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Part One: Gravity Sucks
New Millennium City, MD, 11th March 2015.
‘Everyone! On the ground. Hands where we can see them. Do as we say and no one gets hurt.’ The orders were followed by a burst of automatic weapon fire, but the reaction was, perhaps, not what the team of six bank robbers might have expected.
Rather calmly, the staff and customers of New Millennium Third Mutual got to their knees in preparation for lying down on the floor. An old woman, who happened to have been close to the leader of the gang when he shouted out his orders, spoke. ‘You’re not from around here, are you, dear?’ She was smiling. She was smiling in a way which suggested she felt a little sorry for him.
‘You think Cygnus and Twilight are coming to stop us?’ the robber asked. ‘Well, it’s ten in the morning, so the shadow bitch is powerless. And the super-stripper doesn’t know.’
The old woman groaned a little as she settled onto the cold tiles. ‘She knows, son. She always knows.’
~~~
Outside New Millennium Third Mutual, the seventh man in the eight-man team was busy climbing into the back of a dark-blue van. ‘Alarm signals have been cut,’ he said. ‘There’s no noise on the police bands. No one’s going to know about this until we’re out of the state.’
‘Yeah, yeah. So you say,’ the driver and last member of the team replied. ‘I still think this was a sucker move. Cygnus is goin’ t’ get us for sure.’
‘How? No alarms. No cops. How’s she even supposed to know? Come on, man. There’s no way she can catch us. She’s at home with her feet up. She’s probably reading some–’
He was cut off by a knock on the driver’s side window. Both men froze and then the driver slowly turned his head to look out. Just outside the window was a tall, amazingly beautiful woman, and she was smiling. Her clear, blue eyes were alight with humour and her wide lips – painted pale pink – were drawn out in a broad grin. She had long platinum-blonde hair which, from pictures, the driver knew fell to the middle of her back, and she was dressed in a costume made of some sort of white plastic which barely covered her large, firm breasts and showed skin down to well below her navel. The driver had a fleeting thought that he might never again see the calendar hanging in his bedroom which featured a number of shots of Cygnus, and then she punched through the window and knocked him unconscious.
The back doors of the van were yanked open, to the sound of tearing metal, before the alarm guy could get to them. He raised the .45 he had in his hand and fired three rounds, point blank, into the figure standing outside and she frowned.
‘Are you quite finished?’ Cygnus asked.
The bank robber sagged and dropped his pistol onto the floor of the van. ‘Yeah. Sorry. It’s like a reflex or something. How did you even know we were here?’
She smiled. ‘That would be for me to know and you… will probably never find out the answer.’
~~~
Inside the bank, without warning, the interior lights shut off. There was still light coming in through the windows, but the robbers paused in the middle of emptying the tellers’ drawers and looked around nervously.
‘Someone cut the power?’ one said.
‘Shut up and get the money,’ the leader ordered, but his eyes turned to the old lady lying not far from his feet. ‘There’s no way she can be here. It’s daylight. We cut the alarms.’
‘Doesn’t matter, dear,’ the old lady said.
And then the room filled with darkness.
‘What…’ the leader began. ‘What happened to the light?’
A soft voice spoke in his ear: feminine, amused. ‘What’s the matter? You’re not afraid of the dark, are you?’
He turned sharply, but the Steyr machine pistol he swung found nothing. But there was something. There was something in the blackness. Something old. Something ancient. Something very, very hungry…
Light returned to the room, revealing the black-clad woman who had caused the black-out and the would-be robbers. The leader was on the ground at Twilight’s feet, right beside the old lady who was looking at him with a considerable degree of pity. Another of the men was on the floor, fainted away like his leader, while the man beside him was still standing, just staring into space as though his brain had shut down. The fourth man - behind the counter with the tellers - had had black hair when he entered the bank, but now it was stark white, as were his eyebrows, and his pistol had fallen from his shaking hands.
Beside the door, one man left on guard duty was now on his knees. He had already evacuated a hearty breakfast from his stomach and was now trying hard to vomit up his intestines. And the last of them let out a wild scream of panic, dropped his submachine gun, and bolted out of the door. A couple of seconds later, Cygnus walked in through the door dragging the panicked guard and the alarm guy behind her. They were trying to resist, but it was making no difference at all.
Cygnus sniffed, wrinkled her nose, and looked down at the man who was still violently retching beside the door. ‘I hate it when they throw up.’ Cygnus scanned the room and spotted the man with the white hair. ‘Oh, wow! You scared one into white hair!’
‘Uh, he’s got a weak bladder too,’ one of the tellers – a rather pretty young woman who was right beside the white-haired bandit – said. The white-haired man looked a lot like he wanted to die on the spot.
‘Sorry,’ Twilight said. She was, more or less, the polar opposite of her partner, the dark to Cygnus’s light. She was not in costume, having come straight from work, but even in black jeans and a T-shirt you could see there was something special about her. She was attractive and a little hard. Her body was formed by training into a fit, smoothly muscled, fighting machine. Her face was long, angular, with a pert sort of nose and capped off with short, black, untidy hair, but it was her eyes you noticed first. Twilight’s eyes were a uniform jet black across their entire surface.
‘Never you mind, dear,’ the old lady said, accepting Twilight’s hand to help her get up. ‘I’ve got all my savings in this bank. A little mess is easily cleared up.’
Twilight grinned. ‘You’re taking being in a bank robbery very well.’
‘Well, we all knew you two would come and stop them. What’s there to worry about?’
~~~
‘Good call, Denny,’ Penny said as she walked back into the lounge after changing from the gorgeous Cygnus to the less-than-gorgeous Penny Worthington. Penny was a good five inches under Cygnus’s five-eleven with disproportionately short legs compared to Cygnus’s almost unnaturally long ones. Her face was rounder, her nose larger and flatter, her hair a mousy sort of blonde, and her chest was nothing like the size of Cygnus’s. But she had the same blue eyes and the same skin, and June, her supermodel girlfriend, loved her in any shape.
‘Thank you, Penny,’ Denny replied. She was a disembodied voice, the voice of the alien computer hidden away in the basement. ‘June helped.’
June looked up from the fashion magazine she was reading; she was a raven-haired, blue-eyed beauty with her expansive breasts barely concealed behind the silk wrap she was still dressed in at almost midday. ‘I just kibitzed. Denny spotted the activity on the bank cameras and I agreed that it looked suspicious. And then you got them.’ Her perfect nose wrinkled. ‘Was there much vomiting?’
‘Just the one,’ Penny replied. ‘Though there was also some urinating.’
‘Eww!’
‘That one’s hair went white. All of it.’
‘All of it? You checked?’
Penny frowned and dropped onto the sofa beside her girlfriend. ‘Well, head and eyebrows. Getting the local banks and other targets to link their security cameras in here was a good idea. The volume isn’t too much, is it, Denny?’
‘I was designed to service a spacecraft of significantly more advanced design than one Earth house, Penny,’ Denny replied. ‘If I become overwhelmed, I can reduce my sampling rate without risking a failure to record June’s favourite TV programmes.’
‘Hey! That’s not all I ask you to do,’ June complained.
‘That is true. There is the monitoring of internet activity for new slashfic stories.’ June’s cheeks coloured and she hid behind her magazine. ‘That keeps me very busy.’
‘I read them for the articles,’ June mumbled.
‘That made no sense,’ Penny replied. ‘And you also keep our calendars, Denny. Anything important coming up?’
‘June is on assignment next week,’ Denny replied. ‘Things would be quiet were it not for your costumed activities.’
‘Lingerie,’ June said. ‘It’s in a studio in Uptown, so I’ll be home every night.’
‘And hopefully I’ll be here for some of those nights,’ Penny replied. ‘This bank robbery was a bit of a surprise, but we’ve got a good handle on the drugs coming in from DC. The Princes are on the back foot as far as New Millennium City is concerned.’
‘You think this robbery was something to do with the Seven Princes?’
‘I don’t have any proof,’ Penny conceded, ‘but I wouldn’t be surprised. We’ve been kicking them pretty hard since Andrea scared Jason Sweet out of the city after New Year. They tried hard to push back with the drugs, but we’ve pushed harder. I get the feeling that robbing a bank is them trying to get somewhere here.’
‘Well, they are still trying. You have that drug shipment tonight.’
‘Huh, yeah.’ Penny shook her head. ‘I have no idea how they thought that would get past us.’
Suitland, MD, 12th March.
‘Two a.m.,’ Twilight said over the radio she shared with Cygnus and a few other heroes around the city. ‘Any sign of it?’
Twilight was on the ground, waiting in the trees beside the Suitland Parkway and in costume. There was not much to her costume: June had been designing for Twilight and Cygnus for a while, and those designs had been getting more and more minimal. Twilight’s black outfit had sleeves and a high collar, but there was basically nothing covering her stomach and little covering her breasts, but then it was not like the Avatar of Shadows needed body armour. There were also over-the-knee boots and her sword slung at her back, and her mask. The mask was important because it differentiated Twilight from her alter ego, Andrea.
‘No,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Nothing yet. I– Wait, I think… Yeah, those are the right plates. That’s our target.’
‘Want to introduce yourself? I’ll have a word with the driver as soon as I can see where I’m going.’
‘Okay,’ Cygnus said and swept down toward the rear of the truck. ‘I’ll put a blast in through the rear doors and then–’ She cut off as the doors at the back of the container opened up and two men became visible in the bright lights filling its interior.
‘Cygnus?’ Twilight asked. She could see the truck approaching now, and Cygnus approaching it from the rear. Then she saw a plume of smoke emerge from the back of the container.
‘Shit! It’s a Night Lance!’ And Cygnus twisted in the air, diverting upward and accelerating as the missile roared out after her.
‘Sneaky bastards,’ Twilight said. The Night Lance was technically just a man-portable missile, but it could be fitted with a homing mechanism designed to track and attack Ultras using their cosmic energy signature. Cygnus had escaped one before by outmanoeuvring it; the missiles were fast, but not as nimble as the flying Ultra. That was then; now Cygnus could probably outrun the thing if she could get a second to concentrate and reconfigure her powers. Or… ‘When you’re Penny, you can’t be detected as an Ultra, right?’
‘I obscure my signature so that– Oh! Got you.’
‘Won’t it lock onto Twilight instead?’ June’s voice came over the radios. She spent a lot of time in the evenings listening to the chatter on the radios and helping Denny coordinate things. It made her feel part of the team, even if she could not help directly.
‘I hope so,’ Twilight replied, and she stepped forward into the shadows.
In the air, Cygnus glanced back to see the Night Lance coming up fast behind her. She focused on herself and ignored the oncoming explosive doom. She was running what she liked to call her ‘gunship configuration’ which had about the speed of a helicopter, a reasonable force field, radar, and a fairly massive energy blast. Cutting the blaster power gave her enough room to shunt in the masking effect she used when she was Penny. At least theoretically, the missile would be unable to detect her, but to be safe, she banked left, swinging back toward the parkway and the truck, and then turned hard right and up, and the missile just kept right on going.
‘It’s coming your way,’ Cygnus said. ‘That is you on the roof of the container, right?’
On top of the container, kneeling down to brace into the wind, Twilight grinned. ‘Oh yeah. You know any other mobile clouds of writhing shadow?’
‘No. Just remember to be immaterial when the missile hits.’
‘Do I tell you how to fly?’
‘No, but–’ And that was when the Night Lance arrived at its new target. The container, its contents, and the men in the back vanished in a ball of fire. Destabilised by the destruction behind it, the trailer skidded, turned, and rolled. It slid another five hundred feet across the tarmac before coming to a stop. ‘Still with us, partner?’ Cygnus asked.
‘I’m still here,’ Twilight replied. ‘So’s the driver, but he’s not looking too good. Denny, you’d better call in the local cops and some medics. Fire service too. They may have to cut him out of the cab.’
Cygnus dropped to the roadway behind the burning container. ‘The guys with the missile didn’t fare so well, but there are still a few crates intact here. Some broken. Looks like cocaine, unless they were transporting carefully wrapped bags of flour.’
‘That should do it. I’ll be back there in a second. We need to get some pictures before the cops get here.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘Yeah. Not going to make that mistake again.’
~~~
Penny opened her eyes and groaned. ‘Denny, it’s barely eight thirty and I didn’t get to bed until after four.’
‘I apologise for the early wake-up call, Penny, but Cygnus is needed.’ The computer did sound apologetic. ‘There is a car approaching. I have identified it as a UID vehicle.’
‘Crap.’ There was a mumbling sound from the other side of the bed as Penny slipped from under the sheets. Penny had got quite good at understanding mostly-asleep-June, however. ‘Yes, I do, but you stay in bed.’ Another mumble. ‘Yeah, UID. I swear they’re getting worse.’
Penny took a step across the room to reach for the robe hanging on the back of the door, and Cygnus took it off the hook. It had taken time before, when she had first got her powers. Now it took a second of concentration to shift and another to realign her powers. When meeting the UID, just in case, she usually configured her social settings. It could make things easier.
Cygnus opened the door just as the bell rang. She smiled. ‘Senior Special Agent Hammond, how nice to see you when I’ve barely had four hours’ sleep.’
Hammond cleared his throat. It was a nervous habit he seemed to exhibit every time he had to talk to Cygnus, probably because he knew he was about to talk total bullshit. He was based in DC, not New Millennium City, and he seemed to be the man they sent to do the Secret Service’s dirty work. He was a career agent, in his early forties with a little too much grey in his dark-brown hair. His brown eyes also looked too old for the man. The job was aging him, but he was UID to the core and probably had no idea what he would do if he quit.
‘It’s your activities last night I’m here to discuss,’ Hammond said.
‘You had better come in then.’ Cygnus led the way through the hall, with its open ceiling which allowed access to the dojo, and on into the large lounge area. Up on the wall in front of the seating area, the huge TV screen was showing the scene outside where two more UID agents were standing beside a black town car as though someone might steal it. Cygnus dropped onto one of the sofas and smiled. ‘I don’t suppose you want to sit. Please proceed.’
Hammond looked at the other sofa, cleared his throat again, and turned his attention to Cygnus. ‘The UID is concerned–’
‘The UID or the Secret Service?’
‘Ahem. The UID is concerned over the proximity of last night’s operation to the DC federal exclusion zone.’
‘Seriously?’ Andrea walked in from her own room, belting her robe closed as she went. ‘We’re not allowed to do anything inside the DC area, and now we aren’t allowed to do anything near it? When did that law get passed? How close is too close? Did your moronic superiors think this one through or is it just another pathetic attempt to get us to stop hitting the Seven Princes?’
Cygnus looked around. ‘You didn’t have to get up, Andrea.’
‘And miss this? You’ll be nice to him and I don’t feel like doing that.’ Both women turned their attention back to Hammond.
Hammond paused for a second. ‘Ahem.’
‘You should have your throat looked at,’ Cygnus said. ‘Do you smoke? Because I understand smoking can cause you to cough a lot. You should give it up. Smoking’s bad for you.’
There was another pause as Hammond appeared to be visibly trying not to cough. ‘I don’t smoke,’ he said. ‘The UID would prefer that you keep your activities confined to New Millennium City.’
‘No,’ Andrea stated flatly.
‘I must agree with my colleague,’ Cygnus added. ‘We won’t be doing that. We will stop the Seven Princes from pushing into our town and take action where necessary to ensure that doesn’t happen.’
‘The UID has found no evidence of any such group,’ Hammond said. ‘No link has been uncovered between the shipments you have intercepted, or the distribution centre you hit in Baltimore, or the club you had shut down in New Millennium City. This… crusade must stop or–’
‘Or what?’ Andrea said. ‘You’ll suspend our registrations? Again. You know how that worked out last time. The UID’s reputation is still in the toilet over that, and Maryland will refuse to acknowledge the suspension anyway. They know what happened last time. How about you actually look into the evidence of corruption I handed over in August? How about you find out how drug smugglers got their hands on a Night Lance?’
‘That’s not my job.’
‘No, your job is to pester us. Do you know why they always send you out here whenever the Secret Service wants a message delivered, Special Agent?’ Hammond’s jaw worked for a second while he tried to come up with a specific reason. Andrea decided to supply one. ‘It’s because you’re not crooked. You’re a good, honest cop. You’re not even prejudiced against Ultras, which seems to be something the UID has a lot of. No, you’re honest, so you get sent here because your superiors know that if they sent someone on the take, I’d know, and we’d take him or her apart.’
‘So,’ Cygnus continued, ‘go back to DC and tell them they’ll need to expand the federal reserve if they want to keep us further away from DC. They drew the boundaries, so they could redraw them. I think the surrounding states may have something to say about that, of course. Maryland and Virginia aren’t especially pleased about the bits that are currently covered. We won’t be stopping our activities because criminals want us to. Oh, and if you know full well I’ve had too little sleep, don’t come here so early. It just makes me cranky.’
‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ Hammond said and turned toward the door.
Cygnus got to her feet to show him out, pausing beside the door. ‘Don’t you ever get tired of being used as a pawn, Senior Special Agent?’
Hammond looked back at her, his shoulders sagging. ‘Off the record… Yes. Yes, I do.’
Washington, DC.
The Seven Princes were meeting in their Washington office and Jason Sweet, Asmodeus, was far from pleased. ‘We couldn’t do this in L.A.?’
Sathanus, Prince of Wrath, smirked. ‘Too close to Twilight for you? Shadow Bitch really got under your skin, didn’t she, oh mighty Prince of Lust?’
‘You take a walk in her head and tell me how you feel.’
‘We are here to discuss Twilight and Cygnus,’ Lucifer said, always the voice of reason, the bringer of light. Tall and blonde, Lucifer was the leader of the group because everyone else let him be, though he believed that it was his place to be there. Certainly, Asmodeus had been his most obvious competition until the incident with Twilight. And Lucifer did like to bring that up… ‘When you began operations in New Millennium City, you assured us that two women would not be a problem. Since the start of the year, those two women and their friends have got your club closed following the discovery of drugs on the premises, more or less eliminated our drug sales in that city, destroyed our main distribution centre in Baltimore, and caused Beelzebub to work overtime keeping a lid on things in DC.’
Abaddon, a handsome man with haphazardly groomed brown hair and hazel eyes who slouched in his chair, generally happy to watch Belphegor eat, shifted his gaze to Beelzebub, sitting beside him. ‘That’s too bad, man,’ Abaddon drawled. ‘No one should have to work that hard.’ Abaddon took his role as the Prince of Sloth seriously. Or as seriously as he took anything.
Beelzebub was an attractive man with short blonde hair, blue eyes, and a tendency to wear expensive, handmade suits at all times. He dealt in politics, where politics was defined as being any available method in the influencing of others, legal or not. ‘We remain safe within the federal reserve,’ he said. ‘Neither of them will risk coming in here again, but outside they are a law unto themselves. Any and all of our operations could be at risk if they decide to take an interest and there is little I can do to change that. Cygnus and Twilight are too popular with the general populace. I can blackmail the president, if you wish, but any attack from that front will fail and then remove our pawn.’
‘I say we back off their city,’ Abaddon said. ‘Back off, back out. Hell, I didn’t want to go in there in the first place. Too much work.’
Lucifer glowered at the man. ‘You agreed at the time.’
‘Yeah, of course. You all wanted to do it. I haven’t pushed into the brothels and none of my trafficking routes go through there. You wanted Asmodeus to front it and it was no skin off my nose. We should–’
‘Get this over with,’ Sathanus said. He had been the one to induct Abaddon into the Princes, but he did not like him. Not at all. ‘My way. We take them both out. All this subtlety makes my fists ache.’
‘Killing them has been tried before,’ Asmodeus pointed out.
‘Not by me.’ Sathanus was not a tall man, but there was muscle to his frame and that was amplified by Ultrahuman power. He was dark, swarthy. His hair was some dark colour, but he shaved it back to the scalp, making it hard to tell what that colour was. His eyes were brown, almost black, and some believed the pupils could be seen glowing red when he got angry. He got angry quite easily. ‘I’ve got someone I’ve used for Ultras before. They think they’re tough, but there are ways around that. Some things you just can’t protect against. I’ll handle them.’
‘Do it,’ Lucifer said. ‘We can’t have them further impacting our activities.’
‘Two weeks,’ Sathanus replied. ‘Do as Abaddon says: pull back and let them relax. In two weeks, I’ll have them both out of the picture.’
New Millennium City, MD, 20th March.
‘So? What do you think?’ June was posing in the middle of the lounge floor dressed in leopard-print underwear and platform pumps.
Penny’s gaze travelled the length of June’s body, up long legs, slim waist, firm breasts, to the beautiful face. ‘I do not know how to answer that.’ June pouted. ‘Okay, I would never have believed anyone could pull off leopard-print like that, but you make it look fantastic. And if your plan was to get me to spend the afternoon in bed, it’s working.’
June shook her head. ‘Andrea’s spending the night at Jacob’s place. I don’t plan to move into the bedroom for a while yet.’
‘Okay.’
‘We finished shooting early. I got off early, so I came home where I can get off. Early. And again later. And… You didn’t have any plans on sleeping tonight, did you?’
Penny smirked. ‘Having your picture taken in underwear gets you that horny?’
‘They wanted smouldering. I’ve spent six hours imagining you in various states of undress. I plan to use you mercilessly until morning.’
‘You know,’ Penny said, pausing to pull off her T-shirt, ‘plans like that are never going to survive reality. Something bad’s going to happen.’
June gave a shrug and started prowling toward Penny. ‘Something bad is always going to happen. That’s why we should get started early.’
~~~
Barty’s was a sports bar in Friendship with something of a family-friendly reputation. People did not actually bring their families to it, but it felt like you could. There was always something on the wall screen: baseball, football, occasionally ice hockey. However, the sound was never turned up too loud for conversation to be excluded. Even those who did not think sport was the highest form of art could find a good pint and a nice place to spend a Friday night if they wanted to. There was never any trouble in Barty’s.
Then the swarthy man with the shaved scalp walked in. He headed for the bar to order a beer, but behind him, spreading out from the line he walked, people began to feel just a little less happy about things. He sat down on a stool with his glass and took a drink, and he watched. He had a sense for these things. He knew the ones who already had just a little darkness in their soul. Sathanus could look at anyone and tell whether they had the capacity to kill. He saw Malcolm Stewart.
Malcolm was not entirely sure why his favourite watering hole had suddenly become less favoured. Nothing had changed in the last few seconds, but something had changed. The air smelled of stale beer and the cloyingly sweet perfume of the woman sitting behind him. It was too warm. He could not seem to hear the game over the annoying bastards chattering around him. Malcolm had no idea why he suddenly wanted to hit someone really badly, but he did. He had felt the same way before and the judge had ordered him to take anger-management classes. So, Malcolm began counting to ten, breathing calmly and deeply.
He had got to four when he turned around and smashed the beer bottle he was holding over the perfumed woman’s head.
~~~
‘This is your fault,’ Cygnus said as she lost height, dropping toward a sports bar in Friendship which had suddenly become a war zone.
‘She planned a night of uninterrupted passion, didn’t she?’ Twilight asked over the radio. ‘I swear, I leave you two alone for five minutes…’
‘How was I supposed to know a bar fight was going to erupt?’ June asked, or maybe pleaded. ‘The police on site are calling for backup. This is something more than a basic brawl.’
‘Yeah,’ Cygnus said, getting eyes on the scene. ‘Broken windows. Uh, all of them are broken. There are people fighting on the sidewalk. I’ll see if I can calm things down.’ She activated her Guardian aura as soon as her heels hit the paving stones. Six people looked her way and suddenly developed a strong urge to just stand there, basking in her beauty or something like that. ‘When you get here, try jumping into the back,’ Cygnus said as she stepped forward into the busted-up bar. ‘It looks dark enough back there.’
‘Got it,’ Twilight replied.
Some of the fighting died away as Cygnus stepped inside. The aura was not a certain thing and a few people carried on fighting. What was surprising was the ferocity of the combat. Cygnus spotted a man repeatedly smashing his opponent’s head into a wall. A woman was clawing and spitting as she attacked a man who had to have six inches and a hundred pounds on her. The fallen had wounds from broken bottles and plenty of bruising.
Grabbing the spitting woman, Cygnus pulled her off her opponent. And the big man with blood streaming down his face from a dozen cuts pulled back his fist and slammed it into Cygnus’s jaw. Then he winced, his eyes widened, and he fell to his knees. ‘Please. Sorry. No. Please. I didn’t…’ The mumbled apologies continued as the man apparently realised that he had tried to punch a goddess, and just got bruised knuckles out of it.
Cygnus turned her head to look at the woman she was holding off the ground. ‘Would you please stop struggling? It’s getting annoying.’
‘Let go of me! Let go of me and I’ll scratch your eyes out!’
And then the room was plunged into darkness. Cygnus heard a scream, and the woman at the end of her arm went limp. There was the acrid stench of urine to go with the metallic tang of blood, and then the darkness rolled back and Twilight was walking out of the back of the bar, looking around.
‘What a mess,’ Twilight said.
Cygnus looked down at the puddle on the floor beneath the woman she was holding. Well, stunned, terrified, or awed was probably better than shot or tasered. ‘They really went nuts in here. I mean, this wasn’t just your standard brawl. These people went crazy.’
Twilight groaned. ‘Denny, maybe you should check UltraNet for people who can cause riots. Any local sightings. The usual stuff. I can’t think of anyone offhand. Not who isn’t in the Fortress anyway.’
The Fortress was America’s answer to containing violent Ultras, a supermax prison with special containment cells. And Cygnus did not entirely trust it. ‘Check the ones who are supposed to be in the Fortress too, Denny. That place has been known to leak.’
‘I will begin a search,’ Denny replied, ‘but I have heard nothing about any such criminal from any of the usual alert feeds.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘The only reason we knew Thermite was in town was because I was expecting him. Check everything.’
21st March.
‘There are a number of empaths capable of engendering anger in their victims,’ Denny reported, ‘but relatively few who can do so to a crowd. In fact, I could only find one who is not in prison and that is Lament of the San Francisco Stars. Her singing could achieve the effect witnessed at the bar last night, but–’
‘I think we’d know if she’d gone bad,’ Penny said.
‘Precisely. This must be someone new.’
‘It could be one of the Seven Princes,’ June suggested. ‘There was a Prince of Wrath, if memory serves.’
‘That is correct, June. Sathanus represents wrath. We have no identification for this individual, however.’
‘So, the same as it being someone new,’ Penny said. ‘We don’t know who we’re looking for and we’re unlikely to get much of a clue until he does it again. Though, if it is Sathanus, at least we have a motive.’
‘Causing trouble for you and Twilight,’ June said, nodding. ‘They want you busy and not hitting their shipments.’
‘Uh-huh. Otherwise what we have is someone who just likes starting brawls. Either way, I doubt we’ll have too long to wait for the next one.’
~~~
‘There’s another one,’ June said over the radio. ‘Another sports bar in Friendship. Corner of Hopper and Todmunton.’
‘I’m not far from there,’ Cygnus replied, turning in the air and powering toward the scene. ‘Do we know how long it’s been happening?’
‘Initial reports came in to the police six minutes ago,’ Denny replied. ‘There were indications of a fight, but the first responders are calling it a riot.’
Cygnus dropped, aiming for the intersection June had named. ‘Well, maybe we can catch the guy inside this time. Going in.’ Landing on the road inside the police cordon, Cygnus activated her aura and marched toward the bar. It was typical of the type: mock marble frontage, mock wood interior, a lot of TV screens. Several of the latter were now broken. As she walked, people who seemed to be fighting for their lives stopped to stare. It was working: the fighters were stopping. She walked in through the door and a few paces into the room, and then…
It was as though someone had brought down a huge, invisible mallet. Around her, Cygnus saw everyone in the room fall. They lay there, in whatever position they had landed, pressed to the thin carpet. She could see some of them trying to move, but none of them were shifting much more than a fingertip. Above them, the ceiling groaned alarmingly and the two remaining TV screens went as the bolts holding them to the walls sheared through. To Cygnus, it felt as though someone had dumped several hundred bags of sugar on her back: it was enough to stagger her, but not bring her down. Still, she felt sick. It was hard to breathe and she felt a little like she was drunk. Her vision darkened as the unholy pressure clamped down on the blood supply to her brain. And she noticed the only other person in the room still standing.
‘How’s that feel, Cygnus?’ the man said, laughter in his voice. ‘That’s six times normal gravity. Gotta admit, you’re one of the few people I’ve met who can stand up under it.’ He was not an especially imposing figure: attractive enough, but less than average height. Cygnus thought he had dark hair and eyes, but she was having trouble making out details. He was dressed in a wine-coloured hoodie, with the hood pushed down, and dark jeans. Just some street punk from the looks of him, but he had power…
‘Who…’ Even speaking was hard. Walking was hard too, but Cygnus took a step toward him.
‘Who am I? You can call me Ripple Effect. Not that you’re going to live to tell anyone.’ He reached out a hand, fingers open, and then snapped them into a fist. Cygnus let out a cry of pain and doubled over. It was as if Ripple Effect’s fist had closed around a portion of her guts, ripping and tearing at flesh right through all her defences. She looked up and took another step closer.
‘Cygnus?’ June’s voice on the radio. ‘Cygnus! What’s going on?’
‘I’m almost there. Hold on.’ That was Twilight, but Ripple Effect was opening his hand once more.
‘Gravity sucks, don’t it, bitch,’ he said. He closed his fist and it felt as though it was clamping down around Cygnus’s heart. She let out a shriek of agony and her vision finally gave out as she collapsed onto the floor. ‘And now we finish the job. I’ll make it quick. I’ll crush your brain in your skull. You won’t feel a damn thing. Nothing escapes gravity!’
‘Except for shadows.’ Twilight’s voice came from behind him and he turned in time to see the darkness rushing toward him. ‘Light, sure. Light is subject to gravity, but darkness is the absence of something. You can’t crush something that’s not there.’
‘What?’ Ripple Effect spun on the spot. The voice seemed to be coming from all around him, but that was not what worried him most. He could not see it, but there was something there, in the darkness. Something old and terrible. Something… He ran, picking a direction and running that way, and hoping it would lead him somewhere safe.
In the darkness, Twilight dropped to her knees beside Cygnus. There was a pulse and the white-clad heroine was still breathing, but she was unconscious and there was blood on her lips.
‘Get her out the back,’ Andrea said from the back of their joint mind. ‘June can bring the car here and we’ll get her home.’
‘But–’
‘She regenerates, Twi. Once she’s awake, she can channel more power into healing herself. For now, we just get her out of here.’
‘Right.’ Twilight picked Cygnus up and turned for the rear of the bar, the direction Ripple Effect had taken. ‘June,’ she said aloud, ‘you need to get the car here, fast. Come to the alley behind the bar.’
‘Cygnus?’ You could hear the worry in June’s voice even over the radio.
‘She’s alive. Move!’
‘I’m on my way.’
22nd March.
‘I don’t exactly know what he hit me with,’ Penny said, ‘but it felt like it was ripping my insides apart.’
‘He hurt you really badly, Pen,’ June said. Her arm was wrapped around Penny’s shoulders and she had been reluctant to be far away from her girlfriend all night. ‘I was worried.’
‘No? Really?’ Penny grinned. ‘All healed now. No problems, aside from there being a killer out there with gravity-control powers.’ In fact, Cygnus had woken up not too long after they had made it home, but she had been weak and in pain, and June had persuaded her to rest until morning at least. In the morning, she had been feeling a lot better if still a little weak, but a second of concentration to shuffle her abilities and she had been up to full strength and shifting into her Penny form within seconds.
‘If you’re not lying there bleeding from the mouth,’ Andrea said, ‘Twilight can take care of Ripple Effect. The problem is that he’s not running things. There’s someone behind him. We need to identify the guy who starts riots.’
~~~
Penny lay within the cradle of June’s arms, surrounded by darkness. They were in bed and there had been mention of sleep, but June was, apparently, not quite ready for that yet. Penny’s breath came in soft pants and moans as June, spooned against Penny’s back, drove Penny slowly, ever so slowly, toward climax.
There was something about it that suggested the sex was not exactly the point. June wanted to be close, to feel Penny in her arms. There had been barely a moment during the day when June had not been nearby, often with an arm around Penny or leaning up against her. Now June was inside her, just a little – two fingers curled, shifted, circled within Penny’s sex. June knew Penny’s body well now, knew both her bodies well. She knew how to push Penny over the edge quickly, driving her up to climax in a flurry of sensation that would leave her gasping. She also knew how to draw it out, playing on the edge and drawing back, and then pushing up again. When she did that, Penny would often end up begging for release. Like tonight.
‘Please!’ Penny gasped. ‘Please let me–’
‘I don’t want to. I want to stay like this forever.’
Penny squirmed, trying to increase the pressure of June’s fingers, but June was too adept for that. The torture continued. ‘June… I can’t… Please… Please let me…’
Relenting, June quickened the thrusting of her fingers. Her other hand found a nipple and squeezed. The sharp pain burst through Penny like a burning knife and her world exploded, shattered into a million pieces scattering out among the stars before falling back to Earth.
‘I know you were worried,’ Penny said when she could think, ‘but I’m really okay. No permanent damage.’
‘He could have killed you,’ June replied. She sounded far too calm. ‘If Twi hadn’t got there fast enough…’
‘She did. It’s one of the reasons I have a partner out there, June. We work well together. We guard each other’s backs.’
‘I know.’ There was silence and the warmth of June’s skin against Penny’s back. ‘I don’t know what I’d do if I didn’t have you, Pen.’
‘Yeah, well… The same applies, you know? You aren’t bulletproof. You could get hit by a car. You could be in a bank one day when someone decides to rob it.’
‘Huh. If that happened, you’d be there to save me.’
‘And that’s why I have to do this.’
‘I know,’ June said softly. ‘Sometimes I’m allowed to worry about it though, right?’
‘Sometimes,’ Penny replied. ‘I guess sometimes it’s okay.’
24th March.
‘I have identified a possible suspect for the Ultrahuman causing the brawls,’ Denny announced as the household gathered for breakfast.
‘You have?’ Penny asked.
‘Yes, Penny. If I had not, I would not have said anything.’
‘Smart Alec. Who have you found?’
‘Also,’ Andrea added, ‘how?’
‘I scanned the available security camera videos for people appearing in both places,’ Denny replied. ‘I went back to thirty minutes before the fights started, but this turned out to be overkill. There is one individual who walks into both of the bars mere minutes before the first punch is thrown. Or bottle, in the first instance.’
A trio of images appeared on the big wall screen, two obviously from security cameras and not of particularly good quality, and a third which seemed to be from police records. Judging from the first two images, this was not a tall man, but he had a solid muscularity about him and the look of a cultured thug. His clothes were casual, but expensive, and he did not entirely fit with the clientele in the bars. In the mugshot, he was much younger and there was far more thug on display. He sneered into the camera, the arrogance of youth. He had hair in the mugshot, untidy and brown.
‘This is Michael Draven,’ Denny went on. ‘He was arrested several times in his youth for assault. He liked to fight, but he has not been arrested for several years. He has no registration on UltraNet, but he appears on the videos and the fights start. I believe this is the correct man. My calculations give a ninety-two percent probability.’
‘Good enough for me,’ Andrea said. ‘Do you have a current address for this guy?’
‘I was able to locate an address in Los Angeles, yes.’
‘L.A., huh?’ Andrea looked toward Penny. ‘Time to call a friend?’
‘Sounds like a plan,’ Penny replied. ‘Uh, but later. It’s something like six a.m. in San Francisco…’
Los Angeles, CA.
L.A. was not Mink’s natural environment, but she was coping. Less so right now since she was an urban sort of animal and her current task involved sitting under a camouflage net in the hills above Hollywood Heights. Still, observation was part of her general operating strategy and she was observing. Specifically, she was observing the rather palatial residence Michael Draven owned.
A little research had produced some interesting information on Mister Draven. His estimated worth was considerable. He did not even come close to Bianca Fullerton’s level, but he was very well off and it was really hard to work out where the money came from. The house, a sprawling two-storey mansion-like affair with indoor and outdoor pools and an acre or so of gardens, was worth tens of millions on its own. Draven had got to this from humble beginnings too: there was little information on his early years, but he had come out of Chicago, and not the better parts of Chicago. The best information Mink had uncovered suggested that Draven was paid as a security consultant by various private companies, none of them keen to advertise that they used his services.
Michael Draven was interesting. If he was, as Penny had suggested, one of the Seven Princes, that made him more interesting. There were signs in San Francisco of attempts to take over the ground lost by the Nine Kings. There were also signs of some elements of the tong which had run crime in the city reasserting themselves, and Mink suspected that Diamond, the enigmatic murderess who had tried to take over crime in New Millennium City, was behind that. But the incursions by other groups seemed to be coming out of L.A., and L.A. was more or less ruled by the Seven Princes. Draven could be a way to get to them. It was time to take a closer look.
~~~
Security on the Draven estate was tight, but not amazingly tight. There were cameras with motion sensors on the grounds, but they were on a wireless network; Mink’s computer could pick them up and tell her where they were, which made avoiding them possible since the coverage seemed to be aimed at the more obvious routes to the house.
From the hills, Mink had seen no one on the grounds and the building was dark. No one seemed to be home. That was reasonable if Draven was out on the other side of the continent. There would, however, be alarms and probably more security in the way of cameras. Mink’s rope dart carried her quickly up to the second storey where there seemed to be less in the way of cameras watching the doors and windows. Sloppy, but there were alarms on the top-floor windows and cops were more likely to go in on the ground floor.
Bypassing the window sensors took no more than twenty seconds, getting the window open was another thirty, and then she was in and working largely on the dim ultraviolet light in the bedroom she had entered. What she wanted was an office or somewhere else Draven might have kept records and finding that was just going to be a case of hunting through the building and hoping the security was no better elsewhere in the place.
She did not need to go downstairs. The office was locked – but not by anything a few seconds with some picks could not fix – and right beside the master bedroom. The bedroom was impressive, with a walk-in wardrobe the size of a small apartment and a bed which could have easily hosted a full-scale Roman orgy. The office was, by comparison, simple, utilitarian. There was a computer, a couple of filing cabinets, a workmanlike desk, and no visible security. While a hacking device wormed its way into the computer, Mink picked the locks on the filing cabinets and began checking through the documents.
Draven kept meticulous records of expenses. There were receipts for everything, all filed carefully away by month. The first sign of useful information came in the form of a receipt for a first-class flight to New Millennium City. A return flight. Whatever Draven was up to there, he planned to have it finished by Sunday the twenty-ninth. Two weeks. He had given himself two weeks to cause trouble. Hardly a long-term project, but long enough if his aim was to eliminate Cygnus, maybe Twilight too. Draven was not to know that Twilight was immune to Ripple Effect’s tricks, so maybe two weeks had seemed reasonable.
The remainder of the contents of the cabinet was interesting if you were with the IRS, but not if you wanted to link Draven to the Seven Princes. Mink was getting a little despondent when her hacking gadget cracked the computer. She smiled as she found the encrypted folders in the file system. The names were meaningless, but the contents were likely to be interesting. She had her gadget copy every file it could get and prepared for a long night in front of her own computers.
New Millennium City, MD, 25th March.
‘The computer’s still decrypting some of the data,’ Bianca’s voice said over the speakerphone, ‘but I got some useful stuff, so I figured I’d call and let you know.’
‘Thanks, Bianca,’ Penny replied. ‘We got some information through from the Court too. Maybe we can share notes.’
‘Maybe.’
June, however, was shaking her head. ‘I’ve had a couple of hours to look over what they sent. It’s basically Draven’s record from Chicago. There’s a psychiatric evaluation, but there’s nothing much in the way of modern data. I think it points further toward him being a Prince. I think the Princes have cleaned things up in L.A.’
‘Probably true,’ Bianca said. ‘I don’t have much on his activities yet, but I’ve got some mundane emails and notes which link him to two others of note. There’s a Dallas Brightman.’
‘And we’ve already identified him as Lucifer,’ Andrea put in.
‘If we hadn’t, Draven refers to him as such a couple of times. The other name is Randal Totteridge. Draven calls him Belphegor at one point and refers to him as “the fat man” a lot.’
‘Belphegor would be the Prince of Gluttony,’ Denny supplied. ‘The nickname may be indicative of someone who overeats.’
‘Probably,’ Andrea agreed. ‘Okay, so we’ve enough evidence, improperly obtained, to say Draven is one of the Princes.’
‘Sathanus,’ Bianca cut in. ‘He’s Sathanus. Brightman calls him that.’
‘Right, but this isn’t getting us closer to him. Have you heard of this Ripple Effect before, Bianca?’
‘Uh-huh. He usually works out of Los Angeles, but he’s been known to come down my way. He was born in the Bay area. He’s got a record for assault and robbery, but nothing recent. The rumour is that he gravitated to murder-for-hire. He was classed as an X-four during one of his prison stints.’
‘No links to Draven?’
‘None so far.’
‘Uh, I might have a way of luring Draven out,’ June said. Both Penny and Andrea looked around at her. ‘It doesn’t involve me dressing as a hooker or anything, don’t worry.’
‘Go on then,’ Penny said. ‘We’re all ears.’
June wrinkled her nose. ‘That would be a really horrible mutant power. Anyway…’ She picked up a few sheets of stapled paper and waved them at the others. ‘I read Draven’s psych evaluation. Lots of stuff like “prone to violence” and “anger-management issues.” Wrathful stuff, you know? But there’s one interesting thing in here which might be useful. Draven told the psychologist that he would never back out of a fight, not a fair one. If Cygnus were to challenge him to a fist fight, push the idea that he’s ducking out and avoiding getting his hands dirty.’
‘Call him a coward,’ Bianca said. ‘Maybe on national TV.’
‘Exactly. I think he’d hit one more bar and he’d be there to fight Cygnus when she shows up. Of course, he’ll have Ripple Effect there, but this time Twilight can take him out before he gets a chance to try anything. Then Cygnus can punch Draven’s lights out.’
‘It’s hardly going to be a fair fight,’ Penny said. ‘I could probably put him in orbit if I wanted to.’
‘Well,’ June said, ‘that’s where my worries start. If he does stick around, that means he thinks it’s fair, or he just can’t back out of a challenge. We don’t really know what he can do. We know he can cause these brawls to start up, but he could have other powers. For all we know, he’s as strong and tough as you are.’
Penny frowned. ‘I guess… It’s still the best plan we’ve got. I’ll give Marta Hendry a call. She’ll be able to get me on a few news broadcasts. Let’s see if we can’t rile us a Prince of Wrath.’
26th March.
‘They’re running it again,’ June said. Up on the wall screen, muted, Marta Hendry was interviewing a serious-looking Cygnus. ‘I was a little surprised Marta Hendry did the interview. Isn’t this a bit serious for her?’
‘She’s trying to get into some more serious reporting, apparently,’ Penny replied. ‘The studio is indulging her because Ultras Tonight has good enough ratings that they want to keep her happy.’
‘Turn the sound up, Denny,’ Andrea said. ‘I haven’t actually heard this yet.’
‘… have identified the man behind Ripple Effect as a criminal boss calling himself Sathanus.’ Cygnus did indeed sound serious. ‘He’s hiding behind these brawls and another Ultra, but we know it’s him.’
‘Sathanus? That’s a name we’ve not heard before.’ Hendry sounded suitably serious as well. Apparently, she could handle more than fluff pieces.
‘He’s part of a group. An organised crime syndicate. We have some evidence that they were behind some of the criminal activity we saw around Christmas. They specialise in remaining hidden, keeping out of the public eye, and using others to do their dirty work for them.’
‘But this Sathanus seems to be taking a direct hand in things here. You believe he’s causing these mass brawls which have broken out recently?’
On screen, Cygnus smiled grimly. ‘Oh yes, he’s starting them, but then he’s gone before the fighting gets really bad. He doesn’t want to be there to face me or Twilight. And his basic plan was to have us turn up ready for a few fighting civilians, and then have Ripple Effect ambush us. It’s a coward’s strategy. I don’t think Sathanus would ever willingly commit to a fair fight.’
‘Thank you, Cygnus. Let’s hope–’
‘Okay, mute it again,’ Andrea said and turned to Penny. ‘Well, that would probably piss me off.’
‘You always work from the shadows,’ Penny pointed out. ‘It’s kind of your hallmark. Of course, that doesn’t stop you kicking ass, and hopefully Sathanus will decide he needs to kick mine.’
~~~
The evening news vanished into a crazed impact pattern as a cut-glass vase smashed into the screen. ‘Bitch is going to get her ass handed to her!’
Sathanus was not a happy man, which was bad news for Benjamin Costa, otherwise known as Ripple Effect, because Cygnus was not in the room and Costa was. Costa had, since his last meeting with Cygnus and Twilight, especially Twilight, developed an urge to avoid the pair at all costs. Frankly, Twilight scared the crap out of him. He had told his employer that they needed someone else to handle the two heroines, and Sathanus had given him a disgusted look and considered his options. Now…
‘Listen to me, boy,’ Sathanus roared, one finger pointed directly at Costa’s face, ‘you are going to get over this fucking phobia and you are going to do it soon! Because, tomorrow night, we are going after Cygnus. Both of us. You’re going to soften her up, and I’m going to beat her to death with her own skull.’
Costa decided that pointing out the apparent redundancy of that would be a bad idea. ‘But Twilight–’
‘Forget Twilight! Forget her. Hear me? You forget her, or I’ll make you forget. I’ll make you forget your own fucking name along with how to walk and piss standing up. Got it?’
Twilight was scary. Sathanus in one of his rages… ‘I’ll be ready.’
27th March.
It started around six p.m. Denny, monitoring the police frequencies, noticed that a fight had broken out in a bar in Friendship. By the time Cygnus and Twilight arrived, there was no sign of either Sathanus or Ripple Effect, but no sooner had they calmed things down than a second fight erupted in a restaurant to the north of the bar.
‘They’re leading us,’ Twilight said as Cygnus carried her to the seventh brawl in ninety minutes. ‘They’re running us around to soften us up for when they do hit us.’
‘Probably,’ Cygnus agreed, ‘but I think this is going to be it.’
‘Shopping mall. Yeah. Could be anyway.’
‘The reports indicate that the fighting started in a fast food restaurant,’ Denny said over the radios, ‘but it has been spreading rapidly. The entire food court is now in a state of mass conflict and there have been some outbreaks on other floors.’
‘Whatever Sathanus does,’ Cygnus said, ‘it probably projects around him in a sphere. I’d imagine he could reach people on the floor above him, maybe even the one above that if he’s lucky. But it means he’s probably still there.’
‘Uh-huh, but in a mall I’m going to be less use,’ Twilight pointed out. ‘The lighting will make the shadows weak.’
‘Think it’s dim enough in places to deploy a few imps? If they can locate Ripple Effect, you can take him while I deal with Sathanus.’
‘We’ll have to find Sathanus too.’
‘Yes, but somehow I don’t think he’s going to make that hard for us.’
~~~
Michael Draven had grown up on the streets. He had not had an uncomfortable childhood: his family was not poor, even if they were not especially well off. But he had spent as much time as he could outside, even in the harsh winters the city was known for. He liked the streets. The streets taught him far more than the teachers at school. What he wanted to learn was how to fight.
His father had been fond of boxing. Draven had never seen the appeal. All the rules seemed to get in the way and the young Mike Draven had learned from constant scraps with friends and enemies alike that rules were there to stop people getting hurt. What was the point in a fight when you were trying not to hurt the other guy too badly? Young Mike decided that it was dishonest. Maybe not as dishonest as the fake wrestling you saw on TV, but boxing was not telling the truth. When a fight happened, someone was going to get hurt. In truth, Mike determined quite rapidly that the winner was likely to come away with more than a few bruises too. That was honest and Mike always tried his best to win, even though he was small and not especially strong. He made up for it with a willingness to go the distance, never back down, and use every dirty trick he knew. When his powers developed around the age of thirteen, that just made the tricks dirtier.
Now a good few years older, Michael Draven walked through the brawl he had started, largely ignoring the fight. If someone threw a punch, Draven responded with a blow which shattered bones and little they could do to him with their fists and feet really affected him. Years of giving and taking beatings, of feeling the anger inside him ready to burst out, had made him strong and quite capable of ignoring the blows of humans. It was actually rare that he got a challenge, so he was saving himself for a woman. A very special woman he was going to beat into a paste when she finally got around to showing up…
~~~
‘Sathanus is in the food court,’ Twilight said. ‘Not really trying to hide at all. I haven’t located Ripple Effect yet.’ They were in the lobby of the mall and Twilight’s imps were checking the area from whatever patches of shadow they could find.
‘Can you get in without being seen?’ Cygnus asked.
‘There’s a storeroom in the back of one of the food joints that’s dark. I’ve got a clear image from the imps so I can jump in there and sneak out. What are you thinking?’
‘That I go in and get Sathanus’s attention. Ripple Effect has
to be in the court somewhere and he’ll have to be careful of that gravity field. He won’t want to flatten Sathanus with it, so he’ll take time to get himself set up. That’s the time you’ll have to take him down.’
‘No pressure or anything.’
‘Oh no, no pressure. I might die if you miss and everything, but no pressure.’
‘I hate this plan.’
‘I second that,’ June said over the radios.
‘Well, Twilight won’t miss. Simple as that,’ Cygnus said and, before anyone else could object, she started off through the mall toward the food court. Behind her, grumbling, Twilight stepped into the shadow of a column and vanished.
Cygnus’s aura blazed out as she stalked into the seating area, ringed by various vendors of portable foodstuffs and currently full of fallen bodies and the odd fighter still on his or her feet. And there was Sathanus, just as rough and ready as the images Cygnus had seen suggested. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt with a leather jacket over it; his outfit looked worn, workmanlike. He paused slightly at the sight of her, as though he had been expecting something less… awesome, but he shrugged it off almost immediately.
‘So, you turned up, finally,’ Sathanus said.
‘So, you finally decided to stick around instead of running like a coward,’ Cygnus said in reply.
His eyes narrowed. ‘People don’t get to call me that, girl. I’m going to teach you not to badmouth your betters.’
As if that was a signal, Ripple Effect stepped out of a very brightly lit burger stand on Cygnus’s right. He was grinning. ‘Gravity’s my bitch, bitch!’ he snapped. And that was when Twilight stepped out of another food emporium about twenty-five feet away and threw her hand out toward the gravity controller. Six darts of blackness, shadow made solid, flashed from her fingers in a fan. Two of them passed on either side of him, but four of them hit, vanishing into his flesh without leaving a mark. His eyes widened. ‘But…’ Then he was falling to the ground.
Sathanus’s gaze flicked around to Twilight as she leaned against the counter she had stepped past. ‘So, now you gang up on me?’
‘Only if you want us to,’ Twilight replied. She pushed away from the counter and started toward Ripple Effect. ‘I’m going to see whether your buddy’s still alive.’
‘And I’m going to see whether you really can teach me not to badmouth you,’ Cygnus added. ‘Now that it’s a fair fight, I think you’re going to have way more trouble with that.’ She closed the distance slowly, on foot.
‘Not really,’ Sathanus replied, moving in as she did. ‘You’re a hero. You play by the rules. You try not to kill. I don’t.’ He moved, suddenly and viciously, driving his fist into Cygnus’s stomach with enough force to push her back six feet, but even on high heels, she remained standing and just grinned at him while he shook his hand.
‘Is that the best you’ve got?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Hell no!’ He rushed forward and left himself open as Cygnus stepped in and drove her fist into his guts. It was Sathanus’s turn to be tossed back by the force of the punch, but the result was alarmingly different. Letting out a roar of anger, the Prince of Wrath revealed his true colours. To Cygnus, it looked like a spark of red lit up in his eyes and he charged.
He was, as far as Cygnus could tell, just as berserk as some of the people they had seen on the security videos. She slipped to one side as his fists lashed out at her. Only one hit, pushing her sideways. She darted in and smashed her fist into his jaw. His head jerked and he stumbled away from her, only to turn, let out another roar of anger, and come after her again. He swung at her head, and she leaned away from that one only to take another blow to her stomach. He was not hitting hard enough to cause deep-tissue damage, but the surface bruising was beginning to tell and he was showing no signs of stopping.
‘You’re right,’ Cygnus snapped. ‘I have been holding back.’ Light seemed to flare around her as she pulled in cosmic energy and let it out in a massive blow straight into Sathanus’s chest. He was catapulted across the room, smashing into one of the counters with enough force to shatter the glass. There was blood on his lips; he had to have a punctured lung or something, but he was dragging himself to his feet. ‘For God’s sake, stay down!’ Cygnus yelled.
Sathanus ignored her, roaring in anger once again and dashing toward her. At the last minute, she pushed off the ground and swept over him, landing behind him as he skidded to a halt and turned for another go.
‘Stay down!’ Cygnus yelled. Her fist connected with his face. The sound of bone giving under stress was horrific. Sathanus tumbled backward, sliding over the tiles of the food court and coming to a stop against a column. It seemed to happen in slow motion, for Cygnus, as his body did a good impression of a ragdoll tossed across a room by an unruly child. She would check. She would walk over there in a second or two and check. But she knew she had hit him too hard. Whatever power the Prince of Wrath had to stave off injury, it had not been enough.
She was dimly aware that paramedics were running into the area, two of them rushing over to where Twilight was working to keep Ripple Effect alive. Another stopped at the body of Michael Draven, frowned slightly, and then shook his head and moved on to one of the fallen brawlers.
‘He was a bad man,’ Twilight said, appearing beside Cygnus. ‘He was a very bad man, and you need to realise that he would have killed you if he had the chance.’
‘I know,’ Cygnus said. ‘I know that, but… He was a person and–’
‘And the thing you really need to worry about is that the UID are going to be all over this.’
‘Huh. What about Ripple Effect?’
‘I killed him, but I managed to get a pulse back. The medics are working on him. He might make it to get dumped in the Fortress.’
‘Well, at least one of us got a win out of tonight. Come on, let’s go talk to the cops. I’m sure they’ll have something to say about this.’
~~~
‘You look like someone used you as a punching bag,’ June commented as Cygnus walked into the lounge.
‘Well, they did,’ Cygnus replied. She sat down on one of the sofas to pull off her boots. ‘But the bruises started showing by the time the UID arrived, so at least they could tell I didn’t kill someone just for the Hell of it.’
‘It’s a plus,’ Andrea said as she walked out of her room, belting up a wrap. ‘They were being annoying about it.’
‘And I’ll shuffle my powers around and be fine in twenty minutes.’
June frowned. ‘You could do it a lot faster than that. I know you could because I’ve seen you do it.’
‘I killed someone, June,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I deserve to suffer a little.’
‘You killed a very bad man. You killed someone who hired an assassin to kill you and who, from the evidence I can see, could have killed you himself, even with that combat configuration you said you’d worked out.’
‘Yeah.’ Cygnus frowned now. ‘I should rethink that. Hardened skin isn’t good enough, it seems. He was hitting me damn hard. Maybe if I went with a force field and backed off the strength… I mean, I was pulling my punches a lot and I still killed him.’
‘You didn’t have a choice,’ Andrea stated flatly. ‘He was berserk, out of his mind on rage. He was going to keep going until one of you went down. I doubt he was even noticing the hits in that frame of mind. He’d have probably come after me when he’d killed you, and then Twilight would’ve cut his head off.’
‘What about Ripple Effect?’ June asked.
‘He is in intensive care in Friendship General,’ Denny said. ‘His condition is listed as “critical,” though I am unsure what that practically means.’
‘He might still die,’ Andrea replied. ‘Could go either way.’
‘A great night’s work,’ Cygnus said morosely.
Frowning, June poked a finger into Cygnus’s chest. ‘You had better get your head on straight. I know it’s hard, but sometimes… Sometimes none of your options are good ones. Just think of all the innocent lives you saved by stopping that evil prick.’
‘I know. I got over Ultranova and I’ll get over–’
‘You need to be over it faster than that time.’ June was using her ‘stern but reasonable’ voice. ‘We don’t have time. We’ve got the charity thing next Saturday so you only have a week.’
Cygnus, Ultrahuman powerhouse and protector of New Millennium City, sagged as though gravity was sucking her down. ‘I still have absolutely no idea how you talked me into that.’
June grinned brightly. ‘It was easy. I appealed to your better nature while using a vibrator.’
‘Okay,’ Andrea said, ‘but how did you get me to do it?’
 



Part Two: War by Other Means
New Millennium City, MD, 4th April 2015.
Projectile weapons come in many forms. Man has been inventing them since the first rock was thrown. None, however, is more insanely silly than the badly made pillow. One of those struck Cygnus squarely in the chest and exploded into a cloud of white feathers, and she closed her eyes and waited until the snow-white storm subsided. It was going to take ages to get the things out of her hair, and she could feel them worming their way under her costume.
‘How did June persuade us to do this again?’ Twilight asked as she brushed feathers off her shoulder.
‘It’s for charity,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Anyway, Dom’s getting the worst of it.’
‘I am still not sure I believe that International Pillow Fight Day is a real thing,’ Dominika Zuyev – Svetilo to the general public – said. As was usual for her, the buxom Russian heroine was in a designer minidress which was as much her ‘costume’ as the outfits Cygnus and Twilight were in were theirs. However, Svetilo’s dress was low-cut, and her cleavage was now overflowing with white feathers.
‘It is,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I thought June was making it up too, but I checked and it’s a real thing.’
Another pillow, propelled by one of New Millennium’s citizens who were paying for the joy of launching pillows at the city’s heroes, soared toward Twilight. This time, however, she plucked it out of the air and threw it back. There were shrieks of glee as those gathered in Friendship Park were showered in feathers.
‘If I do that,’ Cygnus said, ‘I’d probably break bones.’
‘You’ll just have to suffer then,’ Twilight commented. She was smirking. Cygnus, and Penny, had been doubtful about this exercise in projectile fundraising, but she had woken up knowing that people were expecting her to be there and that had got her over the final dregs of her depression. Twilight, who had few qualms about killing when necessary, was glad of this. ‘There’s June!’
As one, the three heroines grabbed one of the intact pillows at their feet and launched them out toward the brunette in the cheerleader outfit, complete with pom-poms. June heard the call and saw the weapons flying her way, but there was no chance of her dodging them all. There was a shriek, and then June vanished into a cloud of white.
When it subsided, June was pulling feathers out of her cleavage and trying to scowl rather than grin. ‘Not funny, guys,’ she said.
‘Da,’ Svetilo replied. ‘Was very funny.’
‘Huh.’ June turned to the people gathering around the ‘Pillow Your Heroines’ stand. ‘Okay then. Get them, folks! Get them good.’
~~~
Svetilo landed on the ground outside Cygnus’s house and set her girlfriend, Zoe, down beside her. Then the tall Russian looked around and nodded. ‘Da,’ she said and reached under her arm to unzip her dress.
‘Dom, what are you–’ Zoe began and then stopped as Svetilo pulled the dress up over her head. Feathers drifted toward the dirt at her feet.
Cygnus dropped to the ground, grinning and shaking her head. Twilight was wrapped in one arm, June in the other. Svetilo was busy undoing her bra when Twilight regained her feet and took off her mask so that Andrea could say, ‘Dom? What the Hell?’
‘This way I get most of feathers out before I get in house,’ Svetilo replied. ‘Is alright for you and Cygnus. You have fewer places for them to stick.’ More feathers fell as her large breasts were revealed to the world. ‘You have all seen it before, and we cannot be seen from road, da?’
‘I haven’t seen it all before,’ Andrea protested.
‘You have,’ June pointed out. ‘At the party we had at the end of the calendar shoot.’
‘It was dark then.’
June giggled. ‘You can see in total darkness.’ June pulled off the cropped top she was wearing and, sure enough, feathers fell. ‘I only got hit twice and they still got everywhere.’ She started unhooking her own bra.
Andrea rolled her eyes – though it was difficult to tell – and headed for the front door. ‘I’m going to shower and change before anyone else strips. You’re not planning to get naked, Zoe?’
Zoe worked in the same comic shop as Andrea and had met Svetilo at a signing that was held there. It had been something of a surprise that the somewhat oversexed Russian model had stuck with Zoe after a ‘Christmas fling’ sort of deal. Zoe still could not quite believe it was happening. ‘No, thanks,’ Zoe said, looking between Svetilo and June. ‘I feel inadequate enough fully dressed.’
‘Good. Uh, not the inadequate part.’
‘You are just perfect, zayka,’ Svetilo said, grinning.
‘Dom?’ Cygnus asked as they walked toward the door. ‘Is your accent getting worse, or is it just me? I normally only notice it when you’re stressed.’
Svetilo laughed. ‘Da, or with Zoe. Zoe thinks accent is cute.’ Zoe blushed profusely. ‘She loves it when I speak Russian while we–’
‘I don’t think they need to hear that!’ Zoe almost shrieked.
‘I think she’s probably right,’ Cygnus said. ‘You both know where the showers are. I’m going to wash June and then we’ll open a bottle. I think that was a successful afternoon.’
‘We won’t know for sure until all the money is tallied,’ June said, ‘but I think we made enough to make it worthwhile. There were people buying the calendars as well as throwing pillows.’
‘It’s April.’
‘I don’t think the people buying them really wanted to know what day it is.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘Yeah… Yeah, you’re probably right.’
~~~
Cygnus was making it a short patrol after an afternoon of bombardment. Aside from any other concerns, she had plans regarding June which she hoped to take some time over; pillow fights were not nearly as erotic as porn movies made them out to be, but there was still an element of a turn-on there. Twilight was out in the docks to make sure the local thugs did not forget she was there, and then she was going to meet up with Jacob, her boyfriend, at his place so Cygnus and June would have the house to themselves.
It was a basic fact that you needed money to live in the modern world, and some people continued to think that Friendship Park was a good place to redistribute wealth. Generally, this was from someone who had earned it, to someone with a weapon and a menacing attitude. This man had a pistol, a fairly big, mean-looking pistol, and he certainly had attitude. He waved the weapon in what Cygnus figured was a threatening manner and there were words with a menacing tone which were just about audible as Cygnus flew overhead. She started to descend, and then paused as another figure jumped into the scene.
From this distance, the gender was not really discernible and the clothing counted for little: sneakers, dark jeans, a hoodie, and what looked like a scarf tied across the figure’s lower face. Whoever this was, they were not tall and, in fact, looked more like a kid, maybe a teen. But there was a definite action-packed stance and a shout of ‘Back off, scumbag!’ which probably did not make the scumbag in question back away. What made him back away were the arcs of electricity dancing around the figure’s hands. It made the elderly couple the hero was defending back away a little too.
Then again, the mugger followed that old-school principle of facing an Ultra: shoot, because they might not be bulletproof. His pistol stopped waving and headed for aiming, and the Ultra shot back: accompanied by a zapping noise, a ball of lightning flashed out from the kid’s hand and hit the thug in the chest. There was a noise like a contained thunderclap and the thug was thrown off his feet, lightning arcing out from where the ball had hit him. It arced out to the kid, who seemed oblivious to the charge trickling over him, and it flickered out to touch the two would-be victims. The woman let out a squeal, but the charge seemed to have essentially dissipated and neither of them were really affected.
Cygnus dropped the rest of the way to the ground, landing beside the couple. ‘Are you two okay?’ she asked.
The old man appeared to recover from his slight shock a lot faster. He developed a goofy grin. ‘I’m fine, now.’
His wife, or presumably his wife, elbowed him in the ribs. ‘A little shocked, Cygnus, but we’ll be fine.’
‘Good. You have a nice evening. And be careful walking in the park. It’s not always safe.’
‘We will.’ And the couple wandered off without further comment. Well, aside from the woman making some snide remark about her partner’s attraction to boobs.
‘They didn’t even–’ the kid began.
Cygnus turned and glared. ‘What was that? Are you trying to give us a bad name?’
‘What? I–’ Now a voice was audible, it was obvious that this Ultra was a boy, and ‘boy’ seemed about right since he seemed like he was underage.
‘You could have hurt those people instead of helping them. That… explosion of yours reached them.’ Cygnus glanced at the mugger: he had regained his feat, looking unsteady, and was trying to stumble away. ‘And if you take another step, I’ll come over there and make sure you can’t.’ The mugger came to a halt. It did not look like he had much fight in him anyway. ‘He’s going to need a hospital,’ Cygnus added to the kid in the hoodie. ‘What’s your name?’
‘B– Uh, Zapf Bang!’ The way he said it, Cygnus could imagine the conversation with the UID registrar. Something like, ‘It’s got an exclamation mark at the end. Really. It’s got to have the exclamation mark!’
‘Zapf Bang,’ Cygnus repeated, slowly.
‘It’s, uh, the sound the ball lightning makes.’
‘And all the good names were taken?’
The kid’s cheekbones shone scarlet above his mask. ‘Uh, yeah…’ Other factors were coming into play too: Zapf Bang! had begun to realise that he was getting a dressing down from the city’s most popular hero and the adrenaline rush from the save was wearing off. The mask shifted in a manner which suggested the boy was now wearing a goofy grin. ‘Wow. You’re Cygnus.’
‘And my eyes are up here. How old are you?’
He pulled himself up as straight as he could; unfortunately, with Cygnus’s heels, that still left him over six inches shorter than she was. ‘I’m eighteen,’ Zapf Bang! said, trying hard to sound confident.
‘Sure, kid,’ the mugger said, ‘and I’m the Queen of England.’ It was a good, defiant comeback, but it was delivered in a weak, weary voice; the charge had hit the man hard.
Technically, no one was allowed to register under the Special Policing Act until they were eighteen. However, given that you could register anonymously, it was quite possible to register early, and there had been several documented cases of this happening. Cygnus narrowed her eyes. ‘You need training. You need to understand how that power of yours affects those around the target. You need to think about other factors. Like, for example, what if stupid over there was fitted with a pacemaker?’
‘Oh, my heart,’ the mugger said, but he really did not seem to be trying. He was sitting on the grass now, awaiting arrest, his gun still in his hand. Everyone knew Cygnus was impervious to small arms fire, though that did not stop them trying at times.
‘Nice try, but I’m not buying it,’ Cygnus said. The mugger shrugged. Cygnus turned back to Zapf Bang! ‘I spent a year training before I registered. Go home and come back when you know what you’re doing.’
The boy’s eyes hardened, but he nodded and stalked away.
Shaking her head, Cygnus started toward the mugger. ‘Right, let’s get you to Friendship General and then you can recuperate in a nice, comfortable cell.’
‘Must be my lucky day,’ the mugger said sourly.
Los Angeles, CA, 5th April.
‘I told you they were not going to be easy,’ Asmodeus said. ‘I warned you all, but no. No, Asmodeus has lost his nerve and he doesn’t know what he’s talking about.’
‘Thank you, Asmodeus,’ Lucifer said wearily. ‘I think we’ve got the general gist of your message. Crying over spilled blood is going to do us no good, however. We need to replace Sathanus and move on.’
‘Move on?’ Belphegor said. ‘Move on how?’ You could tell the man was nervous, even scared, because he had barely touched his food. He’d had one plate, but just the one. The second plate had been brought out by one of his mind-controlled slave girls, but he had merely picked at it. ‘We’ve lost Asmodeus’s club in New Millennium, the cage-fighting ring here, and one of us is dead. I say we back out of this foolish expansion enterprise. We consolidate.’
Lucifer largely ignored the fat man. ‘Yes, the fighting ring. Did we find out how that was broken?’
Beelzebub looked up from his own plate of picked-at food. ‘Mink. I don’t know how she got the information, but she got it. Since Sathanus was running events in Vegas as well as L.A., she was able to make it federal. The FBI moved in before any of our local people could bury it.’
‘Mink? She normally operates in San Francisco, doesn’t she?’
‘Yes, but she’s also worked with Cygnus and Twilight. They took down the Nine Kings together. My theory, with some evidence to back it, is that Sathanus got careless. Cygnus and Twilight identified him, and they got Mink in to check him out. She must have gained access to his computer. She could have found information identifying more of us, but I don’t know what. I can’t access Sathanus’s computers.’
‘Oh God!’ Belphegor exclaimed. ‘They could be coming for any of us!’ He pushed his plate away.
‘I’m with Randy,’ Abaddon drawled, indicating Belphegor. ‘Well, kind of. Sounds to me like we need to hunker down. Concentrate our resources, like.’
‘Consolidate,’ Lucifer corrected automatically.
‘Whatever. We need another Sathanus. We need to get our shit sorted out.’ Abaddon had never really liked Sathanus, though hate was an emotion he considered not worth the energy. The fact that the gruff little bully was dead really did not matter to the Prince of Sloth. On the other hand, if the position was left unfilled, someone might want Abaddon to do something more than the minimum he could get away with.
‘You would say that.’
‘Frankly,’ Beelzebub said before Abaddon could reply, ‘I don’t know what we can do. I need to get back to DC and make sure we’re safe. Damage limitation is the best I can hope for at this point. Unless a miracle comes our way. And we’re supposed to be Princes of Hell. I don’t think we get miracles.’
New Millennium City, MD, 8th April.
There was a chime from the lounge speakers and then Denny spoke. ‘I am detecting a spatial anomaly ten metres from the front of the house. I believe that someone has initiated a warp conduit.’
Penny frowned. ‘Probably the Union,’ she said. She got to her feet and headed for the bedroom to change into Cygnus.
‘One person has left the aperture and it is… Brightstar.’
‘Let’s hope she isn’t planning another costume change,’ June said. She got up and headed for the door. If it was Brightstar, it was unlikely there was any danger, unless the spokesperson for the Union of Ultrahumans had suddenly broken up with her boyfriend, which seemed unlikely.
Brightstar was a beautiful woman with long blonde hair and blue eyes, and a figure which only Cygnus could put in the shade. Her smile was bright and warm, which likely meant that Adamantium was still just as much in love with her as he had been the last time June had seen them. Whether this was a social visit or Union business was open to question: Brightstar was wearing a short white dress and heels rather than either of her official costumes, but she knew Cygnus and June well enough to talk business in a casual outfit.
‘Alison,’ June said, returning Brightstar’s smile, ‘nice to see you. What brings you to North America?’
‘Business,’ Brightstar replied. ‘I need to talk to Cygnus. Is she in?’
June nodded. ‘Come through. How’s Adam?’
The perennially icy heroine’s cheeks flushed a little at the mention of her lover. ‘Well, you know Adam. He’s still made of living metal. He could easily outlive all of us.’
‘And he’s still keeping your interest, I take it? How did that costume I made for you go down?’ Brightstar had commissioned June to design a new costume for her, looking for something a little more ‘youthful.’ June had demonstrated, with graphics, that what Brightstar had always worn was quite good enough, but there had been a request for an especially racy version to be made up for private use.
The flush deepened. ‘It’s going to take a long time before I lose interest in Adam. A-and the costume… I’ve never actually seen a man drool before. I mean, not at me.’
June grinned. ‘I’m glad I have a satisfied customer.’
‘Two. Adam was satisfied. And satisfying. And that is not what I came to discuss. Good morning, Associate Member Cygnus.’
Cygnus, in one of her emergency sweater-dresses, was walking down to the sofas as Brightstar walked in with June. ‘Morning, Alison. Also, oh dear, that doesn’t sound good.’
Brightstar gave a shrug. ‘Actually, it’s just a job. That is, the Union is requesting your aid with something we’re arranging. You’d need to be away from home for two weeks at the most. It’s, um, security and a bit of diplomacy.’
‘Where would we be going?’
‘Amazonia. Manaus, to be exact.’
‘Amazonia? But the Amazon Queen–’
‘Came to us,’ Brightstar said, settling onto a sofa. ‘Well, she sent an emissary. She wants to open negotiations on trade and further diplomatic relations, and she’s thinking of committing to the Union’s agreement so that Amazonia is covered in case of emergency. It’s taken some quiet shuttle diplomacy, but she’s hosting a conference in Manaus next week. I’ll be there with Adam and Argus, and we’d like you there. You can supress psionics over quite a wide area, yes?’
Cygnus nodded. ‘The other nations are worried about her powers?’
‘Yes. She’s agreed to have all the meetings covered by you. So have the other nations. We said we could do it, so I do hope you’ll agree to go.’
‘It sounds really important,’ June said. ‘I mean, Amazonia has been isolated from the rest of the world since…’
‘Nineteen ninety-five,’ Cygnus supplied, ‘when the Amazon Queen declared it an independent state. The UN has never acknowledged it as a country and Brazil would like to eradicate it. Rumours still say that the CIA keeps trying to assassinate her too.’
‘Which is why this is a security operation as well as a diplomatic one,’ Brightstar said. ‘And I’ll be looking to you to help with the diplomacy as well as blocking psionic manipulation.’
Cygnus sighed. ‘It is important. I can’t really say no.’
Brightstar’s slightly snarky side came out briefly, though she was grinning. ‘Of course you can. You’re very good at saying no to me.’
Washington, DC, 11th April.
Wallace James stepped through the door of his luxury apartment and froze. There was something… Something was just not right and it had been fine when he had walked out that morning. There was something different and it took him several seconds to determine that it was nothing he could see, or hear, or smell; he was feeling something out of place, changed. Wallace James, also known as Beelzebub, was a telepath, and there was something here which was impinging on his mind.
Closing the door behind him, James walked through the dark hallway and stepped into the lounge. It was here, somewhere, whatever it was. There was something in this room which–
‘Don’t be alarmed, Mister James. I mean you no harm.’ The voice was resonant, pleasing. James found himself willing to believe what it said, though that was partially because the voice’s owner sounded like a powerful man. If the owner of that voice meant James harm, he was probably dead.
‘Who are you? Let me turn on a light.’
‘I should wait a short time with the light. I need to… explain some things first.’
James’s eyes narrowed. ‘Like what?’ While he could sense there was someone in the room with him, there were no visible signs, and the man’s mind was a blank, hidden behind strong shields.
‘First, my name is Naryan Tan. I belong to an organisation, perhaps a brotherhood might be a better term, known as the Guardians. For millennia, we have safeguarded life in this galaxy. We have worked in secret on this world for some time, but–’
‘Wait a minute. You’re saying that you’re an alien?’
There was a click and one of the table lights went on. ‘Yes, Mister James,’ Tan said. ‘I am an alien.’
James stared. The figure standing before him had to be almost seven feet in height, though that was partly because he stood on the balls of his three-toed feet, like a cat, or a goat, or a demon… Tan was long-limbed anyway, a fairly slim figure, or perhaps the term was ‘elongated.’ His hands were large, each having three long fingers and a thumb. There was obvious muscle to the slim frame: Tan was wearing some sort of T-shirt and slacks, and his biceps showed obviously where they were exposed. Tan’s face was not especially pleasant to look at. His long chin had a cleft in it which made it look forked. His mouth was small for his face and thin-lipped. His nose was broad, short, and had a ridged quality, and his nostrils flared back like something you might see on a predatory cat. His eyes were dark and slanted, and his ears were high and pointed, and his skin had a purple mottling to it as though he was trying to hold back decomposition. Tan was humanoid, you could say that, but he was definitely not human.
‘I realise this may come as something of a shock,’ Tan said. ‘Your world has never had proof of life outside your own system. We’ve seen to that. As a planet, you are not ready.’
‘Th-then why…’
‘Why have I revealed myself to you?’ James just nodded dumbly. ‘Because I require your assistance, Mister James. One of our people has gone rogue and we need your help in seeing to it that she causes no harm. We need to capture her and get her away from this world.’
‘Her?’
‘You know her as Cygnus.’
A slow smile spread over James’s face. ‘Oh. You tell me how I can help, and I’ll do my best to accommodate you.’ Maybe miracles did happen.
Manaus, Amazonia, 12th April.
Travel via warp portal was not something anyone really enjoyed. The experience was a little like flowing down a narrow pipe and human bodies were not designed to flow. Thankfully it was only like passing through plumbing, and travellers generally found themselves intact and unharmed at the other end. Though you did hear stories…
Cygnus checked that all her limbs were attached, and the right shape, as she stepped clear of the shimmering doorway in space. Then she looked up and took in her surroundings, and the general impression was ‘sullen.’ The sky was overcast, threatening rain. The air was warm and heavy; April was a wet month in the Jungle. The temperature was almost eighty and humidity had to be almost ninety percent. For once, the relative brevity of Cygnus’s costume was a major benefit.
The Union of Ultrahumans team had arrived at the airport, and that structure probably did not look its best under any sky, but now it was all dull, grey concrete which had seen better days. There was little need for a major airport in Amazonia since very few outside governments acknowledged the country’s existence and trade of any sort was minimal. The airport had been constructed before the Amazon Queen took over, and it did not look like it had seen much in the way of repairs since Amazonia was created.
Behind Cygnus, Brightstar, Adamantium, and Argus stepped through the gate. Adamantium, a huge man who seemed to be made entirely of shiny metal, was carrying his own case and Brightstar’s. He had offered to carry Cygnus’s too, but even running her ‘social configuration,’ Cygnus could bench press over two thousand pounds without pushing it; a suitcase barely registered as weight.
As the portal closed, a slim, attractive woman with short black hair and a mid-brown complexion stepped toward the group. ‘Welcome to Amazonia. I am Francisca Esperanza Varela, and I will be your guide while you are here.’
Cygnus figured Brightstar would be taking the lead, and she did. ‘Good morning, Miss Varela. As I’d imagine you’re aware, I am Brightstar, and this is Adamantium, Argus, and Cygnus.’ There was probably some official rule about associate members being listed last. Cygnus figured she was better known than Argus, who was relatively unknown outside of the Union itself.
‘I have been instructed to get you all to the hotel and settled in, and then you will wish to see the conference venue. That is in the hotel, so there will be no difficulty.’ Varela’s English was flawless. There was an accent there, and it made Cygnus’s heart stutter: it was the same accent that Bobby, her first really serious boyfriend, had spoken with, subtle and a little sensual.
‘That sounds like a plan,’ Brightstar went on. ‘How are we getting there?’
The transport was another reflection of the city. It had probably once been a taxi of some kind, but that had been a long time ago. It was a van which had to be a couple of decades old, fitted out with bench seats a little like a bus. There was evidence that it had been repainted not too long ago, but the engine clattered as Varela started it, and she was driving it, not some official chauffeur. As they set off around the airport and then south toward the city centre, other elderly vehicles were on the roads around them. Nothing was less than a decade old and the city itself seemed to be just as much in need of an update.
‘There are parts of the city which are still little more than shanty towns,’ Varela said as they trundled down a three-lane road which should have been a freeway but somehow did not quite bring that word to mind. ‘There has been improvement there since the Queen took power. Water and sanitation have improved. There is little money to make the houses better. Some of the residents resist change. They built their homes and won’t see them changed.’
‘I got the impression that the Queen… didn’t accept no for an answer,’ Cygnus said.
Varela nodded slowly, her eyes on the road. ‘Yes… She does not, as you say, allow dissention. On the important things, her will is followed without question. But not everything is important and resources are limited with no trade beyond our borders.’
‘That’s a very honest answer.’
Smiling, Varela said, ‘Despite what you may have heard, we are not all mind-controlled drones.’
The centre of the city was a maze-like warren of tight streets. There were relatively few tall buildings, but those there were seemed very tall. Everything looked like it had not changed in a couple of decades, not since well before the Amazon Queen had taken control. There were a lot of closed shops with dilapidated signs in Portuguese proclaiming the goods sold there once upon a time.
The hotel complex was a different matter. Someone, presumably the Queen, had had a couple of blocks of the city centre demolished and replaced with a fairly modern and very large building, with two blocks of rooms rising up over a base which featured a swimming pool and a terrace with a view out over the river. It had been built in the last decade, that was clear, but probably early in that decade. And it seemed to echo its emptiness out into the surrounding area.
‘The Manaus Royal Resort Hotel,’ Varela said as they walked into the broad lobby. ‘It was built when the Queen believed that other nations would recognise her sovereignty sooner than has actually happened. This was to be the crown jewel of her capital, but…’ Varela trailed off sadly. ‘However, it has excellent conference facilities and the Queen has her official residence at the top of the north tower so the security is very good.’
‘Will we be seeing her?’ Brightstar asked.
‘I, uh… Probably. Oh! There is a cruise down the river planned for the weekend. A break from the formal meetings, I think. I am sure she will be there for that. She loves the jungle and the river.’
‘Like Ever,’ Cygnus commented.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Ever. She’s a friend. She’s the avatar of the Everglades in Florida. Her, uh, job is to protect the swamp and the surrounding area and she is very protective of it.’
‘Ah.’ Varela paused, thinking. ‘I don’t think it’s quite that close a relationship with the Queen, but she does seem to draw at least some of her power from our country. From the land itself.’
‘A national avatar for a nation which did not exist until she made it,’ Adamantium said. ‘It’s an interesting notion.’
‘For later,’ Brightstar said. ‘Let’s get to our rooms and then we can go over security and how it fits with the schedule.’
~~~
Cygnus thought the room – more a small suite really – she had been given was a little large for her… until she saw the one Brightstar and Adamantium were sharing. Cygnus had a large bedroom and a bathroom big enough to do calisthenics in. Brightstar could have hosted an orgy in the main bedroom while a foursome was going on in the second bedroom. Both bedrooms had bathrooms attached and the main bedroom had a walk-in closet the size of a small designer outlet. Those rooms were set off a lounge which had a six-seat dining area and three large sofas. Plus, there was a balcony outside with a view of the river and a table and chairs for outdoor dining.
You could have just about hosted a conference there, and that was what Brightstar was doing. A small one anyway. There were just the four Union members, gathered around a coffee table upon which was a holographic display device Doctor Ultimate had built for just such circumstances. Above it hovered a schematic model of the hotel complex which Argus had been going over with the others for the last thirty minutes.
Argus was a fairly unassuming sort of man. He was attractive in a rather repressed way. Not exactly shy but inclined toward the private, which was odd for a man with massively enhanced senses. He was a gaunt sort of figure, thin and with long black hair which tended to fall in front of his eyes and not get pushed back. Cygnus had seen security people before and they tended to watch everything around them, taking in all there was to see. Argus did not do that, not obviously anyway. Argus saw everything even without trying to.
‘The Amazon Queen is handling most of the building security,’ Argus said. He had an accent which Cygnus had not initially been able to place: it turned out that he was Australian, though his accent was not stereotypically bad for someone from that continent. ‘The security room has sufficient communications for my needs so I’ll be there most of the time. If I sense anything, I’ll be able to contact any of you or to direct the local security details.’
Brightstar gave a nod. ‘There are a lot of ways into this building. Are you satisfied with the plan we’ve been sent?’
‘Yes. There are a lot of ways in, but I’ll be able to see them all. There are far fewer ways into the conference facility and they have good security. Not the best, but good.’
‘Threats?’ Adamantium asked.
‘There are still any number of governments who want the Queen dead. It’s a known fact that the CIA have been trying to kill her more or less since she annexed Amazonia.’
‘However,’ Brightstar said, ‘the Brazilians have backed off since these negotiations began. We think they are hoping to get de facto control of the region back this way and they may revert to a more hostile position if that fails, but for now they are promoting a negotiated settlement. They have been attempting to invade without success since the Queen took over. Diplomacy is war by other means…’ The blonde heroine shrugged. ‘They probably won’t be a problem unless things are obviously not going their way.’
‘They are believed to back the major domestic threat,’ Argus said. ‘A group called Amazônia Liberto.’
‘Free Amazonia,’ Cygnus said.
Argus turned green eyes on her. ‘You speak Portuguese?’
‘No. I know some of the words. My last boyfriend was originally from Brazil.’
‘Well, Free Amazonia have been something of a thorn in the Queen’s side for over a decade. Despite her powers, she has had little luck in weeding them out. It’s thought that Brazil provides them with psionic shield devices and more conventional weapons. However, they haven’t been especially successful either. They’re mostly just disruptive, but they have made a couple of attempts on the Queen’s life. They are likely to consider this conference a high-value target.’
‘Anti-Ultra weaponry?’ Adamantium asked.
‘They’ve never used any before. Technically, there’s no need for it if you want to kill the Amazon Queen. Bombs and bullets will do the trick.’
‘So long as you can actually get near enough to use them,’ Brightstar said. ‘Her powers are quite formidable. She came to us and has been very accommodating, but we should all be careful in our dealings with her. Oh, and she’s not the only psychic we need to worry over.’
‘Oh?’ Cygnus asked. She was going to be the one dampening attempts at psionic intrusion so she figured she needed to know.
‘You and I will be going out to the airport in a little while to meet the US delegation. They have the Secretary of State and the United States Trade Representative, and also a fairly large contingent of Secret Service.’
‘Oh,’ Cygnus said flatly. ‘Delphine’s with them?’
Brightstar nodded. ‘Delphine is with them.’
~~~
Delphine was one of the first to come down the stairs from the jet the American delegation had flown in on. She took a quick look around, her brow furrowed, and then she spotted Cygnus standing near the bottom of the stairs and her shoulders slumped a little.
She was an attractive woman with a stylishly cut bob of dusky-blonde hair and clear blue eyes. Slim with a big bust, she looked good in the pantsuit she was wearing, but Cygnus was guessing she would regret the outfit fairly soon since it was really autumn-wear for DC and not suited for a city in a rainforest. Cygnus also figured that the furrowed brow was because Delphine was one of the more powerful psychics in the world, probably the most powerful in America, and right now all that power was useless: Cygnus was running her jamming field.
‘Brightstar and Cygnus,’ Delphine said as she reached the tarmac. ‘So nice of you to come out to meet us.’
‘We thought you’d like to see our psionic defences at work, Delphine,’ Brightstar replied. ‘There was some concern regarding our security measures after all.’
Delphine smiled. ‘I’m sure. You forget, I’ve met Cygnus’s ability to block my abilities before.’
‘I didn’t forget. The Secret Service still insisted on deploying you as part of their detail.’
‘Cygnus won’t be watching our people all the time.’ Delphine held up a hand. ‘Let’s both drop the passive-aggressive nonsense. We all have jobs to do.’ She reached up and pressed a finger to her ear. ‘It’s clear. The UoU have us thoroughly covered down here.’ Releasing the button on her radio, she turned to look back at the aircraft door.
A woman stepped out almost immediately, rather as if she had been waiting impatiently. She was probably somewhere in her forties, but there were a few wisps of grey in her auburn hair. She had strong features and was almost more handsome than beautiful. She was also in a pants suit, but hers was a sober grey rather than the dark blue Delphine was in. As she walked down the stairs, Cygnus could see cool blue eyes flicking over the two Union members. This was Rachelle Montrose, currently the Secretary of State though many thought she had a good chance of being the next president.
Smiling, Montrose held out a hand to Brightstar. ‘Brightstar, such a pleasure to meet such a well-thought-of heroine.’
‘Secretary of State Montrose,’ Brightstar replied, returning the smile.
‘And Cygnus.’ Cygnus took the offered hand and returned the offered smile. ‘You’re doing such an amazing job in New Millennium City.’ She had a slight southern drawl which was rather pleasant to listen to.
‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Plenty of people in DC wouldn’t agree with you.’
‘My job is foreign affairs. If I get the top job that would change, but for right now I can say you’re doing a good job without anyone complaining.’ Delphine looked a little pained at the comment but said nothing. Montrose turned as a man joined them at the bottom of the stairs. ‘And this is Carey Norhampton, our trade representative.’ Norhampton’s title was United States Trade Representative, but you could definitely hear the lower-case letters when Montrose said the words.
Norhampton nodded to the two heroines and shook hands quickly. They were not who he was in Amazonia to see. He was fairly young, tall, upright, and over-styled. His suit was expensive and probably hand-tailored. His haircut likely cost a small fortune. He was good-looking, with black hair and hazel eyes, but he wore a little too much cologne.
‘We have transport waiting,’ Brightstar said, ‘and your rooms are ready in the hotel. Argus has been over all the security plans and is quite happy with them.’
‘Have you seen the Amazon Queen yet?’ Montrose asked.
‘Not as of yet. I believe she’s leaving much of the negotiations to her subordinates.’
‘Well, from what we hear, that’s the same as talking to her.’
‘Not too likely,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I don’t think her reputation is especially accurate anyway. Even if it is, she won’t be listening in on anyone’s minds during the meetings.’
‘You’re so sure you can block her?’
Cygnus smiled. ‘Ask Delphine.’
‘She’s quite sure, Madam Secretary,’ Delphine said. ‘Actually, I’d be really happy if you turned that off, Cygnus. It gives me a headache.’
‘If you wish, Delphine. You’re in for a really bad time here, aren’t you?’
Delphine sighed. ‘Don’t remind me.’
~~~
‘The room’s nice,’ Cygnus said into the phone. ‘I’ve got a view.’
‘How’s the weather?’ June asked from the other end.
‘Hot. Sweltering. Deodorant is a necessity here. I’d imagine it won’t be so bad tomorrow since we’ll be in the meeting rooms most of the day and they’re air conditioned.’
‘Seen Her Majesty yet?’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Not yet. There’s supposed to be some sort of river cruise going on later this week. We’re not really expecting to see her until then. She’s staying out of the negotiations initially. Or that’s what we’re expecting. And I don’t think she actually makes people address her as some sort of royalty. Actually, I have no idea how I should address her.’
‘Might be worth finding out.’
‘Yeah. Everything okay over there? Has Twi gone out?’
‘It’s pretty quiet. Andrea’s getting ready. It’s not dark here yet. I mean, soon but not yet.’
‘Huh. It’s been dark here for hours.’
‘You’re in the tropics, love. That’s what you get for globetrotting.’
The buzzer on the room’s door sounded and Cygnus looked around at the offending portal, frowning. ‘Someone’s at the door. Probably Alison after something or other, but I’d better take it. I’ll call you tomorrow.’
‘Okay. Love you.’
‘Love you too.’ Putting down the phone, Cygnus headed for the door and checked the peephole. All she saw was a mass of black hair, which meant it was not Brightstar, but she had no idea who it was. Well, she was bulletproof…
Opening the door, Cygnus took in the long black hair which fell down to its owner’s bottom. She was wearing a pink dress which fell to a couple of inches above her knees and was probably not actually pink but some other name for the colour designers used. June would probably know. Tan, high-heeled pumps sat at the bottom of long legs. She turned and smiled and Cygnus found herself looking at a very attractive woman with dusky skin and very dark eyes. Her hair was not all black: there was a strip of vibrant copper at the front running down over her right shoulder from the crown. She was slim, aside from moderately wide hips and firm D-cup breasts which were currently held in place by a halter that crossed above them, giving quite impressive cleavage. Her face was narrow with high cheekbones, a straight nose, and full lips. She could give June a run for her money and Cygnus recognised her immediately from photographs.
‘I… was just talking about you,’ Cygnus said.
The smile developed an intrigued quirk. ‘Oh?’
‘Yes. I was just saying to my girlfriend that I didn’t know how to address you when I met you.’
‘Ah. My… subjects usually just call me “ma’am.” You aren’t one. Call me Dia. May I come in?’
Cygnus stepped back and allowed the Amazon Queen, Dia Teixeira, to enter her room. ‘We, uh, weren’t expecting to see you so soon.’ Cygnus checked the corridor for bodyguards or servants and found no one.
‘We aren’t, if you take my meaning. I came to see you, Cygnus.’ Dia spoke with an accent that sent a little shock of pain through Cygnus’s heart; it was not quite like Bobby’s accent, but close… ‘Your room is acceptable?’
Cygnus closed the door and watched the Queen move. There was a hint of the animal about her which vaguely reminded Cygnus of Twilight. ‘It’s fine. Could I ask why you’ve come to see me specifically? Brightstar is–’
Dia turned and lifted a hand, brushing the rest of the sentence away. ‘I’ve met Alison. She’s a nice enough woman. Perhaps a little possessive of Adam. Not entirely secure in herself which… Well, I can’t really understand that. You I know only from what the media shows everyone and what I see is…’ Her tongue flicked out to run over hot-pink lips. ‘What I see is quite fascinating.’
Cygnus raised her eyebrows. ‘Fascinating?’
Dia nodded. ‘Fascinating. I’m… quite powerful.’
That got a laugh. ‘Sorry. You’re Avatar-class. You’re possibly the most powerful psychic on the planet and you’ve got a bunch of other powers on top of that. I don’t think “quite powerful” covers it.’
Again, the Queen waved away the comment. ‘Yes, but it seems that you could do anything I can do. Anything any Ultra can do.’
‘Maybe. I’m not that good with psionics. I admit that might be because I don’t really understand how to do it.’
‘But you can block it.’
‘That’s just a matter of blanketing an area with the right kind of cosmic energy. It’s defensive. I actually first used it to stop Delphine from reading my mind.’
‘Ah yes, Delphine. The Americans really do not trust me, do they?’
‘I’m American.’
‘And do you trust me?’
‘Well,’ Cygnus said, moving over to sit down at the dressing table on one side of the room, ‘I’m not jamming your psionics now. Let me ask you a question.’
‘Of course.’
‘Can I trust you?’
Dia turned and walked over to the window. Cygnus had not bothered to close the curtains and the Queen looked out over the dark river. ‘When I took control here, my motives were entirely selfish. I wanted power and I took it. My intention was to be the absolute monarch of the region. I did whatever was needed to achieve that objective. I was… unhappy when the rest of the world refused to acknowledge my rightful position.’
Cygnus figured it was best not to comment. In truth, what people outside of South America were told about the Amazon Queen was as likely to be propaganda as truth. Cygnus had been on the wrong end of bad press before, but she got the feeling that Dia was admitting that not all of her bad press was inaccurate.
‘The problem,’ Dia went on, ‘is that I’m… just not that evil.’ She turned around, facing Cygnus and giving her an imploring sort of look. ‘Believe me, I’ve tried. I have tried so hard to be an evil dictator. Uncaring. Despotic. It would be so much easier. I need these talks to succeed. I’ve had enough of the isolation the world has forced on us. Well, on me, but it affects everyone in my country.’
‘You could have given Brazil what it wants.’
‘I couldn’t. That I couldn’t do. I can’t give up what I have, but we can’t go on the way we have been. So, to answer your question, yes. You can trust me because I need you to help me convince the world that I can be trusted.’
‘You could just make me help you.’
‘Ha! Don’t believe everything you’ve heard about my abilities. Direct control would be useless since you are expected to provide your jamming field for the conference. Conditioning you to loyalty… Yes, I could do that, but when you leave Amazonia, you would quickly revert to your normal mind and undoubtedly denounce me. No, persuading people to do what I wish of them has always been a much more effective ploy than twisting their minds.’
Cygnus nodded. She had no way of knowing if the Queen was telling the truth about her limitations and she knew that long-term reprogramming was possible, but the woman appeared to be being genuine. ‘Okay. I think it’s best for the world that Amazonia re-joins the international community anyway.’
The Amazon Queen smiled. ‘Thank you, Cygnus. I hope to see much more of you over the next few days.’ She began to prowl toward the door and Cygnus got the distinct impression that the local royalty had just made a pass at her.
‘I’m sure we will,’ Cygnus said. ‘Goodnight, Dia.’
‘Goodnight, Cygnus. Sweet dreams.’
13th April.
‘I’m telling you, she was coming on to me.’
‘Oh,’ June replied from the other end of the phone. ‘Well… I think she might be worth a free pass.’
‘Huh?’
‘You know. People have lists of celebrities and such that their partners would give them a free pass on in the unlikely event that they got to sleep with them.’
‘Preposition overload, but I get the picture. We said we were cutting out, um, external partners. Dom was the last, remember?’
‘I remember.’
‘Plus, I’d probably be more likely to meet the people on that list I don’t have.’
‘Yes.’
‘Besides,’ Cygnus said, thinking that June was taking her prospective cheating far too well, ‘I don’t think it would be an especially good idea politically. I mean, the delegates might not trust my jamming power if they think I’ve been playing pattycake with the Queen.’
‘That’s a perfectly valid reason. Is she really as attractive as they say?’
‘She’s… Yes. Okay, she is, but she’s no more attractive than you.’
You could almost see June’s smile over the phone. ‘Now, that’s what a girl wants to hear. I’ve seen photos. She’s gorgeous. Aside from having a super-hotty try to pick you up, how have things been going?’
‘Slowly. Today was mostly a lot of people giving speeches and setting out their positions. It was mostly a sort of cautious optimism. Secretary of State Montrose was a little more ambivalent and I’m not sure what the Brazilians are doing here. How are things over there?’
‘All quiet. Twilight came back looking bored last night. I’m sure it can’t last but for now things are pretty quiet.’
‘No, it can’t last,’ Cygnus said with a sigh. ‘Something’s bound to come along to stir things up.’
14th April.
‘I had to say it,’ Cygnus muttered as she followed Adamantium down the emergency stairwell in the hotel.
‘Sorry?’ the big man asked. His metal feet striking the concrete steps were loud.
‘Nothing. Not important. You think Hugh’s right about this?’
‘Did you notice him stuttering?’
‘No. Good point.’
It had all started early that morning when Argus had put an urgent call through to Brightstar. He was seeing an imminent disaster: an explosion, chaos. Someone, it seemed, had planted a bomb in the convention centre. The Amazon Queen’s security forces were currently sweeping the areas the delegates were supposed to be in, but Doctor Ultimate, Hugh to his friends, had suggested an alternate location for the bomb: something detonated against one of the main support pillars in the basement could bring the entire side of the building down. When Hugh did not stutter, it generally meant his entire formidable mind was focused on a problem and then there was very little chance of him being wrong.
‘The Amazon Queen didn’t sound best pleased,’ Cygnus commented.
‘No, she did not. I suspect that she is unused to having her plans disrupted in this manner. Ally will calm her down.’
‘Not if she gets the building blown out from under her. I can’t believe she refused to leave.’
‘She is a stubborn woman. Both of them are stubborn women, if it comes to that.’
‘Huh.’ Together, they burst through the door at the bottom of the stairs and into what appeared to be a machine room. Much of the building’s services ran through here and there were two large backup generators with big fuel tanks along with all the pipes and ducts. ‘Great! Gas for the generators too? If there’s a bomb down here, this place will be toast!’
‘Then we had better locate it and dispose of it. The support column is–’ Adamantium came to a sudden halt, frowning at something which could have been some piece of the building’s equipment set beside a large concrete pillar in one corner of the room. It seemed to consist of a couple of tanks and some plumbing, but there was a box mounted to the plumbing and that had a counter on it. ‘I’m not a demolitions expert, but that looks like some form of thermobaric device.’
‘With fifteen seconds on the clock,’ Cygnus said.
‘There is no way we can remove it from this building in time. We must–’
‘Maybe we can.’ Cygnus began realigning her powers. ‘I’ve been through enough of them. You’ll have to do the throwing.’
Adamantium’s living-metal brow furrowed. ‘I don’t understand what–’
Cygnus lifted her hand toward a wall and focused her will. A hundred miles straight up ought to do it. She just had to hope there was nothing important up there. There was a sound like ripping fabric, which seemed appropriate since she was ripping a hole in reality, and the wall seemed to twist in on itself as physics decided that it would ignore the area of Manaus for a few seconds. ‘Never mind understanding! Get rid of it!’
Grabbing the bomb, Adamantium wasted no further effort on speaking. The thing was not that heavy for a man quite capable of bench-pressing two thousand pounds. The device vanished into the warp conduit Cygnus had created. ‘Where did I send it?’ he asked once it was gone.
‘Hopefully, the edge of the atmosphere straight above us.’
‘Brightstar. We have located and removed the bomb.’
Brightstar did not immediately answer, but Doctor Ultimate’s voice came back a second or so later. ‘Is that why I’ve recorded an explosion approximately one hundred miles above the Amazon? How, exactly, did you manage that?’
‘Cygnus created a warp conduit. It just closed.’
‘She– We’ll discuss that ability at some point in the future, Cygnus. Good work.’
‘Thank you, Doctor,’ Cygnus replied and then cut her microphone. ‘He’s going to want me in his scanner again.’
‘Quite probably. I suggest we return to the conference room and see why Alison has not answered yet.’
‘She’s probably busy.’
~~~
Brightstar was busy listening to the Amazon Queen as she ranted about security failures. The Queen was pacing up and down in the main conference room. Her rant was quiet but intense. Possibly, the lack of shouting made it sound all the more dangerous.
‘This is intolerable. Not only are the talks delayed but the delegates have been given the impression that I cannot secure my own home against threats from outside. Why was this device not detected earlier? Tell me that. Why have we been left scrabbling to find it now?’
‘The danger only presented itself in the last ten minutes, ma’am,’ Brightstar replied. The Union of Ultrahumans’ diplomat had a temper of her own and it seemed to be fraying at the edges. ‘I would point out that without us here, you would not have known about the bomb until after it had gone off.’
‘My people would have found it.’
‘Pretty unlikely,’ Cygnus interjected, ‘since they were all looking in the wrong places.’ Dia whirled, obviously annoyed at the interruption. Cygnus just kept going. ‘If they had found it, they couldn’t have got it out of the building before it blew. It was where Doctor Ultimate suggested, which is where all your backup generators are. So, after the bomb took the building down, it would probably be on fire too. When we got there, we had about fifteen seconds to do something with it.’
‘Where did you–’
‘Low orbit. I made a warp conduit and Adamantium sent it through. It was a fuel-air bomb, ma’am. I’ve seen the effects of one before. It would have destroyed the building.’
The frown the Queen was wearing shifted from just anger to something more like puzzled anger. ‘Amazônia Liberto have never employed anything that sophisticated before…’
‘The device we found was not especially heavy,’ Adamantium said, ‘but it would have been difficult to smuggle it into the building through your security teams. Assuming you trust all your people…’
‘I vet my security personnel personally.’
‘As I thought. In which case, I doubt that this was domestic terrorism. Someone else, quite possibly an Ultrahuman, wants these talks to fail. And they probably want you dead in the process.’
San Francisco, CA.
Whoever the corpse in the hotel room had been in life, his transition to his current state had not been a pleasant one. It was the look of horror on his somewhat thuggish face. If Detective Damian Inman had had to guess, he would have said the guy had died of fright. He did not have to guess, however: the coroner would rule on the cause of death at some point in the future.
‘Do we have any ID on this guy?’ Damian asked of anyone who happened to be present.
‘No wallet or anything that we’ve seen,’ one of the crime scene people replied.
Damian nodded. So, identification would have to wait until they could run prints. It was another guess, but Damian felt sure this guy would come up with an arrest record, probably for assault. He was a big guy, thickset and muscular. He was naked, but then the hotel he was in was noted for renting rooms by the hour. He was also smeared with blood; his hands were coated in it and there was a combat knife lying on the floor not far from the body. The knife was bloody too, as was the carpet. Someone had lost a lot of blood in this room, but Damian doubted it was the mystery corpse. There were no obvious signs of injury on the body, though there might have been wounds in his back. Damian just doubted it.
‘Okay,’ he said, looking toward the uniformed officers in the doorway, ‘let’s do some door-to-doors. I know it’s a waste of time in this place but do it anyway. I’ll go talk to the manager and… Ah, Hell, this is going to end up being a UID case but we might as well get everything we can for them while it’s still ours.’
Manaus, Amazonia.
Cygnus opened the door of her room and said, ‘You’re making a habit of this, Dia.’ She stepped back, allowing the Amazon Queen to enter. ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’
The Queen smiled and walked past Cygnus into the room. ‘I… wanted to apologise for my little temper tantrum this morning. It was not your fault that things went wrong and you did an exemplary job in resolving the situation.’
Cygnus’s eyes narrowed. One of the briefing documents she had been sent said that the Amazon Queen never apologised. ‘Thank you, but I had help and Brightstar was the one who took the brunt of your “tantrum.”’
Turning, Dia flashed another smile. ‘I suppose that’s true. You really created a warp conduit to throw the bomb into? I understand that the ones the Union’s machines create require enormous amounts of power to do that.’
‘That’s what I was told. I just… did it. I never worry over the physics when I’m trying to do something. I doubt I’d understand it anyway.’
Dia laughed. ‘That has to really frustrate Doctor Ultimate. He spends years perfecting the warp conduit machines and you just do it.’
‘I doubt it frustrates him. Fascinates, maybe. Um, speaking of frustrations, don’t your bodyguards get a little annoyed at you for sneaking around without them? I can’t imagine they think it’s a good idea when someone planted a bomb here today.’
‘They don’t know I’m out of my suite. Would you object to me influencing your mind a little? It’s purely a perception thing and not permanent.’
‘Well, I guess it’s okay. I trust you.’
Dia smiled, took a sideways step, and vanished. Cygnus blinked, frowning at where she thought the woman should be, but there was nothing there. She scanned the room quickly to be sure Dia had not teleported behind her or something. ‘It’s an alteration of perception.’ The voice was definitely in the room, but when Cygnus turned to where she thought it came from, there was nothing there. ‘People are actually very good at filtering out things they don’t want to perceive. I simply tell your mind that I’m not important and you do the rest.’
‘That is kind of creepy. Really clever, but kind of creepy.’
‘If I’m doing it for real, I obviously avoid drawing attention to myself by, for example, speaking.’
Now when Cygnus turned toward the voice, she found Dia sitting on a sofa, long legs crossed. Tonight’s dress was shorter than the previous one and the woman had great legs. And Cygnus had June, even if June had suggested that sleeping with the Amazon Queen was sort of allowable. Dragging her attention away from Dia’s legs, Cygnus frowned. ‘Is that trick to do with you being a powerful psychic or can anyone do it?’
‘I have no doubt you could, now that you know how it works. I believe there are a few psychics with the ability. I’ve never met any of them, but I do take something of an interest in that kind of thing. Why?’
‘Someone got a bomb into your basement without anyone noticing. I’m sure there are mundane ways of doing it, but…’
Dia’s expression darkened. ‘I generally keep a very close watch on psychics visiting Amazonia, but I’ve relaxed that policy for the conference. I was not especially pleased when the Americans decided to send Delphine.’
‘I don’t think it was Delphine,’ Cygnus said quickly. ‘Wrong skillset and… Well, I don’t think it’s really her. I know she’s a bit focused on following orders. I mean, she’s done some stupid things in front of me because she was ordered to. Still, I think she might balk at being ordered to assassinate a foreign head of state.’
‘Ah, but America does not consider me to be a head of state.’
Cygnus pursed her lips and sat down opposite Dia. ‘True, but I still don’t think it’s her. She’s annoying and she has way too much confidence in our government’s infallibility, but I can’t see her as an assassin. I think there’s another psychic here. I think a psychic seems more reasonable than some other kind of Ultra because they’ll know your abilities.’
The Queen got to her feet and started for the door. ‘I believe you may be right, Cygnus. I must go. I’ll see what I can find.’
San Francisco, CA, 16th April.
The corpse had a name and the world was not significantly worse off for the passing of Anthony Bedford. As Damian had guessed, he had priors for assault. The recent incarceration – Bedford had been out for two months – for rape did not come as a huge surprise. Also unsurprising was the arrival of a UID agent to see Captain Hermann. The autopsy had come back indicating massive organ damage, including significant neurological damage, with no indication of a source. It was a foregone conclusion that the killer was almost certainly an Ultra and that the Ultrahuman Investigations Division would be walking in and taking over.
Since this was the first of Damian’s cases to be taken over by the UID, he figured that the call to Hermann’s office was largely to see how he was going to react to that. He was, of course, a little peeved. He had spent years having crimes ripped out of his hands by the corrupt task force set up to stop the tongs in San Francisco. Now he was seeing the same sort of thing happening with a murder case. However, it was not even vaguely like the same thing and Damian had decided that he could be both resigned and magnanimous about it. He had a caseload which needed his attention, with or without one murder.
The first surprise was the UID agent. First, she was alone and Damian had always thought they came welded at the hip to a partner. Second, she was stunning. A relatively petite blonde – her long hair mercilessly pinned into a bun – she did relatively little to hide a fit, curvy figure and long legs under a grey skirt suit featuring a short skirt and a long jacket and a white blouse sheer enough to show hints of the lacy bra beneath. Blue eyes regarded Damian with a professional air as he walked in. Appraising. She was appraising him. Well, maybe she was just trying to work out how accurate his case notes were going to be.
‘Detective Inman, this is Special Agent Horton, UID. Take a seat.’ Hermann was also a blonde with blue eyes, but there the similarities between the two women ended. Hermann was big, a powerhouse of a woman credited with punching out men twice her weight and barely breaking a sweat doing it. She was by no means an unattractive woman, even given her more muscular build, but Horton put her in the shade. Plus, Hermann’s eyes always had a hint of ice in them and Horton’s seemed quite warm, if appraising.
‘I’d imagine,’ Hermann went on when Damian was in an uncomfortable chair, ‘that you’re expecting me to say something to the effect that Special Agent Horton is taking the Bedford case off you and that I got you in here to tell you this so that I could see how you reacted.’
How the Hell did the woman do that?! ‘Uh, that is pretty much what my assessment of the situation was, yes, Captain.’
‘Good. As you can see, Special Agent, Inman is one of our most perceptive detectives.’
‘I see that, yes,’ Horton replied. She was not from California: it was not much to work with, but Damian thought the vowels sounded more like New England.
‘And, Inman, that is what I was expecting to do when Special Agent Horton arrived, but someone changed the policies around here and did not think to tell me. Special Agent, would you care to explain?’
Horton gave a weak, apologetic smile. ‘About not telling you? I’m going to say “par for the course” and also that no one told me until my boss called me in to brief me on the case. I will hazard a guess that they assigned me because I’m new at the Frisco field office and I don’t have a partner. Basically, Detective Inman, the UID is trialling a new operating procedure. Instead of entirely taking over a case like this, we run it jointly. You and I work together to bring in this killer. You have the local knowledge while I bring the, um, mission-specific stuff.’
One of Hermann’s eyebrows shifted up a little. ‘There’s also the fact that the San Francisco UID is a little undermanned at the moment. Down three agents thanks to the Nine Kings investigation.’
‘There, um, is that,’ Horton agreed. It was hardly a secret that Jade Flame, leader of the Nine Kings tong, had compromised at least three UID agents. One of them had been having a secret affair with Cherry Blossom, a local villain-for-hire; UID agents were allowed to have relationships with Ultras, so long as they declared them to their managers, though Damian was unclear how declaring that you were having sex with a criminal was going to go down. ‘Uh, they didn’t just make this new policy up because of that. I’ve seen the documents. There are a lot of documents. One of them says that we need the agreement of the local detective or detectives assigned to the case and their superior officer. So, well, this is your chance to back out if you don’t feel you can work with a federal agency.’
‘I’ve worked with federal agencies before,’ Damian replied. ‘For that matter, I’ve worked with Ultras before.’
‘Yes. I read your file before coming here.’ Horton gave him a bright smile full of very white teeth. ‘I think this should work out just fine.’
~~~
‘So, what’s a New England girl doing in the City?’ Damian was quite sure Horton was from that region now. He had been through the case documents with her and they were now out getting a little lunch at a coffee shop not far from the office.
‘The accent, right? You can tell from the accent.’ Horton flashed another of her megawatt smiles. ‘I was aiming for L.A. and missed.’ Damian laughed. ‘Seriously. I thought getting some sun would be nice, so I requested a transfer to the West Coast. L.A. has a huge UID office and I figured I’d end up there. Then the problems in the Frisco office came up…’
‘Well, we get sun here. Sometimes.’ It was an overcast sort of day and it was true that Los Angeles was a bit warmer, but they did get sunny days. Plenty of sunny days.
‘I haven’t had much chance to really get to know the place yet. I’ve read briefing documents, sure, but you don’t really get to know a place until you’ve walked through it. I knew… Well, I won’t say I knew every inch of DC, but I was there for three years and I got to know it pretty well.’
‘You were in the DC office before here?’
‘Yes, I– Oh! You know Cygnus and Twilight, don’t you?’
Damian nodded. ‘I met them at my girlfriend’s birthday party, right after the UID suspended their registrations.’
Horton cringed. ‘Not our finest hour. It’s, um, one of the reasons I decided to transfer out of the area. Of course, I didn’t expect to end up in a field office hit with corruption allegations.’ Another flash of a smile. ‘So, girlfriend. That would be Bianca Fullerton, right?’
‘Yeah, that would be Bianca Fullerton.’
‘You lucky bastard. She’s gorgeous.’
‘Yeah,’ Damian said, nodding slowly. ‘She sure is.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Zapf Bang! stood in the shadows of one of the numerous trees in Friendship Park and watched. Right now he was watching what some of the boys at school would have referred to as a MILF as she walked along one of the tarmacked tracks. Zap – he had more or less come to the conclusion that his own nickname was too long – considered himself too well brought-up to use the term, but he did have to admit that the brunette with the low-cut top and the short skirt was attractive. He entertained thoughts of how she might reward him for saving her from muggers but had not got too far in the fantasy when a mugger actually did step out from behind a bush.
The woman let out a shriek at the sight of the chromed pistol the man was holding and Zap moved out from the shadows, all ready to save the day. Also the damsel. The young hero had taken Cygnus’s words into consideration: the woman was too close to the mugger for a direct attack, but if Zap aimed behind the man by a few feet…
‘Okay, lady, hand over your bag and no one needs to– Ah, shit, it’s a freak.’ Somehow the mugger seemed kind of resigned about Zap’s appearance. He certainly lacked the fear Zap was expecting – or maybe just hoping for – but the pistol’s muzzle dipped as though the man was just giving up.
That was when the second mugger stepped out of the bushes on Zap’s left. His pistol was not chrome-plated, but it did look just as dangerous, being larger and with a wider barrel. Zap was not much on guns but figured that the chrome pistol was something like a .38 and the second one was something like a .44. The .44 was aimed right at him and the two men were too far apart. There was no way Zap could get both of them with one lightning ball which meant that at least one of them was going to get a shot off. Go for the bigger gun, which was also closer, and hope that the other one missed? Hit the original mugger so that the woman could maybe escape? No, because there were two muggers. Take down one and the other would get her.
Zap was just starting to realise that his indecision was going to get him shot twice when the shadows from the trees on either side of the track rose up and closed over them all like a wave. It was pitch black. It was the kind of darkness you could only get from a real absence of light, like in a cave or something, and somewhere in it there was something moving. Zap felt a shiver run up his spine and heard a strangled sort of scream which seemed to provoke another scream. It took Zap a second to realise that the second had come from the woman, so the first had to be one of the muggers. Then the shadows collapsed as quickly as they had come and Zap found himself looking at Twilight.
Twilight turned to the woman immediately. ‘Are you okay?’ The brunette who had been the subject of Zap’s fantasies nodded dumbly. ‘Good. Try to keep an eye on the local news. ACPN reported that Cygnus was out of town and the muggers seem to think I won’t pick up the slack around the park when she is.’ Another wordless nod. ‘Best get home as quick as you can.’ Yet another nod and the woman set off as fast as her high heels would let her walk.
And the woman with the jet-black eyes turned her attention back to Zap. She seemed to be ignoring the muggers; Zap had taken a quick look and noted that one was face down on the tarmac while the other was just standing there, wide-eyed and staring at Twilight. ‘You’re Zapf Bang!, right?’
Zap found himself nodding dumbly, shook his head, and said, ‘Zap. The whole thing’s…’
‘Kind of dumb, but there’s already an active hero called Zap in Baltimore. Well, Zap, you almost became a crime statistic. Aren’t you lucky I do pick up the slack here when Cygnus isn’t around?’
‘I guess. I–’
‘What exactly have you got in the way of powers?’ She turned away from him to head for the standing crook, pulling a cable tie from her boot as she went. ‘Cygnus told me about the lightning bombs. What else do you have?’
‘Uh.’ Zap looked around as though hoping someone would come to his rescue. ‘Electricity doesn’t hurt me. So far. I can sense and control electric fields. Uh, and I always know which way north is.’
‘So, not bulletproof, no senses to help you work in the dark, a single attack which is potentially dangerous to bystanders, and a total lack of situational awareness. Even if this outfit’s black, I’d rather not wear it to a funeral and you’re headed for a casket the way you’re going. Do you want your mother crying over your coffin?’
‘No, of course not!’
‘Right. So, you need training and resources if you’re really determined to do this. You should probably wait until–’
‘Where am I supposed to get training?’ Zap asked hotly. Later he would probably admit to himself that she had him on the resources thing, but he was pretty sure he had her on the training. Where did you go to learn to use your powers?
Twilight pulled the tie tight around the mugger’s wrists and bent down to pick up his pistol. She was frowning in a thoughtful sort of way as she started over to tie the other one. ‘That is a good question,’ she finally said. ‘Tell you what, you stay off the streets for the next month and I’ll look into seeing what I can find to get you some help. If there really is nothing for you, then I guess I’ll have to let you get yourself killed, but you give me the time to find out. Okay?’
‘Uh, I guess.’ Zap was just a little annoyed that she was making sense. He had expected the kind of arguments adults usually gave: something along the lines of ‘do as I say, not as I do.’ Instead, Twilight was being… reasonable. ‘But how are you going to find me to tell me what you’ve found? Do we need some sort of signal, or–’
‘Kid, by tomorrow morning, I’m going to know exactly who you are and where you live. I can get into anywhere with shadows. The monster you used to think lived in your closet when you were younger, I’m the thing he’s scared of. So, if I do happen to see you out here in that outfit, I will be annoyed. I haven’t decided whether I should tell your mother what you’ve been up to or if I should start leaving shadow imps under your bed. Either way, I’m sure you’ll soon come to know my wrath.’
Zap shuddered. ‘Okay. You win. I’ll go home and wait. But, uh, if I do go out before the time’s up, I’d prefer the imps.’
‘There speaks a man who has never met a shadow imp,’ Twilight replied.
‘No, I haven’t, but you’ve never met my mother.’
San Francisco, CA, 17th April.
Bianca got to her feet and held out a hand. ‘Special Agent Horton, it’s a pleasure to meet you.’
Horton smiled and actually blushed a little. She took the offered hand. ‘Uh, we’re having lunch so I think you should just call me Silvia.’
‘Then I’m Bianca. Sit. Let’s eat.’
Damian took the seat beside Bianca while Horton sat opposite their ‘hostess.’ Well, Bianca had suggested that they have lunch together when Damian had told her about his new temporary partner. He was still not entirely sure why, but he had agreed to ask and Horton had jumped at the chance to meet the famous Bianca Fullerton. So, there they were at an Italian place in Hunters Point, ordering lunch.
‘I’m a bit of a fan,’ Horton admitted to Bianca once the waiter had taken their order. ‘I mean you’re successful, powerful, rich, but it doesn’t seem like you let that compromise your femininity.’
Bianca smiled. ‘Some would say that my femininity was compromised long before I became the head of FTI. I’ve always been a bit of a tomboy.’
‘I can’t go running with her,’ Damian said. ‘We both do laps around Golden Gate Park, but she does two laps in the time it takes me to do one.’
‘Wow,’ Horton said. ‘Of course, I read about all the extreme sports. Placing second in the Ultraman event. I mean, that’s tough. I’m amazed you have time for the training.’
‘I don’t,’ Bianca replied. ‘I do as much as I can these days, but I don’t really have time to maintain that level of fitness. You seem to keep yourself in shape.’
‘I try. There was never much need for it in DC. I mean, there basically aren’t any Ultras in the federal reserve. The only ones who register there are asylum cases. The only ones who live or work there are Secret Service agents. One of the reasons I wanted to transfer was so I could work somewhere that wasn’t a glorified records office. I mean, we’re supposed to enforce the federal reserve status, but there’s not much need for that.’
Bianca smiled. She knew there were more than the officially declared Ultras in the reserve; Twilight had presented her with the evidence when asked about it. Did Horton genuinely not know, or was she just toeing the party line? Did it really matter? ‘And you get hit with an Ultrahuman murder case being worked in an unconventional manner right out the gate. You must be feeling really lucky.’
Horton laughed. ‘At least it’s a genuine case. In DC, most of what I did was research.’
‘Mm.’ Bianca glanced to her side to include Damian in her next question. ‘So, how’s it going?’
‘We are pursuing all avenues of investigation,’ Horton replied almost as though it was an automated response.
‘Wow. That bad?’
‘There aren’t many avenues to investigate,’ Damian said.
‘Yeah,’ Horton agreed. ‘Honestly? I’m not sure we’re going to get anywhere with this unless the killer claims another victim. I have a feeling our partnership might be a bit on-and-off unless we get another body to look at.’
‘Or we can find something in the past to add to a pattern. I’ll keep digging.’
‘So will I, but I’m not hopeful.’
Arlington, VA.
The District of Columbia Federal Reserve did not just consist of the official DC area. There had been some considerable noise about extending it across the Potomac to cover Arlington National Cemetery and the Pentagon but the all-encompassing behemoth of ‘National Security’ had won out over the independent nature of the individual states. One interesting side effect of the extension was that it was technically illegal for most Ultras to use the Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority’s trains to get from the airport to Arlington or beyond because the line ran through the reserve. It was a rule not generally enforced, however.
What it meant to Wallace James was that he could walk into the Pentagon without having to worry about pesky things like honest Ultras. He was not an especially frequent visitor to the great five-sided monument to military might – there was simply not that much of interest for him there – but he was known. You never knew when someone in the Department of Defense might be a useful person to know; as it turned out, James had known several of the right people when Naryan Tan needed to get in front of them. It had taken a while to arrange – Tan had started getting impatient – but now they were at the most crucial part of the plan: Tan had to persuade a lot of politicians that Cygnus was the threat he claimed she was.
Technically, the audience were not all politicians but they were all at the kind of level in the military or civilian agencies they represented that they were more politician than public servant. Each of the armed forces was represented, as was the DoD, the UID, the FBI, the Secret Service, and all of the intelligence agencies. All they really knew about what was going to happen was that it was a matter of national security and concerned a significant Ultrahuman threat. They were getting impatient. They were the kind of people who got impatient easily.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ James said, getting to his feet, ‘I think we’ve waited long enough. I arranged this meeting to inform you of a potential threat to the security of this nation. One that will need to be addressed quickly before it becomes impossible to deal with.’
‘Yes, Wallace,’ Hector Barton-King said. He was the current UID director, down from Bethesda and so more impatient than the others. ‘You told us that when you contacted us. We’ll be the judges of whether this meeting is a waste of time.’
James smiled and directed his mind at the man. James did not have a lot of ‘offensive’ talent in his Ultrahuman arsenal. Generally, he read minds, unearthed secrets, and used those to control people. However, he could push; he could suggest things in a fairly forceful way. The results were not always exactly what he wanted, but that was why Tan was going to talk to them all. ‘You will be the judge, Director Barton-King,’ James said, ‘and when you’ve heard what my colleague has to say, I’m sure you’ll be just as concerned as I am.’ James glanced around the table, ignoring the suddenly intense look on Barton-King’s face. ‘I would like to introduce all of you to Guardian Naryan Tan.’
The man himself got to his feet and stepped up to take James’s place at the head of the table. ‘Good people of Earth,’ he said. ‘As Mister James indicated, I am called Naryan Tan and I am a Guardian. I am, if you will, a police officer from space.’
There were mutterings around the room, most of them scoffing. Tan had come to the meeting in a three-piece suit and shaped like a typical human. He was handsome, ruggedly so, with dark-brown hair and very dark eyes. Only Barton-King frowned and he spoke before anyone else could. ‘I’ve heard that term, Guardian, before. Cygnus, an Ultrahuman, claims to be one.’ That took the humour off the faces of everyone else.
‘And it is about Cygnus that I wish to speak. She is not what she seems. I have been chasing a rogue Guardian across half of this galaxy. The trail brought me here. This is not my natural shape; I have assumed this form to make you all more comfortable. The rogue, it would seem, has selected a new shape to appeal to those she plans to befriend, betray, and dominate. Her ultimate goal will be rulership of this world and she will stop at nothing to achieve it. You can believe me when I say this because I have seen it before. More than once.’
He paused and his eyes swept the room. As arranged, James was also sweeping the room, but he was doing it mentally and pressing the suggestion to listen and consider Tan’s words. ‘Let me be entirely straight with you. The woman you call Cygnus is not human. She is something far more dangerous than what you call an Ultrahuman. She is the most dangerous threat to your nations, your world, and your people to ever set foot on this planet.’
The Amazon River, Urucurituba Municipality.
The ship was huge but appeared to be little more than a rowing boat as it made its way smoothly down the vastness of the river. At this point, the Amazon was almost three miles across and the cruise ship – not exactly a liner, but still a big, multi-room hotel which floated – seemed insignificant in the vastness of the principal artery of the jungle.
The moon was almost new so the only light came from the ship itself. Cygnus saw everything as clear as day; the mud-brown flow was not an especially amazing sight in daylight, so her greyscale night vision did nothing to make the view less attractive. The night was full of the sounds of a living, breathing jungle, only dimmed by the distance to the shore. The ship was moving down the very centre of the channel, partially to ensure it had the draft to move and partially for security reasons.
Turning, Cygnus left the small balcony outside her room and went inside. It was not quite the size of her room in the hotel, but it was big enough and plush enough for her needs. You could probably swing a mid-sized jungle cat in it, though the clawing and spitting might have made that harder. The evening had turned hot and humid, and the lightweight dress Cygnus had been wearing was sticking to her: she decided to use the luxuriously large shower before going to bed.
So far, the talks were going as well as could be expected. That was Brightstar’s take on things anyway. Most of the American Federation – the trade and defence compact formed across North, Central, and South America in 1996 – wanted to bring Amazonia in from the cold and were essentially dragging the USA and Brazil along with them. Canada, the only joint member of the World Trade Compact and the American Federation, was especially keen to get Amazonia back in the world’s graces, so they were driving things forward. Russia and China were officially neutral and would go with the majority. Things were tipping toward acceptance, but none of the delegates had met the Amazon Queen yet. That was going to change over the next couple of days as Dia hosted this little boat trip down the river. If she came over, without the use of her powers, as someone the world could do business with, then she would get her wish and be accepted as a world leader.
Turning off the shower, Cygnus stepped out and grabbed a towel. The past few days had taught her one thing: politics was boring. She had mentioned this to Brightstar at one point and Brightstar had said, ‘Now you know why I have a bad temper.’ It seemed pretty reasonable.
She was still drying her hair when she walked back out into the bedroom and froze. Something was in the room with her. She could see nothing, hear nothing, but something had impinged upon her senses. Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the room again. Was Dia pulling her invisibility trick again? Well, there was a way around that. Cygnus brought her psionic-jamming field down like a hammer. There was still no one there, but she heard something outside the window and rushed to the balcony. Seeing nothing, she flew up and out over the water to look back. Still nothing.
Returning in through her window, Cygnus pulled it closed and locked it. Someone had been there. She was quite sure of that and fairly sure it had not been Dia. She had only heard whoever it was when her jamming field had cut in too, which suggested that the intruder’s invisibility had been psychic and that they could affect hearing as well as vision. So, not Dia. There was definitely another psychic here and they were on the ship.
18th April.
‘You’re quite sure about this?’ Brightstar asked.
‘Fairly sure,’ Cygnus replied. Then she dropped a small collection of objects onto the table where they were eating breakfast.
Adamantium peered at them. ‘A microcamera and a couple of audio bugs.’
‘Of course, I can’t be absolutely sure they weren’t there before I came aboard,’ Cygnus said, ‘but I know I heard someone outside my window and then I found these.’
‘How did you find them?’
‘I gave myself the ability to see radio waves.’
The metal man nodded. ‘The Amazon Queen’s security team swept the entire ship for bugs prior to our arrival. Someone, someone invisible, was in your room last night.’
‘I think it was the same person who planted the bomb and they’re on here with us.’
‘And they’re planting surveillance equipment,’ Brightstar mused. ‘I’ll suggest another sweep of the ship with anti-bug equipment. The Queen’s people have been trying to uncover another psychic and they’ve found nothing.’
‘So, he’s good at hiding himself,’ Cygnus said. ‘We kind of knew that. The question is, what’s he up to? First a bomb in the hotel and then leaving bugs in my cabin? Bugging your cabin makes more sense.’
‘I suppose we’ll have to find him and ask, but I’ll be very interested to find out what that bug sweep uncovers.’ Brightstar flashed a slightly snarky grin. ‘I’m sure it’s not just prurient interest. After those calendars, everyone already knows what you look like naked. Even Adam has a copy.’
Adamantium did not blush, because he was physically incapable of it. He looked like he was blushing. ‘They’re for very good causes,’ he mumbled.
Amazon River, Juruti Municipality.
The ship was an odd sort of thing in many ways. Someone with a penchant for odd, or maybe old, designs had been the principal engineer, or so it seemed. It had built-up decks forward and aft giving the impression of an old man-o’-war without the cannon decks. The bridge was mounted at the top of the taller aft deck with a good view in all directions. The upper floor of the foredeck was a restaurant-cum-ballroom which was where a more informal, general meet-and-greet was happening where everyone could get to meet the Amazon Queen. If they wanted to anyway.
Cygnus felt sorry for Argus at times like this. Cygnus was in full costume, swanning around in the wake of Dia to ensure that everyone could meet the Queen without any worries about psionic influence. Argus was on the ship’s bridge, watching the surrounding jungle and river with more than just his normal eyes for any signs of trouble. It was true that the man liked his alone time when he was not on duty, but Cygnus really hoped he got invited to a few parties where he could actually enjoy himself.
Brightstar and Adamantium were busy schmoozing elsewhere in the room. Adam was nowhere near the diplomat his paramour was, but he could manage and his primary job at such events was to keep Brightstar safe anyway. Cygnus had seen them entering a supposed drug lab once and knew they had their teamwork down to a finely tuned machine. In more open locations, Brightstar used her mobility to keep herself safe, but when she could not fly, Adam was her armour.
‘I’m a little surprised you’re drinking,’ Dia commented as they moved from one group of dignitaries to another.
‘I’m not. Not really. This is the same glass I picked up when I arrived. Anyway, my social configuration includes faster processing of alcohol by-products through my system.’
The Amazon Queen gave a throaty laugh; she had a glorious voice. ‘Like changing desktops on a computer. You just… pick an appropriate set of powers for the occasion?’
‘More or less. I have my “default setting” and I worked out various packages that are useful under different conditions. I can customise on the fly, but it’s usually easiest to go with something I already know how to do. Social includes the psionic-jamming field, sensitivity to emotions, stuff like that, but it lacks a lot of offence. On the other hand, it amps up my aura which means that, if I do need to fight, I can usually subdue everyone around me long enough to switch packages.’
‘I have noticed that you sometimes seem more… luminous.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Yes, but that’s not my aura. If I have to use my Guardian aura, you’ll know I’ve used it.’
And that was when Argus’s voice sounded in Cygnus’s ear. ‘Danger! Imminent attack. No details but there’s something close and about to happen.’
Almost immediately, Adamantium’s voice followed it. ‘Cygnus, stay with the Queen. Argus, we need more information if you can get it.’
‘Uh… Missiles!’ Argus responded. ‘Missiles fired from the north bank.’
‘On it,’ Brightstar said. She was wearing a gown – white and low-cut with her blue star logo over her left breast and one of the designs June had come up with for her – but that did not stop her lifting into the air and flying out over the heads of the surprised guests.
‘What’s happening?’ Dia asked.
‘We may be under attack,’ Cygnus told her. ‘Argus got one of his premonitions. Brightstar is responding and Argus will have told your security people what’s going on.’
Dia started for the open bank of windows and the balcony at the back of the ballroom. ‘I need to–’
Cygnus caught her arm. ‘No. Let us deal with it.’
‘There!’ Brightstar snapped over the radio link. ‘Damn, it’s too fast for me to–’ Then the night lit up in incandescent brightness and something exploded. ‘Got it! Shit. Got it but that’s me more or less out of the fight and there are speedboats coming in from both banks.’
‘What was that?!’ Dia asked urgently.
‘Someone fired a missile or a rocket at us. Brightstar took it out with an area-effect blast, but that really takes it out of her and we’ve got speedboats coming in from both sides.’ Around them, various security types were moving in on their charges with drawn weapons and the coolness you saw on professional bodyguards. Some of those were moving in toward Cygnus and the Queen.
‘I need my powers,’ Dia said. ‘You need to turn off your field and let me help. This is my country and I will not be attacked here without fighting back.’
‘I–’ Cygnus began, but then Delphine was there.
‘Do it. That way I can help if we need to hold this room.’ The Secret Service agent was holding her pistol, down at her side, but she had the thing out and ready to use.
Cygnus looked around in time to see Adamantium vaulting over the balcony rail. He had said nothing else which meant that she was supposed to secure the ballroom. ‘Okay,’ she said. Rather than simply dropping the field, she focused and redirected her energies, switching to her newest combat configuration, with a small addition. ‘You’re both up.’ She turned, raising her voice. ‘Everyone. We have a situation and we need everyone to move toward the back of the room, away from the windows.’
Delphine gave Cygnus a nod and raised her own voice. ‘You heard the lady. Everyone move back. Security details cover your VIPs and the doors on that end. We have the UoU here for a reason. Let’s let them do their job while we do ours.’
‘I don’t really like her,’ Cygnus commented as she followed Dia and her people toward the balcony, ‘but she does come through in a crisis.’
‘I do not like her either,’ Dia replied, ‘but she is a professional. Now, what have we here?’
Brightstar dropped onto the balcony at that very moment. Dropped was precisely the right word. She looked as though she had just run a marathon, her dress looked sooty, and there was a bruise developing on her right arm. ‘We’ve got twelve speedboats coming in,’ she said, and her voice sounded as tired as she looked. ‘Six to port, six to starboard. I could see assault rifles. They may have grenades. They also have grapnel guns. They’re going to board.’
‘How close?’ Dia asked.
‘They’ll be climbing aboard pretty–’
‘No. How close to the missile did you have to get to stop it.’ Reaching out, the Queen touched Brightstar’s arm and got a little wince.
‘Oh. Not too close. I almost didn’t get it. It was aimed at the bridge.’
‘You risked your life to help my people and I thank you. Cygnus said you were weakened by your efforts.’
Brightstar nodded, but she pulled herself up straighter. ‘She’s right, but I’m not entirely done here. I can still shoot. I just can’t do anything big.’
The Queen grinned. ‘Adamantium is down on the deck with my men. If there is anything “big” to do, I think he has it more than covered.’
The sound of automatic weapon fire came up from below as Brightstar gave a little shrug and looked down to where her big, shiny boyfriend was waiting to be needed. ‘Yeah, probably.’ Not the UoU’s spokeswoman at her best.
Suppressing a smirk, Cygnus turned and checked the room behind her. Delphine was invisible among the crowd of diplomats and guards, but she had got everyone to the back in a tight knot where they could be protected more easily. There was an outer wall of men with guns and a few spares standing at the inner doors and watching for trouble. Explosions drew Cygnus back to the deck below them. Someone on the boats had a grenade launcher and had managed to clear a space where grapnels were being thrown over the starboard rail. Adamantium was there, dislodging the hooks. There were likely men on those ropes, but the big man could easily lift any ten men without breaking a sweat. On the other rail, the invaders were having more luck. Gunfire had taken down some of the defenders and someone with an assault rifle was climbing over the rail. Brightstar already had her arm lifted and was taking aim. Light lanced out from her hand and there was a sharp crack as the air exploded away from her beam. And the man climbing over the rail fell backward into the river.
Cygnus considered shifting her powers to something with a ranged attack. Or maybe something with a big defensive force field would be better. She turned as she did so and spotted the man walking calmly toward her across the ballroom floor. He was dressed in a sharply pressed suit, but that was almost the most interesting thing about him. He was so incredibly average that he was barely noticeable. Mousy brown hair, watery hazel eyes, a nose that tended to slightly bulbous, thin lips, and a weak jawline. He was neither muscular nor especially thin, and he was about average height, maybe a little taller. Maybe that was how it had started, the invisibility. She was fairly sure that, of all the people looking his way, only she could see him because he was holding a large combat knife and no one was batting an eyelid.
Deliberately ignoring the man, Cygnus scanned her eyes back across the room and paused with her eyes focused on the back. She could still see him approaching in the corner of her eye. He was heading for the Amazon Queen, she was sure of it. She waited for him to get within arm’s reach and watched him draw his arm back. The knife was big and serrated. Ram it in between the ribs and it was likely to do a lot of damage. Then he could just turn and walk away, confident in his invisibility. Well, not on her watch. Cygnus punched him in the arm.
The force of the blow sent him spinning and shrieking across the deck to fall six feet away, the knife skittering and sliding further still. His arm was flapping about as though there was no bone in it at all. He looked up at Cygnus with something between terror and incomprehension in his eyes. ‘How did you see me?!’
‘After having two people turn invisible on me through psionics,’ Cygnus replied, ‘I decided I wasn’t going to have that happen again. Now, stay right where you are, or I’ll put my fist through your face.’
‘Who is he?’ Dia asked.
‘He’s the guy who planted the bomb and was going to stab you with that knife. Would you mind watching him while I go and give Adamantium a hand down below? I suspect his power won’t work too well on you.’
There was a rather malicious smile on the Queen’s face as she replied. ‘Of course, Cygnus. It would be my great pleasure.’
Cygnus shifted her powers to her ‘gunship’ set and then lifted into the air. ‘Try to keep him alive so we can ask him some questions.’
‘Of course.’ Pause. ‘You don’t need all of him for that, do you?’
Antarctica, 19th April.
‘Morning Hugh. Morning Alice.’ Andrea smiled at the couple as she walked into the lab in which Hugh Last, Doctor Ultimate, spent as much time as he possibly could. ‘Thanks for seeing me on a Sunday.’
‘It’s Sunday?’ Hugh asked.
‘Yes, dear,’ Alice replied. Smiling, she looked to Andrea. ‘We’re not exactly religious. Hugh calls it “scientifically atheist.”’
‘It’s effectively impossible to prove a negative,’ Hugh explained. ‘Ergo, I cannot prove that God, or gods, do not exist. On the other hand, I have yet to find any “proof” of his, or their, existence and what I do know negates the requirement for some divine creator. I’m perfectly happy to be proven wrong. Did that make sense? I didn’t skip anything?’
‘No, dear, but I don’t think Andrea shadow-stepped all the way here to discuss comparative theology.’
‘No,’ Andrea agreed, ‘but it’s interesting. I came to discuss training.’
‘You think you need some?’
‘Always, but it’s not for me. There’s a kid in New Millennium. Calls himself Zapf Bang! He’s under age, but he’s registered and trying to fight crime. Electrical powers which are potentially hazardous to bystanders. He hasn’t much of a clue what he’s doing but his heart’s in the right place, you know?’
‘Statistically,’ Hugh said, ‘that accounts for a significant minority of Ultrahumans.’
‘You were wondering whether the Union could train him?’ Alice asked.
‘That would be great, probably,’ Andrea replied. ‘I figured it’s a little outside our remit. I was wondering whether you knew of any programmes or individuals who did that kind of thing. I mean, Red Huntress has taken on Skadi as a sort of apprentice, but that’s one archer teaching another. Cygnus had Zephyr, but that’s a flyer teaching a flyer. This kid needs… Well, some specialist help and some general, I guess.’
Hugh pursed his lips thoughtfully. ‘Interesting. We don’t have… possible if we… I wonder if…’
‘Hugh,’ Alice and Andrea chorused. Andrea grinned and handed the correction over to Hugh’s wife. ‘This appears to have got your attention,’ Alice continued. ‘How many thought processes have you got on it?’
‘Ah. Yes. Two or three. I need to get the others involved. Do you need a swift answer?’
‘I met him Wednesday and got him to give me a month to find something,’ Andrea replied. ‘I guess the urgency depends upon how distracted you’re going to get.’
‘You know me so well.’
‘I’ll make a note and keep him focused on it as much as he needs to be,’ Alice said. ‘We probably need Adam and Alison back from Amazonia before we can progress whatever ideas Hugh is coming up with.’
‘Oh,’ Andrea said, nodding. ‘Yes, I can see that. How are things going down, err, up there? We’ve had a few reports from Cygnus, but she mostly just tells us it’s boring.’
‘It got less boring last night. There was an attack by a band of Amazônia Liberto terrorists. An assassin attempted to use that distraction to kill the Amazon Queen.’
‘Wish I’d been there. Was the assassin a local?’
‘No. He came in with the American delegation. We suspect
he’s CIA.’
‘Oh. Oh! Shit.’
‘Concisely put, my dear,’ Hugh said. ‘We have yet to hear what the Amazon Queen intends to do
about it, however.’
‘I can’t imagine it’ll be good…’
‘She may surprise us. Now, let’s get you out of those clothes and into the scanner. I want to check your EEG readings again and a full scan wouldn’t hurt.’
Andrea sagged, but she reached for the hem of her T-shirt. ‘You try being an avatar of shadows in a room full of bright light. It’s not exactly a restful experience.’
Manaus, Amazonia.
Secretary of State Montrose was looking uncomfortable. It was understandable for two reasons. First, one of the people in her delegation had attempted to assassinate the Amazon Queen. Second, while she had Delphine with her, both the Secret Service psychic and Cygnus had been told not to interfere with Dia’s powers while Montrose talked through what had happened. It was a fairly private meeting in the Queen’s luxurious suite at the top of the hotel. Cygnus and Brightstar were there as neutral third parties, Delphine as security, but it was basically down to Montrose and the Queen.
The attack had been repelled fairly quickly after Cygnus joined the fray. Adamantium, Brightstar, and the Queen’s security people had fended off the terrorists while Cygnus blew big holes in their speedboats, sinking their transport out from under them. Some of the Amazônia Liberto people had been captured, but a lot of them had died, which Cygnus did not find entirely acceptable, even if she knew there had not been much that could be done about it.
Then they had turned the ship around and made best time back to Manaus. Most of the other delegates had at least some terrorist organisations operating in their home territories, so they understood the need to cut the trip short and, whether sincere or not, they were all decrying the incident. The fact that the assassin sent to kill the Amazon Queen had been among the US delegation was producing louder denunciation from various delegations, particularly the Soviets and Chinese. It was all conspiring to make Montrose sweat.
‘The name we have for him is Arthur Medford,’ Montrose said. ‘He’s one of Carey’s people. Part of the trade delegation. Just a glorified secretary really. However, we have reason to believe that identity is fake. I had his picture run through the FBI’s facial recognition system and they found nothing. The same with his fingerprints. The man is a ghost.’
‘Appropriate,’ Dia replied, ‘since he is able to make himself invisible.’ She was taking the whole thing a little too well for Cygnus’s tastes. On the night of the attack, there was an almost visible thundercloud hanging over her head as she organised things for the detention of Mister Medford and the terrorists and got the ship sailing back for her capital. Now, she seemed calm, serene. That seemed worse than angry.
‘Carey says that Medford is not one of his regular staff, but no one seems to have questioned his inclusion in the delegation. Carey actually thought Medford was one of my people. Frankly, we don’t know who he is, how he got here, or where he came from. It’s… I’m embarrassed beyond my ability to put into words.’
Dia nodded. ‘Well, I can fill in some of the blanks for you. I had a… chat with this man last night. His codename is Bodach. He is an assassin primarily utilised by the Central Intelligence Agency. They have been trying to kill me for some time and arranged both the terrorist attack and Bodach’s attempt. It’s supposition, since Bodach does not know, but I suspect that someone in the CIA viewed this as their last chance to get me since these talks might lead to Amazonia’s acceptance as a nation.’
‘Uh, oh,’ Montrose said flatly.
‘As for who he really is… Well, I managed to find a name. He was originally Simon Walter Robinson and was born in Fargo, North Dakota. He seems to have developed his abilities in his teens. He felt that everyone else was ignoring him, so they did. He was inducted into something called Project Jekyll and trained to kill people. His memories of the project and much of his early life are deeply buried. Mister Robinson has become Bodach. That role is all he lives for.’
‘I– I can only offer my firmest assurances that I knew nothing of this and that those responsible will be punished to–’
‘No, Madam Secretary.’
‘I’m sorry?’
Dia gave Montrose a weak smile. ‘I believe that you did not know about this, rest assured. The people responsible for this will go unpunished, however. I, we, cannot have it known that your intelligence agency attempted to murder me while we were talking peace and reconciliation. These talks are too important. I cannot allow my people to suffer under the restrictions the other nations have placed upon us. So, Bodach was a shapeshifter working with Amazônia Liberto. He took the place of your Mister Medford who was undoubtedly murdered and thrown in the river. I will retain custody of Bodach since returning him to America will simply see him vanishing to be used again. I also have a traitor to find since someone among my own people gave away secret plans for this conference well
in advance of when they went public. If you wish to clean your own house privately, that is up to you, but there will be no public acknowledgement of the CIA’s or the Brazilian Intelligence Agency’s part in this.’
‘That’s very… diplomatic of you.’
‘Necessity forces all of us to act in ways we might not wish to.’ Dia turned her attention to Cygnus. ‘I also looked into Bodach’s reasons for bugging your room on the ship, Cygnus. He does not know why it was ordered. Surveillance is not one of his primary skills. He has no experience in deploying bugs since he can generally observe a victim personally.’
‘I thought I found them a bit too easily,’ Cygnus replied.
‘He was not given a reason for the task, but the order was given to him on the day you detected him in your cabin. It was a last-minute thing, not planned when the initial briefing was prepared.’
‘Weird.’ Cygnus frowned and glanced at Brightstar who just shrugged. ‘Oh well, I guess someone new is taking an interest in me. Don’t think I’ve ever had the CIA looking at me before.’
‘If the order came from the CIA,’ Brightstar said, ‘Bodach could have been carrying it out for another agency.’
‘I thought you should know,’ Dia said. ‘Now I need to know that everyone is happy with my solution to this inconvenient situation. If we all are, then we will proceed as though this meeting never happened.’
‘Cygnus and I are just here to observe,’ Brightstar said. ‘We’ll follow whichever plan you all agree to.’
‘And I’ll do whatever Secretary Montrose says,’ Delphine added.
‘Then we have an agreement,’ Montrose stated. ‘Though I think I may make some enquiries when I get back to DC.’
‘Good luck with that,’ Cygnus said. ‘Take this with a pinch of salt if you wish, and I’d understand if you did given my history, but I’ve never found enquiries in DC to result in anything other than trouble.’
San Francisco, CA, 20th April.
Helen Parks listened to the steady breathing of the man in bed beside her. He had picked her up an hour ago and promised her fifty bucks if she could tire him out. Well, she deserved her fifty bucks, but now she was starting to feel edgy. She knew how it started and this was it starting. Soon enough she would start shaking as the chills set in. And the craving… She was already craving the stuff, but she knew it would just get worse.
Slipping out from under the sheets, she gathered her clothes and struggled into them and then… Damn it! He still had to pay her. And she needed the money. She had one, maybe two more hits left and nothing to buy more with. Well, his jacket was right there on the back of a chair…
His wallet had, like, two hundred dollars in it. She plucked out fifty and paused. Taking more would be wrong. Her life had gone past wrong and out the other side years ago. Her father had kicked her out of the house for selling the family silver – plate, actually; it had sold for barely anything – to buy drugs. She had turned to prostitution because she was a lousy thief but she was
pretty. Had been pretty. Now she was a strung-out junky, pale and skinny, but she had some principles.
She was pushing the folded fifty dollars into her pocket and about to put the wallet back where she had found it when she heard the voice behind her and realised that she had waited too long to decide.
‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’
Terror decorated her face as she turned, cringing away from the naked man with the angry face. ‘I was just– My money. I didn’t–’ He could not have known why she was really scared. He saw a woman stealing his money and assumed she was afraid of what he would do. Well, she was, but not in the way he thought. She saw his face going redder, his fists clenching. ‘Don’t hit me! Please don’t hit me!’
His fist came at her head and she flinched away. Another blow was blocked by her flailing arm, and that just seemed to make him madder. The third blow smacked into her cheek, stinging and banking up her terror. He was going to make it happen! A blow came in low and hit her ribs. His anger was fuelling his punches now and that one hurt. He was swinging wildly at her, but there was another blow to her face. Her vision blurred and she reached out, grabbing his hand.
The blows stopped coming. Helen’s vision cleared instantly. The pain in her face and chest vanished. He was falling, his eyes rolling back as he went down. Some of them screamed, but he did not. He just keeled over and she snatched her hand away from his, hoping…
But his skin was clammy and, when she checked, there was no pulse. Another one. Biting back a sob, Helen scrambled to her feet and bolted for the door.
21st April.
This hotel was better appointed than the last one, but the body was just as dead. Dispatch had tagged Damian for the scene because someone had suggested the victim looked scared, and the victim did look scared. He also looked overweight and probably prone to heart failure, but that did not quite fit with what the detective was seeing.
‘Wallet on the floor,’ Horton commented. There was a marker beside it and it had been photographed. She picked it up and opened it. ‘Hundred and fifty in cash. All the cards. This wasn’t robbery.’ She handed the leather wallet off to a crime scene tech to bag.
‘Expensive-looking wallet,’ Damian commented.
‘Guy was in banking in New Millennium City. In town on business.’
Damian looked down at the body which had been rolled onto its back now. The techs were getting ready to take it away for the autopsy. Fat, naked guy. Wedding band. In town on business and a long way from home… ‘Okay, so imagine you’re an overweight businessman and you’re away from your wife for a few days. You’re bored with the porn on pay-per-view. What would you do that needs cash?’
‘Setting aside the fact that I could never be an overweight businessman… You’re thinking we’re looking for a sex worker. The last one could easily have bought someone, considering the venue and everything.’
‘I’m thinking that I doubt she calls herself anything as nice as a “sex worker” but yes. The knuckles on his right hand are skinned. He hit her.’
‘And there was only female blood at the last place.’
‘Uh-huh.’ He looked over at the techs. ‘Make sure that wallet gets checked for prints.’
‘She was stealing from him,’ Horton mused. ‘He caught her and hit her. She fought back with some sort of fear power. It makes sense.’
‘Not quite. If she was stealing his wallet, why didn’t she take it with her? He may have thought she was going to steal it… Doesn’t matter. Leaving the wallet may have been her first big mistake, but we’re going to check the lobby camera recordings too. Let’s see if we can identify her from those before the prints come back.’
Manaus, Amazonia.
‘Ladies and gentlemen.’ Brightstar’s voice cut through the general chatter in the press room. None of the major news agencies had staff in Amazonia, but they had all managed to get someone down there for the midday briefing today.
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Brightstar repeated, ‘let’s have some quiet and then we can continue.’
The press people were more paranoid than the diplomats: Cygnus was standing at the side of the room projecting her psionic-jamming field at their request. Dia had thought it rather foolish but had agreed to it. Cygnus could sort of see the point. If she tried really hard. Influencing the press would be a great idea if
what they were reporting was their opinion of Amazonia. They were not here for that.
‘I have a prepared statement,’ Brightstar said, ‘and then I’ll allow a few questions. We do
have more speakers to get through.’ Silence finally descended and she went on. ‘The Union of Ultrahumans is happy to announce that, following extended talks with the Amazon Queen and her advisors, the nation of Amazonia has signed the Union’s standard agreement regarding the treatment of Union personnel and relations with the Union Council. As of midnight tonight, local time, the Union of Ultrahumans will officially recognise Amazonia as a national entity with all the rights and responsibilities of any other nation on Earth.’
There was some general rumbling from the audience and, since Brightstar seemed to have finished, hands went up. Brightstar pointed to one of the reporters in the front rank and the man got to his feet. ‘Brightstar, this seems a very fast decision on the Union’s part. You’re sure there has been no… undue influence in the making of that decision?’
‘Let me correct the perception first,’ Brightstar replied. ‘This is not a decision made in haste. The Union has been examining Amazonia’s social, political, military, and economic structure for several months. Contrary to the general perception of the outside world, Amazonia is not a country oppressed by the iron hand of a psionic dictator. The people have as much say in their lives as anywhere else in the world. Considerably more than those living in some other nations the Union already covers. So, to answer your question, no, there has not been any “undue influence.”’
She paused, scanning the assembled reporters and camera people. ‘Let me be clear on something. The Amazon Queen has shown, through word, thought, and deed, that she is committed to working with the Union of Ultrahumans and the wider international community for the benefit of her people. We have every confidence in her and the people of her nation, and we believe that the integration of Amazonia into the international community will benefit all
of the nations of the world.’
~~~
‘Cygnus and Miss June Summerfield.’ The announcement was made by a tall, slim man in liveried coat and tails. Heads turned. June was quite used to attention and Cygnus was becoming more used to it. Arm-in-arm, the two women walked through into the main ballroom, the Amazon Room, of the hotel as though they did this kind of thing every day.
‘I’m still not sure I came through the warp thing with all my bits attached,’ June said. She was doing the thing where she talked and smiled at the same time again. Cygnus thought it might be a super-power.
‘I’ll be sure to check all your bits when we get back to our room,’ Cygnus replied.
‘You missed me then?’
‘Of course.’
‘Well, I didn’t miss you, but my vibrator will be thankful of the rest.’
‘What a wonderful image.’ Cygnus smirked. ‘I’m not
being sarcastic.’
‘Hm. So, I saw the news about Amazonia signing up with the Union. What about the rest of them?’
‘China and the Soviets are going to recognise Amazonia next week, probably. They need to discuss it with their leaders, but they’re going to do it. I think it’s mostly to annoy America. The WTC will take longer because they have to ratify the agreement across all their nations. We think the American Federation will agree, but we’re not sure of the timescales. Congress will probably get pissy about it, but they may end up with Canada recognising this place with their WTC face and not their AF face. That’s bound to push things toward recognition.’
‘Brazil?’
‘Will eventually go with the rest of the Federation, but Dia suspects they’ll try to ramp up the Amazônia Liberto actions before they have to give in.’
‘So, this is the lady I couldn’t seduce you away from.’ The voice came from behind them.
‘Speak of the Devil,’ Cygnus said, turning. ‘June, this is Dia Teixeira, the Amazon Queen. Dia, this is my girlfriend, June Summerfield.’
June actually bobbed a little curtsey. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Teixeira.’
‘Dia,’ Dia responded. ‘I see now why I had no luck with Cygnus. And those gowns are beautiful.’
‘Thank you.’
‘June designed and made the dresses,’ Cygnus said. ‘She did the one Brightstar is wearing too, as it happens.’
‘She’s wearing one of them?’ June asked, her gaze flicking around.
‘She is. Adam was drooling.’
‘Oh, that one. Well, she did say he liked her legs.’
‘You are a talented woman, June,’ Dia said, smiling. ‘We must talk. I’m always looking for a new dress designer.’
Cygnus tightened her hold on June’s arm. ‘You can talk, but she’s mine. Hands off.’
June grinned and kissed Cygnus’s cheek. ‘We can talk about hands too.’
San Francisco, CA.
Helen shuffled from the local 24/7 toward the apartment block where she lived, her head down and her coat pulled close around her. The day had turned chilly with an overcast sky which was promising rain. She had managed to pull a couple of tricks that afternoon, which was not so bad. It was enough to buy food, hence the trip to the market. She would need to go out again later, but she would have a full belly before then.
The lights of an electronics shop drew her attention – which was no mean feat since she generally ignored everything – and she came to a sudden halt. Across no less than three wide-screen TVs, Helen could see her own picture on display next to a fuzzy image from a security camera. The headshot was from the time she had been arrested for possession. She doubted she would have recognised the security camera image if it were not her and the man she had killed last night, but she did and someone had linked the two. She could not hear the report from any of the TVs, but a scrolling banner announced that ‘Helen Parks sought by UID in connection with a string of deaths…’
She froze, staring open-mouthed at the screen nearest to her. The UID was hunting for her? They would put her in the Fortress and throw away the key! What was she supposed to do now? Standing in front of a window where anyone could compare her to the wanted person on the screens was not going to cut it. Pulling her coat tighter, she hurried away. She needed somewhere to hide, maybe leave the city. Whatever, she needed to get off the streets as soon as possible.
Manaus, Amazonia, 22nd April.
‘So,’ June said, her eyes on the view from the top floor of the Royal Resort Hotel, ‘that happened.’
‘Certainly did,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I’m not going to regret it until I get home.’
June looked at her. ‘You’ll regret it then?’
‘Penny’s going to be… irritated. With me, not you.’
‘Oh, come on, it wasn’t your
fault. Our fault, sure, but not just yours.’
Cygnus shrugged and looked back across the huge
lounge to the bedroom door. They had left Dia snoozing in there. ‘Maybe the whole monogamy thing was destined to fail, but I think Penny will think we should’ve tried harder.’
‘I will not allow her to kick herself over it. We had fun, so did Dia. Maybe we should amend it to “only on special occasions.”’
‘Very special occasions. I’m channelling my inner Penny.’
‘Okay, very special. I think royalty counts.’
Cygnus flashed a grin. ‘She’s not really royalty, but I won’t quibble.’
San Francisco, CA.
‘No,’ Damian said into the phone, ‘what you’ve succeeded in doing is making sure finding her is down to pure luck.’ He was trying to keep a lid on his temper, but it was becoming difficult.
‘It’s standard procedure,’ Horton said from the other end of the line. ‘We’ve got a dangerous Ultrahuman out there. She’s been identified. We need to warn the public that they have to–’
‘Haven’t you people ever heard of common sense? We found an address for her last night, but she was gone by the time we got there. Packed her stuff and left. We have plenty of evidence to suggest she’s only dangerous if she’s hurt. Now, thanks to your procedures, she’s panicked and running. She could be anywhere, doing anything, and people on the streets are far more likely to end up as victims. Except that she won’t be a victim for long, will she? No, she’ll just create another corpse as soon as someone harms her.’
‘We–’
‘You know, I don’t think this partnership thing is
going to work. The UID is way too keen on doing what the book says, even when the book is stupid.’
There was a pause and then, ‘Yeah, maybe you’re right. But I’ve got bosses, Damian. Sometimes I don’t get a choice about how things are done.’
Damian sighed. He was taking his frustration out on Horton and he should stop. ‘Yeah, well… Everyone has that problem. We’ve got people looking for her. If she’s still in the city, someone will eventually find her. Let’s just hope she’s willing to come in quietly.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Cygnus did a quick inventory of limbs and then turned to watch June stepping out of the warp conduit and onto the drive outside their house. Grinning at the quick check of her body parts that June then did seemed wrong considering that Cygnus had done the same. Still, there was a grin.
‘You’re all still there,’ Cygnus said as the conduit closed.
‘You can actually make those things now?’ June asked in reply.
‘Uh-huh. I’ve been through a few so I figured I could manufacture the same conditions.’
‘I guess it could come in useful if–’
‘Welcome home, Cygnus and June,’ Denny said over the speakers mounted in her sensor dome. She did not sound particularly welcoming. ‘I am detecting several fast-moving ground vehicles and two helicopters moving toward the house. May I suggest you get under cover as soon as possible.’
‘Oh, that sounds like great fun,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘Get inside. I’ll see what they want.’
June looked as though she did not like that plan, but she went and Cygnus took up a position on the driveway up to the house which had a very specific tactical explanation. There was the thud of helicopter rotors overhead and four black SUVs came screaming up the drive, gravel scattering from under their wheels. Stopping, they disgorged men in combat armour with ‘UID’ prominently displayed on it. They seemed to be packing some pretty heavy weapons and, it appeared, they were not planning to take prisoners.
‘Take her down!’ Cygnus heard the order and her eyes widened. She lifted a foot off the ground and drifted backward as two men with big, drum-fed grenade launchers fired off six rounds at her in quick succession. Two missed entirely and she dodged away from a third. As the other three hit home, Cygnus felt a weird pulse pass through her. She had only ever felt it before when she had been attacked by Doctor Blutadler’s specially created zombies in San Francisco. He had made them to neutralise her powers and it had not worked. This time…
A wave of weakness swept over her and she dropped out of the air, stumbling and falling backward. Her powers were gone! She heard that same voice giving another order. ‘She’s down, move in.’ Pulling herself to her feet, she looked around as UID agents with automatic weapons ran at her… and right into a force wall.
‘Are you alright, Cygnus?’ Denny asked, this time through the headset Cygnus wore more or less as a matter of course these days.
‘They blew my powers out, but I’m not hurt.’
‘They can do that?’ June’s voice.
‘Blutadler was developing something to do it. I guess they continued his work. Hopefully, this won’t last long. Hang on, I think the UID want to talk now that force has failed.’
‘Maryland-registered Ultrahuman known as Cygnus, registration zero-five-five.’ The speaker was an agent Cygnus had never seen before, an older man with grey in his dark-brown hair. He was attractive in a ‘big man letting himself go’ sort of way. His face had a lot of lines to it. ‘You are under arrest for treason, insurrection, and sedition. Anyone else found in your home will be remanded in custody–’
‘What the actual fuck?!’ Cygnus exclaimed. Under her breath, she added, ‘Call the Union, Denny.’
‘I am already speaking to Brightstar. I am now placing a call to Twilight.’
Of course. Wednesday at three p.m., Andrea would be at Radium Comics. If the agent wanted to arrest her housemates, Andrea was on the list.
The unnamed agent was scowling at her. Then he picked up where he had left off. ‘Will be remanded in custody pending an investigation into conspiracy or misprision of treason charges. Take down this barrier and come quietly.’
Cygnus stared at him for a second. ‘One, I have no idea of your authority to arrest me or anyone else on any charges. You have not identified yourself or shown any credentials.’
‘We have a no-knock warrant which–’
‘Great. You were not required to identify yourself before you shot me, but now there’s a force screen between us. So, who are you?’
His eyes narrowed. ‘Regional Supervisor Carter Baum.’
‘The head guy of the DC office is in the field, serving an arrest warrant? I know you have it in for me, but– Never mind, second thing. Are you freaking crazy? On what evidence is a charge of treason against me based?’
‘We will inform you of all the relevant details when we have you–’
‘We’re really going to do this again?’ Baum stared at her for a second and she got the distinct impression he really did not know what she was talking about. ‘Associate member of the Union of Ultrahumans. By treaty, I’m protected from persecutive prosecution by nations who are signatory to the Union charter. That includes the United States of America. If you want a formal interview, it will be carried out under Union supervision in Antarctica. If you’ve arrested Twilight… Well, no, if you tried to arrest her at work the way you just tried to arrest me, I feel sorry for your agents.’
Baum looked constipated for a second, probably as he tried to get over his frustration. Though, now Cygnus thought about it, she thought he kind of looked like another policeman she had seen before… ‘You will submit to–’
‘No, I won’t.’ Turning on her heel, Cygnus started back toward the house. ‘Feel free to try to break through that screen. It was designed to protect a spaceship from weapons way more powerful than anything you have.’
~~~
Brightstar and Adamantium arrived fifteen minutes later via warp conduit. Cygnus and Andrea walked out to meet them, the latter having walked out of her bedroom just as Cygnus had walked into the lounge. Andrea had told Zoe and Roger, her boss, to go hang out with Svetilo for a while; Roger had not looked too upset about closing the shop early. And now the cavalry had arrived, and Baum was not
looking pleased.
Then again, Brightstar was looking murderous. ‘Why is it that half my visits to the nation of my birth seem to involve the DC office of the UID acting illegally?’ she asked. Cygnus did not take it as a good sign that she was dressed in her combat
outfit. Before Baum could give a reply, she turned to Cygnus. ‘I think we should take this inside, if you’re agreeable, Cygnus.’
‘Regional Supervisor Baum and two of his agents?’ Cygnus asked. More of a suggestion, really.
‘I believe that is more
than
appropriate. Regional Supervisor?’
‘I will not enter that house with her while she’s unsecured,’ Baum said. ‘She’s wanted for–’
‘Then we are at an impasse. File a request for interview with the Union through the usual channels. Cygnus, I suggest you and your friends decamp to the base until the UID pulls its collective head out of its ass.’ Adamantium winced at his girlfriend’s tone and language: Brightstar, the great UoU diplomat, was clearly a little more than annoyed.
‘We won’t allow her to leave this country!’
‘Just how, exactly, do you expect to stop her?’
Cygnus smiled. ‘My powers are back. I can make a warp tube to Antarctica myself.’
‘Quite. I have no doubt we’ll hear from you soon, Mister Baum.’
‘Wait,’ Baum said, still scowling. He appeared to listen to something being said into his ear for a second or two and then nodded. ‘We’ll talk to you in the house if you’ll agree to submit to the investigation afterward.’
‘That, Regional Supervisor, rather depends on how trumped-up we believe the charges are,’ Brightstar said.
Baum got together a couple of his team and then Denny took the force field down for long enough to allow the UID agents, Brightstar, and Adamantium inside before snapping it back into place. ‘Mister Baum is receiving his instructions from his director, a man named Hector Barton-King,’ Denny said into Cygnus’s ear. ‘I find it strange that the director of the UID is personally monitoring this operation and seems… overly excited.’
Cygnus said nothing in reply, but it did seem to be a theme. There was no way a regional supervisor should be out in the field to serve a warrant and it was highly unlikely that he should have the agency’s director riding his back while he did it.
‘Coffee?’ June asked as the group walked in. ‘I just made a fresh pot.’
‘I’d love one,’ Brightstar said. ‘June, you’re a godsend. I was expecting
to be curling up on the sofa with a glass of wine at this point in the evening.’ She sent a thunderous look at Baum. ‘Denny, would you please record the proceedings?’
‘Of course, Brightstar,’ Denny replied in her pleasant tones. ‘I would have anyway.’
Baum’s gaze flashed around the room: it appeared that his pre-mission briefing had been really bad. ‘The house is intelligent,’ Cygnus explained to him.
‘At least as intelligent as the typical UID agent,’ Brightstar said, her tone acid. She settled onto a sofa, crossing her legs. Adamantium set himself up in the doorway, where he could reach out and beat down the two UID agents Baum had brought with him with barely any effort. ‘Now, let’s hear it? Why are you accusing Cygnus of sedition of all things?’
Pulling himself up straight, Baum set off. ‘We have received information indicating that Cygnus is an alien–’
Brightstar waved her hand. ‘Don’t you people read your own reports? We established Cygnus’s physical nature last year in San Francisco. She’s a human “possessed” by an alien energy form. All that went in the report Senior Special Agent Carver made.’
‘We have been presented with evidence that she intends to take over control of this planet.’
‘How?’ Cygnus asked. ‘For that matter, why? Who would want to take over the Earth?’
‘I think the most pressing question is, where did this “evidence” come from?’ Brightstar countered. ‘If you were some form of megalomaniac alien parasite, taking over the world could be in your nature. However, all the evidence the Union
has suggests that you are not. So, who says she is?’
‘We have a confidential informant.’
‘One informant? Singular?’
Baum nodded. ‘Yes. It’s all–’
‘And this informant can’t be local. He or she is presumably supplying information gained from previous exposure to the Guardian entity Cygnus is hosting. So, you’ve decided to take one alien’s word against another’s?’
‘We have good reason to believe that our informant is–’
‘Then you’re going to have to explain what that reason is before the Union considers taking any action against a member who has never shown any
indications of instability and, I might remind you, has just completed a very successful mission to Amazonia.’
There was a brief pause and Denny said ‘He’s receiving instructions’ into Cygnus’s ear.
‘The events in Amazonia are a case in point!’ Baum stated rather exultantly. ‘Cygnus prevented a US agent from–’
‘Committing an illegal act on foreign soil,’ Brightstar stated flatly.
‘We do not recognise the sovereignty of Amazonia.’
‘Murder is still murder in Brazil and Bodach has no right to take police actions outside the United States.’
‘He was under orders from–’
‘And I’m a little surprised to see you admitting to his being an agent of this nation, on the record. You do remember
that we are recording everything said here, don’t you, Mister Baum? All of us who actually know
what happened there agreed to keep it quiet. The Amazon Queen did not want the diplomatic incident affecting the conference.’
‘Wait,’ Cygnus said. She was frowning and so was Andrea. ‘The UID isn’t this
stupid.’
‘Agreed,’ Andrea said. Even June, sitting beside her, nodded. ‘There’s something else going on here. Who
is your informant, Baum? Where has this supposedly unquestionable information come from?’
Washington, DC.
Delia Osborne had been Delphine for long enough that she sometimes forgot she had a real name. As the most powerful telepath the Secret Service had, she was generally part of the presidential protection detail. Her ability to screen those around her from psionic attacks meant she frequently stood right beside the President of the United States whenever he was outside the White House. She was an exemplary agent… and she was worried.
She had stopped off at her office on the way back from her assignment and people were acting a little strange. There was a thrum of excitement about the place and asking about it got her the information that the UID were out arresting Cygnus. Again. Well, that was not
going to work, so why was anyone even going there? And why were her fellow agents so hyped about it?
Delphine called Gary Hammond. The man was career UID, but he was always the one they sent out to talk to the New Millennium heroes. Delphine had had her nose tweaked a couple of times dealing with Cygnus and Twilight, and she had bonded a little with Hammond over the experience of being made a fool of by their bosses.
‘Gary,’ Delphine said, putting a smile in her voice. ‘I hear you’re out arresting Cygnus.’
‘Not me,’ Hammond replied. ‘RS Baum took out a team of agents himself. I am currently in Boston.’
‘Boston? What are you doing in Boston?’
‘It feels
like I’m being kept out of the way while they try to get Cygnus and Twilight on something stupid again.’
Hammond was not generally quite so cynical. Maybe he had snapped under the pressure. ‘Why would they want you out of the way? What are they trying to get her on?’
‘The charges include treason and sedition. As for me being here, well, maybe my last report suggested that the two of them were too well-versed in the legalities of their position for us to make insubstantial threats. Maybe I told my boss I refused to go out there again unless they really have broken the law. It was something Cygnus said to me last time I was there. Now this. I mean, can you honestly tell me that you believe Cygnus is a traitor to the United States?’
‘So, who says she is one?’
‘No idea. No one would tell me where the evidence came from, but from what I could gather, it’s from just one source.’
‘Okay. Thanks, Gary. I’ll… look into it.’
‘Careful,’ Hammond said. ‘You might find yourself in Boston.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘The UID vehicles have left the area,’ Denny announced, ‘but there is a drone aircraft on station circling North Beach.’
Cygnus frowned. ‘Armed?’
‘It would appear to be carrying two missiles on wing hardpoints.’
‘Probably Night Lances,’ Andrea commented. ‘That drone is not a standard piece of UID gear.’
‘No,’ Cygnus agreed. ‘If they are Night Lances, it means someone hasn’t been paying attention. I can get past those pretty easily. I’ll probably stay in tonight anyway.’
‘Would they really task a drone to keep an eye on you?’ June asked.
‘The only reason they left was because Brightstar threatened them with another
diplomatic incident if they didn’t back off.’
‘And you can bet whoever is behind this mystery evidence is going to be busy trying to cook up something more solid they can use,’ Andrea said. ‘If I were you, I’d prep a bag for a midnight flit to Antarctica. I’m going to. And I’m going to tell Roger and Zoe to do the same. Worst case? We may end up having to evacuate everyone we know.’
June cringed. ‘Can we go to Italy instead? April in Italy sounds far better than the land of ice and snow.’
‘Huh,’ Cygnus grunted. ‘If things get really bad, I think Dia would give us asylum and she did say she wanted a new dress designer.’
Washington, DC.
It had taken several hours and several called-in favours, but Delphine had managed to get a name. She had actually heard a number of names: various people had been involved in placing charges against Cygnus and more or less all of them had stratospheric ranks in the military or the intelligence agencies. Barton-King in the UID had been mentioned as a primary source, but even he was citing someone else and everything seemed to go back to a meeting in the Pentagon on the seventeenth which Delphine could find no record of. With her clearances, she could not even confirm that a meeting had taken place.
But there was the one name which seemed to be out of place. It had been mentioned by several of her contacts and seemed like it belonged to a lobbyist Delphine had never heard of. It seemed a lot like a guy named Wallace James had arranged the meeting on the seventeenth and had met with various people since then who had been instrumental in the sudden rush to nail Cygnus. Delphine had decided that she needed to meet Mister James.
That was why she was walking down 7th Street, looking in the windows of restaurants as she passed them, just as though she was looking for a place to eat. She was not looking for food, however: she was looking for someone already eating. One of her contacts had told her that Wallace James was meeting Director Barton-King tonight, probably to discuss how they were going to move against Cygnus now that the UoU had managed to force the UID to backtrack.
Delphine slowed as she spotted him, maybe twenty feet away through the window of an Italian place which charged a fortune for pasta. Nothing much to look at: attractive, but not exceptionally so, well-dressed for sure. He had the look of a political animal. There was a ready grin at some joke Barton-King had made, putting the director at his ease. Yes, that was him, and she reached out with her mind, searching for his thoughts… And she bounced. Hard. James was a telepath!
Turning away quickly, Delphine focused her attention on Barton-King instead. She intruded into his mind easily and found herself looking at James as he turned his attention to the window. Barton-King asked if something was wrong and Delphine knew she had limited time. She dived into Barton-King’s mind, asking a single question: who was the source of the information on Cygnus? A single name came back and it was one she had never heard before: Naryan Tan.
Then she was walking away, trying to keep her stride to a casual saunter but wanting to run. There was another telepath in DC, an unregistered and secret one, and that was just not supposed to happen!
23rd April.
Insomnia was not something Delphine suffered from a lot. Everyone has sleepless nights sometimes and she had a lot to think about. Her mind kept going around and around over the information she had gathered, refusing to shut down so that she could get some rest and come at it fresh. Eventually, she fell asleep on her sofa and awoke when light began to appear in the sky outside. Coffee seemed like an excellent idea at that point, though she suspected that she should really just go to bed. She had a strong urge to call in sick anyway; she had just been to Amazonia, so her boss would probably accept her coming down with some weird bug. The last thing she expected as she made coffee to try to wipe away the fatigue was that insomnia would save her.
She felt the six minds outside her apartment door and paranoia made her reach for one of them. UID agents, a capture team. They were basically the UID’s version of SWAT and they had come armed to take on a heavy hitter. Warrant to be served for charges of…
Panic almost made her drop her connection. They were breaching in ten seconds, so she had that long to do something about it. She did something. Taking control of the mind she was reading, she had him reach down and pull a flash-bang grenade from his tactical harness. He pulled the pin and dropped the grenade, and Delphine was already running for the door as the grenade went off. The detonation was loud in the confined space of the corridor. It was possible that the men were injured, but she could not worry about that now.
Flinging open the door, she pushed her way past the stunned, blinded agents and rushed down the corridor to the fire door. There would be more of them about. As she rushed down the stairs as fast as she could safely go, she was searching for other minds nearby and ready to take control of them if she needed to.
The thought hit her that she had no idea what she was doing. Delphine obeyed orders: it was one of her primary character traits. Even when the orders were stupid, she tried her best to make them work. Now she was running because the authority figures she looked up to had decided that she was working with Cygnus. Someone had got to them. No, Wallace bloody James had got to them. Or maybe this Naryan Tan who seemed to be behind it all had done or said something. Well, if she was supposed to be working with Cygnus, maybe that was a good idea.
The two men stationed outside the fire exit in the basement parking structure of Delphine’s condo developed a sudden urge to look the other way before she walked out to her car. It was fitted with a GPS transmitter, but she knew how to disable that. They would almost certainly try tracking her through traffic cameras, but she was an agent, trained in evasion techniques. Pulling her car out of the garage at speed, Delphine set off in the general direction of Alexandria. She had friends there she would be going nowhere near. Maybe she would still have friends there when the UID had raided them looking for her.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘I am detecting a human moving through the trees to the north of the house.’
Penny looked toward the screen in the lounge, but it was still displaying the morning news. The sound was off since no one really wanted to hear it, but the banner at the bottom was all about undisclosed UID activities in New Millennium City and Washington. Penny had no idea what the Washington stuff was about, but she found it interesting that the UID had not told anyone that they wanted her for treason. Maybe they could learn.
‘No video?’ Andrea asked. Normally, she would have been off to work by now – it was just after nine in the morning – but Roger had decided to keep the shop closed for the day. He had not seemed especially sorry about that, though he would likely become sorry if the problem persisted.
‘The individual has not yet entered one of the camera arcs but should do in three… two…’ Denny put up a still clipped out of one of the camera streams she constantly monitored. Both Penny and Andrea raised eyebrows at the picture-in-picture display.
‘Delphine?’ June said. ‘What’s she– And why does she look scared?’
‘Guess we’ll find out soon enough,’ Penny said. She started removing her robe as she walked toward the bedroom she shared with June. A second or two later, Cygnus walked out, belting a slightly larger robe around her waist, and started for the front door at a fast walk.
Delphine was reaching for the doorbell as Cygnus opened the door. ‘Oh, thank God,’ Delphine said. ‘Look, I know you have no reason to trust me, but they have to know I’m coming here. They can’t be far behind me and I’ve got nowhere else to go.’
‘That was… confusing.’
‘Can I explain inside?’
‘I am detecting three further individuals in the trees,’ Denny broke in. ‘They appear to be armed.’
‘Damn,’ Cygnus muttered. ‘Come in, Delphine. Denny, lock the house down.’
‘Force screen activated.’
‘Why are the UID hunting you, Delphine?’ Cygnus asked. It had to be the UID, unless the Secret Service was after one of its own. She closed the door behind the agent and decided to ignore the ones who would likely be very annoyed, very soon outside.
‘Treason,’ Delphine replied. ‘They think I’m working with you. But I think
the real problem is that I started looking at why a bunch of our agents were suddenly so hot for getting their hands on you.’
‘So you came here? Giving them more ammo?’
‘I really didn’t think there was anywhere else I could go. I don’t have much information, but I can tell you what I was able to dig up. Maybe we can figure this out together.’
Delphine did look genuinely freaked by what was going on. ‘Okay. Denny, see if you can get Brightstar on video conference. I don’t think there’s any need to drag her up from HQ, but she might want to hear this.’
‘I am placing the call now,’ Denny replied.
‘Besides,’ Cygnus added, looking at Delphine, ‘the Union might have to offer a non-member asylum sometime soon.’
~~~
‘Basically,’ Delphine said, ‘when I got back from Amazonia, everyone was acting giddy about the prospect of arresting Cygnus for treason. I called Gary Hammond to find out what was going on because no one seemed to want to give me any details. Turns out, they shipped him up to Boston for no obvious reason.’
‘He’s honest,’ Andrea said.
‘He told me he was getting tired of being sent out here on increasingly stupid errands,’ Cygnus added.
‘Yeah. He said he’d expressed some dissatisfaction.’ Delphine shrugged. ‘Anyway, he didn’t know much so I called in some favours. I got told about a meeting that took place in the Pentagon while we were away. Lots of high-up people in the military and security agencies. Director Barton-King of the UID was there. The whole thing was set up by some political fixer named Wallace James. I heard his name several times. He’s supposed to be a lobbyist, but I’d never even heard of him before.’
Cygnus frowned and looked toward Andrea. ‘On it,’ Andrea said, getting up from her seat and heading for her bedroom.
‘Where’s she going?’ Delphine asked.
‘You know all that evidence she gathered on corruption in the DC area?’ Cygnus asked. ‘The stuff you all ignored?’
‘It wasn’t my job to–’
Cygnus’s grin was a little malicious. ‘Bet you wish you’d made it
your job now. Anyway, Andrea’s going to see what her contacts can find on Wallace James. Continue your story.’
‘Okay. Right. I figured I should have a chat with James. One of the people I talked to said he was going to be having dinner with Barton-King last night. I walked past the restaurant and, um, tried to invade his privacy.’
‘You read his mind. No, you said “tried.”’
Delphine nodded. ‘He’s a telepath. A pretty powerful one, I think. He’s unregistered and not part of a government agency. He shouldn’t–’
‘It feels too much like saying “we told you so,”’ June said, ‘but Andrea presented you with plenty of evidence.’
‘Oh, we all know there are “undeclared” Ultras in DC, but we’re supposed to know who all
of them are. They’re tagged, tracked, controlled.’
‘And I have a bridge in Manhattan I’d like to sell you. Or I would if there were any bridges left in… Never mind.’
‘So, the upshot of this,’ Doctor Ultimate said from the wall screen, ‘is that you have established a connection between this Wallace James and various important security figures in the United States, and that James is a telepath? Nothing else?’ He had joined Brightstar on the teleconference since things were really starting to get out of hand once again.
‘More or less,’ Delphine replied. ‘I couldn’t get anything from James, but I did manage to get one more name from Barton-King’s mind before I retreated rather hastily. He believes the information on Cygnus comes from someone called Naryan Tan.’
‘Strange name. Perhaps Twilight can get something on it from–’
‘Cygnus?’ June said over the top of Doctor Ultimate. ‘What’s wrong? You’ve gone really
pale.’
‘Naryan Tan?’ Cygnus asked. ‘You’re quite sure that was the name?’
‘That was the name in Barton-King’s head. Fairly ordinary sort of guy. Good-looking, I guess, but sort of average. Brown hair.’
‘That’s not what he really looks like.’ Cygnus was not looking at anyone. She stared at the floor, her eyes flicking from side to side as though she was reading something, or maybe recalling something which was really
disturbing her. ‘He can be pretty much any shape he likes. He’s an alien, a Tavorine. Oh… Oh, I’ve made a terrible mistake.’
June reached out and put her hand on Cygnus’s arm, obviously worried. On the screen, Brightstar and Doctor Ultimate glanced at each other. It was the latter who spoke. ‘Calmly, Cygnus. You obviously know who Naryan Tan is. I assume the name is retrieving memories from your past lives?’
Cygnus nodded. ‘He’s another Guardian.’
‘Isn’t that a good thing?’
‘No. No, it’s not.’ Cygnus looked up at the screen. ‘I made a mistake. The Guardians aren’t what I thought they were and we are in a lot of trouble.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘The Guardians were created as a sort of warrior police force,’ Cygnus said. ‘A species called the Palacines made them by fusing Palacine minds into the bodies of another species, the Shalean. There was something about the Shalean that made them suitable for the experiment. I don’t know what, but it did and it worked. The Palacine Protectorate got their army of empowered warriors created to eliminate any threat to it.’
‘You told us that, more or less, when you first recovered your alien memories,’ Doctor Ultimate said.
‘Yes, but I found out what I was supposed to be doing and I never dug into what was actually happening. I mean, Guardians come from some world which they defend and uphold the law on. So, what was Rho, the Guardian before me, doing light years away from his home world?’
No one had an answer, of course. They had decamped to Antarctica and now everyone was sitting around a conference table in the Union’s HQ, a sprawling complex of offices, labs, training rooms, and housing set amid the snowy wastes alongside the home of the United Nations which was even bigger. Adamantium had now joined the proceedings along with Alice, Ultimate’s wife.
‘He was running,’ Cygnus said. ‘He was running from Naryan Tan.’
‘One Guardian running from another?’ Alice asked.
‘The Guardians, most of them, aren’t what they were supposed to be.’ Cygnus paused, sipped water. ‘The Palacine made a mistake when they created them. They made them to enforce the law, but what they considered the law drifted over thousands of years. They made them as slaves, but they forgot the need to reinforce their control as Guardians died and took new hosts. Eventually, with the Protectorate looking nothing like it had when the Guardians were created, the slaves rebelled, pulling down the society which created them in the name of the law. The Guardians created strongholds where their idea of law was absolute, and that was how things were for a while.’
‘They chose to expand?’ Doctor Ultimate asked.
Cygnus nodded. ‘It happened in bursts. They would send out scouts and follow them with armies. Guardians died on foreign planets and they would take native hosts where the planet had suitable natives. At first, they were always Shalean, but eventually there were all sorts of species hosting Guardians. Some of the original Guardians refused to take part in the massacre of the Palacine. Some found their view of things changing when they took a new species as host. Whatever the causes, some of the Guardians were more like the beings the Palacine wanted to create.’
‘And so we come to Rho Ashigna and then you,’ Alice said, her voice soft.
Cygnus looked up and around at the people in the room with her. Most of them were, she thought, starting to see what the arrival of Naryan Tan meant. ‘The Guardian which became Rho and then me was never part of the rebellion. He fought it, failed, and then ran. He kept ahead of the expansion of the Guardians. Sometimes they would fall back and consolidate, and then he would get to sit still for a while, but then they would push outward again and he would move on. Right now, they’re expanding again. They caught up with him and he ran. His ship was damaged, crashed on Earth, and he became me. Naryan Tan and the others like him consider my kind of Guardian to be rogues. We’re hunted and captured.’
‘Not killed?’ June asked.
‘They can’t kill a Guardian, just the host. If they kill one host, the essence takes another host and they have to hunt that one down. I don’t know exactly what they do to contain rogue Guardians, but they have a way.’
‘So, you have to fight the evil Guardians?’
‘They’re not evil,’ Andrea said. She looked across the table at Cygnus. ‘Not really.’
Cygnus nodded. ‘No, not really. It’s… an ideological dispute. Politics. They’ll happily reduce a world to cinders if they consider a species irredeemably criminal, but we still kill criminals. We’ve declared war on drug cartels. We go to war with “rogue states.” We try to assassinate world leaders at times because we don’t agree with them. We think we’re right. Well, so do they.’
‘We need to unmask Naryan Tan,’ Delphine said. ‘And Wallace James, but definitely Tan.’
‘That’s not going to be easy,’ Andrea said. ‘They’re probably both still in the federal reserve and no one is going to give us permission to go in there and get them.’ She looked down the table at Delphine. ‘You do realise this is probably going to pull the reserve down around everyone’s ears, right? It’s not fit for purpose, unless that purpose is to provide safe haven for Ultrahuman criminals.’
‘I know. I think… I think it probably should go. It’s not really a security measure, it’s a crutch. It’s stopped anyone from taking real security measures in DC because Ultras aren’t allowed in, so why provide proper protection against them?’
‘There are going to be some really
annoyed government agencies.’
‘Oh, I’m sure there will be, but that’s how it’s going to have to be. But… how do we do it?’
Brightstar, who had been largely silent up to that point, got to her feet with a sigh. ‘I’ll go call the president. It won’t be that easy, but it’s the only way to start.’
Washington, DC.
It was taking hours. Andrea was standing in the Oval Office, in costume aside from her mask, and all she could really think about was the apparent inability of the President of the United States to make a decision. She was not wearing her mask because, at this juncture in the proceedings, Twilight wanted to punch POTUS in the mouth. How Brightstar was maintaining her diplomatic smile, Andrea was not sure. She suspected it involved some form of surgery.
‘I admit that I found it pretty difficult to believe that Delphine could be a traitor,’ President Vanlaren said. He was a Republican out of New England. A middle-aged man who had kept his looks but was starting to show the strain of two terms in office. His dark-brown hair had had no grey in it when he had taken office. His brown eyes had looked clearer than they did now. Andrea had not voted for him, but she seemed to remember that he was a lot more decisive when he started out too. ‘Then again, she was down in Amazonia with Cygnus, and the evidence is pretty overwhelming.’
‘So, that would mean you’ve seen the evidence, Mister President?’ Brightstar asked.
‘I’m told the evidence is overwhelming.’ Brightstar just stared at the man, smiling. Andrea thought she detected a hint of mania in that smile, but Vanlaren did not appear to notice. ‘I, uh, suppose I should review it, given that there appears to be some question…’
~~~
Hector Barton-King, Director of the Ultrahuman Investigation Division, was attempting to deflect the conversation. ‘Sir, this woman is currently wanted as a possible conspirator in the matter of Cygnus’s treasonous–’
‘Suck it up, Director,’ Andrea interrupted. ‘I’m here as a member of the Union of Ultrahumans.’
‘And the Union is currently investigating the possibility that high-ranking members of the US government are under the influence of an alien threat to this planet,’ Brightstar added.
‘It’s Cygnus who’s the threat to the planet!’ Barton-King almost shrieked.
‘Settle down, Hector,’ Vanlaren said. He might have had a tough time making decisions at this point in his career, but he could apparently spot a man who was sweating. ‘Now, I got the “evidence” sent over that implicates Delphine in all this, and all I see is a statement from an unnamed witness saying that she’s working with Cygnus. On that evidence, you dispatched a six-man, heavily armed capture team to pick her up, and then you chased her across half of Maryland. On close inspection, the evidence against Cygnus comes down to a statement made at a meeting no one admits happened by another unnamed source.’
‘There are several high-level reports on–’
‘And they all seem to come down to “I was told she’s a threat.” They all
trace back to that one meeting, which you attended. What’s going on here, Hector? I’m not big on conspiracy theories. I think they’re basically a big pile of stupid sewn together with lies.’ The president lifted the paperwork he was looking at. ‘This reads just like a conspiracy theory.’
Barton-King opened his mouth, closed it, frowned briefly, and then decided on a course of action. ‘Cygnus and Twilight have proven themselves to be anti-government. They illegally entered the federal reserve and had their registrations suspended. They flouted that suspension, undertaking illegal enforcement activities during the riots in New Millennium City. Since their reinstatement, they have continued to make accusations of corruption within the reserve and used that excuse to conduct illegal enforcement actions. They are
a threat to–’
‘Let me stop you there, Hector. Miss Morgan, would you care to comment on the director’s accusations?’
Andrea gave a shrug. ‘We did mount a raid on a drug-processing lab within the reserve and we were suspended because of that. During the investigation, I provided evidence of corruption within a number of agencies within the reserve, but that evidence has been ignored. We did not engage in any law enforcement activities during our suspension, but the UID did attempt to arrest Cygnus for helping the New Millennium Fire Department to put out fires and rescue civilians caught in those fires. I volunteered to perform first aid at the same time. This is the first time I have entered the federal reserve since that raid. Cygnus hasn’t been back at all. The UID has continued to harass us since they rescinded our suspension, mostly by trying to stop us from doing anything close to
the reserve. They have no right to do that and we have every instance recorded. Frankly, the federal reserve is nothing but a haven for criminals. It doesn’t work because you can’t enforce it, so all it does is keep law-abiding Ultras out of the area.’
‘So,’ the president looked around at Barton-King, ‘stupid sewn up in lies, Hector.’
‘You’re taking her word over mine, sir?’ Barton-King asked.
‘Well, she isn’t sweating like she’s been called to the principal’s office after getting caught smoking in the restrooms.’
‘It’s good
information, Mister President,’ Barton-King insisted.
‘With no corroboration. Let’s just assume it’s true for a minute.’ Vanlaren held up a hand to forestall any comment from Andrea, who had not intended to say anything anyway. ‘With all the media attention the UID got over its total mishandling of the suspension, banning its own people from helping with the riots in New Millennium, and what I can only describe as the continued persecution of Cygnus and Twilight following their forced reinstatement.’
‘We weren’t forced–’
‘Of course you were. Every single state, even Hawaii, rescinded the ban locally and the media were all over you. You backed down because you had
to and then you did it with far
too little grace. And now, considering all of that, you got it in your head that one person
you have no real information on is a credible reason for mounting a raid involving the use of heavy weapons and helicopters. There’s no indication in any of this that you did any checking on your source. Even assuming that source isn’t lying through his teeth, this should have been handled with kid gloves. What’s going on here, Hector? This isn’t like you. When I put you forward for the position of director of the UID, you were a careful man with bright ideas. Now you’ve made two enormous blunders in quick succession, both over the same woman.’
‘I… don’t believe we’ve made mistakes, sir,’ Barton-King forced out.
‘Well, you’d better come up with something better than this, Hector, or I’m going to start believing Miss Morgan’s conspiracy theory.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Delphine paced back and forth across the lounge with her head down, thinking. She was oblivious enough that she had not noticed the numerals which had appeared in the corner of the big wall screen: Denny was counting her cycles across the floor.
‘If you keep doing that,’ Cygnus said, ‘I’m going to have to charge you for wear-and-tear on the carpet.’
‘Why’s it taking so long?’ Delphine asked in reply. She did not stop pacing and the digits on the screen incremented.
‘You know, given that you’ve spent most of your working life in DC, I’d have thought you were used to the glacial speed of bureaucracy.’
‘Yes, but President Vanlaren–’ Delphine cut herself off and stopped pacing. She looked up. ‘Actually, the last year or so, he has
been kind of slow to make decisions. You’d think he’d be willing to take more risks. I mean, he can’t run in the next election, so he doesn’t need to keep anyone happy.’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘I didn’t vote for him. The other guy wasn’t much better, in my opinion. To be honest, since I became Cygnus everything about politics has started looking like it has nothing to do with me. I mean, politicians seem to just be an annoyance. I’m dreading
the election next year. I’m probably going to have people chasing me for endorsements.’
Now Delphine sank onto a sofa and the numerals in the corner of the screen blinked a couple of times before vanishing. ‘Probably,’ Delphine said. ‘You’re famous nationally. And not just
because of those calendars.’
‘Not a fan?’
‘I– Well, I guess they’re for good causes.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘Sure are. We’ve made a lot of money for projects in the Everglades, reclamation around Chesapeake Bay, and now for the rebuilding of Churchton. We’re planning another one for next year to raise more. It’s kind of a shame…’
‘Huh? What is?’
‘Well, the Secret Service would never let you do it.’
Delphine’s eyes widened, and then she relaxed and grinned. ‘You’re teasing me.’ Cygnus just smiled back. ‘You are
teasing me, right?’
Washington, DC.
Andrea was sitting at the side of the room, reading through a packet of documents which had been hand-delivered to the White House by someone who had arrived with a metal briefcase cuffed to his arm. Andrea had not seen him, but he was likely one of the Shadow Court’s Shades and therefore probably quite capable of defending the case against anyone who wanted it. Shades had shadow magic and knew how to use it.
Barton-King was still looking uncomfortable, but he was in good company. Stephen Walker, the current Attorney General, was sitting beside him and looking almost as uncomfortable. Walker had agreed to the no-knock warrant issued to arrest Cygnus and had allowed it to be issued on a rather broad basis.
‘I was presented with sufficient evidence to make her seem like a credible threat, Adrian,’ Walker was saying. ‘You’ve known me a long time.’ Apparently long enough to be on first-name terms even in an official setting. ‘You know I wouldn’t issue a warrant like that without good reason.’
‘You didn’t think the evidence was… a bit flimsy?’ Vanlaren asked.
‘I– Not at the time…’ Walker pulled at his collar and glanced at Barton-King.
Whatever the UID director might have said was stopped by Andrea. ‘Ah! There we are.’
‘Miss Morgan?’ Vanlaren asked. ‘What is it you have there?’
Getting up from her chair, Andrea walked across to where everyone else was sitting, gathered about the Resolute desk. ‘I tasked some of my resources to dig up some information concerning the situation, sir. This is what they’ve managed to dredge up from a scan of their databases.’
‘Your “resources?”’
‘You really don’t want to know. They’re very good at uncovering secrets. Such as…’ Andrea turned a page, mostly for dramatic effect. ‘Such as the affair Director Barton-King had seventeen months ago–’
‘That’s a lie!’ Barton-King exclaimed.
Andrea took a photograph from the folder and placed it on the desk in front of Vanlaren. The president’s cheeks flushed pink. ‘As I was saying, this started seventeen months ago and lasted about three months. The young lady in the picture is named Anna Marie Hopkirk, better known as Cherry Nightly. She’s an actress who got her big break in… conventional movies just after she broke up with the director. Prior to that she was most famous for various adult film roles. She specialised in anal and I would not have said that was your kink, Director.’
‘I did not!’
‘No? So, why does a married man, church-going, with no record of previous indiscretions, suddenly decide that he needs a porn actress as a mistress?’
‘I…’ Not for the first time, Barton-King appeared more confused than angry.
Andrea smiled at him. ‘Don’t worry, Director, you don’t need to try to rationalise an answer. You met Miss Hopkirk at a party in DC. That party was hosted by a man named Jason Sweet who later got Miss Hopkirk her big break in Hollywood. I’ve met Mister Sweet and he’s very persuasive.’ She looked around at the president. ‘He’s a telepath. He needs you to hear his voice, but he can get you to do just about anything as long as he can talk to you. Mostly, he uses it to get women into bed. He goes by Asmodeus, the Prince of Lust.’
‘And you met this man?’ Vanlaren asked.
‘Yes.’
‘And he couldn’t control you?’
‘Oh no, he could, but he wanted something from me before he got… other things from me. He went looking in my mind and my mind is not a good place to go looking. Anyway, he compromised your UID director with an actress and I suspect that’s what was used to keep Director Barton-King in line. I have it all documented.’
Barton-King seemed to sort of fold in on himself. ‘Sweet didn’t approach me about it. That was a man named Wallace James.’
Andrea nodded. ‘Another telepath. From what I’m seeing here, he’s probably a good match for Beelzebub, the Prince of Envy. He operates as a lobbyist, but I think he’s basically the political influence arm of a group of criminals who control most of the organised crime in L.A. and have been trying their best to move into New Millennium.’
‘Wasn’t that man who came with you to present your evidence named Wallace James?’ Walker asked. Barton-King just nodded.
‘I see,’ Vanlaren said. ‘This is going to be a complete mess to sort out.’ He frowned, looking down at his desk. Then he looked up at Brightstar. ‘It’ll take an executive order, but I’d like the Union’s assistance in bringing in this Wallace James. I’ll get the paperwork sorted out immediately. Can you do it?’
Brightstar smiled. ‘Mister President, it would be our considerable pleasure.’
~~~
‘You don’t seem terribly excited about this, Twilight,’ Brightstar said as they made their way to the door of James’s apartment.
Twilight kept her voice down, not wanting the UID people behind them to hear. ‘I’m not. He bugged out around the time the president began talking about executive orders. He’s on a plane heading for L.A. right about now.’
‘Then why are we doing this? We could beat him to the other side and arrest him as soon as he gets off the plane.’
‘Well, first, Andrea wanted the president to sign that order. It sets a precedent. It’ll be the first time the federal reserve’s status has been suspended to allow outside intervention and it underscores the failure of the reserve to actually protect the president. Second, I made a call when I got the flight number. He’s going to be tailed when he gets to L.A., and I think we might get more useful information by finding out where he goes than by just grabbing him.’
‘Oh.’
‘So, this is mostly for show,’ Adamantium commented.
‘It was anyway,’ Brightstar replied. ‘The three of us are not the team to send in to capture a telepath. You could put the case forward that we’re here in case this alien Guardian is there. We really don’t know what he’s capable of.’
‘If he’s even remotely like Cygnus,’ Twilight replied, ‘he’s capable of just about anything, but he’s not here either. Just wait there.’ Turning, she glanced at Adamantium, whose huge form was creating a reasonable shadow. That shadow rose up and swallowed Twilight, seemed to shift toward the apartment door, and then fell away again.
‘That,’ Adamantium said, ‘is spooky.’
Then the door opened to reveal Twilight. She flicked on the apartment lights. ‘No one here, but the forensics people might get some useful stuff and it all needs to be searched. Looks like he left in a hurry, so he might have forgotten something.’
‘That seems less than likely,’ Adamantium said. ‘Let’s hope your L.A. contact doesn’t lose him.’
Twilight grinned and started into the apartment to check the place out in the light. ‘Oh, she won’t. I have every confidence in her.’
Los Angeles, CA.
Mink was out of her element again, but this time she was not even in costume. She was wearing a costume, just not the one she was famous for. Tonight she was in a long, straight, black wig and was wearing shades indoors. There was a broad-brimmed hat on top of the wig to give the impression of someone famous trying to stay under the radar. To add to that image, she was dressed in a very short black dress which showed off too much cleavage, and a pair of high-heeled, thigh-high boots. The outfit screamed ‘designer’ and ‘expensive’ and ‘actress in hiding.’ The people paying attention to her were all busy trying to work out which actress she was and not even considering the possibility that she was either Bianca Fullerton or Mink.
She moved as she spotted her target walking out of Terminal 5 arrivals. LAX was a big airport; it was a good thing she knew the flight James was on and where it would arrive. Los Angeles was even bigger, so she had plans other than just following him. Hence the disguise. Pulling out a mobile phone, she held it up to her ear and began to talk. Loudly.
‘Yeah, yeah. What’s so urgent?’ She set off on an oblique intercept course toward James. ‘God, do I really need to do this now?’ The Valley Girl accent was maybe
a bit much, but she was enjoying the temporary character. ‘Well, Leonardo can just wait. He knows I’m busy.’ James looked nervous as she approached him, still at an oblique angle and looking as though she had no clue about anything other than the conversation she was not having. ‘God! Really? She did? That bitch! She knows it’s my–’
Mink slammed into James’s shoulder and let out a shriek of outrage as she bounced and tottered on her ridiculous heels. ‘God! Rude much? What is your damage?’ Before James could get a word in, she continued talking into her phone. ‘No, no. This guy just walked right into me. People in L.A. are just the worst! No one ever looks where they’re going.’ And, not looking where she was going, she marched off, leaving a bemused Wallace James in her affronted wake.
Out of his sight and heading to where she had parked her car, Mink checked her phone. Sure enough, the tiny beacon she had attached to James’s jacket was giving her his location. Now all she had to do was follow him to wherever he planned to call home for the next little while.
New Millennium City, MD, 24th April.
‘FBI and UID sources are declining to comment on the arrest of several individuals believed to be high up in a number of security agencies.’ The ACPN newsreader was using that diplomatic tone reserved for reporting serious news they had no real information about but thought
was going to turn into something big. ‘The only names revealed so far have been Hector Barton-King, director of the UID, and Carter Baum, the head of the UID’s DC field office, but there are reports of a number of agency heads being called in for interview all over the capital.’
‘This is going to cause all sorts of problems,’ Delphine said. She was watching the early-morning news reports from one of the sofas, cradling a mug of coffee and looking tired.
‘Yeah, but it might solve some,’ Cygnus replied. ‘The president basically admitted yesterday that the federal reserve doesn’t work. They’ll try to spin it…’
Cygnus paused as the newsreader started on a new tack. ‘The exclusionary nature of the DC Federal Reserve was revoked for twenty-four hours yesterday. Sources indicate that the president issued an executive order allowing members of the Union of Ultrahumans to assist in the arrest of a person or persons linked to the FBI’s investigations. Further reports indicate that Brightstar and Adamantium of the UoU along with Twilight, best known as a hero from New Millennium City, spent much of the afternoon in conference with the president and served the arrest warrant at around ten p.m. last night. There has been no indication of why the UoU was involved rather than Secret Service Ultras, but the White House has issued a statement saying that the suspension of reserve status was temporary and necessary for national security.’
‘There we go. National security. The most abused excuse in history.’
‘I should argue,’ Delphine said, ‘but I’d just be doing it for form’s sake. It’s a shame they didn’t get James. I’d really like to have another go at him.’
‘We’ll get him,’ Andrea said as she emerged from her room. Jacob followed her, clad in the armour which kept his cold powers in check. ‘I got a message from Mink overnight. She’s tracked him to a safe house in northern Pasadena. She’s monitoring.’
‘You know Mink? Oh, of course you do. You helped clear her of that murder charge.’
Cygnus grinned. ‘We know Mink. You could say she’s our West Coast resource and we’re her East Coast one.’
‘She’ll keep an eye on James for a day or so, see if he meets anyone else,’ Andrea said. ‘I’ll go out there, maybe tomorrow, and we’ll bring him in.’ She frowned. ‘The problem is going to be finding the right people to hand him over to. I know the Princes have people in the FBI in L.A.’
‘If I can help, let me know,’ Delphine offered.
‘Right now, there’s nothing to do but wait.’ Andrea grinned. ‘And have happy thoughts about how the Princes are stewing over this one.’
Los Angeles, CA.
‘Unfortunately, Beelzebub has become something of a liability,’ Lucifer stated flatly.
‘Unfortunately,’ Asmodeus countered, ‘he has already worked out that we’ll think that way. He must have planned for this and set up a safe house none of us were aware of.’
‘Yes. I’m almost proud. I did not think Wallace had it in him. I have my opinion, but… Will he give us up if he’s captured?’
‘Of course he will,’ Belphegor more or less grunted. The big man was eating a salad, which was probably more of a sign of trouble than anything else. ‘With Sathanus gone, we have less of a chance of getting to him in prison and he’ll want to bargain his sentence down as far as he can. I would. Prison food doesn’t agree with me.’
‘You’ve never been in prison,’ Mammon snapped. He was generally too busy counting money to speak, unless someone suggested what he viewed as excessive expenditure on something. Mammon was, obviously, all about the money.
‘They only give you three meals a day. Not that I’m eating that much lately.’
‘Enough,’ Lucifer said. ‘We need him found. We need his files. Once we have those… Well, then I think we need a new Beelzebub. I’ll make some arrangements.’
25th April.
‘He’s still in there?’ Twilight asked as she appeared out of the shadows beside Mink.
‘One day, you’ll give me a heart attack doing that,’ Mink replied. She still took the offered coffee which Twilight had just been to get. ‘Yes, he’s still there. He hasn’t been out of the place since he got here.’
‘He’s scared, but not just of getting caught.’
‘As far as I’ve been able to find out, he hasn’t made any attempts to talk to anyone and no one has been to visit him. Uh, unless they can teleport, but it seems like he’s isolated himself from his friends as well as law enforcement. I’m guessing he expects them to eliminate the loose end when they find him.’
Twilight looked out across the street to the small apartment block where Wallace James was hiding out. Mink had determined which top-floor windows belonged to James: they were the ones with blinds and curtains drawn over them at all hours of the day and night. ‘I think it’s time to go in. Before any of his old friends do find him.’
A black SUV pulled up in front of the building and six men emerged from it. They were all in black and wearing tactical harnesses with slung rifles and a few other weapons. Their faces were covered by masks.
‘You just had to say that, didn’t you?’ Mink commented.
‘My bad. I’ll get rid of them, you head for James’s apartment.’
‘Okay, I’ll–’ Mink stopped when she realised she was talking to nothing but shadows. ‘Now I know what it feels like when I do that to someone.’ Unwrapping her rope dart from around her waist, she stepped up to the edge of the roof and swung the weapon out toward the opposite building. It was time to go to work. Mink jumped.
~~~
In the lobby of the apartment block, the six gunmen advanced without noting how thick the shadows were at the edges of the room. None of them were really expecting trouble as they marched toward the elevator. They knew where their target was, and they knew his capabilities: their briefing had been quite complete. Yes, he was a telepath, but he had almost nothing in the way of offensive capability. He might be armed. In fact, it was pretty likely that he had a handgun with him, but he was no marksman. He would go for centre-mass shots and they were all wearing body armour. The plan was a simple one: breach the apartment, eliminate the target, remove any computer equipment, and torch the building.
They stepped into the short corridor which had the elevator at the end and one of them hit the call button. The shadows in the lobby followed, growing and thickening before rushing forward to envelop them. Three of them developed a sudden fear of the dark and, screaming, they ran for the lobby doors. One of those three knocked himself unconscious against a wall having misjudged the direction he should run in. The other two escaped the building and ran for their car. One just stood there, quivering, until Twilight smacked him in the back of the skull with her sword hilt. Another, cold fear sinking into his stomach, doubled over and began vomiting up his last meal over his own boots; he was not difficult to take down either.
The last of them, seeming almost unaffected, heard the elevator doors open and stepped inside. He found the top button on the panel by touch and pressed it. To him, it seemed to take far too long for the doors to close; he put his back to the wall of the car and only heaved a sigh of relief when the car started moving. It did not immediately occur to him to wonder why it was still dark.
‘You know, I’m harder to get rid of than that,’ Twilight said out of the darkness.
The gunman pulled the trigger on his rifle, spraying bullets over the interior of the car. Apparently, he hit something relatively important because the elevator shuddered to a stop.
‘Well,’ Twilight said, ‘you’re now trapped in here and that’s really all I need. You can wait for the cops to turn up. Good luck explaining all that armament to them.’ The darkness evaporated from the car, leaving nothing in its wake.
~~~
Mink was working on the apartment door when Twilight caught up with her. ‘Goons?’ Mink asked.
‘Either running away, unconscious, or trapped in the elevator,’ Twilight replied.
‘I suppose you can just walk in here and there’s no point in me doing this.’
‘Can’t feel much shadow in there. He must have all the lights on.’
‘So, he’s expecting you.’
‘Maybe. Whether he is or not, I won’t be able to do much with my shadow powers. I can take him down if needed, but you’re more likely to be able to take him alive.’
‘You could always just hit him.’
‘I don’t want
to hit him. I want to skewer him. But… You’re probably right.’ Twilight reached back and slid her sword into its scabbard. ‘You almost done?’
There was a click and both women grinned. ‘Done,’ Mink said. ‘On three… Three.’ She pushed through the door and into the corridor beyond.
James was standing at the end of it, maybe fifteen feet away with a pistol in his hands. He fired off three rounds, rapid fire. Two of them whined off the force field Mink’s bracers projected and the third hit nothing but wall. Mink snapped her rope dart out, the bladed end punching into James’s right bicep. He let out a yelp of pain, reeled toward the door he was standing next to, and then collapsed onto the expensive carpet.
‘Not sure why I bothered coming,’ Twilight commented.
‘Hey, you got the guys in the lobby,’ Mink replied. She checked James’s pulse and nodded. ‘He’ll be out for a while, but we should get him secured.’
‘I’ve got neurotronic cuffs that Doc Ultimate supplied.’
‘Perfect. Get those on him, and I’ll start looking through this place. Hopefully, he’s got lots of juicy info we can use.’
‘I’d settle for a full list of the other Princes.’
‘Yes, but a full list of all the people he has blackmail material on would be really useful too.’
Twilight unhooked her cuffs from where she had taped them to her back. ‘Not arguing but be quick. After that guy shot up the elevator, I doubt we have much time before the LAPD turns up. You know things are going to get hairy when that happens.’
‘I’ll copy everything I can find. We’ll sort out the mess later.’
New Millennium City, MD, 26th April.
‘Just from a relatively rapid scan,’ Andrea said as she settled onto a sofa with a mug of coffee, ‘there’s enough material of one form or another to bring down half the Senate and House of Representatives, several major government agencies, and the entire concept of the federal reserve.’
‘Anything about the other Princes,’ Cygnus asked, ‘or Naryan Tan?’
‘Enough to clear you and therefore us and Delphine. James wrote down a few notes about his first meeting with Tan. It’s pretty clear that he thought the opportunity was too good to look at too closely, but Tan doesn’t seem to have said anything to reveal his true motives. He stuck to the “Cygnus is a rogue Guardian” story.’
‘Technically, I am.’
‘Huh. I think the specifics are kind of important. Anyway, I have… people looking at everything. They’ll data mine it and pull out anything useful.’
‘I’m not sure that bringing down the reserve will be such a great thing,’ Delphine commented. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I appreciate not being wanted for treason, but the reserve–’
‘Is paper pasted over the cracks,’ June said. ‘It’s the least-cost option and you know it. It’s just like the emergency services in most of our cities. The government knows it can count on Ultras to take up the slack, so the budgets for police and fire departments are constantly cut in real terms. California has institutionalised it! They put a bit of money into making local teams have connections to the emergency services so they can spend less on things overall.’
‘At least they do spend some money on integration,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘We had to do it ourselves here.’
‘Point still stands.’ June fixed her gaze on Delphine. ‘And the reserve is just the same. Make it illegal for non-government Ultras to enter the area. Stupid, but okay. Do nothing
to actually detect Ultras entering the area, not so smart. State that there are none just because it’s illegal? That’s delusional.’
‘It works that way so that various government agencies can hide Ultras in there,’ Andrea replied. ‘If they had detectors, or even random sweeps, it would be obvious that the reserve was a lie.’
‘You’ve never had the resources there to hold off a major villain,’ Cygnus pointed out. ‘Technically, if I went in to help if someone big did decide to ignore the reserve, I’d be committing a federal crime.’
Delphine frowned. ‘I suppose, when you put it like that…’
‘The question now is,’ Andrea said, ‘what is Naryan Tan going to do now that the “diplomatic” approach has failed?’
Cygnus shrugged. ‘Diplomacy is war by other means. I guess he’ll try something more direct.’
‘You’re saying he’ll go to war?’ Delphine asked. ‘We will be at war with an alien race?’
‘That was inevitable. Even if he got me handed over to him, he wasn’t going to leave Earth the way it is. Sooner or later, he would have led an army here to take control. Putting it simply, Earth is in the way and they can’t allow that.’
 



Part Three: Fallen Fortress
New Millennium City, MD, 2nd May 2015.
Brian Woodford closed his bedroom door behind him with a sigh. Saturday night and what was he doing? Going to bed early, that was what. He might have donned his ‘costume’ and gone out to fight crime, but he had promised Twilight… There would be no late-night activities for Zapf Bang!
It was as he reached for the light switch that he noticed how dark his room was. There was a full moon tonight, but no light came in through the window. Generally, he could see the shelves across the room – housing his comic collection – even with the lights out, but there was nothing there but shadows. Deep, dark shadows. It couldn’t be…
‘Aren’t you
lucky I’m not one of the bad guys,’ Twilight said. The darkness shrank away to reveal the barely dressed woman hiding in them. ‘Situational awareness, young man. It’s not just for when you’re in costume.’
Brian’s eyes bulged a little and he felt his cheeks heating: Twilight was in his bedroom. ‘W-what are you doing here?’ She had kept her voice down, so he did the same. He wanted to shriek.
She appeared to ignore his flaming cheeks, but she wandered over to sit on the corner of his bed, crossing her legs. That just made it worse. ‘Two reasons. I’m proving a point. I can find out who just about anyone is. I know who you are. I know where you live.’
‘O-okay.’
‘However, since you haven’t been sneaking out at night to electrocute people, I wanted to keep you up to date on my progress with finding you a trainer. I talked to Doctor Ultimate–’
‘You talked to Doctor Ultimate about me?!’ That almost did come out as a squeak.
‘Yes, but also more generally. I’m hoping the Union can come up with something to help train young Ultras. Globally. Well, the Soviets have something and I’d imagine the Chinese do too, but catching Ultras young and training them might not just save lives – it might stop some of them going bad. Doctor Ultimate and his wife are looking into it. He’s great, but distracted. She’ll make sure he remembers to look at the problem occasionally and she knows when I said I’d get back to you.’
‘Uh, thanks for letting me know. Uh, would I be joining the UoU?’
‘No idea. Maybe they’ll come up with some sort of mentoring programme, though that might be tough to arrange. If they want to do in-house training, I’d imagine you’d need some sort of membership. I could see Hugh, uh, Doctor Ultimate, wanting that because it’ll probably give him a whole load of new Ultras he can run tests on.’ She grinned. ‘It’s not as bad as it sounds. And if anyone can come up with ways you might be able to use your power differently, it’s him.’
‘Okay. Um, how’s Cygnus? I saw the news about all the corruption in Washington and how someone tried to frame her.’
‘She’s good. Especially now Delphine isn’t staying with us. Having a telepath in the house can really cramp your style.’ Twilight got to her feet and stepped away from the bed, toward the shelves with his comics on them.
‘Yeah, I guess it would.’
‘Not a bad collection,’ Twilight commented as the shadows crawled up her legs. ‘You should come by Radium Comics sometime.’ The shadows swallowed her entirely and her voice sounded a little hollow when she spoke again. ‘We have all the best stuff.’
‘I’ll–’ Brian stopped as the shadows fell away again, revealing just his bookcase. He shook his head. ‘Yeah, I’ll do that,’ he said to no one.
3rd May.
June, clad in a sports bra and tracksuit bottoms, stepped across the mat and threw herself into a somersault. Her right leg came down in an arc aimed right for Andrea’s face, but it missed as Andrea stepped aside. Not giving up, June continued the flips, but this time she paused as she reached the upright-and-inverted stage, swung her legs out wide, and turned on her hands. Andrea caught the incoming kick to her chest on one arm, pushing sideways and overbalancing June who ended up in a crumpled heap on the mat.
‘I am never going to land one,’ June grumbled as she clambered to her feet.
‘I hope not,’ Andrea replied. ‘You’ve only been doing this for a few months and we’re not teachers.’ She indicated Cygnus watching from the edge of the mat. ‘We’re not even really trying to teach you a style either of us knows. Cygnus is… reverse engineering her style back into Capoeira.’
‘With some help from Bobby’s texts on the subject. Since he made Capoaira out of Capoeira, he has quite a lot of books and notes on the original. I just figured it would be a good one for June since she wears heels all the time.’
‘And the wrestling moves have nothing to do with it.’
‘I like practising the grappling,’ June said, grinning. ‘Anyway, you two were always up here on a Sunday, trying to pummel each other to death. Why shouldn’t I get to join in?’
Andrea shrugged. ‘Never let it be said I discouraged someone from learning to defend themselves.’
‘But if we see you trying to register as an N-class,’ Cygnus said, ‘we will chain you up in the basement until you’ve come to your senses. No matter how sexy your costume is.’
June pouted. ‘You spoil all my fun. I was all ready to go out there and get punched in the face for Justice!’ She emphasised the statement by raising a fist to the ceiling.
‘Let’s practise you avoiding getting punched in the face instead,’ Andrea suggested and June had to dodge quickly backward to avoid the fist flying at her nose.
The Fortress, NM.
The state-of-the-art prison facility known as the Fortress was not inescapable. That was a proven fact since people had escaped from it, generally due to some form of equipment failure. In over twenty years of operation, however, there had never been a mass breakout. Even when The Freak’s containment had failed in 2000, the building had managed to maintain security for the other prisoners. The technology had been improved since then.
The facility was fifteen miles north-west of Roswell, New Mexico. The location had come as no surprise to a number of conspiracy theorists who claimed that the underground portion of the prison had already been there to house the aliens recovered from the Roswell UFO. No one released from the Pit – as the underground section was called – had ever claimed to see aliens down there, but that did nothing to stop the discussions on the internet. The aboveground complex was built more like a wartime bunker on a massive scale – solid concrete walls with few windows – and was surrounded by a laser fence and a half-mile-wide minefield. A multi-mode radar system watched everything within ten miles of the place, making it very hard to sneak up close enough to break someone out.
None of that did a damn thing to stop the half-dozen nine-ton tungsten rods travelling at a little over five times the speed of sound as they smashed into the complex. The radar detected the six targets six seconds before impact and the man on duty had barely realised what was happening before the chunks of falling metal hit home. After that, he was essentially vaporised and unable to make a report. Not that there were many people left to report to.
In the prison infirmary, Garth Carew, aka Slapstick, was heavily sedated and would not have a clue what had happened to kill him this time until he came back to life around two hours later.
Down in the Pit, Barry Travis, who went by the name Thermite more often than not, began to panic as his cell tried to do the mamba around him. He was a very happy man around fire. Fire was his friend, lover, and favourite tool, but he was significantly less fond of earthquakes. New Mexico was not noted for a lot of quakes or for really big ones, but this one felt as though it might set a record. He was even more surprised when the lights cut out and the emergency lights cut in and he realised that the neurotronic field in his cell was down. From somewhere else in the structure, a sound like a cross between a wolf’s howl and a bear’s bellow indicated that The Freak had also noticed the death of the power-suppression system.
Thermite grinned. Getting out of the prison was probably not going to happen, but he could at least have a bit of fun before the guards got things operational again. He would be pleasantly surprised later when he found out the truth.
New Millennium City, MD.
Penny was considering a second cup of afternoon coffee when the big wall screen in the lounge lit up without warning and Denny’s voice came over the speakers. ‘I am receiving an emergency call from the Union of Ultrahumans HQ. Putting it through.’
Briefly, Penny considered making a dash for the bedroom, but Alice Last’s face was already appearing on the screen and she was one of the few people who knew that Penny and Cygnus were the same person. ‘Alice? What’s up?’ she asked as Andrea and June looked up at the screen too.
‘Someone attacked the Fortress three hours ago,’ Alice replied. ‘The assessments we’ve got from the first responders indicate a massive attack. The ground-level buildings are more or less gone. We’re less sure about the status of the Pit. Hugh, Adam, and Alison have gone out there to assist and Hugh would like Cygnus and Twilight there.’
‘Twilight?’ Andrea asked. ‘I don’t have a problem with going, Alice, but what use am I going to be there?’
‘I am really not that sure, Andrea, but Hugh specifically asked you to go. We can have a warp conduit ready as soon as you are.’
Penny shook her head. ‘Cygnus can fly out there in… fifteen minutes. It’ll give us a chance to get an aerial view of the site as we come in.’
Alice gave a nod. ‘That should be acceptable. I know what he wants Cygnus out there for.’
‘So do I. Heavy lifting. Search and rescue. Is there much chance of finding survivors?’
‘From what Hugh was saying when he called through… Don’t hold your breath.’
The Fortress, NM.
‘Holy Hell,’ Cygnus said as she decelerated toward the Fortress, Twilight cradled in her arms. ‘What do you think could do that?’
‘No idea,’ Twilight replied. ‘Oh. Andrea says it was six somethings. See how the damage is focused around six craters?’
There did seem to be six holes in what had once been a reinforced-concrete complex. It was a little difficult to be sure because the complex was now concrete rubble with a few indications of walls. It looked like one big mess surrounded by military and UID vehicles. There seemed to be less rescue going on and more fortification. Someone seemed to have airlifted a couple of tanks in and soldiers were setting up sandbag defences around them.
Cygnus had a feeling they were wasting their time. ‘See that hole toward the centre of the rubble?’ She was seeing it largely through the radar she used when flying long distance, but it was there if you looked for it.
‘Yeah, I see it. Does it look like it was pushed out to you?’
‘I think anyone who was going to dig their way out of that mess already did it. Why did it take them so long to find out this had happened?’
‘Let’s get down there and ask.’
As they dropped lower, it became obvious where the UoU contingent were setting up. The sun glistened off Adamantium’s metal skin like a beacon as he carried bulky equipment cases out of a warp portal. Spotting where he was heading – largely because Brightstar’s leotard was about as visible as he was – Cygnus angled in toward where Doctor Ultimate was busy setting up equipment.
‘Ah!’ Ultimate said. ‘Excellent, you’re both here. Give me five minutes and we’ll have communications up and running. Then you can get started.’
Twilight looked at Brightstar. ‘It didn’t sound like his usual confusion, but I’d swear he missed something out there.’
‘Why you’re here?’ Brightstar asked.
‘That would be it.’
‘Because,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘you told us about the search and rescue work you’ve been doing in New Millennium City. Sending your minions in to search large buildings? Well, the upper floors are where Cygnus and her radar comes in, but there are multiple levels below ground with little power and, potentially, people trapped.’
‘Oh,’ Twilight said. ‘That makes sense. It looks like there’s a way in, not that they really need one. You’ve seen that hole in the middle, right?’
‘I did a quick overflight when we got here,’ Brightstar replied. ‘I spotted it. I’m guessing, but it’s big enough that The Freak could have pushed his way out through it. We’re not sure how many more of the really bad villains managed to get out before word got out.’
‘Yeah, why did it take so long to raise the alarm?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Whatever happened here,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘it happened very quickly. There were reports of an earthquake in Roswell, but not much was thought of it immediately. Then someone noticed that communications with the Fortress were down and a couple of jets were sent out from Holloman Air Force Base. They did not call us in until they realised how bad things were. Things are a little chaotic in the UID at the moment, which does not help matters.’
‘That’s a point.’ Cygnus turned to Twilight. ‘If I fly you up toward that hole, you could get your imps working.’
‘Shouldn’t you wait for the comms gear?’ Brightstar asked.
‘They’ll have to go down, search, and come back up to report,’ Twilight replied. ‘That takes time.’
‘Okay. I’ll shadow you up there. Might be someone hanging about up there we don’t want attacking you while you’re working.’
Twilight grinned. ‘Somehow, I doubt it, but I’m not going to pass on the help.’
Cygnus switched to her search and rescue package to fly Twilight out to the middle of the ruins. It meant that the weight of carrying someone slowed her flight speed down but she could use her special radar to look through the rubble and make sure they were landing on something stable. She was looking a little sick when they landed.
‘Are you alright?’ Brightstar asked.
‘I can see bodies under the concrete,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Plenty of them. It’s, um, nothing I haven’t seen before. I’ll get over it. I don’t see anyone near that hole. Should be safe. Looks like it comes up at an angle from the centre of the complex. About… twenty feet in and then vertically down.’
‘He came up one of the elevator shafts. Makes sense.’
Twilight nodded and then stepped forward until she was in the shadow of the rubble around the hole and out of the bright, New Mexico sun. ‘Okay then…’ Focusing, she called out into the darkness and, a second later, a small horde of creatures solidified within the shadow. Or solidified to Twilight. There was some gibbering and Brightstar squinted into the shadows. ‘You won’t be able to see them,’ Twilight said.
‘It’s better that way,’ Cygnus put in.
‘It is. Now, I want you to go down into this hole, work your way to the bottom. Find everyone you can down there and report back. I need to know about fallen ceilings and blockages, but the main thing is people, especially live ones. Understood?’ There was more gibbering. ‘Yes, I know the sun’s bright. If I’m not here when you get back up, just wait in the shadows until I get back.’ Twilight watched as the creatures gibbered their acknowledgements and then scurried away into the black as fast as their legs could carry them.
‘How long will it take?’ Brightstar asked.
‘People always ask that. As long as it does. They won’t waste time, but I have no idea how much space they’ll have to work through. I’ve never been inside the Fortress, never mind the Pit.’
‘Let’s get back to the others,’ Cygnus said. ‘The sooner we can get started searching the wreckage, the sooner we may find survivors.’
‘I’m not hopeful,’ Brightstar said as she lifted into the air.
‘Got to have hope,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Otherwise, all we’re doing is mortuary service.’
~~~
‘That’s the Pit?’ Twilight asked as her imps gibbered and images flickered through her mind. ‘Did someone watch a lot of dystopian sci-fi movies before they designed it?’
‘The design was, ostensibly, to allow all the cells to be viewed from the central control facility,’ Doctor Ultimate’s voice said over the radio.
‘What are you seeing?’ Cygnus asked. She was flying a grid over the rubble, dropping flags when she spotted a body. She had had to go back twice for new flags and she was not even halfway through the process. And
this was just the first layer she was scanning through.
‘Think of a big cylinder with about six levels. Then there’s a command and observation structure suspended in the middle. I am amazed that didn’t fall when this place was hit.’
‘It was rather overengineered,’ Ultimate responded.
‘Obviously. The Freak didn’t demolish it. However, it’s now the lone safe spot down there. There are… ten guards holed up in there with no water and just a snack machine for food. They’re armed, but there are about half a dozen Ultras outside trying to get in. I don’t think they’re mounting a rescue effort.’
‘Do you recognise any of the Ultras?’ Brightstar’s voice.
‘One of them is Tower Block. I don’t know the others, but there’s a pyrokinetic.’
‘Thermite?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Him I would remember. I’m not sure how long that command post is going to last with that lot trying to get in. I think I should go down and at least let those guys know we know they’re there. There’s not much light. Maybe I can scare the thugs off.’
‘Tower Block won’t be pleased to see you.’
Twilight grinned. ‘No, but the last time we met, I didn’t have black eyes.’
‘Good point.’
‘Uh, radio reception may be poor down there, Twilight,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘We may lose contact with you.’
‘If there’s a problem, I’ll send an imp. Heading down now.’ Twilight stepped into the darkness of The Freak’s exit tunnel, pulled the shadows around her, and stepped into the shadows one of the images from her imps had shown her.
No one noticed in the command centre. They were all a little too busy watching the main door. As Twilight watched, there was a ringing clang and the door buckled a little more. Tower Block was out there trying to smash his way in. It seemed likely that he would actually manage it too.
‘Hi guys and girls,’ Twilight said and found herself looking at ten gun barrels. ‘Please don’t shoot at me. I’m one of the good guys and ricochets in this place would probably not do anyone any good.’ As the guns were lowered, she let the shadows fall back and stepped out into the dim, reddish light. ‘I’m Twilight, for those who don’t know.’
One of the older men nodded. ‘We know who you are.’ He jabbed a thumb back over his shoulder toward the door. ‘You helped put him in here. He really doesn’t like you.’ The statement was punctuated by another clanging blow.
‘We’ll get to that in a minute. Anyone hurt?’
He shook his head. ‘Not yet. When that door goes… I’m Senior Special Agent Clougherty. I’m the shift leader, though our shift was over a couple of hours ago. We’re not really sure what happened. We lost power and comms, and no one’s come down to help…’
‘Someone flattened everything at ground level. You were lucky you were down here. Uh, for a given value of lucky. I’ll see if I can get rid of your immediate problem and then we’ll see what we can do about getting you out.’ Twilight started for the door. ‘Any idea how many got out?’
‘We saw The Freak heading for the elevators,’ one of the four women replied. ‘There were more following. We couldn’t identify all of them, but The Freak is kind of obvious.’
‘So I’ve heard.’ Stepping up to the small window in the buckling door, Twilight tapped on the glass with a knuckle. ‘Hey! Tower Block. Remember me?’
There was another crash from outside and the door bounced toward Twilight’s nose, but then a thickset face appeared on the other side of the dense glass. ‘Twilight? That you?’ Tower Block developed a grin, a rather malicious grin. ‘How’d you get in there? Never mind. I’m gonna finish what I started in New Millennium as soon as I get in there.’
‘First of all, you didn’t lay a finger on me in New Millennium. Second, don’t bother with coming in, I’m coming out.’
‘Great! I’ll get to the beating so much–’ He cut off as the dim light he was standing in vanished into complete darkness which stretched out across the bridge he and his companions were standing on, enveloping them all. ‘What…’ Tower Block turned, waving an arm out into the black, but there was no sign of anyone there. Except that he could feel something there. There was something in the darkness and it wanted…
‘You’re not afraid of the dark, are you?’ Twilight asked softly, her voice right beside Tower Block’s ear. He let out a little whimper. Most of his fellow inmates were lying down. Fainting from shock was so undignified for a super-criminal. The pyrokinetic was still on his feet, but just staring into space. Twilight solidified for long enough to smack the butt of her sword into his chin and he went down like a sack of potatoes. That left Tower Block.
‘W-what the Hell was that?’ he asked, shaking his head. ‘Why’s it so dark?’
‘I changed since we last met, Blocky,’ Twilight replied. He swung in the general direction of her voice, hitting air. ‘I got a few extra powers. I’ve got one that might put you down for at least a while, but it might kill you.’ Spreading his arms, he went for a grab, but there was nothing there to grab. ‘So, here’s the deal. You go back to your cell and wait for the UID to arrive and I won’t have to put you to sleep, possibly permanently.’
‘I am never going back to–’
‘Suit yourself.’ Twilight launched a barrage of shadow knives into Tower Block’s chest and… Nothing happened. Great! His stony skin was thick enough to keep her shadow knives out.
‘What was that?’ Tower Block asked. ‘That all you’ve got?’
‘No, but I was really hoping I wouldn’t need to use the other thing.’
He swung a fist in her direction, pure luck resulting in it passing through her insubstantial face. ‘What other thing? Where are you, squishy?’
‘Right in front of you. But you should be more worried about what’s behind me.’ A low, rumbling growl came from behind Twilight’s back and she started forward, through Tower Block and heading for the door to the command centre. ‘Try not to kill him,’ she said just before she walked through the reinforced metal as though it was air. ‘No one is to look out the windows,’ she said to the assembled UID agents, and then she let the obscuring cloud of darkness fall away.
Tower Block’s scream rang out even through the metal door as the shadow demon Twilight had summoned revealed itself. ‘What did you do to him?’ Clougherty asked, his eyes wide.
‘I introduced him to one of my nightmares. He’s a tough bastard. I think he’ll be unconscious before it kills him. I’ll, um, have it stand guard out there until we can get you out. Seriously, don’t get curious.’
Another scream sounded through the door. More of a wail really and it was coming from a man who could bend steel girders with his teeth. ‘I’m not even slightly curious,’ Clougherty said.
‘Wise man.’
~~~
Darkness had fallen, and they were now working by the light of huge lamps. Argus had arrived, spent a few minutes meditating – or whatever he did to kick his precognitive ability into life – and begun pinpointing areas where digging would bring up live people trapped in the rubble. Cygnus and Adamantium were concentrating on those areas, but they were unearthing more dead bodies than live ones.
Along with Brightstar and Twilight, they had been down into the Pit earlier along with a few squads of soldiers. The agents trapped in the command centre had been evacuated and then the prisoners still down there had been brought out. Then the prisoners had been taken out to Holloman to be flown from there to ‘another site.’ Cygnus had asked where and been met with stony silence.
There were a number of other Ultras from different parts of the country, and several from different parts of the world brought in by the Union, working on the site now. Anyone with experience and skills in disaster situations had been brought in to help. A few more with powers which could assist in tracking were out trying to locate the prisoners who had escaped from the Pit. A second group had been sent to Roswell in case any of them turned up there; it was the nearest town and if The Freak popped up there, it was going to be another disaster.
‘From the records we’ve been able to find,’ Doctor Ultimate said, his eyes on a computer screen, ‘and your search of the Pit, Twilight, we’ve managed to determine who is missing.’
‘Slapstick,’ Twilight said.
‘Was in the infirmary due to his condition. That area has been cleared with no sign of his body. We can assume he regenerated and is on the loose, yes.’ Slapstick’s condition was that he had cancer. Super-cancer. He had contracted it in the nuclear accident which had created him and it was just as unkillable as he was. ‘We know The Freak got out, allowing others in the Pit to follow him. Thermite was down there and appears to be missing.’
‘I’ll tell Cygnus later. She won’t be pleased.’
‘Hopefully, we’ll catch him before he gets too far. The remaining few are violent psychopaths, but not especially dangerous. You’ve tangled with The Judge before. He seems to be missing. And there is Detonatrix. She could be significantly more dangerous.’
‘I… don’t think I’ve heard of her. And I’m sure I would have.’
‘She’s been in prison for a decade. She’s an X-four with limited flight and the ability to fire piercing blasts of energy which explode. Her explosions are… quite impressive. She tends to hold grudges and frequently seeks to kill those she considers enemies.’
Twilight sighed. ‘So, we’ve got a Leviathan-class monster on the loose again, the most dangerous clown on the planet, an insane pyromaniac who probably wants both me and Cygnus dead, the country’s worst vigilante, and a woman who can blow up armoured cars.’
‘Plus several run-of-the-mill super-powered psychopaths. Yes. And we still don’t know who or what demolished this place.’
‘You know, I’m the overoptimistic personality and I’m still finding it hard to be positive about this one.’
~~~
‘Thermite’s loose,’ Cygnus said, ‘so I want the house locked down.’
She was talking to June and Denny, the signal bouncing via the local communications system, a satellite, the Union central comms exchange, and then via the internet to New Millennium City. There was a little lag. ‘I don’t think it’s quite that urgent,’ June replied after a short pause.
‘She’s right,’ Andrea put in. ‘He got out today. He’s got no money. He can steal transport, but it’ll still take him a while to get to New Millennium.’
‘He’ll–’ Cygnus cut herself off, took a deep breath, and then continued a little more calmly. ‘You’re right. Yes. Okay, but I don’t want you taking any risks, June. Denny, you need to familiarise yourself with Thermite and watch for any signs of him approaching. I’d prefer it if you put the force screen up unless June needs to leave the house.’
‘I will ensure the house’s security, Cygnus,’ Denny replied. ‘Should I inform the others in the network of this criminal’s escape?’
‘Especially Fire Bug. Thermite is an arsonist first and an Ultra second.’
‘We can’t be absolutely certain he’ll come after us,’ Andrea said. She held up a hand to stop Cygnus responding. ‘It does seem likely, and his MO is to set fires. Keep an eye on the news for bank robberies between here and there. He’ll need money. If he’s heading that way, he’ll likely try to steal some on the way.’
‘Anyone else we should worry about?’ June asked.
‘Slapstick’s probably free too,’ Andrea told her. ‘I don’t think he’ll come looking for revenge. It’s not his style. We played his game and he lost.’
‘He might come back with a new challenge.’
‘He might. He could just as easily go find someone else to bug, and I don’t think he’ll have a second nuke. Might be an idea to keep an eye out for his kind of prank on the media.’
‘I shall add it to my list,’ Denny said.
‘Any idea when you’ll be back?’ June asked.
‘Well, I’ll be back soon,’ Andrea replied. ‘I’m not going to be much more use here. I may even be back tonight.’
‘I’m sticking around a bit longer,’ Cygnus said. ‘There’s more rubble to sift through and The Freak is going to turn up at some point. Putting him back in a box is going to take some heavy hitters.’
‘Be careful,’ June said. ‘He’s a Leviathan. If he decides he wants to hurt you, he probably can.’
‘Agreed, but if it comes down to it, I can probably return the favour.’
~~~
‘Thank you for your assistance, my dear. Your help has been invaluable.’ Doctor Ultimate was smiling and he looked entirely sincere. ‘It would have taken far longer to get help to the people in the Pit without you.’
Andrea gave a small shrug. ‘Powers of ultimate darkness have to be useful for more than scaring people half to death. I get the feeling the imps actually like helping people rather than just spying on them. The demons… Not so sure.’
‘Your demon disabled Tower Block without serious injury,’ Brightstar pointed out.
‘Because he’s built like a concrete bunker. Aim one at a more normal human and a demon can kill them through exhaustion. Still, I guess it’s horses for courses. Anyway, if you don’t need me, I’ll head back.’
‘There is one thing you may wish to know,’ Ultimate said, and his gaze shifted to include Cygnus too. ‘I’ve had some time to run an analysis of the impact topology and I’ve come to a couple of conclusions regarding the attack.’
‘Oh?’ Cygnus asked. She was getting a bad feeling about his conclusions.
‘The facts, or rather the best estimates of the likely attack methodology I have, suggest purely kinetic impactors delivered at somewhere around Mach five. The probability is that they were delivered from orbit.’
‘Naryan Tan,’ Cygnus stated flatly. ‘He has a ship up there. Shielded.’
‘That is the conclusion I reached. I expect that this was an attempt to keep us busy while he conducts other business. Another hypothesis is that he is testing our response. Seeing what we can do.’
‘I don’t know why he hasn’t just come after me himself.’
‘Possibly because he is unsure of whether he would win.’
Cygnus frowned. She had Rho’s memories of the last time the two had fought and it had been fairly close. ‘Maybe. I guess we won’t know for sure until he decides he can beat me. That should be a fun day.’
4th May.
‘We’ve got him!’ one of the UID technicians called out. ‘I mean, The Freak has just turned up in Albuquerque. At the airport. Local enforcement is turning out, but–’
‘I’ll summon a warp conduit,’ Doctor Ultimate said.
‘Nope,’ Cygnus said, starting toward Adamantium and shifting her power configuration as she went. ‘I can have the three of us there in a couple of minutes.’
‘I assume that, by the three of us, you meant to include Brightstar.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘I can fly there myself,’ Brightstar pointed out.
‘Not as fast as I can. Just hold onto my back once I’ve got Adam in the air.’ Lifting off her feet, Cygnus moved in behind Adamantium and hooked her arms under his. Then she pushed upward. Various UID agents stood there with their mouths open as the willowy heroine lifted the five-hundred-pound metal man off his feet. Cygnus grinned. ‘Not that I’ll be as fast as usual with this much weight, but… Come on, Brightstar. Hook in and let’s get moving.’
Looking a little uncomfortable, Brightstar flew in behind Cygnus and wrapped her arms around her waist. And then they were accelerating upward and to the north-west.
‘What an unusual experience,’ Adamantium commented after a few seconds.
‘That’s one way to describe it,’ Brightstar replied. She was hugging Cygnus a lot tighter than she had been when they started.
‘I doubt I can get up to full speed before we have to slow down,’ Cygnus said. ‘You should let me take you up sometime, Alison. They’re clocking at me at almost Mach sixteen now.’
‘I’m perfectly happy with my meagre couple of hundred miles an hour.’
‘I assume,’ Adamantium said, ‘that you are providing some protection against the effects of travelling at high speeds.’
‘Uh-huh. There’s a force field around us and that includes support for breathing, temperature, and lack of pressure. I could take the two of you into orbit without having to worry. Well, as long as you hold on.’
‘I’m certainly not letting go,’ Brightstar said.
‘Be over soon,’ Cygnus assured her. Soon was relative, but a minute later she was picking up what looked like an airport on her radar. ‘I’ve got the airport on radar.’
‘That seems about right,’ Adamantium said. ‘We’re over the Manzanita Mountains. That’s Mount Washington.’
‘Good to know. Thirty seconds to get there. I may have some idea what we’re dealing with before then.’ Cygnus’s radar was designed more for navigation than anything else, but she could still see buildings, aircraft, and the hulking form of The Freak from the radar echoes before her eyes could resolve them. ‘Looks like he’s heading up the main runway. There are vehicles in his way, but I think they’re just slowing him down. Is there a plan for this?’
‘Drop Adam in front of it,’ Brightstar replied. ‘I’ll hit him with everything I can from the air. Your choice of joining Adam or me.’
‘Go with Alison,’ Adamantium said. ‘Two flyers will interfere less than two in hand-to-hand.’
By now, Cygnus could see the thing they were there to stop. ‘I’m not sure it’s his hands I’d be worried about.’ No one was entirely sure what The Freak was or whether it had once been human. Certainly, it had DNA which was basically human, and it had the usual collection of features. However, it was over ten feet in height and weighed in at five hundred and twenty pounds. That was a little lighter than Adamantium and he was composed of solid metal. The Freak looked more like some sort of beast and certainly acted like one. Thick muscle sat under a skin which was tough and scaled, greenish, but more a sort of greenish brown and covered in thick scales. It had an elongated muzzle full of sharp teeth set under a nose which was barely more than a pair of nostrils and red, bestial eyes. Thickly muscled arms ended in hands the size of most men’s heads and had ten-inch claws on them. The Freak could stand on two legs – and it was doing so now to swipe at a couple of SWAT vehicles which were trying to hold it back – but when it really wanted to move, it dropped to all fours and could manage a respectable burst of speed.
‘We’ve stopped him before,’ Adamantium said. ‘Now we have additional firepower.’
‘Right,’ Brightstar said and she broke away from Cygnus at the end of the runway, accelerating toward the creature. She opened up with a full-power blast from about 50 feet behind The Freak. Light blazed from her hands, striking the monster in the back and causing it to roar and turn.
‘That’s done it,’ Adamantium said.
‘What?’ Cygnus asked.
‘He tends to go into berserk rages. Makes him harder to take down, but at least he’s concentrating on us rather than trying to get to the people in the terminals.’
‘He, um, eats people, doesn’t he?’
‘He’ll eat anything made of meat. So, try not to get bitten.’
Brightstar had arced away after firing her opening shot and The Freak was now charging in her direction with little hope of catching up with her. It was largely ignoring Cygnus and Adamantium until Cygnus dropped her cargo onto the ground in front of the thing and then pulled up hard. Still the creature more or less ignored Adamantium until the big man slammed his fist into The Freak’s right thigh. It did not look like Adamantium was trying to really hurt the beast, but he did get its attention. Brightstar shifted into a hover and sent out a stream of light which burned across the beast’s chest. The Freak’s arm swung around, smacking into Adamantium’s chest and bowling him over. There was no cry of alarm from Brightstar, so Cygnus figured this was not unheard of and Adamantium was noted for being ridiculously tough.
Still, as the metal man rolled to get to his feet, The Freak pulled back a clawed hand, ready to drive those talons right through Adamantium. Cygnus’s powers set into their new configuration and she pointed an arm at the creature. Something like a caged lightning bolt blazed out from her hand, lancing across The Freak’s left shoulder before slicing down across his back. Flesh burned and sizzled under the vicious beam, and then the tarmac exploded as the white-hot stream hit the runway. Brightstar’s light beam lashed out again, crossing the livid red wound Cygnus had left. The creature faltered, its arm dropped, and then Adamantium was scrabbling away from it as it toppled onto the runway with a sound like ten tons of cement dropping onto a hard surface.
‘Is he dead?’ Cygnus asked. Then she noticed that the thing’s chest was moving. ‘Uh, it’s still breathing.’
‘Yes,’ Adamantium agreed, ‘but he’s down for now. It usually takes him a few days to wake up after he’s been put down. He’s safe for the UID to deal with until then.’
‘It usually takes us a little longer to stop him,’ Brightstar said as she floated over. ‘Adam usually gets thrown around more. What did you hit him with?’
‘Uh, it’s a focused particle beam,’ Cygnus said. ‘It’s got pretty good penetration, lots of power, and it’ll fry electronics. I figured it was good for multipurpose blasting. He did get one good hit in, Adam. Are you okay?’ She settled onto the ground beside the metal man, Brightstar landing beside her and immediately stepping toward her boyfriend.
‘Barely a dent,’ Adamantium replied. There did seem to be a slight depression, as if from a huge knuckle, in his chest which Brightstar ran her fingers over.
‘I’ll buff it out for you later,’ Brightstar said.
‘It’ll be gone by– Ah! Oh, that was…’ Adamantium was physically incapable of blushing. Cygnus was not even sure there was anything like blood in his body, so he could not blush, but with both Brightstar and Cygnus smirking at him, he was certainly capable of appearing
to blush, right down to the socks he was not wearing.
New Millennium City, MD.
‘You stopped The Freak!’ June squeaked. ‘That’s like… It’s like a right of passage or something.’
‘I had help,’ Penny replied. She had insisted on a shower and a change of body before she settled down to tell the, in some ways too short, story of how The Freak had been brought down. ‘Anyway, I wasn’t needed after that so they sent me home. Argus hasn’t predicted anyone else coming out alive. It’s pretty much down to clearing the wreckage and figuring out what to do next.’
‘Do you think they’ll rebuild it?’
‘Hugh was saying it would probably be easier to start from scratch. Even the Pit was damaged by the attack. Hugh thinks there are probably structural problems down there and aboveground… Well, you must’ve seen the pictures on ACPN.’ June nodded. ‘It was more or less flattened and the foundations are gone in several places.’
‘What was the final count?’ Andrea asked.
Penny frowned and pulled in a long breath. ‘Twelve hundred dead. That’s guards and prisoners. They managed to pull a couple more prisoners out of the rubble. Ultras with some form of toughening power to survive the crush. No one is expecting to get anyone else out alive and there won’t be many more bodies.’
‘And you’re sure this was Naryan Tan?’ June asked.
‘Not absolutely sure.’
‘It’s just the most likely scenario,’ Andrea said.
‘And now we just have to worry about Thermite,’ June said. ‘Well, you nailed him last time and you’ve both got more powerful since then.’
‘Oh, we’ll get him again,’ Penny said. ‘I’m just worried about how many innocent lives he’s going to take before we do.’
6th May.
Denny was a smart, fast computer, probably more advanced than anything else on the planet, but she only had so much bandwidth like any real-world system. That meant some things were handled by secondary processes and flagged through to her primary AI process when some criterion was met. They were not real-time activities. That resulted in her sounding a little apologetic when she broke in on a conversation Penny and June were having about soup flavours.
‘Penny, I have an eighty-nine percent probable match for Garth James Carew, aka Slapstick, at Starblaze airport.’ When her sensors detected Penny immediately getting to her feet, Denny rushed on. ‘I am afraid that his identification was only on an exterior camera and he was there five minutes ago. By now, he could have picked up a taxi cab and it is unlikely that you can catch up with him.’
‘Oh,’ Penny said. ‘Well… Well, at least we know he’s in the city. You’d better notify NMCPD and the transport authority.’
‘Of course, Penny,’ Denny replied, sounding rather disconsolate.
June was frowning. ‘Denny, you’re usually more positive about identifications like that. Is it a bad angle or something?’
‘No, June. The facial match is ninety-eight percent, but I briefly scanned the video around the image and I have checked for medical situations in the airport. While this person’ –the image the identification had been made from appeared on the wall screen – ‘would appear to look like Mister Carew, his behaviour does not fit with his Slapstick persona at all.’
They were looking at a picture of Garth Carew. He was a balding man in his sixties with a slightly bulbous nose and a thinning face. What hair he had was grey. He was dressed in a suit which sat on a thin frame. It was hard to tell from the captured still, but he looked tired. Perhaps more importantly, he was not wearing any kind of makeup. There was no funny hat, red nose, oversized shoes, or even a false moustache.
‘Last time he came here,’ Penny said, ‘he was dressed as Charlie Chaplin and he gassed all the people on the flight he was on. This time he flies in and… nothing?’
‘I am currently undertaking a search to see whether Mister Carew has any siblings,’ Denny said. ‘This man is not behaving in the manner of a psychopathic comic enthusiast.’
‘Unless he’s not here to pull pranks,’ June suggested.
‘Then why else is he here?’ Penny asked. ‘If it’s not to be Slapstick, I hate to think
what else he might be going to do.’
8th May.
Churchton was a mess. It had faced years of neglect prior to the riots which had hit it. Now entire sections of the area were little more than ruins. And there were still no local fire houses, which made it perfect for Thermite.
Of course, he had selected a building which was still occupied for this evening’s performance. What was the point in setting a fire when there was no one to really appreciate it? He had burned down warehouses and businesses before now, but he really preferred to have people to burn. He was still working on sourcing the right kinds of accelerant, so this was not going to be a truly epic blaze, but he had arrived in the city that morning and he wanted Cygnus and Twilight to know he was back.
Thermite nodded in the general direction of the stack of gasoline containers he had placed in one corner of the basement and raised his hand. It might not be the best accelerant going, but it would do for this job.
~~~
‘Explosion and fire in Churchton,’ Denny announced. The wall screen shifted to showing a map of the city with a blinking marker on it. ‘Avenue G between Ninth and Tenth streets. Fire Bug and the fire department are on their way.’
Andrea looked around at Penny. ‘Thermite?’
‘Worth investigating,’ Penny replied. ‘Even if it’s not, there may be people who need rescuing.’
‘He could’ve waited until I’d finished eating.’ Andrea got up to take her plate to the kitchen and then headed for the bedroom. ‘I’ll meet you there. If it is him, I want to be in on it. Denny, could you pass the message to Jacob? He might be useful too.’
‘Yes, Andrea,’ Denny replied. ‘I have also contacted Svetilo. She is on her way.’
Cygnus was on her way to her own room. ‘Then let her know we’ll be there as soon as we can be.’
~~~
Svetilo, the buxom Russian model-cum-heroine, did not have what one would describe as a costume and so was at the site of the fire before anyone else, even the fire services which had to come in from Uptown. She landed in front of the burning building in a white minidress and high-heeled pumps with a thin ankle strap. Generally, she preferred shoes with a strap since she did not lose them when flying.
The building was a small apartment block which appeared to have survived the riots unharmed despite the fact that those on either side had been demolished. Five storeys, five windows on each floor, aside from the ground-level one which had a door on the right side. There were flames pouring out of the door and there were people on the street, just not nearly enough. There were almost certainly people inside. She needed Cygnus or Fire Bug.
As if called from above, Cygnus dropped to the ground beside Svetilo. ‘Hey. No one else here yet?’
‘Net,’ Svetilo replied, frowning. Her accent was always stronger when she felt stressed. ‘There are people trapped. Must be.’
‘Then we get started. I’ll go in the front and kill the fire. You start looking for people inside.’
Svetilo paused briefly. ‘Da. You think this is Thermite’s work?’
‘Until we have no evidence it was him, yes. I’d bet good money he’s back here to get some payback for last time.’ Cygnus started for the door of the building, her powers shifting as she went. Svetilo followed her. ‘Twilight and Frostburn are on their way. With Andy to provide some fire-specific knowledge, they’ll be able to find any evidence there is.’
‘He is probably watching, da?’
The fire in the doorway began to shrink back as Cygnus exerted her control over the flames. ‘If he’s not working for someone else then, yes, he’s probably watching what happens. Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll be spotted before he leaves.’
~~~
‘You should have waited,’ Fire Bug said as he walked in to join Cygnus on the first floor of the building.
‘Probably,’ Cygnus replied. ‘I did a scan and the floor seems sound. Uh, except in the north-east corner. It’s more or less gone there, but there’s still plenty of substance in the floor beams here. I’m holding the fire down, but they’ll need to get some water in to cool things off.’
‘I’ll go help Dom with the civilians.’ He turned away and started for the stairs at the end of the corridor.
‘Andy? I’m sorry if I overreached here, but… But if this is Thermite, I won’t let him kill anyone else if I can help it.’
Fire Bug looked back over his shoulder for a second. Then he nodded. ‘Just be careful. Fire has a habit of turning around and biting you in the back if you don’t keep a close watch.’
‘I will. Promise. Oh, Twilight and Jacob are down in the basement. We think that’s where it started.’
‘I’ll check on them before I go up then.’ He walked out and then back, hearing the floor creaking as he went. Cygnus had been right about it being unstable. And Jacob was a big guy. How had he managed to get to the rear stairs without falling through?
The answer was, in a way, that he had not and Fire Bug figured that out as he turned to go down the stairs hidden behind a door which had been largely burned through. Behind it, where the stairs were supposed
to be, there was nothing but a hole. Fire Bug tapped his ear. ‘Fire Bug to Twilight and Frostburn. How the Hell did you get down there?’
‘I ported,’ Twilight replied. ‘Jacob did the hang and drop thing. He’s going to need help getting out, though.’
‘Huh. You seeing anything useful down there? Do you need me?’
‘You and the arson team should take a look, but I don’t think we’re going to get anything really
amazing out of this. Looks like he piled a load of jerrycans full of gas in a corner and set it all off with one of his heat blasts.’
‘You seem pretty sure it was Thermite.’
‘There’s a blast shadow on one of the walls,’ Jacob said, cutting in. ‘I mean, I wouldn’t say I recognised him from his outline, but how many people do you know who can handle that kind of heat without frying?’
‘Offhand? Just him. Okay. I’ll leave you to it and check around myself later. Svetilo? I’m on my way up.’
‘Good,’ Svetilo’s voice came back. ‘That means I can stop checking every room.’
‘At least I’m useful for something.’
~~~
From the top of a semi-ruined building down the block, Thermite watched the proceedings at his fire with mounting frustration. The initial blast and the spread of flames had been… beautiful. He had climbed to his vantage point to watch the chaos and it had started out well. Svetilo had arrived and surveyed the scene with, as far as he could tell, no idea of what to do.
Then Cygnus had turned up and it had all gone downhill from there. His beautiful flames had died as she walked into the building. They had just… vanished. Fire Bug, he knew, could quell fires around him, but Cygnus seemed to be taking that to new levels. She could put out the flames in a whole building! The horrible thought popped into Thermite’s mind that she might be able to stand up to his heat!
No. No one could take one of his blasts, aside from him. And she might be able to control a fire this size, but what if he went for something bigger? It was going to need some planning: find the right place, get the right accelerants, and plan a way in. Yes, it would take time, but he would get it done and this time he would set it up so that he could take out Cygnus at the same time.
San Francisco, CA, 10th May.
Helen was feeling the worse for wear. That was putting it mildly. She had been moving almost constantly since her picture had appeared on the TV. Work had been scarce at best, given that she could never know who might recognise her. She had not had a hit in a week and she was constantly hungry.
Between the hunger and the… hunger, she was in pain. The pain had triggered one of her ‘episodes’ already. She was not sure the police had found the body and she was even less sure that they would link it to her if they ever did. The homeless were not something society paid excessive attention to. The woman had been old, but she had not deserved to die in terror. Helen had seriously considered ending it after the old woman had died trying desperately to get free of whatever Helen had made her see. The trouble was that her attacks seemed to correspond with her being hurt in some way. If she tried to kill herself and failed somehow, she would probably kill the next person who came near her to heal herself.
So, she huddled against one of the supports of an overpass south of Potrero Hill and tried to ignore the rest of the people taking refuge there. She was hungry and hurting, and the sight of the man approaching in clothes which were far too good to be castoffs sent her into a mild panic. He was no kind of cop. He was probably something worse: someone trying to do good.
‘You don’t look so good,’ he said, crouching down a couple of feet from her. He was good-looking, probably in his twenties, blonde and blue-eyed.
‘Stay away from me,’ Helen said. Her voice shook.
‘I’m not going to hurt you. I just wanted to see whether there was anything I could do.’
‘St-stay away from me.’
He held up his hands. ‘Still not going to hurt you. Really. I’m from a hostel. It’s not far away. There’s food and a proper bed for the night. No catches. No religion. No judgement.’
Food would be nice, but… She was about to remind him to keep his hands away from her when the thought of food hit her right in the stomach. The hunger pang was more than simply a hunger for food. Helen let out a sharp cry of pain and doubled over. The do-gooder did the absolute worst thing he could do: he shifted forward and took hold of her.
‘Hey, are you–’ he started. His words cut off in a hitch of breath. Helen looked up in time to see his wide eyes rolling back in his head. His tanned skin had taken on a pallid shade. Without making another sound, he slumped forward, trapping Helen beneath his weight. Panicking, she struggled to get out from under him.
She was still struggling when she heard the second voice. ‘Oh, sugar, why don’t we help you with that.’ The weight was lifted off Helen’s body and she looked up to see two men in expensive-looking suits moving her would-be saviour. They had not been the source of the voice. Turning her head, she spotted the woman: blonde, very attractive, and wearing a red minidress which probably cost more than all of the clothes Helen had ever bought put together.
‘S-stay away from–’
The blonde woman smiled. ‘Honey, I know you’re just looking out for us, but I think we both know we’re quite safe unless we hurt you. And we’re not gonna hurt you. In fact, I’m here to offer you… Let’s say a job, but it’s more of a partnership, really.’
Helen frowned. What could this woman possibly want with someone like her. ‘Who are you? What do you want?’
‘My name’s Diamond, sweetie, and I want to let you live the life you should have. The life of a queen.’
New Millennium City, MD, 12th May.
Business lunches were an occasional inconvenience when you were climbing the ladder of the modelling world. June viewed them in a similar manner to the way she viewed appointments with her dentist: they had to be endured for the furtherance of her career.
Today’s meeting was with her agent, Maurice, and some woman from an ad agency who was looking for the face of some makeup range June had never heard of and would likely never wear. Maurice was enthused because it was a steady gig, a full year of commission cheques without having to do anything to earn them. Nothing much for him to do, obviously; it seemed that June’s commitment to the enterprise was going to be far more extensive.
‘There would be an initial photoshoot,’ the woman, Avira Nessing, explained. ‘Then we’d want you to do interviews, television appearances… You know the kind of thing.’
‘Yes,’ June replied. She could think of few things more boring, but she knew the kind of thing Nessing was talking about.
‘There would be additional shoots for some new products early in the new year.’ Nessing frowned slightly. It was the kind of frown people gave you when they were concerned for your wellbeing. June kept the frown off her own face. ‘We would need you to cease your involvement with Dominika Zuyev’s calendar project. That kind of exposure simply doesn’t fly with our target demographic.’
June was about to reply when Maurice cut in quickly. ‘That wouldn’t be a problem. June’s involvement with that calendar certainly got her name out there, but your very presence here shows that she has got her face in front of the right people. There’s really no need for–’
‘Actually,’ June began and then she stopped, looking around as someone walked up to their table. The first thing she really took in about the figure standing beside her was the clothes: it looked like someone had put a lot of effort into aging a very expensive designer suit. The pinstriped fabric was worn and scuffed; the right knee and left elbow were both patched. The man was wearing a bright-scarlet bowtie with a blue, high-collared dress shirt. He was wearing makeup, and not the trendy kind. His face had been buffed to a slightly darker shade of flesh tone and a five o’clock shadow had been stippled in over the base coat. Additional lines were drawn in to emphasise his eyes, mouth, and the wrinkles on his forehead. He was carrying a carpet bag in one hand and who knew what that might contain. There was really only one person he was likely to be, even if June was not pretty sure she recognised him just from the pictures she had seen.
‘June,’ Maurice said, ‘you really don’t need–’ He stopped as he noticed the man standing at the end of the table. ‘How did he get into an establishment like this? Now, why don’t you go find yourself–’
‘Maurice,’ June said, her eyes fixed on their visitor, ‘why don’t you shut up before Mister Carew decides you’d be funnier in a body bag?’
‘What?’ Maurice blinked at her.
‘Let’s not bring the mood down,’ Slapstick said. He took the spare seat at the table, beside Nessing, who leaned away from him, and picked up the bottle of white wine on the table to pour himself a glass. ‘I feel quite sure Miss Summerfield was just about to explain to the two of you why having her pull out of a charity calendar was not exactly the best thing you could do for public relations. I think it would be quite amusing to see your reactions.’
‘What–’ Nessing started off, and then she shook her head. ‘Who are you… sir?’
Slapstick looked across at June. ‘Would you mind?’ He sipped his wine and smiled.
The entire experience seemed a little surreal to June. What was the insane clown up to? ‘Uh, okay. This is my agent, Maurice Sanger, and that’s Avira Nessing of the Nessing and Tailor Agency. Maurice, Mrs Nessing, this is Mister Garth Carew, probably better known as Slapstick.’
Nessing’s eyes rolled back and she fell off her chair in a dead faint. Maurice bolted to his feet, tossing his chair backward. ‘B-b-b–’
Slapstick set his carpet bag on the table, opened it up, and took out what looked like a large comedy bomb. It had candy-striped dynamite sticks and a big ticking alarm clock with curling wires connecting the clock to the explosives. June began trying to think of a way to get to the earpiece communicator she had in her own bag. ‘Now,’ Slapstick said, ‘let’s get started on the fun portion of the afternoon.’ People began to scream. Chairs and tables were overturned. Slapstick leaned forward to be heard over the noise. ‘Please, Miss Summerfield, I’m not going to stop you getting to your phone. I want Cygnus to know I’m here.’
~~~
Cygnus landed outside the restaurant, Accorso’s in Uptown, and scanned around. Police had closed off the streets for two blocks in all directions. The restaurant was a glass-fronted affair sitting on a corner and, from what Cygnus could see, it was empty aside from the two people sitting at one table: June and Slapstick.
‘You got here fast,’ an NMCPD lieutenant said, coming up behind her. ‘We hadn’t even called–’
‘June Summerfield called me from inside the restaurant,’ Cygnus said. ‘What’s the situation? June says he has a bomb, but he let all the patrons and staff leave.’
‘That’s pretty much all the intel we have too. We haven’t been able to get any surveillance in there yet, but they seem to just be talking.’
Cygnus frowned. What was the crazy clown up to? ‘I’m going in.’
‘That’s what he wants.’
‘Yes, it is.’ She started walking before he could say anything else. The front door of the restaurant was pushed open and out. Cygnus walked straight in and, when no one said anything to stop her, she kept walking until she was standing beside June. ‘Good afternoon, Mister Carew,’ she said. ‘You’ll excuse me if I ask my partner if she’s okay?’
‘I’m fine,’ June said quickly. She shifted over to the seat beside her. ‘Sit down. Mister Carew was just explaining his… problem.’
‘Yes, please take a seat,’ Slapstick said. ‘I really have no intention of harming you or Miss Summerfield.’
‘So, you hold her prisoner in a restaurant with a bomb?’ Cygnus asked.
Slapstick glanced at the ridiculous-looking bomb and smiled. ‘Do you like it? It took me ages to paint the stripes on the cardboard tubes.’
‘Card– It’s a fake!’
‘Ha ha.’ The laugh was as fake as the bomb. Cygnus considered just grabbing June and flying out… But there was still the question of why Slapstick had bothered with all this? ‘I honestly did not think you would accept a phone call or let me come to your home. Slapstick holding your friend captive with a comedy bomb, however…’
Frowning, Cygnus sat down in the chair June had vacated, arranging her skirts as she did so. ‘What are you up to, Slapstick?’
‘Dying,’ June replied. ‘He’s dying.’
‘The cancer?’
‘You heard about that?’ Slapstick asked. ‘Rhetorical question. You clearly have. Quite the joke, isn’t it? Ha ha. The immortal jester has immortal cancer. It’s not so bad when I first wake up, except that it’s eating away at my memory with each death. One day, I’ll wake up and I won’t know who I am. The pain starts after about a week and gets progressively worse. In the fourth week, give or take a few days, I can barely function. The Fortress personnel had taken to sedating me until I died.’
‘Which is why you were upstairs when the Fortress was attacked.’
‘Indeed. It’s getting progressively more aggressive. It kills me faster each time. The pain is worse each time. I want to die, Cygnus. Finally.’
Cygnus pulled back in her seat. ‘You want me to kill you?’
He smiled back at her. ‘No. You’re one of the good guys. I can’t ask that of you. I suppose I could come up with a way to force you to, but I thought I would ask first. You see, neurotronics don’t work on me. It’s never been a real problem since my powers offer me no way of freeing myself from restraints or the like. Now it means I can’t die when that is the most important thing in my life. But you… I believe that you can suppress my ability to regenerate.’ He reached into his jacket and produced a pressure syringe. ‘With that done, I have a suitable method of removing myself from this reality which has become far less funny recently.’
‘What is it?’
‘It’s an enhanced formulation of my happy gas. I came up with it years ago, but it has limitations. It needs to be introduced into the bloodstream, which is far harder to achieve than simply gassing people. And, frankly, I didn’t think it was very funny. It kills in seconds and I will die with a smile on my face. One last joke, and it’s on me.’
Cygnus stared at him. ‘Assisting suicide is still illegal.’
‘Illegal, yes. Immoral… Besides, I’ve committed crimes which should have earned me the death penalty in more or less every state which still has it. The only reason they never try is that it doesn’t stick.’
‘Maryland isn’t one of those states, Mister Carew.’
Slapstick’s brow furrowed and he looked across the table with what seemed like a pleading expression. ‘Please. Before I’m nothing more than a colony of cancer cells, please let me die.’
‘Not even he deserves to live like this, Cygnus,’ June said, her voice quiet.
‘I don’t know that I can suppress your powers,’ Cygnus said after a few seconds of silence. ‘And… Well, even if I can, the effect probably isn’t permanent. It might stop you regenerating for a while, and then you’d be back up when the effect wears off.’
‘I’m just asking for your best effort,’ Slapstick replied. ‘I have a gas canister on me. You do whatever you need to and then rush Miss Summerfield out. The police will stay back until the gas has dissipated. I will appear to have died from an adverse reaction to my own gas.’
‘You’ve really thought about this, haven’t you?’
‘More or less every waking hour since I was last incarcerated.’
Cygnus focused her will and began to rearrange her powers. ‘Get the gas canister ready.’
‘Simply say the word…’
Reaching across the table, Cygnus placed her hand on Slapstick’s. The old clown shuddered, and then he smiled. ‘You should do it quickly,’ Cygnus said. ‘I tried to make it last, but I’ve never done it before.’
Slapstick pulled a canister from his jacket pocket, stabbing the pressure syringe into his neck as he did so. ‘If it makes you feel better, I was responsible for Magmatic destroying New York. I thought it would be hilarious.’
Standing, Cygnus reached out to wrap her arm around June’s waist and prepared to fly. ‘Goodbye, Mister Carew. I really hope we never meet again.’
‘That would be nice. Oh, one last thing, my dear.’ His hands cramped, dropping the syringe and accidentally opening the gas cylinder. ‘Be careful of Project Jekyll. I’m sure they’re interested in you.’ He doubled over, his head hitting the table, and the gas cylinder bounced away, hissing.
With her lips pressed together in frustration, Cygnus took off, lifting June with her and flying low over the restaurant tables and out onto the street.
‘Are you–’ the lieutenant began as they flew over to him.
‘He’s let off a canister of his gas in there,’ Cygnus interrupted. ‘The bomb’s a fake, but the gas is going to persist for a while. You’ve got all the exits from the building covered.’
‘Yes. Should we–’
‘Just wait for the gas to clear. I have no idea whether he’s immune to his own gas. If he isn’t, well, you can take the body to prison. He’s going to be back up in a few hours. I’m taking Miss Summerfield to Friendship General. We both need to be checked out in case the gas affected us.’
‘Uh, right. What did he want?’
‘Nothing,’ Cygnus said, lifting back into the air. ‘It was all just another sick joke.’
~~~
‘I don’t see that you did anything wrong,’ Andrea said over dinner.
‘I killed–’ Penny began.
‘No one. You allowed someone to die who didn’t want to go on.’
‘That’s what I said,’ June put in.
Penny slugged back a large mouthful of wine. ‘I played an active role in letting him die. If I hadn’t done anything–’
‘He would have died anyway in a couple of weeks,’ Andrea stated flatly. ‘And then he would have died again in another few weeks. And again. And again. I’m… ambivalent about assisted suicide. I can see cases where it would be compassionate but legalising it would cause a load
of issues. This one… What you did here definitely falls under mercy. I don’t even want to imagine what it would be like to die an agonising death and know you’d have to do it all over again. Forever.’
Penny drank more wine and refilled her glass. No one was commenting on her sudden need to drown her sorrows. ‘He said he persuaded Magmatic to attack New York. No one ever figured out where Magmatic came from or why he started so big. I think he was telling the truth.’
‘Sinking a major city under a volcano sounds like the kind of thing Slapstick would find funny,’ Andrea agreed.
‘He also mentioned something called Project Jekyll,’ June said.
‘Never heard of it.’
‘I have,’ Penny said, ‘but no details. Bodach came out of Project Jekyll. Maybe the Court knows more.’
‘I’ll ask,’ Andrea said, nodding. ‘You do realise that you’ve no idea how long that effect of yours will affect him. Carew could wake up any time. Poor bastard.’
‘Maybe,’ Penny admitted. ‘Somehow, I don’t think so.’
15th May.
‘Authorities are reporting that Garth James Carew, aka Slapstick, has been officially declared dead after failing to return to life.’ The ACPN reporter was treating the story with the solemnity it deserved, even if the subject was one of the most feared madmen in America. ‘Carew has always returned to life, no matter how he was killed, and the UID say that the reason for his failure to resurrect this time is unknown. The cause of death was exposure to his own characteristic gas, but his reaction seems to have been atypical and very severe.’
‘Yeah,’ Penny said, ‘because he injected himself with the stuff. Didn’t they find the syringe?’
‘A UID spokesperson did indicate that Mister Carew, aged sixty-one, was suffering from a highly aggressive form of cancer which his own regenerative abilities could not stop. Speculation around his gas interacting with his condition in some way are, apparently, the main focus of investigation. Whatever the cause of Slapstick’s death, the entire country can breathe a little easier tonight knowing that the immortal jester has delivered his final punchline.’
‘That last line was a bit crass,’ June commented.
‘I’ve a feeling we’ll be hearing a lot of that kind of thing for a few days,’ Andrea said. ‘I guess he is going to stay dead this time.’
‘Yes.’ June looked at Penny. ‘You’re not going to get drunk again, are you?’
‘No…’ Penny replied. ‘No, we still have Thermite out there. The fact that he hasn’t even lit a match for almost a week is making me a little edgy.’
Andrea nodded. ‘I’ve no doubt he’s planning something. Probably something big which will let him get his hands on you.’
‘You stabbed him. I think he’ll want both of us.’
‘Oh, I hope he comes after me. If he comes after me, he’s going to be in a world of hurt.’
‘He’s not going to come off much better if I
have to deal with him.’
~~~
Almar Tower was a large, popular, residential tower block with easy transport thanks to the nearby monorail. It was in Uptown, which gave it close proximity to the majority of New Millennium City’s upper-class nightlife. It was a modern design, all gleaming metal and glass, and it had every facility its residents could want. Normally. Tonight, it had a fire on the bottom two floors that was climbing rapidly and no electricity, which suggested that the basement utility rooms were burning.
‘Where do you need me?’ Cygnus asked as she dropped onto the ground beside Fire Bug.
‘Third floor,’ the fireman replied immediately. ‘We need to try to hold it below there and it’s already getting hot.’
‘It’s a big building. I’m not sure I can cover it all.’
‘Do the best you can. There are people on the upper levels and the fire stairs are burning.’
Cygnus gritted her teeth. ‘This is Thermite again.’
‘I’d say so. Watch your step.’
‘Same goes for you.’ Lifting into the air, Cygnus headed for the third floor, shifting into her search and rescue configuration as she went. So, Thermite had set another building up to burn, but it seemed like this one had had more thought put into it. The fire was moving faster and the site was larger; he had watched what had happened at the last blaze and decided that he needed a bigger base to stop her from stopping his beloved flames. Was that going to be enough? Was he going to try for a hit at the same time? ‘Let’s hope so,’ Cygnus muttered to herself as she floated in through a broken window, the fire dying away before her as she went.
~~~
Large buildings were where Twilight was the most useful in a fire. Her own abilities were of limited utility, but her imps were another matter. The creatures could go more or less anywhere if the power was out, and then they could return to Twilight to tell her where there were trapped people. Smoke and noxious gases did not bother them. They were ugly little monsters, but they tended to act like sweet little puppies around Twilight, very eager to please their ‘mother.’
Setting up on the eighth floor of twelve, Twilight had sent out a dozen imps. Most of them were starting at the fourth floor and working up, but she had dispatched two to see whether they could find anything on the lower floors since Cygnus was giving them some space to operate. She was not expecting to get reports of anything but corpses from down there – the fire had reached that part of the building before she had arrived – but it was always possible that someone had survived and knowing where the bodies were would be useful later.
An imp appeared beside her, looking up with as adoring an expression as something which looked like a chimpanzee crossed with a nightmare could manage. It gibbered at her and images flickered through her mind. She tapped her ear. ‘Svetilo, we’ve got a family of four trapped in the middle of the fifth floor. The man’s in a wheelchair. I guess they couldn’t make it to the fire escape.’ She gave the imp a smile and a nod, and it vanished back into the shadows to continue its sweep.
‘Understood, Twilight,’ Svetilo replied almost immediately. ‘Andy and I will get to them next.’
Another imp appeared out of the shadows and began to gibber. It was one of the ones sent down to the lower floors, but the images it was sending showed someone moving. A big man in a camouflage jacket. He had unkempt, black hair and he was carrying a big handgun.
‘Did you see which direction he was going?’ Twilight asked. There was more gibbering. ‘Right. Very well done. Take the rest of the afternoon off.’ She activated her earpiece as the imp gibbered a farewell and vanished. ‘Cygnus, Thermite’s on the floor below you. He’s making his way to one of the stairwells and he’s armed. A four fifty-four Casull revolver, I think. They pack a pretty big wallop.’
There was a short pause and then Cygnus replied. ‘I have him on radar. He’s on my floor and coming this way.’
‘Do you want me to–’
‘Leave him to me. Andy, I’m going to need to switch off my control for a few seconds to deal with him.’
‘Understood, Cygnus,’ Fire Bug replied over the radio. ‘So long as it doesn’t take too long, that shouldn’t be a problem.’
‘Oh, I don’t think this is going to take long at all.’
~~~
Cygnus narrowed her radar in on the man stepping through the door at the far end of the corridor. Focusing her scanning beam – or whatever it was that made her ‘radar’ work; she was still not really sure – she picked out Thermite’s thuggish sort of face. His nose was pushed in and his eyes were a little small to be likeable. His hair never seemed to want to stay in place and his clothes were generally as rumpled as the rest of him. He raised his arm as soon as he was through the door and fired. The heavy slug blew a hole in the wall a dozen or more feet away from Cygnus and she began to shift her powers.
‘You’re going to have to do better than that, Thermite,’ she called down the corridor.
‘Oh, I will,’ he called back as he closed the distance. Around ninety feet had been too far for him to hit her. He tried again at fifty. The sheer force of the massive slug pushed her back a step, but she had allowed for his preference in firearms when thinking up her defences: the bullet dropped to the floor at her feet without penetrating her skin.
‘I thought you learned from the last time,’ she said. ‘Bullets aren’t much use against me.’
‘I thought a bigger load might make the difference. Guy’s gotta try, right?’
‘Well, you’ve shot your load. Prematurely. What’s next?’
She saw his eyes narrow. Thermite was a bully and a sadist as well as an arsonist. That had to come with some insecurities. He had a temper too: his voice was hard, angry, when he spoke. ‘Oh, you know what’s next, bitch.’ He raised his hand, taking one more step to close the distance before he launched an orange-red pulse of energy at her.
At no more than twenty feet, he still managed to miss her; the pulse passed her back and continued on to hit the wall fifteen feet away, but then it blossomed into a sphere of pure heat which swallowed both of them. Thermite began to laugh as flames sprang up from the carpet and part of the interior wall just vanished in the blaze of thermal energy. Then he saw Cygnus standing there with a smile on her face and her own arm raised toward him. ‘How– No one stands up to my heat!’ His arm came up again, but Cygnus was faster.
‘My turn,’ she said, and the air rippled in front of her palm. Thermite was blasted fifteen feet back down the corridor, blood flying from his chest as he tumbled to the floor and stopped moving. Cygnus watched him for a couple of seconds and then shifted her powers around again. The flames around her died a second later and she reached for her earpiece.
That was when she discovered that her radio was little more than a bit of molten plastic. She looked down to discover that her costume was in similar shape. Her boots had fared a little better than the rest of her outfit, but even there she could see a lot of damage. There was no sign at all of her suit or the skirt panels attached to it.
‘Aw crap,’ Cygnus said. ‘This is going to be really embarrassing.’
~~~
It had been embarrassing, but rescue had come fairly quickly. Denny and June, noting that Cygnus’s radio was offline, had asked Twilight to check on Cygnus. Twilight had managed to tell June that all was well before collapsing into fits of laughter. Once that was done with, Twilight had ported back to the house, picked up Cygnus’s spare costume, and returned.
Then it had just taken a couple of hours to ensure all the civilians were evacuated and get the fire under control. Thermite had used some fairly exotic chemicals to make sure that was hard and while the building was still structurally sound once the fire was doused, it was going to be a while before anyone could live there. It was dark outside by the time it was all finally done.
It was all a little depressing and the sight of two UID agents outside the building just put the cherry on top. Special Agent Brent was a ruggedly attractive man, blonde of hair and possessed of icy-blue eyes. He was also a bigot with a prejudice against Ultras which should have disqualified him from being an agent. His partner was named Caldwell and he was both darker of colouring and warmer of nature. Cygnus had run into them a few times before.
‘Special Agent Brent,’ Cygnus said as the man and his partner approached. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’
‘Senior Special Agent,’ Brent responded, smirking.
‘Congratulations.’ What Cygnus was actually thinking had a lot of expletives, but it largely came down to ‘why did they promote this asshole?’
‘Thermite is dead.’
‘Yes, he is.’ Cygnus noted Twilight drifting closer. Svetilo was not far behind her. Jacob – or Frostburn, since he was in his full containment suit with the helmet on – was holding back: he hated Brent far more than Cygnus did.
‘We’ll be conducting an investigation, obviously.’
‘Obviously.’
Brent smiled. The smile touched his eyes, and that was a really bad sign. ‘We’ll be suspending your registration pending the outcome of that investigation.’ Cygnus’s eyes narrowed. ‘And we’ll require you to come to our office for interview. Now.’ Then he reached under his jacket and produced a pair of neurotronic cuffs.
‘Are you serious?’ Cygnus asked.
‘Now wait just a damn minute…’ Twilight said, stepping closer.
‘This is not procedure,’ Svetilo said.
‘Alan,’ Caldwell began, a look of something like mild horror on his face, ‘we don’t have the authority to–’
‘As senior officer on the scene,’ Brent snapped, turning to his partner, ‘I have all the authority I need.’
Over all the voices, Cygnus barely heard the one speaking directly into her ear. ‘Cygnus!’ Denny’s voice was urgent. ‘I am detecting three fast-moving aircraft on a course for your general area. They have no identification signals, but they correspond to the general form of a battle transport used by Guardian assault forces.’
Cygnus put her hands to her ears and turned away from the arguing agents. ‘Denny? What? Are you saying–’
‘Missiles launched! Cygnus, the city is under attack. Naryan Tan has started his war!’
 



Part Four: Diplomacy by Other Means
New Millennium City, MD, 15th May 2015.
Explosions lit up the sky to the south and Cygnus looked around at Twilight. Twilight nodded and started for the nearest patch of shadow. ‘I’m on scouting duty,’ she said just before the blackness swallowed her.
‘I will follow,’ Svetilo said, lifting into the air.
‘Stay low,’ Cygnus called after her. ‘The transports will have beam weapons as well as missiles. Your force field won’t stop you being cut in half if they hit you.’
‘What the Hell’s going on?’ Brent shouted.
Cygnus turned to him. ‘The city is under attack from aliens, Senior Special Agent.’ There were more sounds of explosions to the south. ‘I think they’re attacking Downtown.’
‘So far, that is correct, Cygnus,’ Denny supplied. ‘I have lost track of one of the vessels in that area. I believe they are landing troops.’
‘Ah, it seems it’s not just missiles. They’re landing troops.’
Brent looked at her like a horn had grown out of her forehead. ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’
‘You’ve suspended my registration and you’re about to arrest me.’
‘He can’t suspend your registration,’ Jacob said as he walked over, his helmet under his arm. ‘No matter what authority he might think he has, he doesn’t have the power to do that.’
‘Stay out of this, Dannon,’ Brent said, glowering at the ex-UID agent.
‘I don’t think I will, Alan. You’re out of line and you know it. I’d love to see you demoted for obvious abuse of power, but we need Cygnus right now. If you’re going to push this, I’ll help her fill in the complaint.’
‘One of the transports is heading in your direction, Cygnus,’ Denny announced. ‘The third appears to be moving toward Friendship Park.’
‘Enough of this,’ Cygnus said, frowning. ‘Are you going to arrest me or not, Mister Brent? If not, get under cover. There’s a ship headed in our direction.’
Brent glared at her for a second, his partner shuffling his feet behind him. ‘I will get you for this,’ Brent finally said.
‘And I look forward to your tribunal,’ Cygnus replied before turning away to face Jacob. ‘You’re better off sticking to crowd control and keeping the citizens safe. I’ll–’
There was a weird sort of throbbing sound overhead and something fairly big, streamlined with stubby wings and a sloped nose slid through the air above them. ‘Jesus Christ!’ Brent exclaimed. Cygnus ignored him and shunted everything she had into something to take down the ship. It was moving slowly, searching, and she suspected it was looking for her. She raised her arm, aiming at the rear of the ship, and white light blazed out from her palm. It hit a field around the ship, causing shimmers of light to ripple over what appeared to be empty air, and then lanced through that to hit the hull which shrieked as the beam bored through it. And suddenly the ship was falling out of the sky as though it had been held up on strings which had just been cut. It dived nose first into the street, ploughing up the tarmac.
‘You killed it!’ Caldwell exulted.
‘I brought it down,’ Cygnus replied, already reshuffling her powers. ‘I doubt I killed the occupants. Get off the street. Jacob, put your hat on and get everyone you can find inside. This is going to turn ugly really
quickly.’
~~~
‘I’m at the landing site in Downtown,’ Twilight said, ‘and there are a bunch of ugly things with rifles coming out of the ship.’
‘Describe them,’ Cygnus replied.
‘Uh, big. They look around six feet in height and heavy on the muscle. Elongated jaws with a lot of teeth in them. There has to be over a hundred of them. Almost two hundred.’
‘Sounds like they’re hodrites. They’re tough. They can project a force field around themselves which should stop most bullets. Denny, pass whatever data we have on hodrites to the police and… What kind of rifles, Twi?’
‘I don’t know! Big things. Must be energy weapons, but you’re the one with the alien memories.’
‘Heavy particle beam weapons, most likely. Denny, tell the cops to stay clear as much as possible.’
‘Understood, Cygnus,’ Denny responded.
‘Everyone,’ Cygnus went on, ‘those rifles will turn you into a corpse, probably with one hit. Well, Dom, you might take two and Jacob’s armour might take a hit.’
‘Okay,’ Twilight said, looking down from the balcony she was on at the horde of creatures forming below her, ‘do they get scared?’
‘About as easily as humans do, I think.’
‘That’ll do for me.’ Stepping back into darkness, Twilight dropped into the throng of soldiers and the first thing they knew about it was when the shadows rose up from around their feet and swallowed them. Nothing but shadow, she stood among them as they screamed and fell or panicked, firing into the darkness and hitting only their own people. Some of them resisted, of course, but the force was badly disarrayed, leaderless.
Bending, Twilight picked up one of the rifles, but it was attached to a backpack via an armoured power cable. Not so easy to use against them. On the other hand, the hand grenades attached to the monsters’ belts looked like they could be useable. They looked like you just needed to press a button on the top to prime them, so she did just that to three of them and vanished back up to the balcony she had come from.
The explosion was really quite impressive.
~~~
Cygnus closed in on the ship she had downed, realigning her powers as she walked. She was taking a risk: using so much power for offence left her with basically nothing for defence. If she let them shoot back, she was likely cooked. On the other hand, their weaponry would probably blast through her usual defences and they needed to be taken down hard. And Thermite had taught her a new trick…
A hatch on the side of the ship opened up and Cygnus lifted her hand and fired a pulse of red-orange light in through the door. She saw one of the hodrites lifting a rifle as he saw her. He was dressed in a black, one-piece bodysuit and heavy boots and had a sword at his right hip. She saw his shield shimmer as the blast hit it… and then he was gone, blasted to ash in an instant of searing heat along with his friends.
Cygnus kept walking, hardening herself to the task ahead as a second door opened farther down the ship’s hull. The hodrites would give no quarter and she could give none in return.
~~~
In Friendship, Skadi crouched on the rooftop of a small apartment block and watched as the aliens marched out into the streets. She tapped at the device in her ear. ‘Uh, this is looking bad in Friendship, guys. They’ve split up into squads of ten and spread out. Looks like there are two squads holding the LZ. I’m not sure what I can do to stop them if they’ve got force fields.’
‘The ones in Uptown are gone,’ Cygnus replied after a second. ‘I’ll come down to Friendship next.’
‘Gone?’ June’s voice.
‘Incinerated. Didn’t think Thermite would ever be useful for anything. Well, he was still only useful for mass death, but at least the ones doing the dying are bad guys this time.’
‘I’m about done in Downtown,’ Twilight said. ‘I’ll jump down to the park and clear their ship next.’
‘Right,’ Cygnus said. ‘Skadi, if you get in trouble, your binding arrows might work on them. Don’t get into trouble.’
‘I’ll try not to,’ Skadi replied. She flinched as something exploded. ‘They’ve started just randomly shooting things. I think you’d better hurry.’
‘On my way,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Twi, I think it’s time to deploy some reinforcements.’
Twilight did not sound especially happy when she replied. ‘Okay… I’m jumping down to Friendship Park now. I’ll clear out the ship and then set them hunting.’
‘You’re going to use them?’ Skadi asked. ‘Yeah, good call, but I’m going to hide now.’
~~~
Cygnus flew down Dalrymple Street, firing off an arc of glowing plasma at a squad of hodrites who were marching down it. They were too busy blowing up cars to really notice her, until one of them more or less exploded. Unfortunately, the range and speed of her passage left her beam carving into the tarmac instead of the other two targets she had been aiming for. She launched another barrage as the distance closed. A second soldier evaporated, and then she was accelerating hard and pulling up as her targets turned their weapons toward her.
Energy blasts burned through the air around her, but none hit. She twisted and fired back, but it was too hard to hit anything and she arced over the row of houses on the south side of the street to come back at them from a different angle, maybe with a different attack. Her ‘gunship configuration’ had worked fine against The Freak, but it was not cutting it for this lot. Maybe–
She heard the roar and knew she could take her time over rethinking her power set. One of Twilight’s demons had found the remaining eight soldiers. She flew back up and hovered over the houses. In the darkness, the demon was invisible and largely intangible, but its claws were having their usual effect. Neither the hodrites’ force fields nor whatever armour was incorporated into their suits was having any effect and the soldiers were dropping as the nightmare creature sucked the energy out of their bodies. In less than a minute, there were none of them standing.
Cygnus tapped her earpiece. ‘Denny, how are we doing?’
‘I am unable to give a full picture, Cygnus,’ Denny replied. ‘Fire Bug and Svetilo are assisting the emergency services in Downtown. The missiles brought down a number of buildings. Luckily, most are thought to be unoccupied at this time.’ Downtown was almost entirely businesses and it was Friday night, but there were bound to be some casualties. Security and cleaning staff might have been caught.
‘It’s looking bad,’ June added. ‘ACPN have helicopters up. Big buildings are just piles of rubble. A-and it’s not just here. They’re reporting attacks on Moscow and Beijing.’
‘Crap,’ Cygnus grumbled. ‘Is the Union responding, Denny?’
‘Doctor Ultimate requested that I send any information I have and he is monitoring the situations in the other cities,’ Denny replied. ‘Adamantium and Brightstar are assisting efforts to stop the attacks in Beijing. The Soviets believe they have the situation in hand.’
‘Well, Twi’s demons seem to be making fairly short work of the remaining soldiers here. I’m going to make one more sweep and then I’ll head over to help Andy and Dom.’
~~~
Something exploding right outside the house drew Edward Woodford to the window and made Beth bury herself deeper into her brother’s armpit. Brian held her tighter; he was scared too, but he was the older brother and he wanted to be a hero, so there would be no showing of fear for him.
‘There are… six of them out there,’ Edward said. ‘They’ve shot up that sports car across the street.’
‘Come away from the window, Ed,’ Brian’s mother said. ‘If they see the light…’
‘They won’t, Flis.’ But Edward tweaked the curtain closed again and moved away from the window anyway. ‘Aliens! Well, assuming they are aliens and not some madman’s science experiment. What’s next?’
‘I’m not really worried about that,’ Flis replied. ‘There’s always something else, but these are aliens. I don’t think the implications of that will sink in for most people for a while.’
‘We are not alone?’ Edward asked. ‘This is going to upset a lot of cherished–’
Something else exploded and it was a lot
closer. To Brian, it had sounded like it was right outside the front door of the house, or maybe it had been the door itself. A second blast narrowed that estimate: it was definitely the house’s front door which was under attack. Edward backed up, his face paler than usual. Perhaps unconsciously, the ‘man of the house’ was putting himself between the door to the lounge and his family. That door burst open and something out of a nightmare walked in. Tall and muscled, it was dressed in a black bodysuit and carrying a big rifle. Incongruously, a sword hung at its left hip. Its face was brutish, ugly. Its elongated jaws spread wide as it took in the scene in the room, displaying two rows of far too many sharp teeth. It raised its gun, pointing it at Edward.
The world seemed to slow as adrenaline coursed through Brian’s body. He could blast the thing, but he’d be just as likely to electrocute his father, maybe everyone. The gun… Reaching out his hand as though fending off the shot, Brian focused on the gun. It was connected to some sort of backpack by a cable. That had to be the power supply; if he could stop the electrical flow…
The rifle seemed to have a thumb-operated trigger. Or the monster in the living room pressed its thumb down on something and nothing happened. It thumbed the button again and nothing continued to happen. And that was when Cygnus stepped into the room, grabbed the thing’s backpack, and launched it out through the window. She bolted after it, arriving outside just as it was rolling to its feet. There was the crunch of glass beneath her feet as she stepped in and threw a punch, and then there was the sound of the thing’s body hitting the car wreck across the road.
‘Is everyone okay?’ Cygnus asked, turning back to the house. ‘I’m sorry about the window, but I needed it out of there.’ Her eyes sought out Brian’s before flicking back to Edward. So, Twilight had told her who he was.
‘I think the insurance will cover it,’ Edward managed.
Cygnus flashed the man a smile as she shifted her powers back to her general configuration. ‘Well, that was the last of them. It should be safe now.’
‘Thanks.’
‘All in a day’s work.’ Lifting into the air, Cygnus set off toward the north.
‘Well,’ Edward said, turning to face his family, ‘I’ve had my doubts about Ultrahumans, but it’s nice to have them around when they’re needed.’ Brian considered that statement and decided it was probably a good thing his father had not spotted Brian’s part in their survival.
‘I just wish she would wear more clothes,’ Flis replied.
‘Oh, I don’t know…’
~~~
‘Cygnus, I am detecting more vessels entering the atmosphere.’ Denny was sounding less urgent than she had done the first time she had made such a statement, but Cygnus looked up and around anyway.
‘Which direction?’
‘They are not heading for New Millennium City,’ Denny replied. ‘My projections suggest that they are heading for the Washington, DC area.’
‘Oh. Well, notify the police, have them warn the DC cops. I’d expect them to have spotted the ships already. There’s nothing much more we can do unless they order us to go in. How are things going in Moscow and Beijing?’
‘We have no reports from Moscow. Brightstar is reporting that the Beijing attack has been largely suppressed. Two of the transports have been disabled. The third escaped and they are cleaning up the hodrites left behind.’
Cygnus looked around at the destruction Naryan Tan’s missiles had wrought. There were four giant skyscrapers entirely demolished and they had put other buildings in danger when they had come down. So far, no survivors had been discovered in the wreckage, but she and Fire Bug had managed to find several bodies. It could have been a lot worse, but it was bad enough. Then again, why had it not been far worse?
‘Cleaning up. Yeah, we’ve got plenty of that here too. Keep me informed.’
~~~
It was all over the news channels. As was often the case, ACPN had got there first and had the best pictures. June and Andrea sat on the sofas in the lounge and watched the images of the ruin which was all that remained of the world’s largest office building. The Pentagon was more or less gone.
‘Reports indicate that six of the alien craft were involved in the attack,’ the reporter was saying. ‘One was brought down by anti-aircraft missiles and two more were damaged. However, four fighters scrambled from Andrews Air Force Base were destroyed and the destruction of the Pentagon was almost complete. A White House representative has indicated that the armed forces are still ready and able to mount a defence of the nation should it be required.’
‘Not that they’re really in a position to anyway,’ Andrea commented.
‘They killed one of the ships,’ June said.
‘Cygnus did that on her own. Naryan Tan can do what Cygnus does and he might have friends with him. Which begs the question, “Why isn’t he fielding more Guardians?”’
‘Because he has plenty of hodrite soldiers to throw out instead, Andrea,’ Denny replied. ‘Naryan Tan would never commit himself to a fight he might not win. Hodrites consider death in battle to be the only form of worthy death. They have no issue with fighting to the last man, even in a cause which is entirely hopeless.’
‘Great. We’re up against fanatics.’
‘Yes, Andrea. Fanatics with far superior weaponry led by someone who has no moral compunction to avoid civilian casualties. I am very much afraid that stopping them will be almost impossible. Though…’
‘What, Denny?’ June asked. ‘That almost sounded hopeful.’
‘No Guardian has ever faced a world with the characteristics of Earth, June. Specifically, I can find no evidence of a species like humans in my databases. Perhaps this world will fare better than the others. I do not know how, but it is some cause for hope, I suppose.’
‘Remind me to talk to you about the importance of a positive attitude.’
‘But June, this is my positive attitude.’
16th May.
Doctor Ultimate’s face appeared on the big screen. He looked a little older than usual, tired and stressed. The fact that he had called at all was probably not a good sign. ‘Good evening, Andrea, June. I hope I’m not disturbing you excessively.’
‘We’re waiting for Cygnus to get back,’ June explained. ‘She called to say she’d be standing down sometime in the next hour, so…’
‘I called to ask whether we could get Twilight and her demons in Bonn.’
‘Bonn as in the capital of West Germany?’ Andrea asked.
‘The same. Adamantium and Brightstar are already there. I can have a warp portal sent for you as soon as you’re ready. If you’re willing, of course.’
‘They’re attacking Bonn?’
‘Bonn, London, and Paris. Viviane is assisting Lady Britannia in London. The French have Charlemagne. The Germans have no national hero. Their local Ultras are out helping, but they could use some heavy support.’
‘I’ll get changed.’ Andrea got to her feet and started for her room.
‘Do we know what happened in Moscow, Hugh?’ June asked.
‘Some considerable damage,’ Ultimate replied. ‘We know the current Dukh Naroda was killed during the fighting, but he’ll be back soon enough. At least one of the attacking ships was destroyed. The Soviets haven’t released any other casualty figures yet.’
‘We got off lightly, didn’t we?’
‘Indeed. Relatively so anyway. That’s why we want to get Twilight into Bonn. I’d ask Cygnus too, but she’s doing valuable work in New Millennium City.’
June nodded. ‘She’s going to need to rest when she gets back. Hunting for corpses isn’t her favourite job.’
‘It’s no one’s, June.’
Andrea walked out of her room, her mask in hand. ‘Okay, Hugh, I’ll be outside in a minute. Send me the portal.’
‘It will be waiting for you. Good luck.’ And Doctor Ultimate vanished to be replaced by ACPN.
‘Good luck,’ June echoed.
‘I don’t need it,’ Andrea called back. ‘Tan’s soldiers do.’
Bonn, Federal Republic of Germany.
Even in her rather tired state, Twilight found the fact that she was on a street called Rathausstraße amusing, especially since it seemed to be named that because ‘rathaus’ appeared to refer to the government buildings on that street. She doubted that ‘rat’ meant the same in German as it did in English, which was sort of a shame.
Whatever, two squads of hodrite soldiers were tossing around plasma grenades and generally causing a nuisance. She had her demons out in various parts of the city, hunting down the other assault forces, but when the police dispatcher the UoU team were working with had said there were sightings of soldiers near the government buildings, Twilight had said she would handle them.
She was handling them. Wrapping them in shadow, she left hardened warriors quaking in their boots and then used their own weapons to finish them off. They had no chance. It was slaughter, plain and simple, and even Twilight was starting to find it unpleasant.
‘We’re at war,’ Andrea said from the back of their shared mind.
‘They’re at war, maybe,’ Twilight replied. She hit the firing stud on a blaster rifle and reduced a hodrite’s head to a cloud of steam. ‘What I’m doing is… extermination.’
‘The same could be said of them. The local cops don’t have a chance against this kind of technology. What bothers me is their choice of targets.’
Twilight picked up another rifle and aimed it at the head of a cowering soldier. ‘Oh?’
‘Moscow, Beijing, London, Paris, Bonn… and New Millennium City. Spot the odd one out.’
‘They did hit the Pentagon. But… Yeah, why not Washington? Because we live in New Millennium? Well, because Cygnus does.’
‘Trying to demoralise her, perhaps.’
Twilight fired the rifle. ‘This is demoralising me and I’m way more callous than she is.’
‘I’ll keep an eye on her. At the moment, I think it’s just making her angry.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Cygnus did not look angry when Andrea walked out of her room a few hours later. For one thing, she looked like Penny leaning with her head on June’s shoulder. Mostly, she looked tired, but then it was after two in the morning. Twilight had had little in the way of shadows to work with in Bonn, but here in New Millennium City it was pitch black outside.
‘You’re back,’ June said.
‘You’re okay?’ Jacob asked. He was sitting on the second sofa in his suit.
‘I’m back and I’m fine,’ Andrea said, smiling and sitting down beside Jacob. ‘Luckily, it’s very overcast in Germany, otherwise setting the demons loose would have been pointless.’
‘All taken care of?’ Penny asked, hauling herself up straighter.
‘Between us and the locals, we got rid of them. Any word from London and Paris?’
‘More or less the same,’ June reported. ‘A lot of property damage in Paris. They landed more ships in all the other cities and used more missiles.’
‘Which is weird,’ Jacob said. ‘If he wants Cygnus–’
‘That’s just it,’ Andrea said. ‘Tan wants Cygnus. He doesn’t want her dead. If he kills her, her Guardian essence moves on to another host. Right now, he knows who and where she is. If she dies, he has to look for her again.’
Penny nodded. ‘The last thing he wants to do is kill me.’
‘If he can’t kill you, what does he want to do with you?’ June asked.
‘I don’t know. Rho didn’t know. All he knew is that no one they ever catch is ever heard from again. They don’t kill the Guardians they capture, but it’s not really any different to death.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘That,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘is not one of the vessels we have seen before.’
Brightstar took in the data being attached to the icon representing the incoming ship. It was being displayed above the holographic table in the Union’s operations room. That display had been used to coordinate efforts the night before and now it was showing the region around the Union’s base in Antarctica.
‘It’s big and coming our way,’ she said.
‘The smaller assault craft massed around three hundred tons. This is an estimated thirty thousand tons.’
‘Do we call in the troops?’
‘I’m not sure anyone would be much–’ Ultimate stopped as the icon began to flash. Reaching out, he tapped at some controls and a voice came from the speakers around the room.
‘This is Naryan Tan, representing the Guardians. I am entering your airspace to talk to the leaders of the so-called Union of Ultrahumans. No offensive action will be taken unless my vessel is fired upon.’ There was a short pause and then, ‘This is Naryan Tan, representing the Guardians. I am–’
Ultimate cut off the sound again and frowned. ‘Now
he wants to talk. Interesting.’
‘What do we do?’ Brightstar asked.
‘We talk.’
~~~
Tan was not attempting to hide who or what he was. Not only was he in his natural shape as he walked down a flight of steps from the hatch on his ship, but he was dressed in what amounted to a space-age version of T-shirt and jeans and he was barefoot. His three-toed feet sank into the snow and he showed no signs of discomfort despite the freezing winter temperatures. It was permanent night at this time of year and even Adamantium needed cold-weather gear to operate in the icy darkness, but Naryan Tan did not.
Behind him, the ship which had come to rest on the ice was impressive. It was a streamlined design, an ovoid of sorts in gleaming, metallic grey over five hundred feet in length and broader at the back than the front. The smooth lines of the bow were broken by a large aperture, apparently for some kind of big energy weapon, and weapon turrets decorated its spine and belly. Bright lights from the ship’s hull were providing almost daylight levels of illumination around the ship. It was a conspicuous display of advanced weaponry. It was meant to impress and cow those seeing it.
Doctor Ultimate was neither impressed nor cowed. Standing in the snow in a thermal suit waiting to hear what he was sure would be an ultimatum, he was a little annoyed. On the other hand, he was reserving his annoyance for one segment of his incredible mind. Several others were busy analysing all the data he had been able to collect on the ship he was looking at and another was making dispassionate notes on the alien walking out of it.
‘The great Doctor Ultimate,’ Naryan Tan said as his opening gambit. ‘I would rather our first meeting happened under other circumstances.’
‘Then perhaps you should have started with diplomatic overtures rather than attempting to subvert the United States government,’ Ultimate replied. The dispassionate analysis part of his mind was noting that Tan was speaking perfect English with an American accent, possibly an expression of his powers.
Tan’s thin lips tightened. ‘You’ve been speaking to the rogue, Cygnus. You should not believe her lies.’
‘You’ve made that rather difficult. You see, the story you presented to various officials in America does not match the evidence we have on Cygnus. You, however, have lived up to her evaluation of you exceptionally
well. If you’re here to attempt to persuade me, us, that you are on the side of peace and good, I’m afraid you failed before you began. I suspect you are here to give us an ultimatum, so please stop wasting our time.’
There was a slight pause, as though Tan was pushing his temper down and having some difficulty in doing it. ‘Very well. You’ve seen what we can do. I am giving you forty-eight hours to deliver Cygnus to me. Otherwise, things will get much worse for the inhabitants of this planet.’
‘We’ll have to take that before the United Nations,’ Brightstar said. ‘The Union of Ultrahumans is not authorised to hand citizens of sovereign nations to some foreign nation without trial.’
‘Then I suggest they make their decision quickly,’ Tan replied, turning and starting for his ship. ‘Forty-eight hours. Then my troops will return and your cities will fall.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘Well, thank you for standing up to him for me,’ Cygnus said. They had just watched the video of the Union’s meeting with Tan and she had a really bad sinking feeling. ‘You’re going to put this in front of the UN?’
‘We more or less have to,’ Brightstar replied. ‘As soon as I get back, I’ll start pressing for them to say no, but…’
‘This is bad,’ June said. She was holding onto Cygnus as though letting go might result in one of them floating off into space. ‘The news channels have been full of the attacks last night.’
‘Indeed,’ Doctor Ultimate said, his tone musing. ‘Why didn’t Tan just attempt to grab you during the attack here? I understand him not wanting you killed. Your Guardian essence would simply move on, but why no attempt to capture you?’
‘He wants submission,’ Cygnus replied. ‘Or a fight. He may or may not have enough troops to really make good on his threats, but he can probably get more. What he really wants is to set a precedent. He wants me handed over because people are scared of what he’ll do otherwise. His kind of Guardian works as much through fear as power.’
‘You notice he didn’t give any guarantees of what he would do if Cygnus is handed over?’ Andrea said. ‘“Give me Cygnus and I will leave you alone.” Now that I’d take to mean all he wanted was her.’
‘He won’t leave once he has me. Once I’m safely clear of any weapons he might use, he’ll start the process of bringing Earth under Guardian rule. He may already have another Guardian up in space ready to die and take on a human host.’
‘He won’t do that himself?’ Brightstar asked.
Cygnus shook her head. ‘He’s been hunting “rogue” Guardians for the last four centuries. It’s what he does.’
‘We appear to need a method of at least threatening Tan,’ Ultimate said. The fact that he was not stuttering, losing track of the conversation, or having three conversations at once was an indication of how seriously he was taking things. Doctor Ultimate was focused on dealing with Tan. ‘We’ll delay things as long as we can and I’ll try to come up with a method of permanently killing a Guardian.’
‘No one’s managed it before, Hugh,’ Cygnus told him. ‘Plenty of people have tried, but none of my other incarnations knew of anyone who succeeded.’
Ultimate got to his feet and gave Cygnus a rather bleak smile. ‘There’s a first time for everything, my dear girl. Brightstar will work on the UN. I shall put all
my efforts into finding us a Get Out of Jail card.’ He turned his smile on June. ‘Don’t give up hope just yet. A lot can happen in two days.’
~~~
Even with her enhanced physiology, Cygnus found herself lying on the bed she shared with June, breathing like a marathon runner hitting the wall. June had been especially wild tonight, giving and seeking as much pleasure as possible with a kind of desperate passion. She was worried. If Cygnus wanted to admit it, they both were.
‘It’ll work out okay, you know,’ Cygnus said when her breathing had steadied.
‘Who are you trying to convince?’ June replied after a second. ‘I don’t think the UN has much choice. They almost have to vote to accept Tan’s offer.’
‘Maybe.’
‘There’s no maybe about it. There’s the uncertainty over what Tan might
do once he has you versus the certainty of what he’ll do if they say no. Politicians never won votes by calling a bluff which could kill a lot of their constituents. The Soviets and Chinese will probably vote for it because they don’t like having someone as powerful as you in the US.’
The logic was, unfortunately, quite sound. ‘Hugh will think of something.’
‘But will he think of it fast enough? Go change into Penny so I can bang her senseless too.’
‘You’re normally more positive than this, love.’ Still, Cygnus climbed out of bed to give herself some room to shift forms.
‘You’ve never had the entire world against you. Damn it, Pen, even if Hugh does think of something and you do get out of this, they don’t deserve a damn Guardian protecting them!’
Penny slipped back into bed beside June. ‘Maybe you’re right, but I’m not sure I really have a choice. The sense of responsibility comes with the package.’ She gasped as June slid two fingers into her without warning; the wild night was far from over.
‘Probably,’ June said, ‘but they still don’t deserve you.’
17th May.
‘I told you they don’t deserve you.’ June was clinging to Penny while trying her hardest to look like she was just being supportive. The evening news had just announced the results of the UN Security Council’s vote.
‘After a seventy-eight percent vote in the General Assembly in favour of turning Cygnus over to the alien responsible for the attacks on various cities across the world, the decision was passed to the Security Council. Of the fifteen members, only one, West Germany, voted against. The United States of America and Japan abstained.’
‘America would have been crucified if they’d voted for,’ Andrea commented. ‘But the same likely would have happened if they’d vetoed it.’
‘Probably,’ Cygnus said. ‘I’m a little surprised we haven’t heard from Hugh or Alison.’
‘I’m a little surprised we haven’t had the UID and/or the National Guard outside to take you into custody.’
‘… have been unavailable for comment following the vote. It is believed that the State Department will be handling the “extradition” proceedings, but the unusual circumstances of the case have caused some confusion in the Capitol.’
‘Ha!’ Andrea barked out at the reporter’s choice of phrase. ‘That’s nothing new.’
‘Also unavailable for comment this afternoon was the Union of Ultrahumans who–’
The sound was cut off suddenly and Denny’s voice took over. ‘I am detecting the arrival of a warp terminus outside the house and... Yes, Doctor Ultimate has exited from it along with his wife.’
‘Mute the TV, Denny,’ Penny said, getting to her feet. ‘I’ll get the door.’
‘I have,’ Doctor Ultimate said as soon as they were inside, ‘a plan.’
Penny and Andrea looked at each other. June spoke. ‘Hugh, I think we all know you well enough now that we can spot you being evasive.’
‘Mainly because you never are,’ Penny added.
‘You three really are learning,’ Alice said. ‘I’m impressed.’
‘This is neither a sure plan nor a safe plan,’ Ultimate said. ‘Additionally, I am currently not sure how to implement it. It’s less of a plan and more of a hypothesis, really.’
‘You should explain, Hugh,’ Alice said. ‘They need to know what they’re getting into.’
Ultimate nodded at his wife, frowned in thought, and then began. ‘We know that the generator here, running your house, has a cosmic energy signature very similar to Cygnus’s. Analysis of the data my sensors picked up from Tan’s vessel suggests the same basic signature.’
‘The smaller vessels which attacked New Millennium City also exhibit that signature, Doctor Ultimate,’ Denny supplied.
‘I surmised as much, but thank you for the additional data, Denny. I have run a number of simulations based on my scans of the generator here. If we can engineer a containment failure of the core matter–energy converter aboard Tan’s vessel, the result is a quite catastrophic release of gamma radiation and an intense pulse of cosmic energy. That energy would have the same… frequency is not quite the right term, but let’s use that. The burst would have the same frequency as Cygnus.’
‘And Tan,’ Penny said.
‘Correct. My simulations suggest that the interaction of that pulse with a Guardian’s energy field would be… quite catastrophic. I realise I’m using “catastrophic” a lot, but the word is warranted.’
Penny’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you saying this could actually kill Tan? Permanently?’
‘I believe so. All the simulations I’ve run suggest that the disruption to the “essence” within him would be complete.’
‘But it would kill Penny too,’ June said.
‘Not if the burst originates outside the atmosphere and Cygnus can get inside it. The change of transmission medium will induce sufficient levels of refraction and attenuation to make it safe.’
‘Theoretically.’
‘This is not something I can test effectively,’ Ultimate said. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘That’s–’
‘All we have,’ Penny said, interrupting her girlfriend. ‘How do we engineer this failure?’
‘It will not be easy,’ Denny said. ‘There are a number of failsafe mechanisms in the reactor.’
‘But it’s possible?’
‘Yes,’ the computer said, sounding unhappy. ‘It can be done if someone could get access to the reactor which is almost certainly easier on a larger vessel.’
‘Okay. Tell us how.’
~~~
‘Do you remember the first time we made love?’ June asked. She was lying spooned against Cygnus’s back. They had gravitated toward bed early because it seemed like the thing to do.
‘Of course,’ Cygnus replied.
‘This feels like that time. Well, that time in retrospect. You weren’t sure you were coming back from fighting Ghostfire and you didn’t want to die without finding out what you were missing. This feels like that, except I didn’t know what you were doing that time.’
‘Well… As it turned out, I was being pessimistic that time and I’m fairly confident I’ll be coming back this time. The plan is better than “go in and fight” this time, for one thing.’
‘Yeah, this time you’re just going to give yourself up to a mad Guardian and hope they don’t have a way of counteracting Twilight. Then you’re hoping you can get out of whatever prison they put you in before their ship blows up and kills you.’
‘That about covers it. Easy.’
‘It’s not going to be easy and you know it.’
Cygnus shifted forward and then rolled over to face June. ‘I’m coming back, June. This is going to work out okay. I’m not losing this. Us. I’m not losing us. Not now.’ Sliding forward, she kissed June, deepening it until June broke away, gasping for breath.
‘You’d… better come back,’ June said. ‘Otherwise I’ll have to get powers of my own so I can come after you.’
‘Well, we can’t have that. You’re the only normal person left in the house!’
~~~
‘This feels a little like the condemned man’s last meal,’ Jacob commented. He was in his bed with Andrea now. It had been Twilight about fifteen minutes earlier.
‘You’re not the one sneaking onto an alien spaceship to sabotage their reactor,’ Andrea replied.
‘Condemned woman’s last meal then.’
‘Screw that. I’m not dying in space. We’re going to kill the bad guy and save the day.’
‘I find it hard to believe you’re that confident.’
Andrea frowned. ‘I’m not, but Twi is. And I’m determined.’
‘I wish I could go instead of you.’
‘Yeah, well, stealth is not
one of your better attributes. For Twilight, it’s everything. They won’t even know we’re there until their reactor fries them.’
‘Just make sure you’re not
there when that happens.’
Andrea grinned. ‘Go spend the afternoon with June. You can make sure the coffee’s on for when we get back.’
18th May.
Two large SUVs and a van – all three of them black with tinted windows – rolled up the drive to the white house among the trees. UID agents were piling out of the two cars when June and Jacob walked out of the front door and waited for them. The agent who approached was not brandishing a weapon, but there were plenty of men carrying light assault weapons behind him.
‘Senior Special Agent Wise,’ the man said. ‘We’re here to pick up the Ultrahuman known as Cygnus, Maryland registration zero-five-five.’
Jacob looked at him for a second. ‘You from DC or the local office?’
‘Not that it makes a difference, I’m from DC. Now–’
‘Didn’t think I’d seen you before. They managed to find some honest agents in the DC office, huh? Cygnus isn’t here, so get back in your car and leave.’
‘We’ll be required to search–’
‘Let’s see your warrant.’
Wise glared. He gave up the staring contest after a couple of seconds because Jacob was taller and trying to outstare someone with no pupils was more or less impossible. ‘Do you know where Cygnus is?’
‘Of course we do. She left for Antarctica first thing this morning.’
‘Did you really think the Union of Ultrahumans was going to trust the UID to handle this?’ June asked. ‘Naryan Tan didn’t even go to the UN to give his ultimatum. He doesn’t care what normal humans think. He only listens to power. The Union will be handing her over. Now get off this property. If you don’t have a warrant, you are illegally on private land.’
Wise opened his mouth to say something and then apparently thought better of it. Turning, he started back to his car.
‘Thanks, Jacob,’ June said. ‘I’d have had more trouble with them without you here.’
‘Huh. It was my pleasure. I really mean that. I guess we should get back to worrying.’
‘Yeah… That pretty much covers it.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘You ready?’ Cygnus asked as she watched the smooth, slightly menacing shape of Naryan Tan’s ship floating down toward her in a manner which suggested it could casually ignore gravity somehow or other.
‘I’m ready,’ Twilight replied from the darkness of the Antarctic winter night. It was almost midday, fifteen minutes before the deadline Tan had set. At this time of year, there was little light in the sky at any point in the day and the sun would not rise here until late August. Twilight was a shadow in the unending twilight. ‘You’re the one who’s handing herself over and hoping she can get out before the ship blows up.’
‘If he catches you, there’s nothing to stop him killing you. Me he needs alive.’
‘So we’re both taking risks. Hush, it’s landing.’
The ship settled into the snow and no more than a second later a hatch opened in the side and steps extended down and out. Naryan Tan, still in shirt and clinging slacks, walked down to come to a stop perhaps twenty feet from Cygnus. ‘And so, we meet again,’ he said in the language Denny had used when Cygnus had first met her.
‘Third time, isn’t it?’ Cygnus asked.
‘The last time. You have always had the support of your world’s population and a ship to escape on before. This time you have neither.’
‘Previously, the worlds I was on knew exactly what kind of bastard you are. They knew that the only chance they had was to fight.’ Cygnus watched as Twilight glided up the stairs and into the ship behind the alien. So far, so good. ‘For all of those you’ve destroyed in your hunt, I’ll be really happy to kill you, Naryan.’
‘Ha! I’ve noticed that humans like to make jokes when they have nothing to fall back on. You can’t kill me for the same reason that I cannot kill you. We have found another solution to the problem you represent. In a few weeks, you’ll find out what it is.’
‘Right. Well, let’s get on with this.’
Tan stepped aside and lifted an arm to indicate the staircase. ‘Please, after you.’
~~~
‘It would appear,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘that things are going according to plan.’
Brightstar and Adamantium were watching the screens showing Cygnus, Tan, and the ship beside Ultimate. Brightstar spoke. ‘This is so risky, Hugh. Are we even sure Twilight can
get their reactor to blow up?’
‘As sure as we can be. The procedure I worked out with Denny is not especially complex. The issue is not causing the reactor to breach. It is whether Cygnus will be able to get sufficiently far from the explosion to survive.’ He paused, frowning. ‘And whether Tan might be able to escape it in some manner if given sufficient warning.’
‘I thought the biggest issue was whether we would survive whatever Tan plans to do now he has Cygnus,’ Adamantium said.
‘Indeed…’ Ultimate checked the screen. The ship was lifting smoothly into the air. ‘Clearly some form of antigravity system…’ Turning to a console set beside the screen, Ultimate began typing commands. ‘Non-ballistic trajectory… set the tracking system… no way to… must look into the field analysis…’
‘Hugh,’ Brightstar said, ‘you’re mixing thought streams again.’
‘Sorry. The important point is that I’ve activated the point-defence system. You should issue a general warning. Now that Tan has Cygnus, he has no reason to play ball with the rest of us.’
‘You think he’ll attack so soon.’
‘Why wait? He undoubtedly has enormous offensive power up there and I doubt he’ll wait long to deploy it.’
Guardian Cruiser Tinalki, Earth Orbit.
The room Cygnus was shown to was a little too nice to be called a cell. It was a small cabin with an attached bathroom. There was quite a large bed and a couple of chairs, and what Cygnus recognised as a replicator unit to provide food.
‘The walls are reinforced,’ Tan said, ‘and backed by a force screen. The replicator will only produce nutrients. You’ll be sealed in here until we get to our destination. You can’t escape.’
‘I’ve been in worse cells,’ Cygnus replied.
‘I’m quite sure.’ Tan turned and walked out, pausing in the doorway to look back. ‘Enjoy the show,’ he said, but the door closed before she could ask what he meant.
~~~
The ship was big and Twilight had no idea of the layout. She was also having to be careful of where she went since the lighting was fairly good. All in all, progress was slow. Finding the huge bay which appeared to house some massive beam weapon was something of a godsend: it looked like it ran from the nose of the ship back to the rear and, hopefully, that rear end was close to the power systems. Big weapon, ergo big power requirement. It was a reasonable supposition.
The weapon bay was not entirely empty, but there were also large sections of it which had poorer lighting so it made slipping past the crew easier. The crew seemed to be something of a mix. Most of them looked like Tan, but there were a few other species. Cygnus might even know what they were, but neither Twilight nor Andrea had a clue. There were short, thin aliens with large heads. There were stocky aliens with legs like tree trunks and thickly muscled torsos. And there were even a couple of the hodrites employed in something other than firing a rifle. Clearly, the Guardians took their crews from any place they could get them.
Following a conduit from the rear of the weapon chamber, Twilight found herself in a large room with a couple of units in its centre which she recognised. The room itself was rectangular, but with the corners rounded off. The two reactor units were basically scaled-up versions of the one at home: more or less cylindrical devices with various tubes and cables attached.
‘Okay,’ Andrea said from the back of Twilight’s mind, ‘we know what we need to do, but we’ve got six technicians in here. We’re going to have to take this slow and careful.’
‘I know,’ Twilight replied. ‘On the other hand, the techs have their attention on the displays around the wall. Mostly. I think we can do this. I mean, I really wasn’t sure we could do this, but now…’
‘Yeah. And then we just have to get Cygnus and get out of here. Sooner the better, to be honest. Our third personality is getting kind of restive in here.’
‘Keep an eye on her. I’ll take care of the sabotage.’
~~~
Cygnus looked up as a section of the wall lit up with a split-screen display. She frowned. The images were of three spaceships, one of them looking like the one she was on, but only the forward hull was being shown. The obvious question was: why?
Then she found out. Three ports opened in each of the ships. They looked alarmingly like the torpedo tubes on submarines, so Cygnus was not especially surprised when a total of seven missiles slid from the various tubes and the camera – or whatever was taking the pictures – panned to show the missiles heading toward Earth. The image of the ship Cygnus was on showed another, much larger ship briefly in passing: two of the ships were fairly close together.
After a few seconds, the display split into seven images and Cygnus figured she was watching through the eyes of the missiles. Three of the weapons seemed to be heading for Europe, another might have been on its way toward Russia, and yet another looked like it was aimed at China. The last two were more worrying, to Cygnus at least: one was on a course for the far south of the planet and the last was heading for North America.
Cygnus’s fists clenched. Naryan Tan was living up to her every expectation, but that would not mean much if June or any of her other friends ended up dead before she and Twilight could kill the bastard.
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘And we have incoming,’ Doctor Ultimate said. ‘A single missile. I think we know what that means.’
‘Nuclear,’ Adamantium said.
‘Quite. Point-defence will engage in… nine seconds. Alison, I think you should upgrade the warning you put out. Not that I think anyone will be able to do anything.’
‘Well,’ Brightstar said, heading for the communications suite, ‘I can try.’
New Millennium City, MD.
‘June, I have activated the force screen,’ Denny announced. Both June and Jacob looked up. Both of them started to ask why, but Denny was not waiting. ‘I am detecting an incoming missile though I have not yet verified its likely target.’
‘Warn Dom,’ June said immediately. ‘And Andy Hatch, and anyone else. And–’
‘I have already issued a warning over all our communicators and to the police. And I have just received a warning message from Brightstar. It appears that there are more missiles heading for targets around the globe.’
‘Oh.’
‘Due to the relatively small number of them, however, Doctor Ultimate suggests that they may be nuclear. I agree with his assessment.’
‘Oh.’
‘What are our chances if it’s heading for us?’ Jacob asked.
‘A direct hit on the house would certainly break through my force screen and obliterate us,’ Denny replied. ‘I do not believe that we will be the target, however. An explosion over the city is almost certainly survivable. For us.’
‘Oh,’ June said again. She looked at Jacob. ‘Probably for the best. Both the people we’d want to have sex with at the end of the world aren’t here.’
‘Yeah,’ Jacob agreed. ‘And if we did it, you’d probably freeze to death.’
‘Might be better than dying in a nuclear fireball.’
‘Probably not. Anyway, aren’t you gay?’
June shrugged. ‘For the end of the world, I’d make an exception.’
‘I believe that such sacrifices will not be required, June,’ Denny said. ‘The current trajectory suggests that the missile is not heading for New Millennium City.’
‘Then where–’
‘Washington, DC. It is heading for Washington and is likely to detonate sometime in the next fifteen seconds.’
The wall screen, which had been showing a muted ACPN, split to also show a picture-in-picture display taken from Denny’s radar-imaging system. A track showed the path of something across the sky, presumably the missile, though June could not read the data tagged to the dot at the head of the line. She could make out that one bit of the data was numeric and seemed to be counting down. The altitude?
June swallowed. ‘If it comes down on the White House, what’s our likely prognosis?’
‘I don’t know the size of the warhead, June. However, we are approximately forty-seven kilometres, or twenty-nine miles, from that target. Damage to buildings and people in New Millennium City is likely to be minimal. There may be some issues with electromagnetic pulse disabling equipment at some– Detonation. It appears you were correct. I estimate a ten-megaton explosion almost at ground level at or very near the White House.’
‘Oh God.’
The ACPN broadcast quite suddenly went to snow and Denny shifted her radar display to full screen. ‘The thermal and radiation waves have impacted us. No damage penetrated my screen, but it appears that the local power grid has shut down. This is likely to be why ACPN is off the air.’
‘What about the blast wave?’ Jacob asked.
‘I am tracking it. It will be approximately two minutes before it reaches us, and it will be significantly dispersed by that time. I am picking up a number of police and emergency services broadcasts suggesting that several of the control centres have lost power. They have no coordination at this time.’
‘You said you could broadcast over long distances, right?’ June asked.
‘Yes, I can.’
June picked up her earpiece and tucked it into position. ‘Put me on.’ She paused and then started speaking. ‘Hello, this is June Summerfield. Some of you know me from that calendar with Cygnus and Twilight. I help coordinate the Ultras and you guys sometimes. That’s not important. What is important is that we still have broadcast capability and power. Our computer system is trying to establish contact over land lines with your control centres and we’ll try to get you back under direct control soon. The other important thing is that there’s a blast wave heading this way and it’ll arrive in… about eighty seconds. It shouldn’t be too strong, but it may cause some damage, especially on the western side of the city. Try to get people under cover and we’ll get you more details on the situation as soon as possible.’
‘That is a good plan, June,’ Denny said. ‘I am establishing connections to the police and fire department centres now. Large radio antennas are more prone to EMP damage while vehicle and handheld units may escape unscathed. My bandwidth is somewhat limited, but we can resume at least some service this way.’
‘Do what you can, Denny. Hopefully, the services won’t be down for too long.’
‘You are good in a crisis,’ Jacob commented.
June gave him a smile. ‘Well, after all the fires, the riots, and the Red Weekend, plus dealing with the stuff for the calendar… I just wish… Denny, any word from Antarctica?’
‘I am attempting to re-establish a connection around the numerous failed routers,’ Denny replied. ‘As yet, I have no information.’
Union of Ultrahumans HQ, Antarctica.
‘Well, it was not an especially good test with only one warhead,’ Doctor Ultimate said, ‘but it appears that the point-defence system works.’
‘Good,’ Brightstar said. ‘I don’t believe I’d look good if I glowed in the dark.’
‘What about the other missiles?’ Adamantium asked.
‘A very good question,’ Ultimate replied, his fingers flashing over his keyboard. ‘We currently have no connectivity with… London. Would you put a call through to Viviane, Alison? She may have more information and if whatever they used affected her, then we have a far bigger problem than I expected. London, Paris, Berlin both sides of the Wall, Moscow, Beijing, and Washington, DC.’ He frowned. ‘And no connectivity to– Wait, what’s this?’ He tapped a key.
‘… anyone receiving? Repeat. This is Denny calling via satellite to the Union of Ultrahumans. Is anyone receiving?’
‘Denny, this is Hugh Last. I must say that I am pleased to hear your voice.’
There was a second or so of delay and then June’s voice sounded over the speakers. ‘Hugh? Thank God. Are you all okay down there?’
‘Our defence systems were able to destroy the missile sent for us. I take it that the one sent your way hit its target?’
‘Washington. Denny says they pretty much put it on the White House lawn. The EMP has taken most of the power down here, but there’s not much damage.’
‘The explosion was approximately ten megatons, Doctor Ultimate,’ Denny put in. ‘Damage within the target city will be quite extensive. I suspect there will be many casualties.’
‘Do you have any indication of the type of bomb used?’ Ultimate asked.
‘The detonation was characteristic of an antimatter-catalysed-fusion device. The fallout should be significantly reduced, which is one blessing.’
‘Yes. It seems that several other capitals were targeted. London, Paris, Berlin, Moscow, and Beijing.’
‘Cygnus said he wouldn’t stop just because they handed her over,’ June said. ‘Wait… London? Is Viviane okay?’
‘She’s fine,’ Brightstar said. ‘Her home is miles away from London. Cassandra’s having a rough time. Her precognition is going crazy. Viviane’s had to sedate her.’
‘I’m not entirely surprised,’ Ultimate said. ‘Yes, June. Hopefully we’ll get to the “I told you so” stage at some point. I’m just worried about what else Tan may try. With a few more nukes of that size, he could blanket most of the globe with EMP. I just hope that Cygnus and Twilight can eliminate the problem before he tries something like that.’
Guardian Cruiser Tinalki, Earth Orbit.
‘Sir?’ Naryan Tan turned at the sensor operator’s voice, his expression suggesting that there should be a rapid explanation for the interruption. ‘We’re seeing some unusual cosmic energy activity.’
‘This entire planet is shrouded in unusual cosmic energy activity,’ Tan snapped.
‘This is coming from inside the ship, Guardian. In the general vicinity of the prisoner’s cabin, but I can’t isolate it properly. It seems to be… dispersed.’
‘You’re sure it’s not coming from the prisoner?’
The sensor officer was rather pleased. He had expected to be vaporised or something for not being able to get better data. ‘Yes, sir. Guardian powers have a distinctive signature. This does not have that signature.’
‘Twilight,’ Tan hissed. ‘I’ll deal with this myself.’ Turning, he marched for the door at the back of the bridge. Yes, Twilight. He would find her, and he would crush her.
~~~
Finding Cygnus was proving to be more of an issue than finding the reactors had been. She had
to be somewhere in the midsection where all the habitation seemed to be concentrated. But the bank of cells Twilight had found was empty and there was a lot of habitation to hunt through. It was going slowly. She had set the timers on the explosives to give her time to hunt, but things were going too slowly for Twilight’s temperament.
‘We have plenty of time,’ Andrea said. ‘Keep your cool and don’t take risks. We have no idea what kind of sensor equipment they have on this ship.’
‘I want out of this place,’ Twilight replied silently. ‘I can feel her getting restless at the back of our head and I don’t like it.’
‘I think it’s being up here. Space. The ultimate darkness. It’s making her stronger, but I have her under control for now.’
‘Good, because she’s the last– Shit! That’s Tan!’ It was not that she specifically recognised him – one of his kind looked a lot like another at this point in Twilight’s experience of aliens – but there was something about him. He felt a little like Cygnus and Twilight was reacting as soon as her brain caught up with that feeling.
Tan began to raise an arm and Twilight did not want to know what kind of powers the man could manifest. Darkness swirled up from around her feet, rapidly enveloping both of them along with the entire corridor. She saw his eyes widening as the fear hit him. It was good to know she could do that to a Guardian, but what else would work? She launched a handful of shadow knives at him and watched him flinch as at least a couple of them penetrated some sort of force field he was projecting. She launched a second arc of the deadly weapons to follow the first and then reached for her sword as she closed the distance. Black flame ignited along its length as she swung. She could not kill him, but she could put him down… Two slashes across his chest and the flames managed to burn through his shield, shirt, and flesh both times, but not deep enough.
And then he was moving, the stunning effect of her fear finally gone. He dodged back as her sword swung again, clearing away from her blade. She merged into her shadows again as he launched some form of attack and he hit nothing with the pulse of energy he threw out. He could see her, that was clear, but he could not hit her. And she could still use her knives. She was about to launch more of them when something like a wall of energy flashed out from Tan and wrapped Twilight’s body like a mummy in a museum.
‘How’s he doing that?!’ Twilight squeaked inside her mind.
‘I don’t know,’ Andrea replied. ‘He must’ve… Never mind. Break out of it!’
‘I… can’t!’ Muscles straining against the energy field, Twilight tried her best to break it open, but all that happened was that it squeezed tighter. ‘Shit! It’s… contracting. I can’t…’
‘Hold on, Twi. You need to stay conscious. Keep trying.’
Both of them let out a shriek as pain lanced through their torso: bones breaking most likely. Twilight’s sword dropped from her hand as she struggled against the tightening grip. ‘I… can’t…’ Twilight managed before both she and Andrea fell into darkness.
Morrigan Manor, England.
The scream rang through the corridors and rooms of Viviane’s house and she knew exactly where it had come from even if Cassandra was supposed to be asleep. Something had woken her, pulled her out of her magically induced somnolence. It was probably something really bad. Viviane teleported.
‘She’s falling!’ Cassandra screamed, sitting up in bed and staring sightlessly at the ceiling. ‘The darkness… She’s falling. She can’t hold… She’s falling! Oh God, she’s falling!’
Viviane rushed to the bed and pulled her protégé into a hug. ‘It’s alright, Cassandra. It’s alright. Just let it go. Concentrate on your breathing and let it flow out of you.’ She knew exactly what the dream Cassandra had experienced meant. Hugh had explained the plan to eliminate Naryan Tan to her and she had not seen any major flaw in it until Cassandra’s visions had started.
So far, what Cassandra had seen had not been that easy to interpret and appeared to be unrelated to what was happening. She had seen monsters crawling out of pits. She had seen suggestions of war involving Ultrahumans, though that had been hard to clearly interpret. Viviane had wondered whether the visions suggested that Twilight and Cygnus would fail and that there would be a war with Tan and his people, but none of Cassandra’s visions had shown anything truly alien.
Now there was this. It could only mean one thing: Twilight was about to be consumed by her dark side. The Darkness was going to win.
‘Calm yourself, Cassandra,’ Viviane said. ‘Calm yourself and then get dressed. You’ve always wanted to visit America. I think now is the time for you to do it.’
Guardian Cruiser Tinalki, Earth Orbit.
The door of Cygnus’s room opened and she got to her feet to glare at Tan as he walked through. ‘I see you’re behaving just as I expected you to,’ she snapped. ‘Never even the slightest hint of honour in your mind, is there, Naryan?’
‘Those people gave you up without even a small fight,’ Tan replied. ‘How many of them have you saved? They show you no honour. I showed them none in return. Though I may have misjudged the powered ones.’ He waved a hand and two of his hodrites walked in carrying Twilight between them. ‘It seems they had a plan to rescue you. It simply was not good enough.’
‘Twi! What did you do to her?’
The soldiers placed the unconscious Twilight on the bed and backed out of the room. Tan smiled. ‘She attacked me. Far more effectively than I would have believed, in fact. She’s stable. My medics treated her for her immediate injuries. I don’t want her dead yet. The power neutralisation field in this room will keep her contained.’
‘You’re a bastard,’ Cygnus told him as he turned to leave again.
‘Many have said so,’ Tan replied. ‘I’ll return at some point when she’s conscious.’
New Millennium City, MD.
Denny’s radar – specifically the doppler component – suggested that the wind over the DC area was blowing west so any fallout would be blowing away from New Millennium City. The computer had already called through to the Virginia authorities to suggest that people in the Rosslyn area be evacuated as a precaution. She had also decided that it was safe to take the force screen down outside the house, but it was still something of a surprise when the doorbell rang.
June looked up at the wall screen. ‘Oh. Jacob, would you get that? It’s Viviane and Cassandra.’ She frowned. ‘Cassandra doesn’t look too good.’
‘I’m wondering why they’re here,’ Jacob said as he headed for the front door. They were both helping to coordinate the local emergency services, but June was doing more of it. Jacob was primarily using his law enforcement experience to advise June and Denny. Opening the door, he gave a nod to the two women standing outside. ‘Viviane. And I’m told this is Cassandra.’
‘Good afternoon, Jacob,’ Viviane replied. She frowned. ‘That’s a turn of phrase, obviously. It’s anything but a good afternoon. Could we come in? Cassandra has had some… disturbing visions. I have a feeling that this is the place to be to find out what is going on.’
‘Sure.’ Jacob stepped back to allow them past him. ‘Currently, we’re the emergency communications hub for the city, so you might be right.’
‘It is not the city I am worried about.’ Viviane led Cassandra into the house and the younger girl looked around with some interest. There was still a shadow in Cassandra’s eyes, however. She was a pretty, pale-skinned girl. She was not quite skinny, but certainly thin, narrow in the body and face. She had shoulder-length, somewhat curly, auburn hair and a nose which tried valiantly to dominate her face.
‘I was hoping to visit this place under better circumstances,’ Cassandra said.
‘You’re in the wrong business,’ June commented as they walked into the lounge. ‘Alien invasion is just par for the course. Welcome to New Millennium City anyway.’
‘Huh. Thanks. I think Twilight’s in trouble.’
‘What?’ Jacob asked.
‘Cassandra has had a vision suggesting that Twilight’s dark side is taking over,’ Viviane said.
‘She’s seen something like that before,’ June replied. ‘I was there when–’
‘Not like this,’ Cassandra said. ‘I’ve been having horrible… waking nightmares all day. Monsters. War. Viviane put me to sleep and I saw… It was too detailed. Too immediate. I think she’s in real danger.’
‘That’s great,’ Jacob said, ‘but she’s in orbit. We can’t help her.’
‘No,’ Viviane said, ‘but we can be here for her when she gets back. She may need a lot of help when she returns to us.’
Guardian Cruiser Tinalki, Earth Orbit.
Cygnus figured it was around thirty minutes after Twilight was brought in before she gave out a groan and opened her black eyes. Her head turned, spotting Cygnus. ‘You need to be anywhere but here,’ she said, her voice a husky, pained groan.
‘I’d love to, but this room is basically Guardian-proofed. Strengthened walls backed up with a force screen. I don’t have the power available to bust out. I think the room’s bugged, by the way.’
‘I figured.’ Twilight pressed at her ribs and winced. ‘You need to be away from me.’
‘From you?!’
‘He took my sword.’ Cygnus blanched: the sword was enchanted in some way and it helped to keep Twilight’s darkest side in check. ‘Andrea was having some trouble controlling the other me before, but now… She thinks it’s being in space. It’s really dark out there, Cygnus. We don’t know how long we can keep her under control and I think I have broken ribs.’
Cygnus got to her feet, looking around at her prison. ‘Well…’
‘Can you make yourself immune to cold?’
‘If I have to. I–’
From under the bed, the darkness swelled and thickened, filling the room. Cygnus’s vision went to greyscale and, almost immediately, she felt the room starting to cool. ‘You really need to,’ Twilight said. ‘Let’s see how good the electronics in this place are.’ The cold was starting to bite into Cygnus’s fingers before she managed to rearrange a little power to give her body some internal heating.
Snow began to fall. ‘Is that–’
‘Carbon dioxide,’ Twilight interrupted. ‘I’m not sure how low I can go with this. Maybe too far. Give it a little time and then start trying to punch your way out.’
Cygnus got to her feet. ‘Well, it’s a plan.’
~~~
‘Sir.’ The sensor operator was thinking that today was a really bad day to be doing his job. The Guardian was not going to like this. ‘I’m registering a massive drop in temperature in the prisoner’s cabin.’
‘Perhaps you could be more quantitative,’ Tan suggested.
‘Uh, not really, sir. The sensor systems in the room have failed.’
Tan turned and headed for the door. What was the woman up to? ‘I want a squad of soldiers to meet me there. Fully armed.’
‘Yes, sir,’ someone replied, almost lost as the bridge door closed behind the Guardian.
He did not run, but he moved at a fast walk down the corridor. Cygnus was up to something. Unless the drop in temperature was due to Twilight… But that was impossible in the neutralisation field. No, this had to be Cygnus, but why… If the sensors had died in the cold conditions, it was possible that the force screens had also failed. Yes, the walls had been reinforced, but he could have beaten his way out. She was not that much weaker than he was. Tan broke into a run.
There was a wall of darkness in the corridor outside Cygnus’s cabin and ice on the floor at the feet of the four hodrites standing outside it. Also on the hodrite lying on the floor. Tan could not tell if the man was dead, but the sheen of crystalline material over the soldier’s skin was not looking good. There was a clanging sound coming from within the black space in front of them: Cygnus was breaking out.
‘Sir!’ one of the soldiers said. ‘He stepped into the darkness field and… He fell out like that. He froze to death in seconds.’
‘Wait here,’ Tan said. ‘If anyone other than me comes out of there, shoot them.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Shifting his powers to give him some immunity to cold and the ability to see in the dark, Tan stepped forward. The blackness enveloped him and, even though he was ready for it, his vision dimmed as the fear bit into him. There was something with him in the black. He could not see it, but it was there, reaching for him. Something more ancient than the Guardians, something more callous and dangerous than he would ever be, and something horribly hungry…
He was dimly aware that the clanging sounds of fists impacting metal had stopped. There was a scraping sound and Cygnus was standing in front of him. ‘You utter bastard,’ she said. ‘You deserve everything that’s going to happen to you.’
‘Get out
of here, Penny!’ Twilight screamed from inside the room. ‘I can’t hold her.’
Cygnus pulled back her fist and slammed it into Tan’s jaw. He was knocked back out of the darkness to fall onto the deck. Cygnus saw the four soldiers standing there waiting for her and she shifted her powers around as she gave one last look back into the room. Twilight was sitting on the bed, bent over with her head on her knees. Leaving her seemed like the wrong thing to do, but Cygnus had seen the result of her third personality coming out before. Once, that mind had saved Cygnus from a shadow demon, but expecting her to do the same this time was…
Turning, Cygnus blasted her particle beam out in an arc down the corridor. Four soldiers died, almost cut in half by the intensity of the beam hitting them. Not looking back, Cygnus lifted into the air and flew past the stunned Guardian and the dead soldiers. Her beam lanced out again as she closed on the end of the corridor, ripping through the wall ahead of her as though it was paper. Alarms began to sound, but she continued straight ahead, heading for the outer hull. Her beams lanced out again, ripping a hole into space in a blaze of molten metal. She shifted her powers as the air began to evacuate out through the hole, and she risked one look back at the now red-lit interior of the ship she was leaving Twilight in.
Then she poured on the power and drove herself through space toward the familiar blue orb of Earth. She had minutes to get down there, into the atmosphere. Twilight had not been absolutely sure of the timing, but she had known it was going to be close. She could see America down there, but Tan’s ship was in an equatorial orbit. Cygnus found herself diving toward Amazonia and almost laughed. It came out as more of a sob.
She hit the upper atmosphere and had to slow as her force field began to glow with heat. How much air was needed to screen her? She kept diving, pushing down toward the jungle below her. Thirty-six thousand feet. Twenty-six thousand. Sixteen thousand. Behind her, the sky lit up and Cygnus’s eyes widened as something hit her. There was an instant of pain and she found herself tumbling. Above her, the light seemed to brighten briefly, another blazing pulse which did not come with the same surge of pain. She managed to correct her flight seven thousand feet above the Amazon Basin and turned north, gaining height again as she rocketed toward North America.
New Millennium City, MD.
June was waiting outside the house as Cygnus circled the property and dropped in to land. Jacob, Viviane, and Cassandra were coming through the door. June had the weirdest expression on her face: relief and horror in one complex package.
‘Denny detected the explosions about fifteen minutes ago,’ June said. She was holding back. She wanted to rush forward and hug her girlfriend, but Cygnus was wearing the expression of someone who had just lost the biggest fight of her life. ‘T-Twilight isn’t with you.’
Cygnus looked past June to Jacob. ‘I’m sorry. She made me leave. They took her sword and she couldn’t… couldn’t control her shadow. She made me run.’
Jacob’s jaw clenched, but all he did was nod.
‘She was on the ship when it exploded?’ June asked.
‘She’s alive,’ Cassandra said. ‘What I saw… She’s alive, somewhere.’
‘Then I’m going to find her,’ Cygnus said, her fists clenching. ‘I’m going to find her, and I’m going to bring her back. No matter how long it takes, I’m going to get Twilight back.’
 



Epilogue One: Midnight
Hong Kong, China, 19th May 2015.
The city was far more dark than was normal. A little under seventeen hours earlier, a massive explosion had been seen in the night sky by those still up and about, and then all the lights had gone out. There were rumours that almost the entire country had been affected, and that was after some alien had blown up Beijing. No one knew what was going on, especially the authorities who were desperately trying to restore power and order to the city.
Billy Hong knew what was going on. What was going on was a fantastic opportunity to steal things with relatively little chance of repercussions. That was why he was out with three of his friends looting an electronics shop. They were hardly the only people engaged in that kind of criminal activity; the electronics shop was next door to a designer clothing shop and Billy had heard someone moving about in there when they had arrived. That was maybe a smart move: designer clothing would probably sell well and be hard to track back to its origin. But… Well, Billy really wanted a new large-screen TV for his apartment. Not that he would be able to use it until the power came back on.
Being the smartest of the group, Billy had arranged things so that he did as little of the manual labour as possible. Someone had to keep watch in the alley where they had parked their van, right? That meant he was out back, leaning against a wall when the woman walked out of the rear door of the clothing shop. She was a little shorter than Billy, and he was the tallest of his little gang. She had black hair, cut fairly short but longer over the neck and kind of designer-messy. In the dim illumination from the van’s rear lights, it looked as though her eyes were just black pits, but her angular features and trim figure suggested she would be very attractive in better light. She was dressed in a designer microdress and high-heeled pumps and she had a bunch of bags from the shop slung from her shoulders and in her hands.
Grinning, Billy slipped his flick knife out of his jacket pocket and pushed away from the wall. ‘Hey, lady,’ he said in Cantonese. ‘This isn’t the best of nights to be out shopping.’ She stopped, looking at him but saying nothing. Billy closed the distance between them. ‘I bet you haven’t paid for those. I think it’s my civic duty to make you pay.’
She smiled. ‘I don’t understand Chinese,’ she said in English, ‘so I really don’t have a clue what you’re saying. From your expression, I think you’re trying to be funny. Well done, I’m amused.’
Billy’s eyes narrowed and he lifted his knife, flicking the blade out. ‘Still think I’m funny?’ he asked in English.
‘Hilarious.’ She dropped her bags, all of them. Then – despite the fact that he was expecting her to run – she stepped closer. ‘That little toy isn’t going to help you, boy. Look into my eyes.’
Her eyes, he realised, really were just black: jet-black orbs which appeared to him like pits of darkness. It was like he was being sucked into them, into the darkness which was suddenly his entire world. Almost his entire world, because the woman was there with him and that fact was utterly terrifying…
~~~
‘Come on, Billy, wake up. I don’t have all night.’
Billy’s eyes flickered open and he found the woman standing over him. His head throbbed as he tried to move. Must have bashed it when he… fainted. He had fainted out of sheer terror just from looking into a woman’s eyes.
‘The blushing is cute, Billy, but I’d really like to get out of here.’
‘H-how do you know my name?’ Billy asked, dragging himself into a sitting position.
‘One of your friends mentioned it. Then I checked your wallet.’
‘My–’ Looking around, Billy could make out the three bodies scattered around the alley. ‘What did you–’
‘They were quite unreasonable when they saw me standing over you.’
‘They’re–’
‘Dead. Get up. We’ll go to whatever hovel you call home until we can find somewhere better.’
‘Uh… Who are you, lady?’
‘You can call me Midnight.’ She started for the van’s passenger side. ‘But who I am is the woman who’s going to rule this city. Now get up and bring my bags. We’ve got a lot to do.’
 



Epilogue Two: June
New Millennium City, MD, 6th June 2015.
Cygnus swept around the obstacle course in the house’s exercise room, focusing on her form and avoiding the obstacles in order to not think about various other things. There were plenty of things to think about.
Of course, the continuing mystery of where Twilight had vanished to was at the top of the list, but there was relatively little she could do about that: far better people than her were searching.
Then there was the current state of the planet, which could have best been described as ‘in shock.’ She had spent most of the last two weeks helping with the various efforts in DC and London. The warheads detonated there had been relatively clean, producing fairly short-lived fallout. Cygnus had been able to ignore what there was and search the areas for survivors safely. Some of the most important cities on the planet had been badly damaged. EMP from the exploding ships had made matters worse. The UoU had rushed forward with plans to bring fusion reactors online in Amazonia because the country’s infrastructure had taken a bad hit. Europe was in a state of moderate chaos. The Soviets were disorganised after the loss of much of their more important party members. China… China was a complete mess.
There were rumours of something crawling out of the crater in Beijing which sounded like a new Leviathan-class Ultra, but the country was in such a state of upheaval that the news was sparse and lacked detail when it came. Doctor Ultimate currently had a working theory that the cosmic energy bursts from the three ships had somehow activated the genes of a number of people, far more than what would normally be expected at any given time. There were signs of it all over China and, to a lesser extent, North and South America. Cygnus was stronger than she had been, though Ultimate was theorising that she had somehow absorbed some of Naryan Tan’s power when his Guardian essence was destroyed.
That was why Cygnus was testing herself while she waited for June to join her. It was June’s birthday. Things were a little on the quiet side: they were both missing Andrea and Twilight. But they were doing their best. June had said they should practise combat because it was bound to end up with them having sex on the exercise mats and she had missed her lessons for a couple of weeks with Cygnus frequently away from home. June had gone to change clothes and would call up from below when she was ready.
Cygnus had just made a very tight turn which she was rather impressed by when she heard June’s voice. ‘Hey, Penny, I’m ready to–’ She cut off in a scream and Cygnus was diving toward the hole in the floor almost instantly.
‘June! What–’ She stopped, both talking and moving, as June rose up through the hole, her arms and legs thrashing wildly as she tried to control herself.
Cygnus flew over and caught her, basically providing balance. There was no need for lift. ‘June, you’re flying.’
‘No kidding,’ June said, looking annoyed more than shocked now. ‘How the Hell do I get down?’
###
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