let it go there. Not immediately anyway.’

‘No one wants to be caught on
the rebound.’

‘Precisely.’

‘Mind you, I wouldn’t mind June
rebounding my way.’

‘I’m rolling my eyes here. Just
so you know. I know you didn’t get all my libido, because I
still have one. I didn’t think there was enough of it to make what
the two of us have now.’

Twilight paused at a door. ‘Oh,
I’m channelling years of your repression. Now hush, I want
to listen.’ She listened as Andrea fell silent.

‘No light under the door,’
Andrea said after a second or two.

‘No.’ Twilight cracked the door
carefully and, seeing no more light now than before, slipped
through. ‘Offices. Unused.’ She moved silently through the dark
rooms, going door to door until she found one, near a stairwell at
the far end, which had a computer set up on one of the desks. ‘You
don’t think they’d be dumb enough to keep records here?’

‘I don’t think they’d be dumb
enough to leave it unprotected,’ Andrea replied. ‘Check the
drawers.’

Whoever normally used the desk
was a collector of office supplies. The top drawer held half a
dozen boxes of staples for the large stapler, two boxes of paper
clips, and even a box of those weird little ties with metal bars at
the ends. ‘Does anyone even use these things?’ Twilight asked.
‘There’s no hole punch… Oh wait, that’s in the second drawer along
with… How many notepads does a man need?!’

‘Don’t forget all the Post-Its.
What’s on that loose one?’

Twilight picked out the yellow
paper square and looked at it. ‘One, two, Brian, nine.’ Her nose
wrinkled in disgust. ‘It can’t be that easy!’

‘Try it.’

Three minutes later as she was
checking through the files on the computer, Twilight was grumbling.
‘Password that easy and he has to write it down? Seriously? You
can’t get the criminals these days.’

‘Shut up and open that
spreadsheet.’

Twilight clicked on the file and
peered at the resulting display. ‘Not getting it.’

‘Shipping dates, probably
quantities, and then a number… There was one called “agents.”’ When
that one was opened she added, ‘And now we have names to go with
the mysterious numbers.’

‘Those quantities are all pretty
small.’

‘Yes, and they have a lot of
people doing the shipping. They must be bringing small quantities
up over land from Florida. Copy the files and then we’ll go see
what’s downstairs.’

‘Right.’ Closing the files,
Twilight pulled a flash drive from her boot and plugged it in.

‘See that file there, looks like
it might be an invoice for something?’

Twilight dropped the two
spreadsheets onto the USB drive and then opened the invoice file.
‘Uh… Invoice for paint. Red paint. Delivery to an address in North
Beach.’

‘Take that too.’

‘Care to let me in on what
you’re thinking?’

‘I’m thinking that “red” is
coming up a lot recently.’

‘Uh… Okay. Cryptic, but tell me
later.’

The ground floor, when they got
there, was lit, but not brightly. Twilight slipped from the doorway
to a pile of crates and vanished into shadow again, pulling the
darkness up with her as she looked out at the open floor.

There were seven men in the
room. Four sat around a table near the door playing cards while the
others sat or stood nearby cradling weapons of various kinds. Two
shotguns could be seen, and one sub-machine gun. They meant
business.

‘These crates are marked up as
containing medical supplies,’ Andrea commented.

‘Makes sense. The drug comes in
an inhaler, right? What I want to know is, what the Hell’s that
thing over there in the corner?’

The corner in question had to be
in darkness from the way the lights were hung. The thing in
question looked like a hideously malformed monkey with glowing, red
eyes and a slit for a mouth. It was black, jet black, and its body
seemed to shift slightly as you looked at it, as though it was not
entirely there.

‘It’s watching them,’ Andrea
said. ‘It’s… I think that’s how the Shadow Court gathers secrets.
There’s no way it can be sitting where it is without them seeing
it. It has to be as invisible as we are.’

‘Then how are we seeing it?’

‘I guess… It is a guess,
but it must get its power from the same place we do. Another guess
is that it’s watching for us. It’s keeping an eye on things here in
case we hit the place.’

‘So we don’t?’

‘Right. I want to talk to
Cygnus, tomorrow probably, and check out the address on that
invoice. There’s nothing much more to get here.’

Twilight turned, slipping down
into the darkness. ‘You really think that address means
something?’

‘I think it might.’

6th June.

Penny opened her eyes and wondered, for
a brief second, where she was. In bed, obviously, but warmer than
usual with another body pressed against her back, firm breasts
quite obvious…

‘Don’t get up yet.’ The voice
was soft and a little plaintive. ‘I don’t want to and I like lying
here like this.’

Given the differences in height,
June was almost wrapped around Penny. Getting out without
disturbing her, given the arm looped around her waist, would have
been hard. ‘Consider it your birthday present. I got shot at while
I was looking at something and I haven’t had much time since.’

‘Best birthday present you could
give me right now.’

‘Well then… Happy birthday, I
guess.’

June gave a quiet giggle. ‘I’ve
had better ones, but… I think I can still be friends with Red
and…’

‘And what?’

‘It leaves me free to pursue
other avenues.’

‘Plenty more fish in the
sea.’

‘Yeah. Plenty.’

~~~

‘Okay,’ Cygnus said, once more in the
back room of Radium Comics, ‘I did as you asked in the note and
checked out that building, and it’s a rented house, fairly large
one. The current lease is in the name of a holding company,
Diamante Trading.’

‘Okay,’ Andrea said. ‘Don’t
suppose you dug up anything on them.’

‘Nothing much to dig up.
Registered company, but privately owned so there’s not much
documentation. However, Heather called about a licence plate you
asked Jacob about.’

‘Red car at the warehouse.’

‘Also registered to Diamante
Trading.’

‘Interesting. I think it’s time
to pay that place a visit.’

Cygnus grimaced. ‘It’s June’s
birthday. I’m hoping we can throw her a little bit of a party.’

‘I’ll go out and do some
reconnaissance, you start without me, and I’ll be back not too
late. Her room was empty when I got in. You two didn’t…?’

‘She didn’t want to sleep alone.
We slept. The amount of alcohol she put away last night, I doubt
she could have coordinated anything more.’

‘I know it’s none of my business
really, but… Well, do you think you two will end up…?’

‘I think…’ Cygnus heaved a sigh.
‘I think it’s entirely possible, which is a problem because when
I’m not this shape I’m less… liberal.’

‘Huh. Makes two of us. Twilight
is a bit more open about that kind of thing than I am. Oh, uh,
there was something else. Could you do the mind meld thing?’

‘Here?’

‘You need to see this, sooner
rather than later.’

‘Okay,’ Cygnus said once she was
inside Andrea’s head, ‘what the Hell is it? Also, cool presentation
technique.’

‘Thanks,’ Andrea replied, her
eyes on the slowly revolving image of the thing they had seen last
night. ‘Not really sure what it is…’

‘I’ve decided we should call
them shadow imps,’ Twilight put in.

‘And that’s descriptive and not
a bad name, but doesn’t help with what they are.’ Twilight
gave her twin a pout, but Andrea ignored her and went on. ‘I think
these are the spies the Shadow Court uses. Some sort of summoned
shadow creature. They seem to be invisible, at least in the dark
and to normal people. Might be an idea to check around every so
often, like you did with Ultranova when he was invisible.’

‘You can see them?’

‘Apparently. Current theory is
that they’re like me, so I can see them. We can see them. Whatever.
I don’t know if they know that, but it might explain why I’ve never
seen them before. They may have been avoiding me.’

‘That could be useful to
know.’

‘Yeah, maybe. I’m not entirely
sure how long it’s going to last though.’

~~~

If this was the place, the woman they
were after had set up shop no more than two miles from Penny’s
house. The building was single storey, with a pool, and quite
possibly a lot of bedrooms, but not enough for the people Twilight
could see moving about within.

‘What’s that? Twelve men now?’
she asked silently.

‘Yeah,’ Andrea replied. ‘The big
one seems like he’s in charge, but there’s another, the smaller,
wiry guy, who seems important.’

‘You mean he’s sitting around
doing nothing while the other ten get on with whatever?’

‘Yeah. Clearly management
material. No sign of the woman.’

‘Well, we know there is one. She
called Red so she has to be here. Unless this is just a weird frat
house or she’s somewhere else. I mean, that’s a lot of guys, even
for a house that size.’

Andrea giggled. ‘Maybe she’s got
the same libido as you.’

‘Hey!’ There was silence for a
second as Twilight scanned the building. ‘Well, maybe, but there’s
one light on out at the far end of the house. That’s probably where
she is. We could go see if there’s a crack in the blinds?’

‘Looks safe en– Light just went
out.’

Twilight scanned back to the
lounge and waited. A few seconds later, a blonde-haired woman in a
tight, red dress and red high heels walked into the room. She
walked with a smooth, easy stride, her hips twitching from side to
side with each step, and she was smiling.

‘Confident,’ Andrea said. ‘She’s
really sure of herself. I think this is the right
place.’

All the men, even the lazier
one, were on their feet and forming a ring around her. Twilight
could see her lips moving and she was turning slowly on the spot,
addressing all of them. ‘Look at them. They’re like… adoring
puppies.’

‘Yeah… See the dress? Diamond
cut-outs over the hips and thighs, bright red, and she makes
thirteen of them.’

‘So?’

‘Cards. Queen of diamonds. Ten
number cards, jack, queen, and king.’

‘Diamante Trading,’ Twilight
added.

‘I think we have a theme. They
seem to be breaking up.’ In fact, two of the men were already
outside the house and heading for cars with most of the others
following. ‘I wonder what they’re up to?’

‘Well, we could follow one, but
I don’t know which. And the two top guys seem to be staying
put.’

‘Probably no point in tracking
them, and it wouldn’t be easy around here anyway. Too few buildings
to watch from. No, we’ll circle the house and work out the best
points of attack. Tomorrow we come back with Cygnus and put this
diamond-fixated woman behind bars.’

~~~

Penny had changed into Cygnus, because
June wanted to dance and Penny dancing was a recipe for disaster.
Twilight walked in to find them moving around each other to a
fairly slow track which did not look like it should be interrupted,
so she took off her sword and mask, putting them in her room,
before Andrea poured a glass of wine and sat down to watch.
Changing seemed pointless; her costume was pretty good party-wear
anyway.

‘How did it go?’ Cygnus asked,
still moving against June.

‘Fine, but I am not going
to discuss it while you two writhe in front of me.’

‘This isn’t writhing,’ June told
her. ‘Writhing is a little more random.’

‘If you say so.’

‘Ten dollars says they don’t
last until morning,’ Twilight said from the back of Andrea’s
mind.

‘That’s kind of like betting
with myself,’ Andrea replied. ‘Besides, I don’t think June will let
it happen. Too soon.’

The track was ending anyway and
June backed up a step before saying, ‘I need a drink anyway. Get
the business talk done and we can get on with getting drunk.’

Andrea shrugged. ‘I saw her, the
woman. Seems to like red, and diamonds. She’s got twelve men with
her.’

‘Like a card suit,’ June
said.

‘That was my thought.’

‘Think she’s an Ultra?’ Cygnus
asked, settling onto one of the sofas. She had dressed in a cropped
top and short skirt, and arranging the latter to cover herself was
not so easy.

‘No way to tell, but… I kind of
doubt it. I’m betting she’s been to the Den. Red would have noticed
her.’

‘Twelve guys?’ June said,
pursing her lips. ‘Was there a really big one, and another one who
looked kind of like a martial artist?’

‘Actually, yeah?’

‘She was at the Den. At least it
fits the woman we saw. Red couldn’t smell Ultra on her.’

‘There you go then. There’s not
much cover around the house they’re using, so it’s going to be a
frontal assault. We do it the old way. You go in and make a lot of
noise, Cygnus, and I’ll sneak in and take them down while they’re
busy.’

‘That sounds kind of dangerous,’
June commented as she sat down beside Cygnus.

‘It’s worked pretty well in the
past,’ Cygnus replied.

Andrea nodded. ‘She’s a
huge distraction.’

June smirked. ‘I suppose that’s
one way of putting it.’

7th June.

‘How come you’re not drunk?’ June
slurred in Andrea’s general direction. ‘You know I really did a
good job on that coshtume.’

‘Because,’ Andrea replied, ‘I’ve
been pacing myself.’

‘Why? Ish my birthday.’

‘Because… I don’t want to get
drunk enough to give in and put my mask on.’

‘Spoil sport,’ Twilight
commented.

‘What’ll happen if you pu’y’re
mashk on?’ June asked, oblivious to Twilight.

‘The evening would likely end up
in a threesome, and I’m not going there.’

‘Nuh-huh. Not happ’nin’. Nope.
Not making Pen, or Cygnus, the rebound girl. Nope.’

‘Methinks the lady doth protest
too much,’ Twilight said. You could hear the smirk.

Cygnus chose that moment to
return from the bathroom adjoining her bedroom. She had changed,
taking off her skirt and T-shirt to put on her robe. June made
slightly strangled noises before muttering, ‘Nope…’

Then the phone rang. Everyone
frowned at it, but it was Cygnus who growled, ‘Who the Hell’s
calling at one in the morning?’ She stalked across to the offending
instrument and stabbed the speaker on. ‘Yes?’

‘Good, you’re still up.’ It was
Heather’s voice and they all got a sudden sinking feeling. ‘We had
seven Excelsior releases in nightclubs about an hour ago–’

‘Why didn’t you call us
then?’

‘Because we knew it was June’s
birthday and there wasn’t really anything you could do anyway.’

‘Thoughtful,’ Andrea said
warily, ‘but why are you calling us now?’

‘Because three more went off.
They were designed to catch the emergency services once they’d
figured the coast was clear.’

‘Are you okay?’

‘Yes…’

‘Jacob?’

There was a slightly too long
pause. ‘He didn’t get much. Didn’t seem to affect him, but then he
started feeling dizzy. They’ve taken him into hospital. It’s like
it’s caused a recurrence of the hypothermia he had after the
freezer thing. I’m on my way there now.’

‘I’ll beat you,’ Andrea told
her, getting to her feet.

‘Right.’ The line went dead.

‘I’ll change–’ Cygnus began.

‘Stay with June,’ Andrea told
her. ‘You’ve had more to drink than I have and there’s nothing your
strength can help us with. This is personal.’

‘All right, but tonight we’re
taking her down.’

‘Yes, we damn well are.’

~~~

‘I’m fine,’ Jacob insisted as both
Andrea and Heather glared at him. ‘I’m a little cold, but I’m fine.
They’re keeping me in overnight for observation, but my
temperature’s already stabilised.’

‘I’m more concerned about your
reaction to the drug,’ Andrea replied. ‘It’s not… normal.’

‘Because exactly what that stuff
does to someone is a totally known quantity, right?’

‘He does have a point,’ Heather
said. ‘It seems to enhance communication between the hemispheres of
the brain. That could result in all sorts of weird effects.’

Andrea’s frown deepened. It was
an annoyingly good point. ‘We’re going to nail the woman behind
this tonight, when it gets dark.’

‘You’re sure you’ve found the
right person?’

‘Ten bombs, ten flunkies left
the house with a purpose. I suppose it’s circumstantial…’

‘The NMCPD have camera footage
from the entrance lobbies of three of the clubs,’ Jacob said. ‘If
you could spot one of these guys entering the building, it would
make it less circumstantial.’

Andrea sighed. ‘Let me get a few
hours’ sleep and I’ll go down there. Can you arrange it?’

‘I’ll meet you there,’ Heather
replied. ‘My partner is going to take the day off. Whether
he likes it or not.’

Jacob gave a shudder. ‘Yeah,
okay. I am still getting these cold snaps. I’ll rest.’

Andrea and Heather glared at him
and chorused, ‘You’d better.’

~~~

‘We’re sure about this?’ Cygnus
asked.

‘I spotted the guy going into
one of the nightclubs that was hit last night,’ Twilight replied.
‘Facial recognition ID’d him as Daniel Trey, known as Danny, minor
criminal from Atlanta. He’s done time for assault and robbing a
liquor store.’

‘Sounds like a nice kid. A fine,
upstanding member of society. Okay, so I walk up to the door and
say I’m going to arrest him?’

‘Yup.’

‘And if they don’t attack
me on the spot? This woman scares Ultras, so one of her own thugs
is not going to talk.’

Twilight smiled. ‘They’ll fight.
If they’re harbouring someone implicated in the Excelsior releases,
it’s grounds to have the building searched.’

‘Okay. Let me know when you’re
ready.’

Twilight turned and vanished
into the shadows. The woman clearly knew what she was doing since
the house was well lit all the way around. The power to the
building was supplied from a pole at the edge of the property.
Climbing it was easy and, once at the top, she attached a small
pyrotechnic device to the cable with a radio detonator. Dropping to
the ground, she tapped her ear. ‘Go.’

Cygnus dropped lightly onto the
ground in front of the large, glass frontage and started for the
door, but she could already see people moving inside. By the time
she was raising her hand to the buzzer mounted beside the door,
there was a large man walking over to answer it. He was
exceptionally smartly dressed. June was the fashion expert, but the
suit looked like it came from a designer outlet. His tie had a red
diamond on it.

‘It’s Cygnus, right?’ the man
asked, his voice a rumble. ‘To what do we owe the pleasure of a
personal visit from New Millennium’s personal protector?’

‘One of the people at this
address was sighted entering a nightclub last night,’ Cygnus
replied, smiling back at him.

‘Boys will be boys.’

‘Yes, but there was a release of
a hallucinogenic gas there later that night and Mister Trey has a
previous conviction record we’re concerned about.’

‘Danny? Well, he was out
last night… Isn’t this a matter for the police?’

‘Under the Specialist Policing
Act, registered Ultrahumans have the same powers of arrest as the
police.’

‘Of course… Hold on a second.
I’ll get him.’ The big man turned and walked into the house and
Cygnus waited quietly, wondering whether they were actually going
to be this smart.

Inside the house, the big man
could be seen talking to a blonde woman in a red dress. Cygnus
watched them, watched their body language, and saw the woman
stiffening. She was keeping her voice down, but she was angry and a
little confused. At a guess, the confusion was the cause of the
anger. How had Cygnus found them? That was probably the big
question, but there was no time to answer that one, so the next one
would come up. That would be how they were going to get–

The big man was turning, the
other men around the room starting to rise. Just from his posture,
Cygnus knew he was pulling a gun. She waited.

‘I said to run, Diamond!’ the
man roared as a pistol the size of a small cannon opened up and the
glass dissolved in front of Cygnus’ face. Bullets struck her skin,
the sharp impacts indicating armour-piercing rounds; they were
prepared for her sure enough, but they just had no idea how tough
she was.

And then the lights went out and
the screams started a second later as Twilight dropped herself into
the darkness in the middle of the room. The guns stopped firing,
but that was possibly because they could not see what they were
shooting at as much as anything. There was one figure moving in the
darkness, not the big lieutenant, but the smaller one, rushing for
one of the windows. He fired as he ran, shattering the glass before
he bolted through it.

‘I’ve got him,’ Cygnus called
out. ‘Take care of the others.’

‘I’ve got them,’ Twilight said,
her voice carrying a hollow ring to it in the supernatural darkness
she was enveloping them in. ‘Where did the woman go?’

‘No idea.’ Cygnus was already
airborne and swooping at the running man, but she caught sight of
something red running away on the far side of the gardens. There
would be time for ‘Diamond’ when her thugs were all–

There was a sudden sensation of
intense cold and nausea as though some ghost had just ripped
through her body with icy claws. She dropped out of the air,
tumbling to a stop on the grass with a yell of pain. Her limbs felt
like they were made of lead, and her brain felt numb. She looked up
and saw nothing. There was no attacker, but somehow she could
feel something huge and menacing standing over her. She
heard Twilight scream…

And then the black-clad girl was
standing beside her, one arm outstretched as though she was fending
something off. There was a roar from the air above her and Cygnus
flinched, but Twilight looked down at her… The look in the
jet-black eyes was terrifying. Hard, cold… Cold like the emptiness
of space.

‘Light,’ Twilight hissed. ‘You
have to focus. Blast it with light, a wide beam.’

‘D-don’t… Don’t know if…’

‘Do it!’ The voice was hard and
low, but it cut through Cygnus’ mind like a knife. ‘Straight up,
where I’m pointing. Now!’

Cygnus raised an arm, imagining
the pulses Svetilo could fire, but broader, brighter. She felt
power draining from her muscles as she summoned up the new ability
and… Light burst from her palm, striking upward in a wide cone. It
hit something and there was another loud roar which cut off
suddenly before a cloud of darkness evaporated out from above
her.

When she looked around, Twilight
was on her back on the grass, blinking and looking dazed. ‘What
happened?’

‘You don’t know?’ Cygnus
replied, lying back and trying hard not to black out.

‘There was something standing
over you. Big, monstrous. Like one of those imps, but huge. And
then… Then I was here.’

‘Right… We’ll deal with that
later. I think if I move I’ll pass out, so you need to get those
men rounded up.’

‘On it,’ Twilight snapped and
she was gone.

Cygnus closed her eyes.
Thinking was an effort. One of the Shadow Court’s spies, or
a bigger version, had been waiting for them. That seemed like it
was a bad thing.


Part Seven: The Shadow
Court

 New
Millennium City, 8th June 2014.

‘I’m fine, June,’ Penny said. ‘Honest.
The tiredness is gone and I just feel a little sore. By tonight
I’ll be good as new.’

June peered at her friend,
curled up on the couch in her thickest robe with a mug of coffee.
‘You were lucky.’

‘Yeah. Kind of anyway.’ Penny
peered at Andrea on the other sofa. ‘So… what happened?’

‘We don’t know,’ Andrea replied.
‘One second there was this… terrifying monster hanging over you,
and then we were lying beside you and it was gone.’

Penny frowned. ‘I heard you
scream, I think, and then you were there, right beside me. It was
like you were holding something back, and you looked at me and told
me to blast it with light.’

‘I don’t remember that.’

‘Your voice was different.
Harsher. And your eyes… Your eyes were cold. You don’t think… Well,
you know that other you?’

‘There’s another one in there?!’
June squeaked.

‘She’s not very sociable,’
Andrea replied. ‘And I’m not sure she’d be that helpful if she
did ever…’ She paused briefly as though listening. ‘Twilight
thinks she might, even if it was for selfish reasons.’

‘Well,’ Penny said, ‘it was a
good thing she did. She seemed to know exactly what to do about
the… demon?’

‘Shadow demon,’ Andrea agreed.
‘If we’re calling the small ones imps, it was a demon.’

‘It cut right through my
wonderful, tough skin. Armour-piercing bullets? Easy. That thing
dropped me like a rock.’

‘And Diamond and her two
lieutenants got away. The big guy managed to slip away while we
were taking on the demon.’

Penny shrugged. ‘Their operation
is history. The police are raiding their distribution point and
going through the house. Her men, most of them, are in prison.’

‘Doesn’t that leave the local
organised crime a bit… disorganised?’ June asked.

‘Which could be good or bad,’
Andrea said. ‘The structure will be more broken, harder to keep
tabs on, but also less effective. The real problem is that we may
get violence as some of the people Tonaldo and then Diamond kept in
their place try to grab more territory.’

‘We’re sure Diamond won’t try to
regain control?’

‘That woman’s a planner. I think
she’ll cut her losses and leave with whatever she’s got. I’m
willing to bet she had an escape plan ready for just this kind of
situation.’

~~~

‘Well, I have to admit that I did not
plan to be saved by… whatever that was,’ Diamond said, her pale
skin still a little paler than usual, ‘but I cannot but thank Lady
Luck for the good fortune.’

‘I don’t think luck, incarnate
or otherwise, had anything to do with it,’ Jack commented, his
voice quiet, though that was from habit rather than a need for
it.

‘What do you think it was?’ Rex
asked. ‘I couldn’t see a thing out there, but there had to be
something.’

‘It was an Oni,’ Jack replied.
‘A demon sent by–’

‘Sent by Mister Durant,’ Diamond
interrupted. ‘Something out of the shadows. It needed the darkness,
just like Twilight needs it. It didn’t show up until they cut the
power, and it went for Cygnus, not Twilight. No, that was Durant’s
doing, and I don’t think he did it to protect us.’

‘He used us as bait to get to
Cygnus,’ Jack stated.

‘We should find him,’ Rex
growled, ‘and–’

‘No, we cash our chips and go,’
Diamond said. ‘Maybe later we can come back and see if we can’t do
something unpleasant to Twilight and Cygnus, but for now…
Sometimes, when you can just see the sharks are circling,
the only thing you can do is fold and hope you can get away with
all your limbs attached.’

~~~

Durant opened his eyes and nodded. The
imp which had been reporting to him faded into nothing at his side.
‘Diamond has a wiser head on her shoulders than I would have given
her credit for,’ he commented to the men in the room with him, both
of them Shades, the middle ranks of the Court. ‘What have we
ascertained about the fate of the demon?’

‘Very little, Grand Master,’ one
of the Shades replied. ‘Our observers suggest that Morgan was able
to control it temporarily. Cygnus destroyed it with light.’

‘Controlled it? Unusual.’

‘We have been unable to
determine how, sir. There has been no indication of any such
capability. It was not the same as her ability to draw
simple darkness about herself.’

‘Obviously…’ Durant frowned.
‘The next new moon is on the twenty-seventh. We will make
arrangements to have Morgan at the castle on that night. Maintain a
watch on her, but do not engage. I will be returning to Italy.
There is business to conduct in Rome.’

10th June.

‘You realise it’s too quiet,
right?’ Andrea said as she buttered a slice of toast which she was
planning to have for breakfast, even if Penny had grumbled things
about ‘a proper breakfast being important.’

‘We’ve only had two nights of
nothing major happening,’ Penny countered. ‘That’s not long enough
to go around expecting a disaster.’

‘I’m still going to tempt fate
and spend tonight with Jacob.’

‘I’ll put the Union of
Ultrahumans on alert for potential apocalypse,’ Penny said dryly.
‘I think we can manage one night where you can do disgusting
things with your boyfriend without worrying about nuclear
bombs.’

‘We can, but you just totally
jinxed it.’

‘No, because I knew I was
tempting fate, and you were already doing so. Fate is now so
overstretched that it snaps back and there’s no jinx. So
there.’

Andrea munched on her toast for
a second, considering this. ‘Okay, but if something happens, I’m
blaming you.’

~~~

Jacob smiled as Twilight slipped into
the lounge on arched feet, slinking toward him with obvious intent.
It was, perhaps, made most obvious by the fact that she was wearing
nothing but her mask.

‘Not quite perfect timing,’ the
agent said as he pulled her into his lap. ‘I’ve got a headache.
I’ve taken some pills for it and when they kick in I think you’ll
help kill off any lingering pain, but right now–’

‘I will just sit here and look
pretty for you,’ Twilight said, smiling. ‘I can do that. We don’t
have to leap into the physical stuff immediately. It’s just… been a
while.’

‘Not that long.’

‘Well… no, but I miss you when…
Hold on.’ Reaching up, she lifted her mask free.

‘Evening, Andrea.’

‘Hi, Jacob. We really need to
work out some way of… dating. I mean, this is great. I think all
three of us enjoy the sex, but we should do something else. As
well. Not instead. Because I like this.’

‘I got that you like this.’

‘Good. Just being clear about
it. Give it some thought, okay? There has to be some way we can
meet up and… go out for dinner, or see a movie.’

‘I’ll think about it. Just not
right now. My head still hurts a little, and the parts that don’t
have lost a lot of their blood supply.’

Andrea giggled and shuffled her
butt a little. ‘My seat does seem a bit lumpy. Are you getting
these headaches a lot?’

‘More than I’d like. Don’t think
I haven’t considered the drug having some odd side effect, because
I have. I’ve got a check-up scheduled for every Friday with the
local UID doctor.’

Andrea nodded. ‘As long as
you’re taking it seriously, I will not bug you about it.’ She
pressed her mask back into place and Twilight grinned. ‘I have much
better things to bug you about. Like, if you’re that hard,
there is no way your head is hurting that much.’ She wriggled and
Jacob groaned. ‘Though that did sound a bit painful. Let Twilight
kiss it better…’

11th June.

Cygnus lowered herself to the ground
outside her front door with a sigh. It was still early, really, not
that long after midnight anyway, so not as late as she often
returned after patrolling. She was not entirely sure whether June
was going to be awake, so she entered the house quietly, walking
into the lounge to discover that she might as well have stomped
in.

‘You’re still up,’ Cygnus said
as she walked through to the kitchen area and the coffee pot.

‘No reason to be in bed this
early,’ June replied, looking up from a magazine. ‘Do you think
it’s safe enough to go jogging in the morning? I could use the air
and the exercise.’

‘It’s quiet out there.’ Cygnus
crossed back into the lounge and sat down beside her friend,
crossing long legs and relaxing back against the sofa. ‘I might
join you.’

‘That’d be nice.’ There was a
pause and then June added, ‘I did a really good job on that
costume.’

‘You should start designing them
professionally.’

‘Maybe. I had thought about it,
but I was more thinking… that you’re really sexy.’

‘June…’

‘It’s okay. I just wanted to
make the comment. And to point out that I’m letting myself think of
you that way. Because you are sexy, even when you’re
Penny-shaped. You just happen to be sexier when you’re wearing that
costume, which I designed for you.’

‘Right.’

June nodded and went back to her
magazine. ‘Yes. Right.’

Cygnus sipped her coffee and
relaxed, letting the mild tension she always felt on patrol settle
out of her. ‘How long do you think is an appropriate gap to avoid
the rebound thing?’

‘Couple of weeks, maybe a
month.’

The tall blonde sighed. ‘I’m
going to go change shape. Penny’s got a less active libido.’

‘Okay,’ June replied. ‘Just so
long as you realise that’ll do nothing to cool mine down.’

20th June.

‘Oh God, please just stop it!’ Andrea
glared at Cygnus from the comfort of the Trade Tower’s radio masts,
but she was glaring.

‘Stop what?’ Cygnus replied.

‘Pussyfooting around June. Just…
Just fuck her for God’s sake!’

‘It’s not that easy.’

‘Yeah, it really is. Remember
when I wasn’t sure about Jacob? I was making it complicated and
it’s not. It’s even less complicated with June because she
already knows all about you. You like each other. You’ve done it
before. Get on with it.’

Cygnus frowned. ‘When I’m shaped
like this, I agree. Other me isn’t as keen on the idea… No, that’s
wrong, but other me will worry over it afterwards. And June won’t
be happy unless she can have both. I’m not sure what I’m going to
think of myself if I give in. Ever since the last time, we’ve been
avoiding talking about it.’

‘Yeah, because she was seeing
Red and if she had the option of you instead she’d take it. Look,
what’s Penny’s opinion of June?’

‘Best friend… I mean…
really best.’

‘Has she ever entertained
thoughts of–’

‘Of course! Sometimes when June
was dropping hints… If Penny wasn’t so insecure… Actually, she’s
not so insecure now… It’s still complicated.’

‘No. It’s not. And if the sexual
tension in that house gets any worse, I’m going to have to hide in
Jacob’s closet. Do something!’

Rome, Italy, 21st June.

Lena turned over in bed and smiled. It
had taken some time and effort, and she had not wanted to even try
at first. Finding a nice girl in Rome who was actually into other
girls was not as easy as she had thought it would be. But here she
was, in bed with just the raven-haired, olive-skinned beauty that
Andrea had said she should find.

It was early days still. They
had met the week before, on the Friday night. Nothing had happened
then, but they had exchanged names and numbers, and said that they
would hook up again. Cal knew a better club, she had said. Her name
was Calindra Bassani, but everyone called her Cal, and she thought
Lena’s accent was cute. She was slim and very fit, with small, pert
breasts and this mass of black hair, and a mischievous glint in her
eye all the time. They had met at the club Cal knew, and before
Lena could work up the nerve to ask whether her new friend was
interested, Cal had broached the subject. Perfect!

‘Are you awake?’ Cal asked. She
spoke Italian with a slight burr, kind of sultry.

‘Yes. Just admiring the
view.’

There was a chuckle. ‘I’ll make
us some coffee. Then we can have a shower… A long shower, I think.
And then… You said you had not seen the Coliseum yet? That cannot
be allowed.’

Lena giggled in return. ‘Okay.
Coffee, shower sex, tourism. I can do that.’

Cal rolled out of her bed. They
had returned to her small apartment rather than going to Lena’s; it
had been closer and they had been in a hurry. ‘You will not dress
before we shower,’ Cal said, lips curling. ‘I like to admire the
view as well.’

~~~

‘Didn’t that sign say “no admittance?”’
Lena asked as Cal led her into what appeared to be a little used
corridor in part of the huge edifice which was the Coliseum.

Cal looked back and grinned at
her. ‘I know how to get to somewhere the tourists don’t usually
see. I was a guide here once.’

‘Okay. If you say so.’

The corridor narrowed, the walls
turning rough. Lena suspected that this was no longer shuttering
put up by the local government, or whoever ran the place, but the
natural stone of the building. How long had this place been
standing? A couple of thousand years? Ancient stone. The site of so
many deaths. A shudder ran up Lena’s spine.

‘Don’t worry,’ Cal said, ‘it’s
not much further.’

‘Good. It’s getting kind of
dark.’

‘Not afraid of the dark, are
you?’

‘N-no.’

Cal stopped and turned around.
‘Good, because it’s about to get a lot darker.’

‘What–’ Lena stopped as the
lights in the little corridor went out and they were plunged into
darkness. ‘Cal?’ There was no answer and she reached out for her
friend, finding nothing. She was alone… No. Not alone. There was
something there with her. Something old, so very old…

Turning, Lena began to run for
what she hoped was the way out, but her shoulder bounced off a wall
and she twisted and tripped, sprawling onto the rough ground.

‘There’s no point in running.’
The voice was a whisper, right in her ear. ‘You cannot get
away.’

‘Cal! Please!’

‘She will not help you. She
brought you here for me. And now you will bring the Morgan
girl to me.’

‘What? I don’t–’

‘You will understand in time,
girl. Now, sleep.’ And the darkness enveloped her.

New Millennium City, MD,
23rd June.

There was definitely something
going on which had Andrea a little worried. Twilight, dodging
between shadows on the rooftops of Deale Harbour, was less worried,
but she got the same general feeling. Someone was planning
something, preparing to move.

‘Not enough dealers,’ Andrea
said from the back of Twilight’s mind. ‘That’s what it is. There
are normally more of them around and they’re off the streets.’

‘Doesn’t help much,’ Twilight
replied. ‘Where are they? Why aren’t they here?’

‘No, good point. Let’s head into
Churchton. Maybe we can spot something there that–’ She stopped as
something caught her attention; something had moved in the shadows
on the rooftop opposite.

Twilight had noticed it too and
she was stepping across to the other side of the street before
Andrea could say anything. ‘There was something here. Something
humanoid…’

‘What’s that?’ Andrea asked.
‘That’ was a box, sitting on the roof. Not a large box, but that
was the kind of thing you got wary of.

Slipping her sword from its
scabbard, Twilight stepped closer and teased the top open.
‘Nothing’s exploded. No sudden rush of demonic doom.’

‘So what’s in it?’

‘It’s… a DVD?’

‘They’re leaving us videos now?
Somehow I don’t see this as a good sign.’

Twilight stepped forward and
picked the DVD case out of the box, turning it over as she did so.
‘Nope,’ she said, ‘probably not good.’

On the back of the case was a
note which read ‘Tell no one about this.’

~~~

The man on the video looked the part of
dark, shadowy conspiracy figure: tall, dark, a finely crafted
beard, quite good-looking in a saturnine way. He waited a beat to
let the view sink in before speaking, as though something about his
appearance might spark something in her. Andrea had no idea
what.

‘Good evening, Miss Morgan. My
name is Durant, David Lazlo Durant, Grand Master of the Shadow
Court. I have been trying to meet with you for some time now and
have decided to expedite things. I believe you are acquainted with
Miss Lena Tonaldo.’ The camera scanned left to show Lena sitting in
a chair, tied down and gagged, and then it scanned back. ‘If you
wish to spare her a fate far worse than that her father suffered,
you will contact the number which will appear at the end of this
recording. Arrangements will be made for you to come to us. You
have twelve hours. If you have not made contact by then, Miss
Tonaldo will regret it.’

Andrea noted the number down,
but her mind was working over the facts.

They had grabbed Lena to
persuade her to go to them. That likely meant they were in Italy,
because that was where Lena had gone. Andrea remembered the story
her mother had told her about some castle in Italy. The coincidence
seemed a little too much.

‘Talk to Mom in the morning?’
Twilight suggested.

‘Uh-huh. Then them. I’m betting
we’re going to that castle, and I want an independent route there
rather than having them taking us.’

‘Then play the video again. I
want to see the room they were in. I think if we know where
we’re going, it might be enough.’

‘That’s really risky…’

‘Riskier than letting them lead
us right into whatever trap they have for us?’

‘No… not really.’ Andrea reached
out to play the video once more, wondering how she was going to do
this without telling her partner.

Schatten Schloss, Italy,
24th June.

The door of the room Lena had woken up
in opened. She was not entirely sure what to expect, but it was not
a girl in a rather frumpy maid’s uniform. Quite a pretty girl,
quite dark: black hair, dark eyes, and there was something about
her which reminded Lena of Andrea.

‘Good… morning,’ the girl said,
her accent quite thick. ‘I hope you have… rested well.’

‘I speak Italian,’ Lena replied,
in Italian.

‘Oh good,’ the girl said with
the kind of relieved smile you saw on someone who had been
expecting a real chore and was suddenly relieved of it. ‘They told
me you were American.’

‘I am, but my family was big on
“the Old Country.” Where am I?’

‘You are in Shadow Castle. I am
Mia, Mia Nerone. I am the housekeeper here and will be looking
after you.’

‘Uh… right. Look, um, I was kind
of kidnapped, and–’

‘They did not tell me anything
about why you are here. Only that you are to stay until a girl
comes from America. They have been trying to get her here for some
time. The thing in the cellar wants her.’

Lena sighed. ‘Not cryptic at
all. What thing in the cellar?’

‘The Shadow. The thing which
hides in the darkness. It has always hidden in the darkness.
When you say you are afraid of the dark, this is what you
are afraid of.’

‘Andrea,’ Lena whispered,
suddenly connecting the dots. ‘They want Andrea. She wouldn’t come
here to save me… I don’t think…’

Mia frowned. ‘I hope that she
does. For your sake.’

Boston, MA.

Audrey Morgan frowned as she heard
someone moving in the shop. It was still early, they were closed,
and she had heard no one enter. She almost jumped when Andrea
walked through into the kitchen.

‘Andrea! You gave me a shock.
How did–’

‘I can walk between shadows.
Across a lot of distance if I know where I’m going. Mom, I
need to talk to you about that place in Italy you mentioned last
time.’

‘Schatten Schloss?’

‘Yeah. That’s the place. Shadow
Castle, right?’

‘Yes.’ Audrey frowned.
‘Why?’

Andrea sat down with a sigh. ‘I
think the people who… own the place have kidnapped a friend and
taken her there. I think they want to take me there.’

‘That place has been nothing but
trouble to my family for centuries. You don’t want to go
there.’

‘Don’t have much choice, but I
can make it more on my terms. Where did you say it was?’

‘Above Lago di Molveno, in the
Alps.’ She paused. ‘The stories go back beyond Frederico. They say
that people from my family have been called to that place… Well,
for so many generations it’s more like a legend. They say it
happens once in every few hundred years; one of us is born to go to
the castle.’

‘Looks like it’s my turn,’
Andrea replied. ‘I don’t think it’s gone the way they expect it to
this time. Somehow it seems like they’re going to a lot of effort
to get me there.’

Audrey looked at her, lips
pursed. ‘Then perhaps this time the castle has met its match, but
you be careful. I know I can’t stop you going. You’re a hero now
and there’s someone for you to save. This is what you do. But I can
be worried, and I can tell you to be careful.’

Andrea smiled. ‘I can accept
that. I am actually pretty careful most of the time.’

‘Good. But be more
careful this time.’

New Millennium City, MD.

‘Are you okay?’ Cygnus asked, her eyes
narrowing as she peered at her masked partner.

‘Fine,’ Twilight replied. ‘I’m
fine. Bit bored. Things are kind of quiet.’

‘Yeah. True. Even your shadowy
friends seem to have vanished.’

‘Shadows never vanish. They’re
always there, hiding, waiting for it to get darker. Like… There’s
this place my mother told me about. In Italy. She said some ancient
relative of mine went there and then spent as much effort as he
could getting away from the place. It’s why her family moved to
America. Shadow Castle, they called the place.’

‘Shadow Castle? Sounds like a
real tourist attraction. It should have vampires. At the very least
there should be a crypt.’

Twilight gave her a grin. ‘I’m
going to take a run through Deale and Churchton again. I’d swear I
spotted something which made me think there was stuff
starting. Maybe I can pin it down.’

‘Okay. I’ll take the southern
end and see what’s happening there.’

‘Good luck.’ And the black-clad
figure vanished into darkness.

25th June.

‘I wasn’t expecting to see you
tonight,’ Jacob said as he walked into his lounge to find Andrea
curled up on the couch, still in costume but without the mask.

‘I felt like dropping by. I’m
going to be busy for a few days and I might not get to see
you.’

He gave a shrug. ‘We’re
generally pretty irregular. And I’m on nights from Friday.’

‘Yeah, true. I know you are. I
just wanted to see you.’

‘You are acting… a little
weird.’

‘Just wait until we go to bed
and I want to cuddle before we fuck.’

‘That,’ Jacob said firmly,
‘sounds very serious.’

She grinned. ‘It won’t seem so
bad once you’re inside me, and I doubt I’ll be able to hold it off
for too long.’

~~~

Andrea stepped up to the gate desk and
handed over her ticket and the fake passport. The woman behind the
desk looked at both and then smiled. ‘Miss Nerone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Thank you for flying with us
today. We’ll be boarding in forty minutes.’

‘Thanks.’ Andrea took her
boarding pass and passport back, checking the slip without
appearing to check it. The Court was not bothering to spare the
expenses; she was in first class on a night flight to Venice. The
passport was a very good forgery in the name of Maria Nerone, who
was blonde and blind. The wig and dark glasses covered her identity
nicely, and she would have priority treatment getting on and off
the aircraft. There was even a cover story for her trip: she was
visiting a relative, Mia Nerone, who was sick.

The complexity of the whole
thing had her a little worried. Everything had been very carefully
planned. She knew the Court had a lot of resources and was good at
working behind the scenes, but they had obviously been setting this
up for a lot longer than she had been trying to double-cross
them.

Settling down on a seat to wait,
she sighed. Really, the biggest ace she had up her sleeve was
something she had not done. She had not told Penny that she
was going away, because the Court had said she should say nothing.
She was hoping that, if the shit really hit the air conditioning,
there was going to be a white-clad heroine, possibly with some
heavy-duty backup, coming in to save the day.

Venice, Italy, 26th
June.

There were two men in dark clothing
waiting for ‘Maria Nerone’ when she walked out into the
international arrivals area. She recognised neither of them, but
she did recognise the touch of shadow about them. Still
pretending to be a blind girl, she ignored them as she moved
forward, sweeping a cane in front of her. They moved in to flank
her as she walked into the space the waiting crowd opened for
her.

‘You will come with us, Miss
Nerone,’ one of them said, his accent suggesting German, or maybe
Eastern European.

‘Thank you,’ Andrea replied,
allowing them to lead her out of the concourse to where a car was
waiting outside with a third man at the wheel.

She waited until they were out
of the general area of the airport and heading west toward Padua,
according to the road signs, before she took off her glasses and
pulled off the wig.

‘Three of you to look after
little me?’ she said. No one spoke so she tried again. ‘How long
until we get there?’

‘About three hours,’ the driver
said. ‘Two and a half to the lake, a little more to get up to the
castle.’

‘Schatten Schloss?’ No answer
again. ‘You might as well talk. The place is part of family legend.
Frederico Neroni went there and got so scared that he fled the
country, more or less.’ Still more silence: just the facts, no
opinions; do not engage the girl in conversation. ‘Fair enough.
This is going to be a really boring trip with a bad ending.’

New Millennium City, MD.

Penny peered into Andrea’s room,
looking over the bed, which had not been slept in, and the open
drawer in one of the dressers. She walked in and checked: as she
had suspected, it was the underwear drawer and it was missing
enough items to suggest that Andrea had packed to go somewhere.
Further investigation showed her Twilight costume and sword in a
cupboard, though the mask was missing. Frowning, Penny made her way
back to the lounge.

‘No sign of her?’ June
asked.

‘She hasn’t been back here, but
she has gone somewhere of her own volition. She
packed.’

‘You still look worried.’

‘She didn’t take her sword.
Viviane said it was important.’

‘Then maybe you should call the
sorceress.’

Penny’s frown deepened. ‘Yeah.
It feels like I’m telling tales, but… I’ll call.’

Molveno, Italy.

Andrea was not sure of the time when
they arrived in the picturesque little village on the shores of the
lake. Sometime in the early afternoon, she thought. There had been
traffic on the A22, and some arguments between the driver and the
man sitting beside him. Apparently they should have expected
traffic there, though that was gathered mainly from context; they
were arguing in what sounded like French and her Italian was barely
viable for conversation never mind any other languages.

Either way, they pulled to a
stop in a car park and one of the men went to the back of the car
to get her case while the others opened up a four-wheel drive
vehicle which they had parked beside.

‘Now?’ Twilight asked.

‘About now,’ Andrea replied,
walking around to the back and popping open the folding cane which
they had never bothered to check, or take off her. She put a lot of
frustrated annoyance into it as she snapped the weapon across the
back of her guard’s skull and he bounced his head off the edge of
the trunk as he went down. Pulling her case out, she started toward
the nearby buildings with a purposeful stride. Behind her she heard
voices, but they were not concerned voices yet. She would have
several seconds before they realised she was walking away from
them, hidden by the big car.

‘And now we need somewhere to
hide for a while,’ Twilight said. ‘They’ll be out looking
soon.’

‘I know. You’re sure you can get
us to that room in the video?’

‘As long as it’s in shadow. We
may have to wait.’

‘Yeah,’ Andrea replied,
quickening her pace. There were now shouts coming from behind her.
‘Yeah, we might, but I’m hoping we can move quickly.’

New Millennium City, MD.

Viviane appeared in the lounge in a
blaze of light with a look of profound concern on her face. ‘Tell
me everything,’ she said while Penny and June blinked at
her, trying to clear the flare from their vision.

‘She was acting a bit funny,’
June said. ‘Like she was waiting for something to happen.’

‘And now she’s missing,’ Penny
added. ‘She took a few clothes, black stuff, but not her costume.
She did take her mask.’

‘But not her sword?’ Viviane
asked, though she seemed to know the answer.

‘That’s still here.’

The sorceress nodded, turned on
the spot as though unsure of where she needed to be, and then
marched over to slump down beside June. ‘It will be the new moon
tomorrow night. I suspect the Shadow Court has arranged for her to
be somewhere for that event. The issue is… where?’

Penny frowned. ‘She mentioned
this old family legend. Something about her family leaving Italy
because one of them had been to a castle in the Alps. Uh… Shadow
Castle?’

‘Italy?’ Penny nodded and
Viviane’s face wrinkled. ‘The European countries get… rather
irrational when American Ultras wish to enter their territory.’ She
gave a little shrug. ‘In truth, if the US authorities knew I was
here, they might be less than pleased; however, I have the Union
backing me up.’

‘Then… Well, this could be
pretty important, and it’s Andrea…’

‘Indeed. You had best get into
something briefer and more clinging. We will go via Antarctica. It
will still take an unfortunate amount of time to get the proper
authorisations. For once you may regret not taking the offer of
membership when it was given.’

Schatten Schloss, Italy.

Twilight stepped out of the shadows in
the corner of the room, her gaze flicking about quickly. It was
mid-afternoon, she was not entirely sure of the time, but there was
Lena, lying on the bed and apparently snoozing. Well, perhaps there
was not much to do when you’d been kidnapped by shadowy
figures.

‘Lena.’ The hiss roused the
sleeping girl enough to open her eyes. ‘Lena, get your ass out of
bed. I need to get you out of here.’

‘Andrea? You shouldn’t have
come.’ Still, the blonde shuffled to the edge of the bed and got to
her feet, torn between wanting to close the distance and hug her
friend, and the feeling of betrayal which still hung over their
relationship.

‘I pretty much had to. It’s
because of me that they grabbed you.’

‘And my father? Was he killed
because–’

‘No. That was business. Someone
wanted to take over his business. I think Durant may have helped.
I’m not sure. But I know Diamond would have killed your father
anyway.’

Lena bit her lips. ‘Okay.
There’s no way you’re getting me out of here. Mia says there are
around thirty of them here, all armed, and the further you go down,
the closer you get to… whatever’s in the basement.’

‘Mia? There really is a Mia
Nerone?’

‘Uh-huh. She’s the housekeeper.
Kind of cute. Kind of reminds me of you.’

‘Well, she’s possibly a
relative. Distant. My mother’s family name is Neroni, with an “i”
instead of an “e.”’ She glanced at the door. ‘They probably know
I’m here, or they will soon. The thing in the basement, you said? I
can sort of feel something.’

In truth, it was Andrea who was
‘feeling something’ and that was more to do with the wall of black
cloud at the back of their shared mental space. ‘She’s looking…
agitated,’ Andrea said silently. ‘Really agitated.’

‘So what do we do? If we can’t
get Lena out without a fight–’

The door opened and Twilight
tensed, but the woman who walked through it, quickly and with a
worried expression on her face, was dressed in a maid’s uniform, of
sorts, and did not look that threatening.

‘Mia!’ Lena squeaked.

Mia pushed the door closed
behind her, eyes on Twilight. ‘They know you are here. Not where,
but it sensed you and alerted them. They will look here
soon.’

Andrea looked out at the Italian
girl through Twilight’s eyes and saw the resemblance. There was
something about the face, especially the nose, which definitely
suggested the same family. Mia was a little more like Audrey Morgan
than her daughter, but there was definitely family history. ‘Let’s
hope there’s enough family history,’ she said to Twilight.

‘Can you lock that door?’
Twilight asked.

‘I… Yes.’ Mia gave a firm
nod.

‘Then lock it behind me and
don’t unlock it. Not even for me.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Lena
asked, her voice hushed.

‘Take a sword off someone and
then go see Mister Durant.’

Unity Base, Antarctica.

Alice watched Cygnus pacing across the
waiting room floor with patience born of dealing with her husband.
‘It always takes time,’ she said, ‘but this seems to be something
of a special case.’

Cygnus glanced at her. ‘It
is?’

‘For two reasons. On our end,
Brightstar is being a bitch, but that we could get around easily
enough. She won’t stand in the way if Hugh puts his foot down, and
Hugh is stamping pretty hard.’

‘I should thank him.’

‘You should thank Viviane. She’s
the one who has him thinking this could be bad.’

‘Oh… right.’

‘The main problem seems to be
that the Italian authorities are being more than usually
obstructive. They got that way when this Schatten Schloss was
mentioned.’

Cygnus frowned. ‘So the Shadow
Court has people keeping an eye on the place.’

‘It’s looking that way.’ The
door slid open and Viviane walked in, followed soon after by Doctor
Ultimate. Neither looked pleased. ‘Hugh,’ Alice asked, ‘how’s it
going?’

‘The same,’ Hugh replied,
frowning. ‘This Shadow Court has some hooks into people in some
very high places. I came down to ask you, Cygnus, whether you’d be
willing to go in covertly if required.’

‘Of course,’ Cygnus replied.

‘Don’t answer so quickly.
Viviane would go with you, but you would be inserting illegally and
there would be little we could do if–’

‘She’s my friend, Doctor. If
she’s in trouble–’

‘I am quite sure she is,’
Viviane interjected. ‘Or at least that there is trouble brewing.
There are several mystics I know across Europe who are all
reporting the same thing. A feeling of tension. A feeling that
something is about to happen. We need to get there. Soon.’

Schatten Schloss, Italy.

The sword had been easy. There had been
a ninja-like figure running her way as she exited the room. She
waited for the sound of the lock turning and then launched a trio
of shadow knives at the oncoming man, and he had gone down,
shivering and barely conscious.

She could not wrap this sword in
shadow as she could with her own blade, but she wanted it mainly
for parrying and quick stabs. She had no idea where she was going,
but she knew she wanted to go down, because Durant would be
down.

‘In the cellar,’ Andrea said as
they darted along corridors looking for the stairs. ‘He’s going to
be in the basement with the whatever the Hell is down there.’

‘Okay,’ Twilight replied. She
found a flight of stairs, curling down within one of the corner
towers. ‘What do you think will happen when we get there?’ She
sounded kind of plaintive, worried. For the first time Andrea could
remember, Twilight sounded unsure.

‘We fight it. Whatever it is, we
fight it, and we beat it. And then we go home and drink Champagne,
and maybe bang Jacob senseless.’

‘While drinking Champagne?’
Forced humour.

‘Sounds messy.’

‘The best sex is.’ She started
down the steps, seeing something move as she did so. ‘They’re not
engaging, are they?’

‘No. They’re leading us down.
They wanted us here, and we’re here.’

‘Yeah.’

There was no sign of anyone now
until they had gone down two levels and the stairs ended, and they
had to move out onto another corridor. Twilight spotted another
shadow move in a doorway and that was where she headed.

‘You feel it?’ Andrea asked as
they approached the door.

‘That feeling like the walls are
watching us?’

‘Yeah, that. The shadows are
stronger here.’

Twilight ran through the door
and slowed. Six men barred her way across the hall the door led
onto. Behind her, two more moved in to close the door behind her.
At the far end, behind his six guards, was the man from the video,
Durant.

‘You are a little early, Miss
Morgan,’ he said, smiling. ‘You were to wait above until tomorrow
night. The new moon is rather symbolic.’

‘It’s Twilight,’ Twilight
replied. ‘When I’m in a mask, I prefer Twilight. It’s…
symbolic.’

‘Touché. If you would please
turn around. We can have wine and food brought to you. You can meet
your master tomorrow.’

‘Don’t think so. I think I’ll
kill you, and your master can go to Hell.’

He laughed. ‘Do not harm her
excessively.’

The room was lit by two large
lamps mounted on what had to be very old beams. As the men before
her advanced, she turned, flicking her hand out and tossing a
handful of ball bearings. They knew what she was doing, of course,
and there were cries to stop her even as she launched the second
handful, but they were too late. The room plunged into
blackness.

It felt thicker than usual, even
to Twilight who could still see quite well enough. It was almost as
if the light had kept the air more fluid and now, in darkness, it
was thickening, becoming denser. Still, her sword arced through the
air, unseen by the men who stood in her way. They stood no chance
and, knowing that, she let them live. It was Durant she wanted.

He was gone, of course, and she
ran after him, following the only corridor he could have taken, a
single passage which ran back from the hall and then down. The
light returned as she turned a corner and she was in what looked
like a kitchen. It seemed to have been modernised at some point,
with a large range put in and a modern, almost industrial,
refrigerator, but there were still some indications that this had
once been a medieval kitchen. The castle was old, that was for
sure. Probably far older than Frederico Neroni’s story.

There was an open door off to
one side, and there were stairs there leading down into the deeper
cellars. The kitchen seemed to be underground, but this was going
deeper into the rock of the mountains. The stone block walls gave
way to carved rock, but the rooms she met with first were
storerooms. There were crates and wine racks. This was where they
kept the provisions for the Court members who lived, or at least
were staying, above.

But at the end of the room,
Durant stood before another door. This was a heavier door, solid
oak. Was it designed to keep people out, or keep something in? The
man was not moving from it, but his sword remained sheathed on his
hip as she slowly moved closer.

‘It is said,’ Durant said as she
moved warily toward him, ‘that the Darkness was there, on the edge
of the light, around the campfires our ancestors made on the plains
of Africa. When they feared what foul beast might be waiting out
there in the night, that was when it became real. It must renew
itself at times, however. It needs… new blood. Your family line,
and a few others, was born to give it that blood. Every once in a
while, one of you would be born with the shadow in their heart, and
it would be consumed when the time was right.’

‘I think that time passed a few
months ago,’ Twilight replied.

Durant stepped back, pushing the
door behind him. ‘It did, but it can be remedied. You are already
too deep…’

Twilight risked a glance back.
Behind them the shadows were thickening. ‘Shit,’ she said into her
mind.

‘We go on,’ Andrea told her.
‘He’s counting on it overwhelming us and… I don’t think it’s as
strong as he thinks.’

‘Go back, girl,’ Durant went on.
‘Give yourself another day before the Darkness tears your soul
out.’

‘I think I’ll settle for tearing
your heart out,’ Twilight replied, and she darted forward.

Durant moved back, hurrying.
There was an urgency about his steps which suggested that he really
thought she was going to kill him if she caught him. He was right,
but the further she went after him, down steps cut into the rock
and into an antechamber of some sort with another door at the back,
the more she thought that killing him might be the wrong thing to
do. Here, in this black place, death was something you avoided if
you could. She would stop him. She would knock him out if she
could. If she could… He was pulling open the second door now, and
somehow she knew she was going to get there too late.

Here even her vision was failing
her as the darkness closed around him. She could still see him, but
it was as though she was looking through fog. She saw him stop,
falling to his knees and clutching at his chest, and that was when
she felt the cold closing in around her. It was icy, black, the
cold of deep, deep space, but to her it was little more than a cool
touch on her skin.

‘Is that all you’ve got?’ she
said into the blackness which was still thickening around her. And
that was when the terror clamped in around her mind like a
vice.

~~~

‘It’s started,’ Mia whispered.

By now she was sitting on the
bed with Lena, their bodies curled together as they waited for
whatever might happen. At first there had been a couple of attempts
to open the door, but now there was nothing. Just silence.

‘What?’ Lena whispered back.
‘What’s started?’

‘Your friend, my relative, has
met it. Can you not feel the darkness rising around us?’

Lena looked up at the light
coming in through the barred window. It was a bright, quite warm
day and… Somehow the light seemed cooler now, thinner. Even the
stones of the castle seemed a darker grey. Lena huddled closer to
Mia and began to pray.

~~~

They stood there in the darkness,
Twilight curled on the obsidian ground while Andrea stood over her,
forcing the blackness back from them by sheer force of will.

‘You have to get up,’ Andrea
whispered, almost pleading. ‘I can’t do this alone.’

‘Can’t,’ Twilight responded, her
voice slow. ‘I… it’s too much… I…’

‘This is what happened with the
demon. We were overwhelmed and then… Something happened then. Why
isn’t it happening now?’

‘It is.’ The voice came from all
around them. It hissed, barely a whisper, but loud in their ears,
and the darkness around them seemed to boil. ‘It’s my turn, and
this time there will be no going back.’ Beneath them the ground
cracked. A spider’s web of faults formed in the black crystal,
deepened, and then shattered, and they were falling.

‘Twilight!’ Andrea shrieked.
Somehow she knew that, no matter what, they had to stay together.
Out there they were losing control to their third personality, but
in here they had to stay together. ‘Reach for me!’ She reached out,
grabbing for Twilight’s arm. She missed and the masked girl turned
slowly in the air as they fell further. Her arm extended out and
this time Andrea caught her hand and pulled her in. The
oh-so-self-reliant Twilight felt limp in Andrea’s grip as she was
pulled in and hugged tight. She had taken the brunt of the Shadow’s
assault; perhaps that was it.

‘Don’t let go,’ Twilight
whispered.

‘I won’t,’ Andrea replied,
holding on tighter.

And together they continued to
fall.

~~~

Durant felt the darkness lifting from
around him and he collapsed onto his side, still shaking. His view
was not exactly a good one, but he could see the girl standing
there in the centre of the room. The black cloud which had filled
every part of the chamber was now twisting around her body. Bands
of black writhed about her limbs, her head. Her black eyes seemed
blacker than ever.

Of course, he had never seen
anyone eaten by the Darkness. The last person to be claimed had
died before he had been born. Long before. He had no idea whether
this was how it always looked, so he had no idea whether he should
leave, or just wait for her to fall down… And anyway, his body was
still half-frozen.

Then he heard the sound. He
thought that it was quite possible that he would never forget that
sound for as long as he lived. It was a high, keening screech, a
sound like something in great pain and great fear, and it came out
of nowhere, it seemed. It was not the girl who made the sound, and
as it died away as though it were being ground into oblivion under
a boot, the dark trails around Twilight died away too.

She looked down and smiled, and
her voice was a hiss. ‘And now I am the Shadow.’

‘What?’ He blinked as she moved,
and then his eyes widened. The sword she had been holding had been
driven through his chest.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ she told
him, and then she turned, heading for the doorway.

Durant had been right: he
remembered the keening sound of the dying Darkness right up until
the time he died.

~~~

Something had changed, quite suddenly,
with the Italian authorities. No one was quite sure what happened,
but people who had been objecting moments before had suddenly
decided that they had no objections, or that their objections were
unreasonable. In ten minutes they had gone from preparing a covert
infiltration which would have likely caused no end of problems, to
hurrying to get to the gate room in time to be warped to Italy.

‘This is not good,’ Viviane said
as she flew alongside Cygnus up from the village, where they had
arrived, toward the castle they could see on the mountain side.

‘I thought this was better than
having to drop in unannounced?’

‘Oh. Yes, but there is something
very wrong here. We may be too late.’

‘I don’t believe that,’ Cygnus
replied, but she accelerated and Viviane had to push to keep up
with her.

The castle was a simple design
which had begun simpler and been extended over and over again.
Architecture, especially military architecture, was not her strong
point, but even Cygnus could see multiple phases of development,
each with a variation in style. There was an outer wall with square
turrets, which looked quite defensible, and then a lower, inner
wall with round turrets. Within that the main keep seemed quite old
and square, more or less, with a tower at one corner. The very top
of the tower had windows suggesting it had been used as a watch
tower. There were windows around the top two floors, but none at
ground level, and all were barred. The only way in was going to be
the heavy doors at the front… but they were wide open, and the
reason for that was what really started Cygnus worrying.

There were three corpses lying
outside the door. One had a sword through his back, but the other
two showed no real sign of injury. They were dead, but there was no
immediate indication of what had killed them. Cygnus thought of the
shadowy knives Twilight could throw.

‘Can you tell where she is?’
Cygnus asked.

‘There is… Something is making
locating her difficult. Up. And be prepared: there is a lot of
death here.’

They moved in, seeing more
bodies as soon as they were inside. ‘The tower,’ Cygnus said, her
tone flat. ‘The stairs will be in the tower.’ She turned left and
moved quickly down a short passage, and there was the spiral
staircase. She paused on the floor above, looking quickly down the
corridor and flinching at the sight of a decapitated body hung from
a ceiling beam.

‘Higher,’ Viviane said.

‘Last floor then.’ They went up,
and that was when they heard the sound. A heavy thudding, slow and
methodical. Someone was trying to break through a door. ‘This way,’
Cygnus said, rushing off in the direction the sound seemed to be
coming from. The crashing stopped as they rounded a corner and they
ran down the passageway in time to see Twilight, dressed in a black
jumpsuit, stalking toward two figures on the bed.

‘Now,’ Viviane hissed as Cygnus
pushed through the door. ‘Do it now.’

‘Twilight!’ Cygnus snapped out,
reaching over her shoulder to the sword which was slung there.
‘You’ll need this.’ She threw the blade across to the black-eyed
girl who was so not Twilight right now.

‘Thank you,’ not-Twilight said,
plucking the sword out of the air. ‘I do.’ She turned, raising her
sword, and Lena screamed.

~~~

The darkness was still there, still
surrounding them, but they were no longer falling. Andrea had the
feeling that the other mind’s attention was elsewhere now, which
meant that she could focus on Twilight.

‘You okay, kid?’ Andrea
whispered in her other self’s ear.

‘Been better. I feel like
someone hit me with a hammer. Like, a steam hammer.’

‘You’re the fearless one. How
come I’m having to pick us both up?’

‘Sorry.’ Twilight straightened
her back, but she still felt limp in Andrea’s arms. ‘The weight of
it… I just couldn’t hold it back.’

‘The Darkness. That’s the fear
we use.’

‘Not just that. It was her too.
The third one. I think she’s… She was the shadow part that was
supposed to be absorbed by the thing in the black. Being with it
just made her stronger.’

Andrea nodded. ‘I don’t think it
knew how strong.’

‘No.’ There was a pause and
then, ‘She’s killing them. All of them. I can feel it. She’ll keep
going until there’s no one left in the castle.’

‘And then? I don’t think she
wants to give up control. Not this time.’ Keeping a tight hold on
Twilight, Andrea turned, focussing on the blackness in front of
them. It was dim, vague, but there was something becoming visible.
Out there in the dark, they could just about see the world outside
through the clouds of darkness. ‘Where are we? What’s she
doing?’

It became more obvious as a
man’s face appeared briefly. He looked like he was screaming.
Terror shone bright in his eyes before they went dull. ‘Shit, she
can scare people to death,’ Twilight muttered.

‘We could,’ Andrea replied. ‘I
think she can do it easier, but we could still give someone a heart
attack. I’ve worried about it.’

‘Considering who we usually do
that to, forgive me for not worrying.’

‘Yeah... What’s she… Is that the
door to Lena’s room?’

They could see their own boot
being smashed into the wood. That was having no effect.

‘Yeah,’ Twilight replied flatly.
‘She wants everyone dead. She won’t get through like that
though.’

And they watched as a heavy,
marble stand of some sort was located on the corridor and employed
as a battering ram. It was still taking some time, but she was
going to get through…

‘We have to take control again,’
Andrea said.

‘How?’

‘We… We work together. Uh, I
push her back and you go for the body. We have to be stronger than
her together, right? It’s two against one.’

The door started to splinter
around the lock. ‘Well, then… On three and we push together.’

‘Right,’ Andrea agreed.
‘Three!’

It was like pushing against mud.
Neither of them knew what they were doing, but they pushed, trying
to get out, out to where the image of the door was waiting. Except
that now the door was opening and they were seeing Lena and Mia on
the bed, huddled together and looking scared. Very scared.

‘Harder!’ Andrea screamed. There
was a slight falter in the image as they struggled outward.

‘You can’t win,’ the third voice
hissed from around them. ‘And when I’ve killed these ones and we’re
all alone here, I’ll come for you. I’ll snuff you out.’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ Andrea
whispered, somehow managing to cut off the sound as she pressed
forward and out. ‘You have to push for control. She’s
weakening.’

They saw the image change as
their body turned. Cygnus and Viviane were there! A little late
maybe, but at least they were there and now they could stop her
from killing anyone really innocent…

‘What are they doing?’ Twilight
asked through gritted teeth. Both of them could see the sword
flying toward a waiting hand. ‘Giving us a sword! Shit!’ The image
turned again. Lena’s face was there, mouth wide in a scream.

‘No,’ Andrea said as she felt
the sudden weight of the katana in her palm and knew which sword it
was. ‘That’s our sword.’ She clenched her fists, clenched
her will, and pushed. ‘Stop her!’ she yelled as Twilight was
catapulted out into the light.

The sword’s blade, wrapped now
in black tendrils of energy, stopped half an inch from Lena’s head,
trembling. Sweat broke out across Twilight’s brow and then she
twisted away, falling to her hands and knees, but never letting go
of the hilt of her sword.

Cygnus moved closer, dropping to
one knee beside her friend. ‘Twilight?’

‘More or less,’ Twilight
replied. ‘Give us a second. Andrea’s still sealing the other one
away again.’

Cygnus took the scabbard of the
weapon from where it was hung over her shoulder and handed it to
its owner. ‘No idea if that helps or it’s just the blade, but I
figure it can’t hurt.’ She looked up at the two women on the bed.
‘You’re okay now. She’s okay now.’

‘The Shadow?’ Mia asked, as yet
unsure of who she was talking to.

‘Gone,’ Viviane said. ‘Or…’ She
looked at Twilight, considering. ‘I think that it has a new
mistress. And now that she has regained control of herself, a
rather more beneficent one.’

Twilight gave a shudder, rolled
onto her back, and reached up to pull her mask off her face. ‘Right
now I feel less like a beneficent mistress and more like a tired,
sore one,’ Andrea said.

‘You need rest,’ the sorceress
agreed. ‘Here is, I think, as good a place as any. You will need to
be watched, which I will do.’

Cygnus sighed, straightening up.
‘Then I guess I’d better take care of the bodies.’

‘How many did I kill?’ Andrea
asked.

‘Uh… All of them?’

Andrea winced, but Mia was
getting to her feet. ‘It was not exactly you, Miss,’ the
housekeeper said. ‘I will help. With the bodies. It is my job,
yes?’

‘I will too,’ Lena said. Cygnus
looked at her, raising eyebrows. ‘What? My father is… was a
mobster. You think I’ve got this far without having met the odd
body?’

The blonde heroine shrugged.
‘Okay, I won’t turn down the help. What are we going to do with
them all?’

‘There is the standard policy,’
Mia replied with a shrug. ‘This is not the first time I have
disposed of a body either.’

27th June.

Night was falling on the following day
before Andrea emerged from a sleep filled with weird dreams.
Viviane had watched for hours, and then Cygnus had taken over. All
the bodies had been removed by then, and Mia and Lena were going
around with mops and a special solvent Mia claimed got blood stains
out of anything. Cygnus did not really want to know how she
knew this.

The first indication that Andrea
was back in the land of the living were the words, ‘I am famished.
Is there anything to eat around here?’ Cygnus figured this was a
good sign and fifteen minutes later they were all sitting around a
table in the great hall, working on consuming the food Mia had
thrown together.

‘I can do much better than this,
given proper notice,’ the Italian girl stated.

‘I’m sure you can,’ Andrea
replied, ‘but I’d just like to point out that in my current state,
this is perfect.’

‘And what is your current
state?’ Cygnus asked.

‘Hungry.’ She grinned. ‘I think
I’ve kind of… inherited the Shadow Court. Or something like that. I
think my third personality is now in control of the shadows and,
for now anyway, me and Twilight are in control of her. As long as
it stays that way, we should be fine.’

‘Keep the sword with you as much
as possible,’ Viviane said. ‘Its enchantment will help.’

Andrea nodded. ‘I’ve no idea
what to do with the organisation they built up though.’

‘I can, perhaps, help,’ Mia
replied. ‘I know where all the records are. I am authorised to deal
with financial transactions to a limited extent and can get you to
see those in control of the purse strings.’

Andrea raised an eyebrow, but
she said, ‘Okay, you get the job. Keep it in the family, right?’
Mia grinned back at her.

‘I’d like to help too,’ Lena
said. She had been sitting very close to Mia the whole time; Andrea
was hoping that Mia swung that way because it was looking like Lena
had found a new dusky Latin beauty to latch onto. ‘I know the
business. Even if Poppa didn’t want me involved in that kind of
thing, I knew what was going on. I can help, and I don’t want to go
back.’

‘It would be… nice to have some
help with this place,’ Mia said.

‘Oh… she swings that way,’
Twilight commented.

‘All right,’ Andrea said. ‘You
two will take care of things here. I guess I’ll need to come back
here at times to sign stuff and… stuff. Now I know where it is
though, I should be able to jump right into the cellars. There’s
nothing down there but darkness now.’

‘Brightstar will want to see you
both,’ Viviane said, ‘as will Doctor Ultimate. I believe that you
must both seriously consider at least an Associate position
with the Union.’

‘That’s what you are, right?’
Andrea asked, getting a nod in reply. ‘I won’t say no.’

‘And I guess that could work for
me too,’ Cygnus said. ‘Cygnus and Twilight need to be ready to
defend New Millennium City when we’re needed.’

‘But maybe we can be available
for saving the world in an emergency,’ Andrea added, grinning.
‘Let’s just try to keep the emergencies to a minimum until I’ve
worked out what being the Avatar of Shadows really means, huh?’


Epilogue

 Southern
Ocean, 20th September 2014.

Aquarian checked the instrument he had
been given, moving it left and right a few times before picking a
direction and then swimming that way. Above him, far above him on
the surface, the weather was about average for September around the
Antarctic, but here it was calm and he just had to worry about the
current. It was not the best time of year to be out looking for
anything in this region, but when Doctor Ultimate said there
was ‘an anomaly of a worrying nature’ which needed to be checked
out, he generally meant it.

Aquarian was uniquely suited to
search for something lost at the bottom of an ocean. It was one of
those long stories, but there had been an accident at sea, a lot of
toxic waste, and now he could breathe water and swim at high
speeds. He had never got the whole ‘talking to fish’ thing, but
then he had got the impression that fish were not that exciting to
talk to. Dolphins were a different matter. Whales seemed like they
should have something pretty deep to say. He had grown up in San
Francisco and the hippy culture back there had been part of his
childhood.

He paused in his descent,
frowning into the water. There was no light down here, but his
sonar was picking something up, something a little too smooth to be
sea floor. Even with his adaptations, he was having to wear a suit
here, to keep the cold out. Cold he could stand, but the local fish
in these parts had chemicals in their blood to stop them turning
into fish fingers. Whatever, the suit was hampering his normally
excellent non-visual senses. Following the display on his sensor
gadget as much as his ‘sight,’ he swam deeper until he could
definitely make out something half-buried in the seabed.

Sonar suggested something hard,
smooth, and maybe twenty metres across, though it could have been
larger since it was definitely stuck in the sand and silt which
covered the bottom here. There seemed to be a blister of some sort
near one end and that, combined with the smoothness of the
structure, suggested something artificial.

The sensor unit had a
high-powered torch attached, and he activated it; sonar was useful,
but it tended to give poor details. He needed to know what he was
dealing with. The light illuminated a metallic hull which Aquarian
thought might be a submarine until he found the blister and looked
in at the corpse buckled into some sort of flight chair inside
it.

He activated the sonar-comms
unit built into his suit and spoke. ‘I’ve located it and we’re
going to need some specialist gear to lift it. I think Hugh was
right; we’ve got ourselves a crashed UFO.’

###
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